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UKUTHULA 
Gender based violence (GBV) disproportionately affects women, girls and gender non-conforming 

people globally. Within South Africa, it is systemic, and deeply entrenched in institutions, cultures 

and traditions. 

 

One of the most pernicious forms of violence enacted against women, girls and gender non-

conforming people is silencing. Ukuthula constitutes a collective voice of defiance in the face of such 

silencing. 

 

Creative writing has the capacity to address and encapsulate violence and loss in ways other forms 

cannot. It not only provides a vital forum to share stories and experience, but also invites others to 

share in those experiences and live the words they read on the page. It can thus not only change 

minds but also hearts and lives and behaviours, while at the same time forging communities to 

support and sustain healing and transformation. 

 

Ukuthula explores and creates a space for creative writing against GBV and femicide, with a focus on 

work which takes risks, disrupts the status quo, speaks to the heart and aims to educate in multiple 

and non-didactic ways. 

 

Following months spent researching work from around the world, a reading list and syllabus has 

been created that is freely available to all. This syllabus is the foundation of a series of workshops 

where participants will collectively explore and respond to writing from around the world. This 

creative output is the basis for a series of chapbooks that will be published by impepho press. 

 

Ukuthula is a project that asks:  

 

As South African women writers, how can we place our voices in conversation with the larger 

international community? 

How do we harness and learn from our sisters in other places and contexts, while at the same time 

giving voice to the specificities of our context, time and experiences?   

How do we find new innovative forms and push the limits of representation so as to interrogate, 

reject, embrace, deface, bear out, on the page, our pain and anger and at the same time to 

transcend the intimate and public wreckages of our present moment? 

How do we create something defiantly and beautifully alive out of so much violence, death and 

dying? 

 

Ukuthula will address these questions. It will provide a creative, challenging yet caring space from 

which to research and write GBV in South Africa.  

 

Ukuthula is made possible by the support of the National Arts Council and UAFAfrica. 
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WHY WE WRITE 
Collaborative Creation of a Manifesto 

 
 

 

 

‘The manifesto is by nature a loud genre, immodest and forceful, exuberant and vivid, attention-

grabbing. Immediate and urgent, it never mumbles, is always in overdose and overdrive… They dare 

and supplicate the reader as they project into the future a schedule and strategy for personal work. 

And if, for the writer, they define a field of action, for the reader they afford a gesture of solidarity, 

suggesting what lenses are necessary for appreciation of the work. Thus to read these productions in 

a univocal way, to be insulted by them, or to disregard them completely as oversimplifications, is to 

misunderstand their nature.’              Ann Caws 

 

 

Explore the potential of the manifesto as a creative collective genre through which to empower and 

give voice, express desires. recognize and articulate anger, think and work for change, and dream 

toward a common future.  

 

Manifesto as a way of thinking change 

Manifesto as a away of an agreed practice / code of conduct 

Manifesto as a collective practice  

 

  



3 
 

CONTENTS 
UKUTHULA 1 

WHY WE WRITE 2 

Collaborative Creation of a Manifesto 2 

CONTENTS 3 

Exercises, Techniques & Manifesto Creation 5 

The Techniques of Free Writing 5 

Collective Manifestation Creation 6 

READINGS 7 

Some Notes on Manifestos by Elisa Gabbert and Kathleen Rooney 7 

A Manifesto for Discomfortable Writing by Antena 9 

THE POETIC I WILL HOWL WHILE LIVING IN A COUNTRY OF RAPISTS (SECOND MANIFESTO) by 

Comando Plath 14 

In the Guise of a Literary Manifesto by Aimé & Suzanne Césaire 17 

Why Do I Write? by Bessie Head 18 

Poetry Is Not a Luxury (1985) by Audre Lorde 20 

Cecilia Vicuna Lecture | Word and Thread 22 

Cecilia Vicuña: Word & Thread 22 

Reply by Lucille Clifton, from Quilting: Poems 1987‐1990 27 

Manifesto: Choman Hardi – “We will not be bystanders” 28 

Confessional Activism by Erica Dawson 30 

all the boxes are empty by sara uribe 33 

[REJECTED QUESTIONNAIRE] by EMMA VILLAZÓN RICHTER, Bolivia, 1983 – 2015 41 

if speaking is belonging by Aja Monet 43 

Lifeline by Koleka Putuma 44 

HISTORY THREE by Sophia Terazawa 46 

The Rules by Leila Chatti 47 

& there’s a manifesto knocking at the door by Juliane Okot Bitek, from Sublime: Lost Words 48 

Thursday 4am by Juliane Okot Bitek, from Sublime: Lost Words 49 

How You Sound by Jones Leroi 51 

Voice of the Oracle: Surrealist Game by Aimé Césaire, Suzanne Césaire et al 53 

Excerpt from The Manifesto Project by Erica Dawson 57 

TO BE ELASTIC by Enxhi Mandija 63 



4 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 65 

NOTES 67 

 

 

 

  



5 
 

Exercises, Techniques & Manifesto Creation 

The Techniques of Free Writing 

 

1. Keep your hand moving and your pen on the page. Once you begin don't stop. Why? Most of 

the time when we write we mix up the "editor" and the "creator". Imagine your writing hand 

as the creator. If you keep your creator hand moving then the editor can't catch-up with it 

and try and interfere. 

2. Trust your pen. Go with the first image that appears 

3. Lose Control. Say what you want to say. Don't worry if it's correct, polite or appropriate. 

4. Be Specific. Not bird, but owl. Not fruit, but blueberries. Not vegetable, but pumpkin. 

5. Don't think. Just write. Don’t go back and read what you have written until you have finished 

6. If you don't know what to write just keep writing the prompt or your last sentence - 

something will emerge. 

7. Don't worry about punctuation, spelling or grammar. Don’t judge your writing. Don’t 

compare, analyse, criticise (You can let your editor loose much later when you return to the 

piece to edit it) 

8. Let go of expectations. Let your writing surprise you. You are free to write the worst junk or 

drivel in the world 

9. Go for the jugular. If something scary comes up, go for it. That's where the energy is. 

10. Kiss your frogs. This is just a practice. Not every session will be magic. The point is to show 

up at the page, no matter what. 
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Collective Manifestation Creation  

 

Play “ Aimé Césaire and Suzanne Césaire’s surrealist game Voice of the Oracle, 1942”. Played in pairs, 

with a new or close friend, intimate partner or lover, this short game uses a simple Q&A form to 

explore the potential of chance encounter, "automatic writing" and collaboration as a means of 

producing revolutionary forms of knowledge. 

 

Blackout poems - traditional Manifestos rediscovered through erasure (take a manifesto and turn it 

into a poem using erasure/ crossing out lines.  

Discussion: Conventions and relationship of the Manifesto form to poetry. 

Votive poems: A board/ large piece of paper where everyone can add their own “list of women” 

throughout the workshop  

Write a collective collaged manifesto made up of lines from selected manifestos in the reading pack.  

(each participant selects a line which gets written up onto a board/ paper and then we collectively 

thread them together to create a manifesto.)   

Personal/ small group manifesto - everybody adds a line to create a manifesto 

 

At what point does documentation limit speech? Who do we write for?  

To? With? Without? 

Evolution of a collective self: 

— Who is the subject? My ancestors? 

— Who is the audience? The wandering spirits? 

How shall we make our demands ?How to speak to each other? Aren’t we just making demands to 

the sky, and doesn’t it feel like prayer?  

 

Collective manifesto - Arrange material generated in the small groups into a collective manifesto  
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READINGS 

Some Notes on Manifestos by Elisa Gabbert and Kathleen Rooney  

The best manifestos don’t start as manifestos. Nor do they quote lines from other manifestos. They 

emerge spontaneously, in one sitting, and are not improved by editing or supporting evidence.  

Manifestos don’t say “What if. …” They just say.  

Foreign phrases can give your manifesto a je ne sais quoi. They can make you a bête noire and/or an 

enfant terrible. Don’t try this if you’re French.  

Though it starts with the word “manifest,” the manifesto is anything but obvious. It should feel like a 

kick to the body, but a kiss to the mind. Everything is about power except power, which is about sex. 

(A good manifesto never tries to relativize something absolute.)  

The commercialization of outer space, the dragooning of animals into human wars—we are opposed 

to many things over which we have no control. Satire and great art flourish during dark political 

times; they make intellectuals feel better but accomplish nothing politically.  

Neither seasons nor weather dictate pauses in a manifesto. Ideally, your manifesto has no pauses. 

Caesuras are a sign of hesitation.  

