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Page 1 →Introduction

Matthew Kilbane



1. #thefifthwindow

On December 30, 2021, TikTok user ohmarni woke from a “weird dream,” opened her app, and regaled the internet with a mystery. The dream begins unremarkably enough for an aspiring professional of the precaritized Generation Z: the twenty-something New Yorker, whose real name is Marni Webb, finds herself at an interview for an internship.1 The dream turns properly surreal, however, when the interviewer poses Webb a riddling question: “is the fifth window open?” A charismatic TikToker with superb comedic chops, Webb pokes fun at her puzzlement—“my smart ass responds: there are windows in this building, and Windows 98…What are you talking about?…Mister, I just need to know if this internship is paid or not!” The video earns its hashtag, #spiritualtok, only after Webb wakes up, Googles the shard of dream language, and discovers that The Fifth Window is the title of “a book published in 2000” about which the internet can tell her alluringly little (“there’s not even a Wikipedia page”). Online she can glean just the briefest, enigmatic summary of its contents: The Fifth Window is a book about the meeting of the “psychic and the natural world.” Most suggestively, perhaps, Webb “cannot find the book anywhere.”

Fortified by insight from another TikToker with access to a university library, Webb returns the next day to inform her increasingly rapt followers:


[the book is] only available in academic settings, so like Yale, Harvard’s library, neither of which I’m going to, but then I did find there was one copy available at the New York Public Library, like in the research reserve section. Now, explain to me why is a book about the psychic world and the real world meeting in the reserves request section—like super locked-up tight… I physically have to be in the library and then request the book to see it. The book cannot leave the premises.2


“That’s weird—that’s suspicious,” Webb concludes, and the whiff of conspiracy proves irresistible; the latest video goes viral, launching her expanding circle of followers on what she calls, rather ingeniously, a “Leonardo Di Caprio Da Vinci-type mysterious uncovering.” Page 2 →That phrase braids the stuff of pulp thrillers, esoteric cabals, and Hollywood celebrity to encapsulate the register in which Webb is pitching her highest ambitions for this viral dream quest. “Y’all, if my search for this mysterious book leads me across the world,” Webb announces, “Netflix better create a series about it.” As it turns out, the book in question is no occulted Renaissance tome, but a different variety of rarified text altogether: published in a small run by Thistledown Press of Saskatoon, Canada, The Fifth Window is an out-of-print poetry collection by the Vancouver poet Russell Thornton.


[image: TikTok user ohmarni recounts a mysterious dream and the internet search it occasions.]
Figure 0.1 Still image from video in which TikTok user ohmarni recounts a mysterious dream and the internet search it occasions. TikTok. December 30, 2021. View the video at https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14525819.cmp.1.

At the time of writing, Webb’s video has enjoyed 3.5 million views. Her monthslong hunt for The Fifth Window sent users scouring the world for copies of their own. Webb herself procured a copy only after Thornton’s teenage daughter alerted her unsuspecting father that his twenty-year-old book was trending on TikTok. An overwhelming surge of orders led Thistledown Press to reissue the title, and the tale of the book’s improbable second life garnered the attention of Canadian national news and the Guardian: “Obscure poetry collection’s sales soar after TikToker dreams about it.”3

Page 3 →Obviously the intense demand for The Fifth Window is rooted in a network effect specific to contemporary poetry’s compound media situation. As more users expressed interest in Webb’s search for Thornton’s book, the book became more desirable, more relatively inaccessible to the growing number of social media users searching for a copy, and thus all the more hermetically laden with secret meanings. Its actual scarcity anchored and fueled viral desire for the book. As Webb makes clear during an interview with CTV News, “in a world where we can pretty much find anything at a click, the fact that I couldn’t is what truly sparked my interest.”4 In the era of print-on-demand, Internet Archive, and shadow libraries, the existence of a book that can’t easily be ordered or downloaded may be no less “weird” or “suspicious” than a young New Yorker’s dream of a poetry book she has never read. At any rate, Webb’s post went viral because these two weirdnesses conspired, and in so doing, transformed her everyday practice of “unpaid” content production into something potentially worthy of Netflix cash. Now TikTok-famous with over 200,0000 followers, Webb’s oneiric interview went well; she got the dream job. And yet the real fulcrum of her viral success is less her psychic sensitivities than her exploitation of a media situation in which expanding digital platforms remain imbricated in a late but vibrant print culture. The interest of TikTok users may have been piqued by the suggestion that The Fifth Window conjugated the “psychic and natural worlds,” but their quest was animated by the serendipitous contact between two differently scaled and less than seamlessly integrated networks: the digital world of interlacing platforms like TikTok, Amazon, Wikipedia, and Goodreads, on the one hand, and the world of small press publishing and university libraries, on the other.