The sweeping away of life’s illusions resembles actual sweeping almost not at all. (But the death of 

metaphors is beyond the scope of this manifesto.)  

To be prophetic, make bombastic statements and leap into the dark. Don’t over-rely on cogency in 

the service of meaning. Do not abuse your audience with excessive chatter. A manifesto is all middle 

with no intro or outro.  

A joke cycle consists of a series of related jokes about a particular group; as far as anyone knows, 

there’s never been a manifesto cycle.  

“Collaboration” should not be confused with “building consensus.” Consensus, of course, is a myth. 

But we can all agree, can’t we, that a manifesto should be aesthetic as well as political?  

The job of a manifesto is not to get where you’re coming from. The manifesto isn’t inhuman, it just 

isn’t human.  

Art is not supposed to comfort you, but how do you know when it’s the right kind of discomfort? Art 

should be at least slightly strange—a water balloon, but filled with vodka. Art should be at least 

slightly toxic.  

This is not a painting to be hung above your mother’s couch. A painting can be about paint but a 

manifesto can’t just be about language; words always mean something else. 
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You don’t recall particular lines from manifestos, just their color and shape. This one is austere and 

simple: a white-walled building in the international style; this one deep and aquamarine: an in-

ground pool in a hot backyard.  

It would be foolish to ask too much of the manifesto. But you can ask it to be itself, to be vulnerable, 

to be present. Just know that it won’t and can’t change.  

A representation is not a solution. If you’re a visual learner, however, by all means go for it. Write 

about the past and let your handwriting slant back; write about the future and let it tilt forward. Let 

your mind go and your body will follow.  

Love or hate, yes; but indifference, never.  

 

Beauty and truth don’t need a manifesto. That is manifestly the most beautiful myth of them all. 
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A Manifesto for Discomfortable Writing by Antena 

Dis-ease is useful to me, or the dis-abling of habituated practices of language. The idea  

of  something not working, something not being sayable or reproducible, (re)printable, 

carries its own charge.  

—Myung Mi Kim 

Peoples who do not know each other should get to know each other in a hurry, like those 

who are about to struggle side by side. 

—José Martí  

What good is art when people everywhere don’t have enough to eat?  

—M., member of Revolutionary Autonomous Communities  

Seeing things, the alternative seeing of things, the seen and seeing alternative, which a 

certain deployment of crisis is meant to police, is the crisis of genuine disclosure and  generative 

disruption. 

—Fred Moten  

● To make common currency uncommon.  

● To make us strangers in a place we thought was home. To find spaces for listening inside  

strangeness.  

● To refuse complacency and allow risk to alight inside our own bodies.  

● Thinking is doing. Doing is thinking.  

● We write discomfortably because we are probably wrong, yet compelled to learn. To  learn 

from our errors.  

● We are language workers in a workspace made of language. We are using language to  push 

language into wild, unsettling, discomfortable forms. This process might be painful.  This 

process might be joyous. This process will be infinite.  

● Language and world are inseparable. Language and action are inseparable. We use  language 

to think about the world: the world being language. We turn our minds and  bodies to the 

language we are using: aware of the constant constraints and impositions of  that language 

upon us. The language being the world, its multiple and multiplicitous  brutalities. The 

perpetual brutalities of an unjust language. The perpetual possibilities of  justice in language.  

● We use the term “writing” to refer to a range of forms of aesthetic work and practice. If  

writing is a form of art, then we insist on the cohabitating inverse: art is a form of writing.  

We embrace the different materials and techniques that various forms of art-making and  

organizing entail: the discomfortable welcomes them all. 

● Criticality is the seeing of the window and the frame and the smudges on the glass, as  well 

as the landscape, cityscape, or humanscape outside the window. Criticality is the  seeing of 

our own seeing, accounting for our own position, stance, perspective, history,  

infrastructure, substructure.  

● Criticality is not optional.  

● Discomfortable writing unsettles the complacent eye and opens it to the unexpected, the  

real and the hyper-real and the sub-real: the conditions of the world as it is and the  

potentials of the world as it might be.  
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● We reject the automatic. Automaticity is unquestioning acceptance of the conditions and  

brutalities of the world-as-it-is. To automatically act is to automatically collude.  

● We embrace the everyday. Repetition, routine, and ritual also contain sparks of  

discomfortableness. The foundations of daily life are a springboard into the stratospheres  of 

the discomfortable. The discomforts of daily life are the texture of our resistance.  

● We are not averse to good rhythm, but we distrust language that is too fluid, too easeful,  

too smooth. Without the snags, the surface becomes slick and we slide into so-called  

comprehension without pausing to question or remember how much we do not know.  

● Capital traffics in the smooth, the cool, the easy. Capital is not interested in reminding us  

that there is more to learn; in fact, capital colludes to soothe us into thinking we already  

know everything, to produce a sense of normality, expectedness, regularity in a world  that 

is anything but.  

● Capital is also famously obsessed with the new and the next. We insist that its aim is not  

learning, but consumption and assimilation, with its attendant leveling of difference.  

Discomfortable writing rejects assimilation, preferring to linger in moments of rupture, to  

dwell in the snags, seeing what we would not, could not see, seeing our own seeing.  

● If our work does not question the terms of the status quo, it is the status quo. The  

murderous status quo. Our context is an avant-garde that has throughout history aligned  

itself with revolutionary political movements.  

● It is our responsibility to make the world as we wish to experience it—to create the  

conditions of our resistance, our solidarity, and our irrepressible liberation even as we  

acknowledge the very real and concrete effects of living in a world where injustice is  

institutionalized and enforced via all kinds of subterranean and overt violence.  

● We have no patience for the divide between art practice and political practice. We have  

endless patience for doing the hard imaginative and practical work of building a more  

humane and just world. We are here to dismantle the master’s house! 

● Audre Lorde: “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” Yvonne  Rainer: 

“You can dismantle the master’s house using the master’s tools, if you expose the  tools.” 

Antena: “The master’s house began to collapse on its own long ago. Use any and  all tools 

you can get your hands on and speed the process. Demolish the master’s house  carefully 

enough to recycle the building materials and make tiny houses for everybody.  With any 

leftover materials, we’ll make small books.”  

● Discomfortable aesthetic work is necessary if we are to imagine and begin to build a new  

world. Art is more than graphics to accompany our slogans. Poetry can imagine new  

possibilities within language. Poetry and other non-conforming forms of writing can  create 

discomfort, manifest expressions of our distress and dysfunction in the context of  unjust 

structures. Our work is made of attempts and failures and further attempts: we will  learn to 

think, dream, and imagine differently and it will not be easy. Our work is  ongoing.  

● All language is in conversation with other language. Writing is not a purely individual  

pursuit: it emerges out of communities, movements, relationships. We read and write in  

order to interact not only with other individuals but also with other formations, other  

systems of thought, other histories. We need to hear and experience things that are far  

outside our comfort zone. We need to question the very divisions between zones,  between 

comforts, between persons.  
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● We want to invoke a curriculum of contemporary and historic discomfortable writing by  

people of color, feminist and queer authors, and by writers of all orientations and  

backgrounds who are queering language and dismantling systems of privilege. We  believe in 

a pedagogy grounded in humility, open-source sharing, intellectual instigation,  and political 

activation.  

● Our reading practices—and hence our editorial and programming and teaching  practices—

should reflect the demographics of the world. And if not the world, than at  least our 

neighborhood, our corner of the world. Most corners of the world are more heterogeneous 

than might meet the unsuspecting eye.  

● We advocate for books to be radically available: whether they live on the Internet, in  

libraries or bookstores, in homes, in kiosks on the street, in free boxes outside infoshops.  

Wherever. Whenever. For whomever.  

● Discomfortable writing should exist in public. With bookstores closing their doors, and  

libraries shut down due to “austerity” measures, it is up to all of us to get these books into  

the world, where people can encounter them unexpectedly and be inspired by them. Make  

pamphlets! Write manifestos! Steal photocopies wherever possible and make books!  

● Revolutionary rewritings need radical re-readers anywhere and everywhere. Open source  is 

the only source. 

● We stand (or sit resolutely) for the small, the tiny, the little, the under, the refused and the  

refuse, and also the oversized awkwardly gigantic in this svelte world of normalcies. We  

reject industrial, commercial models of literary production. We have an anti-industrial  

complex.  

● While enthusiastically intellectual (and against rampant USAmerican anti intellectualism), we 

are opposed to gates and their keepers and literary-academic elitism.  We prefer to ask 

forgiveness rather than permission.  

● We don’t accept or seek to proffer the same old definitions, strictures and restrictions of  an 

inherited, white, USAmerican or European avant-garde. What constitutes  “experimental” or 

“innovative” or “adventurous” work is structured by feeling, by  sentiment, by history, by 

historical oppressions, by networks of communication and  legacies of conflict. By place and 

time and context and the vastly textured skein of what  it is to be a particular person in a 

particular place.  

● There is no vacuum within which discomfortable practice can be judged. There is no  

judgment that can encompass the discomfortable.  

● We use the term “discomfortable” to remind ourselves that this process might not feel  

good. Discomfortable writing makes us uneasy and functions in un-easy ways.  

Discomfortable writing makes demands, posits imperatives. To think differently, it is  

imperative that we find different language(s).  

● We live in a slow space, an insistently snail’s pace. Our work with language is  necessarily 

slow, effortful, considered, non-accidental, and not automatic. To work  consistently in more 

than one language and between languages is slow and often  awkward. To write something 

in one language and then take the time to translate it into  another language means waiting, 

means collaborating, means multiple attempts. We  believe in this slow process. Labor takes 

time and we believe in the time that it takes.  Discomfortable time.  

● We demand discomfortable time.  
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● Participation in a complex intellectual and political dialogue with many different kinds of  

readers/thinkers/speakers is a slower, less visible kind of change than other forms of  

agitation. We believe discomfortable language is its own form of activism or  

(dis)organizing—disorganizing the structures of institutionalized non-consensual  domination 

and subservience that are embedded in the textures of our language.  

● We believe discomfortable writing and speaking are in fact practiced all the time by all  kinds 

of people. You don’t need a college degree to do discomfortable language. Often,  the most 

discomfortable language has been marginalized for being “improper” or “lesser”  or “slang.” 

All of these forms throw a wrench into the machine of language  standardization and 

dominance. 

● We reject the imperialism of English, its constructions and syntax. Discomfortable  writing 

enthusiastically undermines the dominant structures of English and the structures  of 

English-language dominance.  

● Language justice work enables us to listen fluidly-not-fluidly to things we cannot readily  

hear: frequencies that are beyond our comprehension without the tools language justice  

provides. Discomfortable writing enables us to listen fluidly-not-fluidly to things we do  not 

always attend: the scaffolding of the ways language functions to buttress ideology or  silence 

dissent.  

● The space of writing is a laboratory, a place to create unexpected combinations of like  and 

unlike things and explore the results, a place to make attempts and embrace failures  and 

extend investigations without regard to a clear sense of destination or outcome.  

● We refuse to rest on our laurels. In fact, we don’t have any laurels! We have asses, and  we 

are willing to work them off. We will be stubborn but not intransigent. We will be  open to 

suggestion, persuasion, whim, and acceptance of the errors of our ways. We will  look back 

and we will look forward.  

● We are not post-anything. We are and we continue to be, without a clear break; we  become 

complicit and resistant and insist on motion. We believe in interruption,  stoppage, open-

endedness. Nothing is over. Everything is over. We have barely begun.  We are in the midst 

of the midst. 
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Colophon  

Antena is a language justice collaborative founded in 2010 by Jen Hofer and John Pluecker, both  of 

whom are writers, artists, literary translators, bookmakers and activist interpreters. We view  our 

aesthetic practice as part and parcel of our language justice work. Antena activates links  between 

social justice work and artistic practice by exploring how critical views on language can  help us to 

reimagine and rearticulate the worlds we inhabit.  

A Manifesto for Discomfortable Writing was written collaboratively by Antena in a 1923 Sears and  

Roebuck kit barn on the estate of Edna St. Vincent Millay in Austerlitz, NY, in Summer 2013.  

Gratitude to Lyn Hejinian and Rob Ray for their attentive reading and astute comments and to the  

Millay Colony for the Arts for the space to articulate our discomfortable ideas. The text, along with  a 

collaborative experiment in discomfortable writing titled “(Outside, glorious illusion),” was  originally 

published in issue 2 of Floor journal (http://floorjournal.com/2013/07/30/a manifesto-for-

discomfortable-writing), edited by Lyn Hejinian and Christopher Patrick Miller. The cover design for 

the Antena pamphlet series is by Jorge Galván Flores.  

This pamphlet is a publication of Antena Books / Libros Antena. It was originally distributed as  part 

of the installation Antena @ Blaffer at The Blaffer Museum at the University of Houston,  curated by 

Amy Powell with Antena. It is also available as a free download on Antena’s website:  

http://www.antenaantena.org. You can contact Antena at mantena@antenaantena.org; we’d love 

to  be in dialogue about the ideas in this manifesto.  

mailto:mantena@antenaantena.org
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THE POETIC I WILL HOWL WHILE LIVING IN A COUNTRY OF RAPISTS 

(SECOND MANIFESTO) by Comando Plath 

We were born on August 29th 2017, sick of harassment and machismo in Peruvian literary circles. 

We are a Comando because we work behind the lines of machismo, combatting it. We are named 

after Sylvia Plath to vindicate here as, like many of us, she lived in the shadow of her husband, the 

writer Ted Hughes, and resisted him and his mistreatment of her.  

Our first manifesto Cómo tira una poeta was constructed out of the insults that each of us 

has received in our lives, for being women, for being writers, for being lesbians, for being 

trans, for being mothers, for being submissive or for being rebels. We made it starting out 

from Este no es un poema feminista by our sister comando Berta García Faet. 

They hacked us one, and we are sure that they will try to do it again. Not everyone likes to hear 

(read) the truth. These are times of resistance. And we won’t just shut up anymore.  

 
Translated by Sara Rivera 

 

The Poetic I grew tired of waiting, now she howls and barks.  

The Poetic I is sick of filling arts event quotas.  

The Poetic I wants: 1) A dialogue on Peruvian literature where only women are invited, where not a 

single man gets hysterical because an entire Congress of Literature could be written for them, for 

men. 2) The Poetic I proposes that we stop including a space for a man at every table for the sake of 

political correctness; they should be grateful for this act of justice.  

The Poetic I is dialectic in that sense.  

Though the Poetic I has had it up to here with other Poetic Is demanding coherence.  

The Poetic I wants to write about everything it feels like writing about, and not have anyone ask: 

why don’t you speak of the body? Or why do you only speak of the body?  

The Poetic I will bare her teeth the next time they call her “Poetess”.  

The Poetic I got tired of reading the same names in encyclopedias. She’s decided to erase all the old 

dictionary words that played a role in making her invisible.  

The Poetic I says: Daddy, you do not do anymore black shoe, like Silvia I have had to kill you with the 

impurities of my mother tongue. 

The Poetic I believes that if you didn’t understand what she said, you didn’t understand; and if you 

don’t like what she says, you don’t like it; but enough with condescending responses about how “a 

little something” she said speaks to you.  

The Poetic I has a right to be hysterical without getting her face scoured clean.  

And so what if the Poetic I was the drop that overflowed the cup?  

The Poetic I laughs when they try to insult her by crying “feminist!”.  

The Poetic I contemplates Your porcelain mind.  

The Poetic I remembers she has to buy milk while reading a poem on the Metropolitano.  

The Poetic I wants to do what Poetic I’s do when they dominate situations.  

The Poetic I doesn’t have to show you how good she is in the text or in bed.  

The Poetic I is “fat / small / beardless / widowed / transparent / emaciated / coarse / haggard” so 

what.  

But the Poetic I always has to demonstrate what she is not.  

http://comandoplath.com/2017/10/primera-entrada-del-blog/
http://comandoplath.com/2017/10/primera-entrada-del-blog/
http://www.bertagarciafaet.com/uploads/3/9/4/2/39423623/este_no_es_un_poema_feminista.pdf
http://www.bertagarciafaet.com/uploads/3/9/4/2/39423623/este_no_es_un_poema_feminista.pdf
https://www.bertagarciafaet.com/
https://www.bertagarciafaet.com/
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The Poetic I is tired of being told how to do things “well”.  

The Poetic I ardently wants to know if she has to play the little fool in order to win the heart of a 

man, so that he a) doesn’t feel threatened and b) doesn’t make sex, love, and intelligence a zero sum 

game.  

The Poetic I wants to keep her armpit and leg hair and not be asked about it.  

The Poetic I has wrinkles, deep wrinkles, and wants to want them.  

The Poetic I pisses and shits and isn’t a lady, ok?  

The Poetic I is going to stop laughing NOW at your jokes / innuendos / flatteries / drooling, for 

educational purposes and because of secondhand embarrassment.  