Expressive Networks wrests into view what this unevenly contoured media situation means for the production and circulation of contemporary poetry. As social media platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter (X), and YouTube assert an increasingly massive influence on everyday life around the world (where an estimated 59.9% of people are users of one kind or another), the political, economic, and social futures of these Web 2.0 juggernauts remain largely undecided.5 These platforms are the cultural arm of what Tiziana Terranova calls the “Corporate Platform Complex”—the consolidated reign of mammoth firms like Meta, Alphabet, Microsoft, Apple, and Amazon—and their data-extractive, surveillant business models have been the target of widespread suspicion, robust critique, and outright vituperation. Social media’s algorithmic incursions into daily life are decried for their effects on everything from civil discourse and democratic governance to psychological wellness and childhood development.6 This is not to mention these platforms’ well-attested participation in the shoring up of neocolonial domination, or their role in the evident campaign on the part of ubiquitous computing to hasten planetary biosuicide.7 At the same time, many users continue to celebrate social media platforms for their egalitarian protocols and ability to convene and sustain counterpublics online. The decentralizing promise of early internet culture has been largely subsumed by the Corporate Platform Complex in a process that scholars like Anne Helmond and Marc Steinberg term “platformization.”8 And yet, Big Tech remains haunted by “the specters of past hopes and potentials,” of which social media’s frequent and chaotic refunctioning into “riot and protest platforms” by movements around the world—from Cairo in 2011 to Standing Rock in 2016 to Hong Kong in 2019—is one vivid sign.9

Page 4 →These companies remain, in any case, wildly popular, re-writing the cultural landscape in ways that literary scholars have only begun to countenance. I say “re-writing” because social media are momentously scriptural technologies. As Richard Seymour suggests, social media render users “scripturient,” possessed by the need to write, and all the posts, snaps, and tweets incessantly inscribed onto digital screens are merely the tip of the scriptural iceberg; these platforms are environments of code—another form of writing—that enjoin users to produce data and, in the capitalizing process of putting that data to work, in fact “write us.”10

The essays gathered in Expressive Networks all aspire in different ways to comprehend the shaping impact of social media platforms on the way we write, read, and share poems today. Though our contributors occupy a variety of methodological positions and address themselves to a range of archives, they share the primary conviction that the impact of Web 2.0 on literary practice is far-reaching, far from self-evident, and far more variegated and unpredictable than easy summations of social media’s influence suggest. Indeed, the case of The Fifth Window puts a fine point on what we surely already know: just as the distinction between on- and offline hardly obtains in those parts of the world where cultural, economic, and political life is conditioned by scaled-up algorithmic logics, our digitally networked technologies are now enmeshed even in those literary institutions (small press publishing, for instance) they don’t materially undergird. The omnipresence of the platform model in daily life is such that not only “views” and “likes” but all manner of attention, behavior, and expressive display are quantified and sold in the “datafication” of everyday life.11 It follows that platform cultures are both an underlying condition and a subject matter for writers sensitive to the material-historical dynamics of the present. The essays gathered here attune us to social media’s implications for contemporary poetic communities and practices by illuminating what poems themselves, in the critical richness of their figurations as much as the telling routes they cut through the datasphere, reveal about our ambivalent enmeshment in the algorithmic systems that excite and exploit us, always permitting less than they promise, but promising nevertheless. Expressive Networks asks after poetry’s present and future by examining what poems themselves express about the social make-up of networked platforms.



2. #expressivenetworks

To read poems with an eye and ear to the emergent values and protocols of platformed communication, its ideological contours and material limits, we must first ask: what is a platform? From the perspective of web service providers and management theorists, the word itself is advantageously slippery. It describes raised and underlying structures both physical (train platform) and figurative (a political platform, a platform for speech and action), but in digital parlance it also refers to programmable infrastructures (Mac and PC as rival platforms). These disparate meanings may share a referential resonance—a platform is an “open, neutral, egalitarian and progressive support for activity”—but, as Tarleton Gillespie notes, social media companies capitalize on this ambiguity to negotiate tensions between Page 5 →users, advertisers, and policymakers.12 To users a site like Facebook is a platform for “free expression,” for advertisers and commercial content producers it is a platform for distribution opportunities, and to policymakers seeking to hold websites responsible for what users share it is merely a platform for “the neutral provision of content, a vehicle for art rather than its producer or patron, where liability should fall to the users themselves.”13 Fundamentally the platform is a commercial strategy for extracting data. What links firms from Uber and Airbnb to Tencent and Alibaba, in Nick Srnicek’s schema, is their capitalization of a business model distinguished by four principles: 1) a platform is an intermediary, which by facilitating interaction between users, serves as “the ground upon which their activities occur” and wins the “privileged access to record them”;14 2) a platform benefits from network effects, since “the more numerous the users who use a platform, the more valuable that platform becomes for everyone else”;15 3) in order to attract and maintain these users, platforms utilize cross-subsidization, offering free-of-charge certain services that can come to seem, in light of their costlessness, like open spaces for creativity and user agency, though 4) these digital spaces are at all points determined by “a designed core architecture that governs the interaction possibilities.”16 When it comes to social media platforms that traffic in cultural expression, these four features—the fact that a platform is social, popular, free, and constraint-based—furnish a veritable hothouse for writing, so much so that for literary writers who are also avid users, the platform can seem less like a venue for content than a generative literary form itself. After Elon Musk’s purchase of Twitter (X) caused a significant number of users on “Literary Twitter” to flee the platform, the writer Elizabeth McCracken lamented, “I will miss Twitter, if it collapses. If feels like a form I’m well-suited to. As though somebody said, Sorry, no more sonnets.”17

While sonnets too are mediums with messages, meaningful legal and political storms cloud the horizon for platforms in ways they do not for poetry’s received forms: transparency and neutrality are only powerful illusions in the case of social media corporations that not only delimit and channel but also cultivate and compel particular kinds of cultural activity. Even as new communities, practices, genres, and memes emerge with grassroots spontaneity, platformed cultural productions nevertheless bear the legible stamp of social media architectures. “Corecore” videos index the TikTok interface’s own mind-numbing travesty of collage, while the viral “success” of certain poems on Facebook highlights the ambivalently “juxtapolitical” potential of the platform as a space for lodging complaints, airing insecurities, and forging lines of feeling beyond the streets and the ballot box.18 More generally, platformization has restructured the familiar contest between autonomous art and mass culture. Algorithimized processes of “nichification” cultivate atomized silos and customized counterpublics. Incessant metrification, meanwhile, compels participation from all parties—producers, fans, media execs, and platform architects alike. On social media, the injunction to be authentic coincides with but only faintly contradicts the injunction to self-promote.19

Though the emergence of platformed cultural production is transforming contemporary culture, literary scholars have been relatively slow to acknowledge as much.20 Aarthi Vadde has challenged critics to imagine what would happen if we “rethought the discipline for a post-Web 2.0 world,” a world in which “the printed book becomes one among Page 6 →many formats for distribution” and it is digital “platforms”—rather than “publishers”—that most saliently organize our everyday practices of public writing and reading.21 Such a task would “entail thinking about the diffusion and splintering of literariness across circuits of prestige and popular attention,” “learning more about the literary practices of online communities and design vocabularies of human–computer interaction,” and engaging closely with what Vadde calls the “extracurricular” “aesthetic forms and vernacular cultures of the Internet.”22 Expressive Networks adopts Vadde’s challenge, and we add only that literary criticism trained-up for the platform age will also require scholars to comprehend how these aesthetic forms, as products of the creative labor expended on and exploited by these platforms, express the latter’s underlying logics and emergent protocols, their “designed core architecture” and the way users have learned to survive and thrive there. It would reveal the viral episode around The Fifth Window, for instance, as a story in part about social media and its uneven concatenation with longer-lived media institutions—small press publishing, library systems, national news media, etc.—and in part about virality and viral influence itself, that is, about the neoliberal desire to make social connection, and its optimization by algorithm, pay.