The Poetic I has had it up to the cunt with pretending to be beautiful and sexy and delicate.  

The Poetic I is a chola and horny and brilliant and South American and, sometimes, sentimental, a 

little bougie.  

The Poetic I finds her own pleasure and feels neither guilty nor ashamed.  

The Poetic I delights in the immense joy of her body without intermediaries.  

The Poetic I wants to go drinking without shady men from the other table fucking with her. She isn’t 

alone, she’s with herself.  

The Poetic I has fun, sings early in the day, pisses unashamed, eats whatever she wants, soils things, 

draws chaotic lines and doesn’t let anyone tell her how to do it correctly.  

The Poetic I thinks that any judgment of what she puts in her body can’t be good for her mental 

health, but widowhood can be.  

The Poetic I paints ingenious phrases like “a beautiful baker ladybird”, exorcises the mother “a 

thousand times raped and still a virgin”, or writes while eating from the plate of lentils belonging to 

that wicked woman in the story— if she wants 

The Poetic I denounces the Unpoetic I’s that they try to attribute to her.  

The Poetic I is sick of hearing people say, “don’t leave class late”, “don’t go out alone”, “don’t 

volunteer”, “don’t denounce”, “stay quiet”.  

The Poetic I is also a crazy piece of shit sometimes, which limits her caution.  

The Poetic I is well-informed on matters of “noble aggressors” who grab her by the hair in streets 

and stairwells. She believes herself to be an expressionist poem, something like Munch’s Scream.  

      

The Poetic I regularly becomes us, and she tastes good.  

The Poetic I is myopic but awake. She tells her allies and they rise and bark. The Poetic I rises and 

barks. Ekawa si I citeoP ehT. Krab, krab, krab! 

The Poetic I gathers the rage of our grandmothers.  

The Poetic I does NOT make herself available to wash dirty faces.  

The Poetic I doesn’t “turn the other cheek, but displays her cunt, friend”, and her rage.  

The Poetic I lost her hair on the sidewalk where everyone walks / a (closed)fistful of hairs she now 

collects / to weave her poem.  

(For my noble aggressor): The Poetic I writes without fear: I leave home/I leave home/I leave 

home/Even if the State doesn’t respond/Even if the State doesn’t respond/Even if the State doesn’t 

respond/I will keep a hand on the door/I will keep a hand on the door/And I will leave home.  

Because the Poetic I can decide to “leave with others” without signing her death sentence over to 

the hands of the good children of the patriarchy.  

The Poetic I forgives neither the blind nor the dead.  
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The Poetic I fled the complicit State, “I was raped and you will not silence me, not with one, two, or a 

thousand soles…”      

The Poetic I organizes herself and spits out her jaw.  

The Poetic I extends her claws and bellows.  

The Poetic I dreams of Medusa’s utopia and fills her maw with fury, because she’s tired of barking 

and now cries out that we can be bad, we will be abominable.  

The Poetic I spits out Power and demands the death of Patriarchy.  

The Poetic I decides to break your teeth with a forehand drive, bury you in office documents, burn 

the initials of your name, leave you behind in a wasteland and tell you you deserve it.  

The Poetic I survives in a country of rapists until they get to her too.  

The Poetic I grew tired of waiting, now she howls and barks.  

But the Poetic I menaces.  

And “on the third day of suffering / when all is made perfect...she will return. And they’ll be 

powerless to kill her!” 

COMANDO PLATH, Lima, October 24th, 2017.  

 

[This is the second Comando Plath manifesto, dedicated to a woman raped at work. Comando Plath 

demands the immediate application of an education based in an awareness of gender as a matter of 

state policy. CP emerges from wrath. Wrath at being stereotyped, wrath at being invisibilized, raped 

and ridiculed.] 
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In the Guise of a Literary Manifesto by Aimé & Suzanne Césaire  

Let us count: 

the madness remembering 

the madness howling 

the madness seeing, 

the madness unleashed 

Who and what are we? Admirable question! Haters. Builders. Traitors. 

Hougans. Especially hougans. For we want all the demons 

Those of yesterday, those of today 

Those of the yoke, those of the hoe 

Those of the forbidden, of prohibition, of marronnage 

and we mustn’t forget those of the slave trader . . . 

And so we sing. 

We sing of poisonous flowers bursting across furious prairies; skies of love 

slashed with embolism; epileptic mornings; the white blazing of abyssal 

sands, the descent of wreckage in the course of nights struck by wild 

scents. 

What can I do about it? 

You must begin. 

Begin what? 

The only thing in the world worth beginning. 

The End of the world, my God! 

Make room for me. I will not get out of your way. 

Sometimes I am seen, in a grand toss of the hat, to snatch an overly red cloud, 

or a caress of rain, or a prelude of wind, 

don’t sedate yourselves too much: 

I force open the yolk sac keeping me from myself. 

I force open the great waters which gird me with blood 

I, only I check my place on the last train of the last surge of the tidal wave, 

I, only I 

take up the tongue in the final anguish 

I, oh! only I 

ensure that I receive from the straw 

for you who one morning will hoard my words in your beggar’s pouch and 

will take, as the children of fear while they sleep, 

the oblique path of flights and monsters. 

 

Tropiques, no. 5 (April 1942); translated by Cynthia Hahn 
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Why Do I Write? by Bessie Head 

In Liberation, March 1985, 23-24 as "Pourquoi Ecrivez-Vous?" 

(Head was one of many writers asked to answer this question.) 

In Mwegi wa Dikgang, 2:12, 30 March 1985, 7. 

Reprinted in Mwegi wa Dikgang, 3:15, 26 April 1986. 

Reproduced by Sabinet Gateway under licence granted by the Publisher (dated 2009). 

 

Why do I Write? 

I write because I have authority from life to do so. 

The areas in which I have this authority are clearly outlined for me and Ido not trespass into terrain 

unsuited to me. Life never asked me to be a politician; it has conferred that authority on other men 

and women. Life asked me to be a writer of a certain kind. 

 

I examined everything when I was very young and, while being well aware of the sufferings of black 

people in southern Africa, I knew I could not cope with the liberatory struggle - a world of hot, 

bickering hate, jealousy, betrayal and murder. I have such a delicate nervous balance that when 

faced with danger or secret activity, I tremble violently. The spies of the Boers would have long 

found me out and sent me the parcel bomb. Early in my writing career I made it known that politics 

was not my concern. But I carry this around with me like a sin. To be South African-born you have to 

be a politician, you have to be a liberator. You cannot stand aloof and not comment on the horror, 

the horror. 

 

The international community is so obsessed with South Africa that I have often faced hostile 

audiences who have exclaimed impatiently: "Why were you invited? You are not a politically 

committed writer. Why don't you go and liberate the people of South Africa?" 

 

The anguish this arouses! The country offered me nothing as a creative artist. It was a desolation of 

financial greed and purile racial prejudice. I could not write about the country and the people. I 

could not lever any magic and charm out of the situation. After twenty-seven years I was happy to 

leave it. My books have all been set in Serowe, Botswana, where I have lived for twenty years and 

those who know my books, know that they are full of magic and wonder. 

 

I know that the static death theme of white minority domination is not the total story of South 

Africa. That death that hangs over the land, seems in each generation to have called forth towering 

political leaders who have left their impression on the society and the world. No other country in the 

world has a record of having produced so many thinkers and leaders of towering grandeur. The 

political activity in this country has been rich and creative. 

 

Once it was the socialist revolution and it helped at that time to raise the basic wage of mine 

workers and labourers from a shilling a day to a pound a day. Once it was the African National 

Congress, the Indian Congress and Mahatma Ghandi's passive resistance. For my generation it was 

Robert Sobukwe and Pan Africanism. For younger generations, it was Steve Biko and Black 

Consciousness. Beneath that death there is life, even though the truly great people of the land have 
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never wielded political power. Thus, I can afford not to be a politician or liberator. There are so many 

politicians and liberators that I would pay homage to. 

 

I ought to mention another hostile audience to whom I am a leper too - the black student of Africa. I 

have taken a few classes and seen those aggrieved faces: 

"When we read Achebe, Ngugi and Armah, we find things there we can identify with, but with you 

we are disoriented and flung into Western civilisation." 

 

I admit that my reading background and influences are international but I would worry if limitation 

could be placed on the African personality and that only certain kinds of writers could properly 

represent the African personality. All my characters are black but I reserve for them the charm of 

being unpredictable and highly original. I would dread to be faced with a dark dungeon called the 

'proper' and recognisable African and that this should be the standard character one would find in 

an African novel. There is the urge towards a kind of closed-door nationalism in independent Africa, 

an urge to reject the colonial experience. But this is not possible. The African personality has been 

enlarged and changed by the colonial experience. I am not bad on Western civilisation. I simply have 

a door that stands open and characters that startle and enchant my readers. 

 

All who know me know that in everyday waking reality I am an absolutely solitary person. Friends 

walk through my life, talk, smile and shake hands, but no one is near me. This is not true of my 

dream world at night. My dream world is crowded with thousands and thousands of people. 

It is not fancy or pretty-pretty but a practical, busy world where people are planning for the future 

and make known to me their preferences. My books are rooted in this source and all commentary 

and communication from this source have been carefully recorded in all my books. Together with 

people I have built up a kind of people religion that is rooted in the African soil. My world opposes 

the world of politicians. They plan for and dictate to the people. In my world people plan for 

themselves and dictate their requirements to me. It is a world full of love, tenderness, happiness and 

laughter. From it I have developed a love and reverence for people. I foresee a day when I will steal 

the title of God, the unseen Being in the sky, and offer it to mankind. From then onwards, people, as 

they pass each other in the street each day, will tum to each other and say: "Good-morning, God." 

War will end. Human suffering will end. 

 

I am building a stairway to the stars. I have the authority to take the whole of mankind up there with 

me. That is why I write. 
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Poetry Is Not a Luxury (1985) by Audre Lorde 

 

The quality of light by which we scrutinize our lives has direct bearing upon the product which we 

live, and upon the changes which we hope to bring about through those lives. It is within this light 

that we form those ideas by which we pursue our magic and make it realized. This is poetry as 

illumination, for it is through poetry that we give name to those ideas which are, until the poem, 

nameless and formless-about to be birthed, but already felt. That distillation of experience from 

which true poetry springs births thought as dream births concept, as feeling births idea, as 

knowledge births (precedes) understanding. 

As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny, and to flourish within it, as we learn to use the products 

of that scrutiny for power within our living, those fears which rule our lives and form our silences 

begin to lose their control over us. 

For each of us as women, there is a dark place within where hidden and growing our true spirit rises, 

"Beautiful and tough as chestnut/stanchions against our nightmare of weakness" and of impotence. 

These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have 

survived and grown strong through darkness. Within these deep places, each one of us holds an 

incredible reserve of creativity and power, of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The 

woman's place of power within each of us is neither white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it 

is deep. 

When we view living, in the european mode, only as a problem to be solved, we then rely solely 

upon our ideas to make us free, for these were what the white fathers told us were precious. 

But as we become more in touch with our own ancient, black, non-european view of living as a 

situation to be experienced and interacted with, we learn more and more to cherish our feelings, 

and to respect those hidden sources of our power from where true knowledge and therefore lasting 

action comes. 

At this point in time, I believe that women carry within ourselves the possibility for fusion of these 

two approaches as keystone for survival, and we come closest to this combination in our poetry. I 

speak here of poetry as the revelation or distillation of experience, not the sterile word play that, too 

often, the white fathers distorted the word poetry to mean — in order to cover their desperate wish 

for imagination without insight. 

For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality of 

the light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change, first made 

into language, then into idea, then into more tangible action. Poetry is the way we help give name to 

the nameless so it can be thought. The farthest external horizons of our hopes and fears are cobbled 

by our poems, carved from the rock experiences of our daily lives. 

As they become known and accepted to ourselves, our feelings, and the honest exploration of them, 

become sanctuaries and fortresses and spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas, 

the house of difference so necessary to change and the conceptualization of any meaningful action. 

Right now, I could name at least ten ideas I would have once found intolerable or incomprehensible 

and frightening, except as they came after dreams and poems. 

This is not idle fantasy, but the true meaning of "it feels right to me." We can train ourselves to 

respect our feelings, and to discipline (transpose) them into a language that matches those feelings 

so they can be shared. And where that language does not yet exist, it is our poetry which helps to 

fashion it. Poetry is not only dream or vision, it is the skeleton architecture of our lives. 
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Possibility is neither forever nor instant. It is also not easy to sustain belief in its efficacy. We can 

sometimes work long and hard to establish one beachhead of real resistance to the deaths we are 

expected to live, only to have that beachhead assaulted or threatened by canards we have been 

socialized to fear, or by the withdrawal of those approvals that we have been warned to seek for 

safety. We see ourselves diminished or softened by the falsely benign accusations of childishness, of 

non-universality, of self-centeredness, of sensuality. And who asks the question: am I altering your 

aura, your ideas, your dreams, or am I merely moving you to temporary and reactive action? (Even 

the latter is no mean task, but one that must be rather seen within the context of a true alteration of 

the texture of our lives.) The white fathers told us, I think therefore I am; and the black mothers in 

each of us-the poetwhispers in our dreams, I feel therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the language 

to express and charter this revolutionary awareness and demand, the implementation of that 

freedom. However, experience has taught us that the action in the now is also always necessary. Our 

children cannot dream unless they live, they cannot live unless they are nourished, and who else will 

feed them the real food without which their dreams will be no different from ours? 

Sometimes we drug ourselves with dreams of new ideas. The head will save us. The brain alone will 

set us free. But there are no new ideas still waiting in the wings to save us as women, as human. 

There are only old and forgotten ones, new combinations, extrapolations and recognitions from 

within ourselves, along with the renewed courage to try them out. And we must constantly 

encourage ourselves and each other to attempt the heretical actions our dreams imply and some of 

our old ideas disparage. In the forefront of our move toward change, there is only our poetry to hint 

at possibility made real. Our poems formulate the implications of ourselves, what we feel within and 

dare make real (or bring action into accordance with), our fears, our hopes, our most cherished 

terrors. 

For within structures defined by profit, by linear power, by institutional dehumanization, our feelings 

were not meant to survive. Kept around as unavoidable adjuncts or pleasant pastimes, feelings were 

meant to kneel to thought as we were meant to kneel to men. But women have survived. As poets. 

And there are no new pains. We have felt them all already. We have hidden that fact in the same 

place where we have hidden our power. They lie in our dreams, and it is our dreams that point the 

way to freedom. They are made realizable through our poems that give us the strength and courage 

to see, to feel, to speak, and to dare. If what we need to dream, to move our spirits most deeply and 

directly toward and through promise, is a luxury, then we have given up the core-the fountain-of our 

power, our 1 womanness; we have give up the future of our worlds. 

For there are no new ideas. There are only new ways of making them felt, of examining what our 

ideas really mean (feel like) on Sunday morning at 7 AM, after brunch, during wild love, making war, 

giving birth; while we suffer the old longings, battle the old warnings and fears of being silent and 

impotent and alone, while tasting our new possibilities and strengths. 
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Cecilia Vicuna Lecture | Word and Thread 

July 1994  

 

AUDIO 

 

Cecilia Vicuña: Word & Thread 

translated from Spanish by Rosa Alcalá 

 

Word is thread and the thread is language. 

Non-linear body. 

A line associated to other lines. 

A word once written risks becoming linear, 

but word and thread exist on another dimensional 

  plane. 

Vibratory forms in space and in time. 

Acts of union and separation. 

 

* 

 

The word is silence and sound. 

The thread, fullness and emptiness. 

 

* 

 

The weaver sees her fiber as the poet sees her word. 

The thread feels the hand, as the word feels the tongue. 

Structures of feeling in the double sense 

of sensing and signifying, 

the word and the thread feel our passing. 

 

* 

Is the word the conducting thread, or does thread 

  conduct the word-making? 

Both lead to the centre of memory, a way of uniting 

  and connecting. 

A word carries another word as thread searches for 

 thread. 

A word is pregnant with other words and a thread 

  contains 

other threads within its interior. 

Metaphors in tension, the word and the thread 

  carry us beyond 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YTrhvwW9HKo3P1-gZgtnzzchVyVmeVdN/view?usp=sharing
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threading and speaking, to what unites us, the 

  immortal fiber. 

 

* 

 

 

 

To speak is to thread and the thread weaves the 

  world. 

 

* 

 

In the Andes, the language itself, Quechua, is a 

  cord of twisted straw, 

two people making love, different fibers united. 

To weave a design is pallay, to raise the fibers, 

  to pick them up. 

To read in Latin is legere, to pick up. 

The weaver is both weaving and writing a text 

that the community can read. 

An ancient textile is an alphabet of knots, colors 

  and directions 

that we can no longer read. 