Poems have always circulated, of course. In enduring ways they seem built to do so. The slightness, musicality, and indexical and figural capacities of many poems promote portability and invite readers across time to “assume or pretend,” as Stephanie Burt observes, that a poem’s “function and meaning, an utterance’s force and effect, and consciousness itself can travel from one place to another—that [poems] retain at least some of their sense and force apart from their founding context.”23 Poems make the rounds on Instagram for some of the same reasons that “Sappho 31” could turn up, six centuries after its composition, in Longinus’s On the Sublime, or that W.H. Auden’s “September 1, 1939” could, with uncanny meaningfulness, spread its news via email and message board in the days after September 11, 2001.24 Indeed even those widespread and reader-authorized kinds of circulation we euphemize as “viral” are far from new. With regard to the American nineteenth century, for instance, scholars like Ryan Cordell and David Smith, Jennifer Putzi, and Meredith McGill have shown how a rampant “culture of reprinting” characterized the literary marketplace of the antebellum period, where “resistance to tight controls over intellectual property” ensured that “[c]‌irculation outstripped authorial and editorial control.”25 And because the viral circulation of texts accommodates varied social uses for popular poetry, questions about literary value that seem pressing today, as cultural pessimists shake their heads at clichéd verse on Instagram, have well-established precedents. Michael C. Cohen offers one set of examples in his work on the social lives of nineteenth-century poems that few seem interested in reading anymore; Joan Shelley Rubin, in her study of the poetry that scholars today largely ignore but twentieth-century Americans loved, supplies another.26 A longer view of poetry’s social history suggests that anxious concern over the poetry of Instagram says more about the persistence of modernist aesthetic ideology that it does about the crudity or quality of popular verse today.

So what, if anything, is different in the platform age? Consider the example of “Rock Me to Sleep,” an astonishingly popular poem by the nineteenth-century New Englander Elizabeth Akers Allen (1832–1911). Cordell and Smith’s Viral Texts project, which uses text Page 7 →reuse algorithms to study “what qualities … helped particular news stories, short fiction, and poetry ‘go viral’ in nineteenth-century newspapers and magazines,” logs its appearance in at least 190 newspapers across the century.27 In Putzi’s account, Allen was writing like many women authors of her century: she “knowingly created a sentimental poem that allowed the audience to effortlessly inhabit the subject position of the speaker, thus generating an imagined community of readers sharing similar emotions and experiences.”28 The print-mediated community convened by “Rock Me to Sleep” may recall us to the intimate publics conjured via Facebook or Twitter (X) by poems tasked with “soothing” users, as Jacquelyn Ardam has noticed, in the wake of occasions of mass anxiety and mourning.29 Similarly, Putzi’s point that the viral career of Allen’s poem instantiates a “relational poetics” in the forge of which “the lines between reading a poem, copying it, and actually authoring it become, under the ‘right’ circumstances, indistinct,” may put readers in mind of the way “sharing” a poem on social media achieves a similar confusion. The media-specific difference is that writing, reading, and sharing poems on platforms transpires under the data-intensive gaze of algorithmic systems, which not only capitalize on the activities of authors, readers, and editors, as newspapers surely did as well, but also exert novel forms of distributed agency, patterning circulation in unpredictable ways. As Cordell and Smith demonstrate, “Rock Me to Sleep” saturated nineteenth-century newspaper networks for reasons that data analysis can help to explicate, but when it comes to accounting for why an emergent public of readers are soothed by certain poems on social media, explanations that ignore the motives and mandates of the platform are necessarily incomplete.

The aim of Expressive Networks is less to tout the newness of platform protocols than to investigate their imbrication with more familiar cultural logics. Online today the boundaries between new and old media, and between the genres and interpretive protocols they cultivate, are actively under negotiation, a fact to which only the best critical commentary on poetry’s platformization is well attuned.30 Much of this scholarship has focused on Instagram and its “Instapoetry,” the enormously popular genre to which it has given rise. In the years since their emergence in 2016, Instapoets like Rupi Kaur have engendered both populist exuberance (“Instagram saved poetry”) and steaming critical ire (“The reader is dead: long live consumer-driven content”).31 Critics like Urayoán Noel and Mike Chasar handily avoid the reductive terms of this debate. By historicizing varieties of Instagram poetry, these scholars reveal how both celebrants and skeptics are apt to identify Instapoetry with an idealized digital age shorn of marked bodies, unsettled political meanings, and enmeshments in numerous legacy institutions, from avant-garde poetic communities to corporate publishing houses and the academy. The result is a hypostasized genre made to fit an ahistorical idea of the contemporary as the site of a clean break between print and digital media. By foregrounding the literary-historical interventions undertaken by poets and their readers on social media, Expressive Networks joins a chorus of scholars busy complicating this picture. As Whitney Trettien reminds us, “What defines this moment is not a crisis of technology, but the ways our changing media environment is … recentering new narratives, binding together anew what time has pulled apart.”32 Instagram poetry—and poetry on social media more broadly—represents a complex, platformed brew of what has come before, and only uncertain evidence of what will come next.

Page 8 →Whatever its future, Instapoetry does in one respect epitomize poetry’s confrontation with platform cultures. The poetry of Instagram and much of the verse that circulates widely on digital platforms testifies to an intense investment in ideals of self-expression. Possibly this stands Instapoetry less as a departure from the horizon of expectations for contemporary readers of poetry and more like their normative quintessence. By the lights of Guido Mazzoni’s map of modern poetry in the West, which argues for the enduring centrality in European-language poetries of the Romantic, self-expressivist model of lyric, Instapoetry occupies the very center of literary space. The many revolutions in poetry since the mid-nineteenth century may have challenged the egocentric notion of a poem as “a sensible trace of a personality.”33 But in Mazzoni’s view, projects to overcome the subjective lyric—collaged modern epics, the thrown voices of ironic monologues, and the pure poetries of Mallarméan symbolism and successive historical avant-gardes, for instance—are structurally peripheral developments; they constellate around that same “lyric center” where Instapoetry resides, a late and attenuated form of the expressive lyric, so many quantifiable “trace[s]‌ of … personality,” the shining “lamp” of Romantic theory flattened to a glowing screen.34

The confessional register of many viral poems is everywhere reinforced by the protocols of the platform itself. Social media breed self-expressive genres. Alongside the status update, the confession, the screed, the like, the shitpost, and the subtweet, the lyric poem may seem like one more performative means of relishing our contemporary “fetish of immediacy.”35 For critic Anna Kornbluh, immediacy names the prevailing style engendered by the churning confluence of new media, which put “the means of production and circulation of images … in the hands of many an individual consumer,” and neoliberal capitalism, whose “ideology of human capital and dismantling of public welfare responsibilizes individuals for their own self-optimization.” These twin technological and economic determinations encourage, optimize, and reward avowedly unmediated expression. On Instagram, for example, a poem’s relatively non-figural plainspeech and its “visual rhetoric of personal authenticity” (its hand- or typewritten script, the inked doodle that accompanies it, etc.) are designed to evoke a phatic immediacy, #nofilter.36 Add to this climate of expressivity debates around social media and freedom of speech and it’s clear that expression names both the prevailing cultural style of these platforms and also the programmed response to the platform business model, since the cult of immediacy strives overtime to compensate for the powerful degrees of mediation that distend expression, severing performer from performance in the scaled-up combines of big data.37 The panoply of cultural practices we can gather under the expression banner are cultivated and channeled by an interface and its algorithms that have “successfully monetized” such activities “through the careful architectural policing of emotional expression.”38 To “like” a post on Facebook or to linger with a funny TikTok clip is to express one’s self via digital avatar to a network of followers or friends; it’s also to represent oneself as a data point to the underlying audience of the algorithm. Expression, in this capacious sense, may simply characterize the cultural practices endemic to what Jean Baudrillard termed the “ecstasy of communication”: a media situation that demands the “forced extraversion of all interiority” and the “forced introjection of all exteriority.”39 What we express these days, like it or not, is data for capture and sale.



Page 9 →3. #thelyricselfie

If the extraordinary flowering of creativity that is social media content ultimately fills the coffers of the attention economy, these factories of expression are also sites of critical and reparative agency. Consider the selfie, that degree zero of platformed self-expression and socially mediated immediacy.40 The term “selfie is widely used as shorthand for the exhibitionism, narcissism, and other enduring social worries aroused by technologies of visibility.”41 But as scholars like Nicole Erin Morse have demonstrated, selfies and the complex “formal strategies” they solicit can “provide a foundation for politically committed interpretations.”42 The possibility of politicizing the selfie unfolds from a basic formal affordance. Whereas these images may appear “to make a simple and individualistic claim”—“I am”—in fact “selfies express an intersubjective, mutual act of recognition on the part of a viewer: ‘I see you showing me you.’”43 Platforms themselves supply the technical precondition for this folded relation, for platformed expressions are always specular, animated at every point by the knowledge of a networked viewer, and users view selfies with this knowledge in tow. We might conclude that a life lived in this dispersive hall of mirrors will render us “‘exo-subjects,’ sending selfies out into the void, in the search for validation of a self that is now distributed across the wires … self-obsessed yet without a workable sense or definition of selfhood.”44 Then again, and with equal cause, we could grasp the selfie as a self-expressive artifact shot through with the complex social mediations of the network, a phenomenon neatly encapsulated by the triple valence of the word “share.” To share is to express oneself, though to circulate these messages online, one must also “share” this expression via the interfacing platform—one must share what another has shared. Viewers, then, read or “share” in this expression as something knowingly shared—after which they may decide to share it themselves, and so on. All this transpires under the spell of immediacy; a smart phone with a front-facing camera is both a screen and a mirror, the latter of which secures the illusion of privacy and invites the subject to feign utter unconsciousness of the viewer.