Today the weaving no only "represent," they 

  themselves are 

one of the being of the Andean cosmogony. (E. Zorn) 

 

* 

 

Ponchos, llijllas, aksus, winchas, chuspas and 

  chumpis are beings who feel 

and every being who feels walks covered in signs. 

"The body given entirely to the function of signi- 

  fying." 

René Daumal 

A textile is "in the state of being textile": awaska. 

And one word, acnanacuna designates the clothing, 

  the language 

and the instruments for sacrifice (for signifying, 

  I would say). 

 

* 

 

And the energy of the movement has a name and 

  a direction: lluq'i, 
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to the left, paña, to the right. 

A direction is a meaning and the twisting of the 

  thread 

transmits knowledge and information. 

The last two movements of a fiber should be in 

  opposition: 

a fiber is made of two strands lluq'i and paña. 

A word is both root and suffix : two antithetical 

  meanings in one. 

The word and the thread behave as processes 

  in the cosmos. 

 

The process is a language and a woven design 

  is a process re- 

presenting itself. 

"An axis of reflection," says Mary Frame: 

"the serpentine 

attributes are images of the fabric structure," 

The twisted strands become serpents 

and the crossing of darkness and light, a 

  diamond star. 

"Sprang is a weftless technique, a reciprocal 

action whereby the interworking of adjacent 

elements with the fingers duplicates itself 

above and below the working area." 

 

The fingers entering the weave produce in 

  the fibres 

a mirror image of its movement, a symmetry 

  that reiterates "the concept 

of complementarity that imbues Andean 

  thought." 

 

* 

 

The thread dies when it is released, but comes 

  alive in the loom: 

the tension gives it a heart. 

Soncco is heart and guts, stomach and conscience, 

  memory, 

judgement and reason, the wood's core, the stem's 

  central fiber. 

The word and the thread are the heart of the 

  community. 

In order to dream, the diviner sleeps on fabric 
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  made of wik'uña. 
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Reply by Lucille Clifton, from Quilting: Poems 1987‐1990 

 

FROM A LETTER WRITTEN TO DR. W.E. B. DUBOIS BY ALVIN BORGQUEST OF CLARK UNIVERSITY IN 

MASSACHUSETTS AND DATED APRIL 3, 1905. 

 

“We are pursuing an investigation here on the subject of crying as an expression of the emotions, 

and should like very much to learn about its peculiarities among the colored people. We have been 

referred to you as a person competent to give us information on the subject. We desire especially to 

know about the following salient aspects: 1. Whether the Negro sheds tears...” 

 

reply 

 

he do she do they live they love they try they tire they flee 

they fight they bleed they break they moan they mourn they weep they die they do they do they do 
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Manifesto: Choman Hardi – “We will not be bystanders” 

 

Poets write out of various needs and interests. For those of us who are interested in the intersection 

of literature with social justice, telling the truth becomes the driving force behind our writing, the 

reason we persevere. A Rwandan woman, in a conference about genocide and the arts, said it all 

when she stated: “I am not afraid of dying, I am afraid of not telling the truth.” Some people argue 

that there is no ‘one truth’ but rather a multiplicity of ‘truths’. They may ask, Whose truth are you 

writing about? My answer is simple: I write the truth of those whose suffering falls within the blind 

spot of mainstream consciousness, who are marginalised and silenced, unable to influence the 

discourses that inform the decisions affecting their lives. 

 

Coming from a stateless and patriarchal community with a history of mass violence and repeated 

betrayal by those who had been counted as friends, I try to tell the stories of those who live through 

the reality of it, particularly the women. Mass violence and genocide leave communities saturated in 

grief, trapped in the graphic stories of violence, and bereft of means of healing. These stories 

multiply quickly, reproduced in daily conversations, in the media, and in the realistic and 

unimaginative artistic representations: the paintings full of skulls and soldiers’ boots, plays full of 

roaring planes and falling victims, poetry that cannot rise above the simplified everyday rhetoric. 

 

Unable to cope and desperately trying to move on, communities try to shut out those painful voices. 

Over time, the stories of survivors lose significance. They are ridiculed, doubted, and even turned 

into jokes. The disconnections and rupture caused by mass violence run deep. Individual survivors 

are victimised once again when, in the aftermath of the atrocities, they are stigmatised in their own 

communities, left behind, not heard, not believed, not understood. Some insist that their suffering 

“cannot be put into language”. They feel that words fail to recount their experiences, can no longer 

communicate their pain, and lack the power to reconnect them to the communities from which they 

have become alienated. 

 

At times like this, when the truth is muddled, confused, hidden, and gradually forgotten, when a 

story is too complicated, too painful, and too elusive to tell, poetry comes to our rescue. It provides 

that safe space in which to tell those stories. Poetry is not about facts, which interest courts and 

historians, it is about the truth. In a poem, factual details may or may not be present: what matters 

is the meaning of the event. Good poetry of witness can enrich our understanding of humanity, tell 

the truth in its full complexity, highlight the failure of conventional morality at desperate times, 

show how violence disconnects people and destroys normality and domesticity, and generally 

address the grey areas that we avoid in our everyday lives. 

 

This kind of poetry requires immersion in the experiences and stories of those who suffer. It requires 

living with the details and knowing that contradictions and inconsistencies are inherent in any 

narration. We need to research the topic thoroughly, listen with all our might, and allow ourselves to 

be vulnerable. 

 

At a very difficult time in my life, when I was grappling with secondary traumatisation associated 

with taking on others’ suffering, a man told me, “You don’t have to experience pain in order to 
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understand it.” He was a massage therapist and he spoke like a good and rational scientist. Of course 

he could not feel my pain – how it was distributed through my organs and muscles, how it disrupted 

the rhythm of my hormones, how it slipped into my unconscious and resurfaced in my nightmares – 

but he was able to help me heal through understanding my pain. 

 

What he told me made perfect sense, and helped me gradually get back on my feet and focus on 

completing my academic book on the subject. But I now know that good poetry of witness comes 

from that soreness, from feeling outrage and fear, from that place where we are bewildered and we 

feel too much. Poetry is not science. We cannot speak the truth about suffering in poetry when we 

haven’t emotionally experienced it. Understanding alone does not help convey the emotional tone 

of desperation, and it does not help rebuild the connections that have been severed by victimisation. 

So yes, we need to be willing to suffer, to share pain, to feel strongly. But this does not mean that 

our poetry should be ‘emotional’. 

 

There is a difference between emotional poetry and poetry informed by emotions. The stories we 

want to tell are already full of force, pain, and strong feelings, and we do not need to add another 

layer of emotion by adding our own. We need to hold back our anger and pain and let those stories 

speak for themselves. We must communicate the truth without alienating the readers and shouting 

in their faces, without being self-righteous and making them want to shut us out. We are trying to 

make comprehensible that which seems incomprehensible, to rebuild connections and facilitate 

understanding and empathy. 

 

The key is to not release those poems too quickly but to live with them, mull them over. We may 

end up editing and re-editing for a long time. Each time, after we make changes, we must put the 

poems away for a while and come back to them with fresh eyes and ears. We may read them aloud, 

record them if we need to, and listen to ourselves reading them. We must take every word seriously, 

be aware of its nuances and undertones, question its place, its necessity. We must stay loyal to the 

truth without overwhelming the reader with too much detail, stay loyal to the person’s voice and 

maintain her style of telling the story as much as we can. 

 

One last thing: we shouldn’t worry too much about negative criticism. There will always be people 

who will not appreciate our poetry. Some will say that this is not poetry’s duty or role. Others will 

find it too traumatic and won’t want to read it. Still others may argue that the poems themselves are 

not good, that they only seem good by virtue of their subject matter. The latter will hurt but the 

response is pretty simple. There is plenty of bad poetry about war, violence, poverty, and stigma. 

Subject matter on its own cannot make a poem serious and good. More importantly, one cannot 

separate subject matter from form in such a straightforward manner. If a poem speaks to others, if it 

conveys the voices it represents, and builds the connections we desire, then it works as a whole, not 

in part. 

 

Ultimately we try to do our best as poets and citizens who have a responsibility towards others. We 

will not be bystanders. We will not be silent. We will expose the injustice inherent in the status quo 

and challenge the powerful. We will sing. We will shout. We will write good poetry. We will not die 

before telling the truth.  
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Confessional Activism by Erica Dawson 

 

I’m a black woman. I live in the United States. I have a Shih-Tzu. I suffer from mental illness. I’m a 

professor and a poet. My world shapes me; I shape it back. 

I prize poems of social activism explicitly demanding a need for change: poems like Langston Hughes’ 

“Let America Be America Again.” We need poems like this, so necessary in a world crippled by 

tragedy, crime, and hate. I’m honored when people say I, too, sing America. And while I know that 

I’m no Langston Hughes, I’m moved enough by our society’s sickness to call it out on paper, as he 

did. Minutes after a jury found George Zimmerman not guilty for the death of Trayvon Martin, I 

started a cento comprised of rap lyrics. When someone didn’t like my slang in a different poem, I 

pulled up Urbandictionary.com and looked for even more slang to use next time. The world often 

leaves me feeling defeated—damned, even. I want to give our tragedies a voice, my voice, offering 

readers the chance to engage with and question our culture. That is the responsibility of any artist. 

It is also our responsibility to give the most personal tragedies a voice, so I equally prize poems 

explicitly about the self, poems we call Confessional. I’m not Plath, Sexton, or Lowell any more than 

I’m Langston Hughes; but I do write poems about mental illness as much as I write about race, 

publicly disclosing my struggles with symptoms, treatment, and hope. 

It’s to everyone’s misfortune that poems like these often shoulder the same stigma as mental illness 

in general. I give our society credit for its growing attention to those who suffer from it, but there’s 

still the lingering subtext of “Suck it up and move on; get some meds and get over yourself.” 

Confessional work, for many critics, translates to “navel-gazing,” an overblown sense of self-

importance—selfishness. 

To the critics, I say confessional poetry is not some self-indulgent purge of emotions. I write poems 

about myself in an effort to under- stand those emotions, to give myself permission to experience 

them and not rid myself of them, to learn from them, and to give others the chance to think about 

their world in the same way. If this isn’t socially- relevant, I’m not sure what is. 

The relationship between writer and audience, no matter how small that audience is, especially in a 

time where we ask ourselves if poetry even matters, puts every poem, no matter how personal to 

the poet’s mind and body, in conversation with the body politic. 

Any activism begins with “I”: the individual’s mind and the most solitary activity: thinking. Hughes 

was adamant about the relationship of his personal life to the life of all black people. In the same 

vein, I believe my experiences are both singular and plural: pertaining to many, whether it’s black 

people, women, heterosexuals in their thirties, people swallowing several psychotropic drugs a day 

to stay alive—whom- ever. I write from the truths and realities of my thoughts based on my 

perceptions. This is why I create and recreate, iamb after iamb. The poet is open and vulnerable, the 

space of a poem like a serein: rain falling after sunset from a sky with no visible clouds. There’s 

nothing to hide behind, and there’s no need for shelter. Expressing that open- ness is the poet’s 

power, no matter the subject, no matter the pronoun: never barred, always exposed.

http://urbandictionary.com/
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Ideation X 

 

(I) 

 

I’d give a fuck about the world outside If Tennessee and its American 

Holly swallowed me whole; (II) 

if Thuja Green Giants would grow to armies, thick in toothed 

Stinging nettle; (III) 

if banjoes reigned, string plucked 

By plectrum; (IV) 

if the sky at Greens’ View seethed Nashville and boiled over; 

 

(V) 

 

if green plains Curled with the breeze that wreathed white Skullcap grins. 

 

(VI) 

 

I’d give an arm for rye at 2 a.m 

 

 

(VII) 

 

I’d give a leg to have my pulse slow down, 

An eye to keep from crying, give this machine Connected to my butterfly-pricked vein 

If I could go back to my summer home Where I won’t dial 911 or hear 

The plan to ship me down to Vanderbilt. 

 

 

(VIII) 

 

What if 

My voice, all swoll’ up in the chest, and broad, Had said, that box cutter you found was just 

For packages; said, I agree; there will 

Be someone else; It’s August; nine times three Is twenty-seven; yes, ma’am: no, there ain’t No misery 

that’s worth nobody’s life. 
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(IX) 

 

I wouldn’t say I have a knife at home, 

Nor would I swear I’ve often heard the cows In Tennessee declare, no more of your Imaginings. In 

Cincinnati streets, 

I saw a brown calf chew on too-big cud. I lifted up his ear to see the pink. 

In Tampa, I am out for blood. 

 

 

(X) 

 

If I Could only find the means to watch the world Implode—its red hot core naked, salt-thick 

With blues—and, then, recuperate as if, Like all of us, it has something to prove.
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all the boxes are empty by sara uribe  

translated by jd pluecker 
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[REJECTED QUESTIONNAIRE] by EMMA VILLAZÓN RICHTER, Bolivia, 

1983 – 2015 

 

what streets do not lead 

to the expected address? 

why is a face never 

the face of something, but 

something like a cubist page? 

why is a proper name 

incomparable to a hat? 

and what if someone removes their name when greeting—when writing? 

what can be inferred from this day/month/year? (don’t look at the sky) 

what can be inferred from not having 

to dig in the silence to smell daily crimes? 

what are the visions of three drunk teens 

if their conversation entered the window of your home? 

is it possible to live inflamed and not commit crimes? 

what is culture?* / do those who love the radio live? 

what can be inferred from the thousands of fervent women 

who want to be presidents 

of their own space and war? / and what if their weapons are their lives?* 

what should each of us do with our ancestors and the sky? 

(associate both terms in an argumentative statement) 

is knowing the same as moving 

“appropriately” among beings and things? 

according to the assigned passage, what 

word is the most adequate to replace 

the highlighted noun in this sentence: 

“as if life slowly abandoned him 

with the last puff of steam”? 

why does silence always flatten 

everything like the last prevailing, uncertain word? 

who does silence belong to? 

is it possible to live inflamed and commit silent crimes? 

is it possible to live inflamed and not commit silent crimes? 

is it possible to live inflamed and not honor some crimes? (…) 
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[REJECTED QUESTIONNAIRE # 2] 

 

what indicators do you dream of ? 

what temperature wakes you up? 

how is your speech piston working? 

what promotion came from the know-how 

acquired in the training sessions? 

was it a promotion to rage, river, or doubt? 

was it a promotion to burn classrooms and palm trees; 

or to settle in next to guaranteed perks? 

do you now see yourself as an integral, competent 

wedded thing? / at last, a unique rose, firm, 

an image with original and precise content? 

what is accuracy? (get straight to the point) 

how do you interpret “the act of knowing”? 

(show rigor; no maps or drafting tools) 

if one of these days a fear-stricken fish bloomed from your shadow, 

what would you learn at that moment? 

what would you not learn? 
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if speaking is belonging by Aja Monet 

 

is a truth i know to heart 

if speaking means you have to listen 

if listening means i exist 

if existing is breath uttered in a story 

what of my speaking is not poetry 

if i make this language sing, 

if you have to hear me when you read me 

because my rage is in these words 

and so is my calm and so is the voice i listen to 

these words are something other than you 

reading them, i speak like i got a right to say 

something like my life depends on it 

if it can’t be spoken, it ain’t worth writing 

i read, i listen 

if i listen more than i speak 

don’t mean i speak any less. 
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Lifeline by Koleka Putuma 

Kimberlé Crenshaw 

Audre Lorde 

Angela Davis 

Margaret Ekpo 

Zethu Matebeni 

Ellen Kuzwayo 

Miriam Tlali 

Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti 

Funeka Soldaat 

Bessie Head 

Asanda Benya 

Zukiswa Wanner 

Pumla Dineo Gqola 

Phillippa Yaa de Villiers 

Mwenya Kabwe 

Kwezilomso Mbandazayo 

Winnie Madikizela Mandela 

Simamkele Dlakavu 

Sandile Ndelu 

Myesha Jenkins 

Amy Jephta 

Kealeboga Mase Ramaru 

Chuma Sopotela 

Mary Hames 

Lesoko Seabe 

Gcina Mhlope 

Toni Stuart 

Lebo Mashile 

Wanelisa Xaba 

Miriam Makeba 

Danai Mupotsa 

Shailja Patel 

Shelley Barry 

Barbara Boswell 

Safia Elhillo 

Vuyelwa Maluleke 

Shose Kessi 

Milisuthando Bongela 

Makhosazana Xaba 

Pontsho Pilane 

Kumkani Siwisa 

Thenjiwe Mswane 

Tsitsi Dangarembga 
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Stella Nyanzi 

Lady Skollie 

Mamela Nyamza 

Buhle Ngaba 

Ijeoma Umebinyuo 

Ngwatilo Mawiyoo 

Maneo Mohale 

Vangile Gantsho 

Buhlebezwe Siwani 

Khanyisile Mbongwa 

Malika Ndlovu 

Lindokuhle Nkosi 

Momo Matunyane 

Nala Xaba 

Zethu Dlomo 

Kitty Moepang 

Boitumelo Motsoatsoe 

Letta Mbulu 

Zora Howard 

Fezi Mthonti 

Danielle Bowler 

Kia Corthron 

Yrsa Daley-Ward 

Nolufefe Ntshuntshe 

Mohale Mashigo 

 

you will say that this is not a poem 

and I will say that you are right: 

it I not. 