Readers will hear in the previous sentence an echo of J.S. Mill’s assertion that whereas “eloquence is heard, poetry is overheard,” for “the peculiarity of poetry appears to us to lie in the poet’s utter unconsciousness of a listener.”45 I have smuggled in this influential characterization of lyric poetry to reiterate an obvious point: the kind of mediated expressivity effected by the selfie has a long post-Romantic literary history.46 This history illuminates how and why certain poems go viral online, and what happens to digital expression more generally when social media users become, as a matter of course, Mill’s ideal poets—when we are all, in the words of Becca Klaver’s “Manifesto of the Lyric Selfie,” “pos[ing] to show / the spontaneous overflow / of powerful feelings,” our “Hashtags of interiority / licking like flames.”47 The poems with the greatest viral currency are those with one identifiable speaker, often conflated with the poet, speaking or writing to emote, soothe, heal, pacify, or convey outrage. Sometimes these poems are expressly indebted to the rhetorics of self-disclosure honed by confessional poets; sometimes viral poets position themselves in a clear lineage of slam or performance poetries.48 The TikTok poet and filmmaker Donovan Beck, whose account “themindofsol” has amassed over 400,000 followers, found his way Page 10 →to poetry via “the form and history” of spoken word, and in particular via spoken word writers popular on YouTube like Andrea Gibson and Rudy Francisco, whose work spoke directly to struggles with anxiety and depression.49 Christi Steyn, a poet with 1,600,000 followers, also took her bearings from spoken word videos on YouTube, though her success on #PoetryTok has been fueled by her training as an actor: Steyn first garnered attention reciting Shakespeare sonnets.50 Just as Beck’s viral appeal owes in large part to his savvy fusion of a “raw, emotive, narrative-based” spoken word poetry and a slick filmmaking style, Steyn manages to combine an expressive poetics with the high glamor of elocutionary prowess. In both cases, the algorithmic traction of these TikTok poems—video selfies, as it were—requires marshalling extratextual aesthetic techniques in the service of an apparent immediacy. But these aesthetic mediations must never break the spell of authenticity. In the words of one how-to guide for cultivating your poetry social media following: “Readers can sniff out imposters like teens hunting for free Wi-Fi.”51

This volume’s first section, “Viral Form and Platform Content,” examines the circulation of poetic language under the viral conditions that platforms strive to cultivate and enforce. Circulation by algorithm is a new fact of literary history, one that demands new methods of study. Poems like those by Steyn and Beck suggest that the essentially abstractive set of interpretive protocols that theorists call “lyric reading” may be a productive framework through which to grasp contemporary poetry’s social mediation.52 Sumita Chakraborty pursues this possibility in the book’s opening chapter, which highlights the extraordinary viral career of Maggie Smith’s “Good Bones” alongside a pointed poetic response to that poem by Craig Santos Perez. Twining a theory of lyric reading with scholarly conversations around distinctly melodramatic responses to breakdown and impasse, Chakraborty outlines how poems like “Good Bones” are read and virally circulated according to a set of hermeneutic protocols she calls “lyric melodrama”: “a practice of reading wherein poems on social media are imagined as expressions of personal feeling, and, in turn, imagined as utterances that invite the reader to occupy narrative roles that are associated with the genre and rhetoric of political melodrama.” Chakraborty concludes her treatment of viral abstraction by closing out the app, as it were, and turning toward concrete communities of writers and readers: that is, to her own students’ wise and impassioned reactions to “Good Bones.” In so doing, she reaffirms the point dramatized by Webb’s discovery of The Fifth Window, namely, that even in the age of Web 2.0, poems continue to circulate along the splayed edges and nodes of offline networks.53

Engaging aggregate patterns in viral content, Tess McNulty, Melanie Walsh, Anna Preus, and Micah Bateman explore poetry’s platformic circulation at scale. In “The Some and the Many,” a computational analysis of the most popular English-language poems on Twitter (X), McNulty asks precisely how far virality takes poetic language from the print poetic tradition. Gainsaying those who assume there is no substantial difference between the twitter #poem and the run-of-the-mill tweet, McNulty finds that a computer will reliably liken twitter #poems to a corpus of printed English poems over non-poem tweets, though the data also reveal a telling rub: whereas “[b]‌y the model’s lights, at least, the many less popular twitter #poems are ‘poemier’ … the few, chosen viral twitter #poems are ‘tweetier.’” “Reconsidered in this light,” McNulty concludes, “viral verse bears its own, particular mark of distinction—not Page 11 →that it successfully simulates ‘real’ poetry, but rather that it doesn’t attempt to do so.” Her study implies that viral poets and their readers have fully assimilated Wordsworth’s demand for poetry in “the real language of men”—or at least that of Twitter (X) users.54

Whereas McNulty measures Twitter (X) verse against a large corpus of canonical English poetry, Walsh and Preus apply their own quantitative method to the online circulation of one particularly suggestive fragment of the canon, the anti-climactic apocalypse of T.S. Eliot’s “The Hollow Men”: “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper.” These two lines have enjoyed a high-profile career on Twitter (X), owing to the “essential and unpredictable” role played by users, few of whom seem interested in retaining the significance of their original context in Eliot’s poem. Walsh and Preus chart a story about the Twitter (X) reception of these lines that parallels the polarized terrain of mainstream political discourse: the lines furnish a catchphrase for anxious left-liberal prophesies of Western democracy’s ignominious endgame, while at the same time, in other quarters of the platform, lending themselves to the expression of puerile (often racist, sexist, and ableist) reactions against progressive political norms. The reactionary afterlife of Eliot’s lines may surprise us less, Walsh and Preus observe, if we surmise that Twitter (X) users have tapped in, unconsciously or not, to the poet’s own deep-running conservatism.

Reaching even further back in literary history, Micah Bateman, too, endorses Walsh and Preus’s project of examining “how the words of dead poets intertwine with those of contemporary producers … and how pieces of poems break away and move through new digital environments.” For his part, Bateman details how the circulation on Twitter (X) of Walt Whitman quotations during the 2011 #Occupy movement points up the undermining “logics of enclosure and incorporation” in both Whitman’s nineteenth-century abstraction of his own verse and in the twenty-first-century #Occupy movement’s compromising reliance on Twitter (X). In Bateman’s view, these two very different historical moments are homologically linked by a shared narrative, whereby dominant norms, flying under the banner of a false universalism, pacify and integrate emergent genres of poetic and social organization both: “Occupy’s uses of Whitman and Twitter (X) indicate unwitting commitments to free-market emancipation cloaked in the formal vestures of populist projects.” Bateman’s conclusion that the political failure of the digital commons exhibits a formal kinship to the abstracting gestures of lyric reading and lyricizing quotation puts him in express league with Chakraborty. His emphasis on the fundamental contingency of platformic quotation, meanwhile, echoes the conclusions of Walsh and Preus. All these case studies discover, at the heart of social media, a generative struggle over context: when talking poetry, or talking anything else for that matter, platform users are engaged in forging meaning via the maintenance of discursive frames and reference points. Given the operations of the platform itself, however, these efforts are like writing in sand; algorithms provide a smooth surface for communication by all the time effacing context.

Expressive Networks testifies that no amount of media-critical awareness is sufficient to decide the question of a viral poem’s ideological content. It’s true that a poem’s popularity on social media may exemplify the remainderless adaptation of literature to the disabling machinery of what Jodi Dean terms “communicative capitalism,” wherein the informational overload endemic to digital cultures turns political messaging into the feckless “circulation Page 12 →of content.”55 But to read poems in this hard light would necessarily reduce the meaning of poetry to the meaning of the platform itself. As a primary engine of the “content industry,” which flattens cultural activity into “a single and indistinguishable flow” of data, platforms are in the business of just such a reduction.56 But we needn’t pattern our critical reading after a business model. Rather, this book argues that studying the literary cultures of capitalized platforms requires critics to retrace, again and again, a fundamental ambivalence. To affirm the value of viral poetry threatens to attenuate critique of the exploitative infrastructure on which its circulation relies; to indict all activity on platforms for the ills of the Corporate Platform Complex turns a blind eye to an extraordinarily rich arena of cultural activity.