 

it is a lifeline. 

 

every name 

is a gospel shut up in my bones. 

every name 

chants 

Black girl –  

Live! 

Live! 

Live! 
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HISTORY THREE by Sophia Terazawa 

 

Who is this woman? 

 

 

Staceyann Chin    [who else] Yuri Kochiyama 

Suheir Hammad    Phoebe Eng  Tomie Arai   Jessica Hagedorn Trinh T. Minh-ha  [who else]    Zainab  

Salbi Qiu Jin     Fay Chiang   Arundhati Roy 

Helen Zia  Sham-e-Ali Nayeem   Grace Lee Boggs Somaly Mam  Sabrina Margarita Alcantara-Tan 

Maxine  

Hong Kingston     Nellie Wong [who else] 

 

The body knows when the mind is too full. It smells of a kind of heat that perspires most  

peculiarly in shadowed stillness. This wholeness of knowledge (stuffed with memories, facts, dates,  

hopes, actions, responsibilities, regrets, rationality, truths, and intellect) quivers under its  

own gluttony. An explosion of incompleteness. 

 

Lessons of such desperation are disseminated and consumed among institutions of education, the  

marketplace, a refugee camp, and the between of language. My voice here, thus, stands as a  

patterned point instead of any indication that knowledge uncovers the best of my imprisonment. 

What is important? I trace a circle around this question, imperfect in form and intention. He  

writes to this topic with a determination that careens his ideas this way and that. 

 

“It is best to get these thoughts down on paper, so I can see them.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hear them. Feel them. Pummel them. 

 

The hammer of visibility knows the bounds of tenderness, as thoughts expose their individualities,  

hubris, and 

unrecognizability on the flats of their [paper] backs. 
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The Rules by Leila Chatti  

There will be no stars—the poem has had enough of them. I think we can agree we no longer believe 

there is anyone in any poem who is just now realizing  

they are dead, so let’s stop talking about it. The skies of this poem  

are teeming with winged things, and not a single innominate bird.  

You’re welcome. Here, no monarchs, no moths, no cicadas doing whatever  

they do in the trees. If this poem is in summer, punctuating the blue—forgive me, I forgot, there is 

no blue in this poem—you’ll find the occasional  

pelecinid wasp, proposals vaporized and exorbitant, angels looking  

as they should. If winter, unsentimental sleet. This poem does not take place at dawn or dusk or 

noon or the witching hour or the crescendoing moment  

of our own remarkable birth, it is 2:53 in this poem, a Tuesday, and everyone in it is still at work. This 

poem has no children; it is trying  

to be taken seriously. This poem has no shards, no kittens, no myths or fairy tales, no pomegranates 

or rainbows, no ex-boyfriends or manifest lovers, no mothers—God, no mothers—no God, about 

which the poem must admit  

it’s relieved, there is no heart in this poem, no bodily secretions, no body  

referred to as the body, no one  

dies or is dead in this poem, everyone in this poem is alive and pretty  

okay with it. This poem will not use the word beautiful for it resists  

calling a thing what it is. So what  

if I’d like to tell you how I walked last night, glad, truly glad, for the first time  

in a year, to be breathing, in the cold dark, to see them. The stars, I mean. Oh hell, before something 

stops me—I nearly wept on the sidewalk at the sight of them all. 
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& there’s a manifesto knocking at the door by Juliane Okot Bitek, 

from Sublime: Lost Words 

 
so we swear to dismember language 

we pinky promise to make a list 

first we’ll take english apart 

word by inept word 

we’ll begin with articles 

& chop them up with the sword 

on the mantle 

this is all there is 
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Thursday 4am by Juliane Okot Bitek, from Sublime: Lost Words 

 

thirteen words left 

none of them articles 

none of them adjectives 

none of them pronouns 

none of them in colour 

not even black 

a list of things to do 

a pile of letters 67 long 

a blank calendar 

words fall from your mouth 

in cascade 

then you 

vibrating 

like the shiver of a spider’s web in the sun 

vibrating 

like praises to that same god 

only a breath’s worth 

 

we’ve got a list of words to go through 

laundry 

banking 

insistence 

baking 

insouciance 

a moment 

distinctions 

slithery 

computational 

wave songs 

universality 

dispersal 

& settling 

do words feel the tongue of the speaker 

in the middle of a dream 

where broadway meets main  a shimmer 

us fucking like dogs 

us pounding into each other 

each intent on becoming the other 

from monday on we swear everything will change 

 

on saturday   we’re wailing     so we slide into things 

                    what is a good day to die 
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a moment 

for ali farzat10 

this is not a love song 

this is no revolution song 

cue redemption 

cue freedom 

cue democracy 

& all those crazy ideas 

that mean nothing when you can’t be yourself 

this is not a poem 

this is not even a love poem 

this is not a poem for lost souls 

the dead can go to hell 

where else are they going to go 

abandoning us to this 

leaving us without love 

without song  without redemption 

freedom 

democracy 

this is nothing but a moment 
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How You Sound by Jones Leroi  



52 
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Voice of the Oracle: Surrealist Game by Aimé Césaire, Suzanne 

Césaire et al 
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Excerpt from The Manifesto Project by Erica Dawson 
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TO BE ELASTIC by Enxhi Mandija 

 

To recall. The contours of a voice, the way light fell on it. You try to recast it by blowing it out 

delicately like mellow glass through a sentence that sounds familiar, that would have been possible. 

But the voice keeps melting down, refusing to solidify in contact with air. In memory, it moults. 

Writing by ear, you hold onto what sounds, what has enough body for air to breathe through it. 

 

[...]  

 

Imagine a leopard grammar. A book of rules for the voice to move, sinuous and soft, hiding and 

revealing in the spotty leafage. A set of rules and exceptions and ways of directing yourself that 

follow the ventures of a big cat—its moods, appetites, its silent ways of knowing, the mystery set 

deep behind its eyes. What does a leopard think of, tail wagging in the middle of a dry field. 

Imagine a leopard grammar—only to imagine you have misheard it. 

Thoreau translates gramática parda as tawny grammar, a kind of wild and dusky knowledge. So even 

Thoreau, really, is chimeric about it—he translates parda as tawny, which is correct—pardo is 

Spanish for brown, the kind of murky, musky brown you get when you’ve mixed too many colours; 

the dry edges of mud-rimmed shoes; brackish water. But then he describes it as wild; stretches to 

dusky. Even Thoreau cannot resist the pull of association, the draw of assonance—he too imagined a 

sinuous animal that becomes one with the land. 

 

* 

 

On a day empty of clouds, words land with a clammy sound. Ma li senti, quindi, i versi di questa 

chimera, regurgitated on the shore? 

 

Grasping onto time cut-outs between chores, after work and before sleep, thoughts are not a mesh 

diligently spun on a grounded loom. But a path of voice notes along a shore, spat by the tides. 

Collected versi—non-articulate, feral cries; what slips, liquid. Snaps back, elastic. What leaves room 

for more—maybe silence—to hang on the rest of the line, in poetry. 

 

* 

 

Coda 

 

On a day when it hadn’t been anticipated, the voice is found again. It had been lying there waiting, it 

seems, like something dropped that no one had picked up, ready to be found on the pavement the 

next day. It may have been because of a sympathy with something else: a word or a sentence 

encountered by chance, which you would have overlooked, but which the voice claims as theirs. It’s 

what the voice would have said, used to say; it belongs to it, so it brings it back. 

You keep rolling the words over and over; the voice calls closer, grows softer. 

Above the blurred dark stripe on the painting is a pale mark. It, too, seems to hinge on your eyes, 

keep you looking and keep you from looking. It has a different body to it, though—a drop of 

translucent blue blurred on the grey sky, watery, thin. Daylight moon, pale sun. 
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In recalling, the voice acquires a body made of light, the same substance captured on film. It sits 

forwards on the red chair, elbows on knees, rolling a cigarette; a minor daylight plays around the 

face. Every now and then, it looks up, to speak. Lightly. 
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