In this way, viral poetic language puts a fine point on the discomfort that characterizes—if not hamstrings—critical approaches to poetry on the platforms. It also expresses the much wider double bind locked into place by networks of global capital, which as presently configured make “scarcely imaginable the possibility of an alternative or an outside uninflected by networks.”57 In Network Aesthetics, Patrick Jagoda identifies two common responses to this apparent foreclosure of meaningful resistance to the network: the path of avant-garde innovation, the radical détourning of network technologies, and the path of complete disavowal, the decision to opt out. Citing the limitations of each approach in a social order where the “network form” is a “current cultural dominant,” Jagoda proposes “a third orientation: one of ambivalence,” a mode of “extreme” openness to contemporary networks that “requires being present to an unsatisfying present.”58 Recognizing that “[n]‌etworks are not absolutely determinate either of dystopia or utopia,” ambivalence “offers room to maneuver beyond what may seem to be the stalemate of the present, making available opportunities to think, feel, and act in unanticipated and unhabituated ways.”



4. #ambivalentreading

The final two sections of Expressive Networks identify several such “opportunities” for “slowing down and learning to inhabit a compromised environment”: the media-archaeological study of alternative networks, the close consultation of media-critical poetries, and the analysis of social media’s implications for criticism itself. These directions cannot promise to resolve the “discomfort, contradiction, and misalignment” entailed by poetry’s confrontation with social media—resolution is a matter of direct political struggle over the regulation and ownership of platforms59—but they do suggest what methods, objects, and generic forms a literary criticism trained up for Web 2.0 might reach for in order to light up the terrain of that struggle, in the darkness of no easy answers.

This book on poetry and contemporary digital networks has a remit larger than major platforms like Twitter (X) and TikTok; a more expansive archive is necessary for greeting the specters of internets past and to come that Terranova hears howling through the Corporate Platform Complex. In “Alternative Networks,” Susanna Sacks, Samuel Caleb Wee, and Michael Nardone alert us to the critical rewards of examining digital poetic communities that thrive prior to, alongside, or in the hidden corners of corporate platforms. Sacks’s chapter takes us to the online–offline network of the Spoken Word Project, an ambitious, Page 13 →Pan-African series of performances organized in 2013 by the Zimbabwean poet Linda Gabriel and sponsored by European funders at the Goethe Institute. The Spoken Word Project is a textbook case of what Sacks calls “poetry for development”—“poetry sponsored by international organizations dedicated to cultural and political advancement”—and her careful analysis of the short-lived endeavor and its partial afterlife on the Goethe Institute website explores how “poetry for development” highlights but crucially fails to redress “global structural inequities” between “funding and funded nations; between artists and patrons; between material and cultural capitalists.” A casualty of these inequities, “[t]‌he Spoken Word Project mapped a network without producing one,” Sacks observes. This chapter draws our attention to the difficulty and importance of institutionalizing poetry’s on-the-ground networks. It also performs the kind of methodological flexibility—a confident weaving between literary sociology and the close reading of discrete poetic performances—necessary for treating the Spoken Word Project in all its complexity while, at the same time, measuring and valuing those “spaces of possibility” that Gabriel managed to wrest from European funders.

Samuel Caleb Wee, meanwhile, discovers such “spaces of possibility” on a familiar platform—Facebook—that has been commandeered and refunctioned by communities of postcolonial writers. In an inventive case study of the Facebook archive of Singapore Poetry Writing Month, or SingPoWriMo, a kind of “micro-ecology for Singaporean national literature,” Wee highlights how conventional literary critical conventions cannot do justice to the digitally mediated sociality of these poems: “such frameworks are inadequate,” not simply because they ignore the difference made by digital as opposed to print media, “but also because they fail to take into account the spatial-temporal complexities of a transglobal internet writing culture that connects core Anglophone societies together with postcolonial nations.” The conceptual model that Wee furnishes for more accurately capturing these multi-mediated, geopolitical contingencies—the “cultural ecology”—has a striking historical antecedent in the subject of Michael Nardone’s media-archaeological contribution to this volume: Loss Pequeño Glazier’s Electronic Poetry Center (EPC). Conceptualized and constructed by Glazier in the mid-1990s, and growing out of his deep familiarity with the twentieth-century avant-garde and the unique institutional context of the University of Buffalo, the EPC was a “foundational networked digital repository” for the live documentation of poetic community at the intersection of experimental writing and poetry criticism. Nardone’s engagement with the EPC archive establishes Glazier’s importance to the history of contemporary North American poetics, and clearly demonstrates, too, that the EPC’s “new circulatory regime for literary works composed in an array of formats … and generic units … exhibits the fundamental intermediality of poetic practice like no prior single platform for publication.” Just as importantly for our purposes, Nardone’s description of the “alternative pedagogy” that Glazier’s EPC could make possible, one predicated on access, preservation, and the value of technical know-how, supplies a provocative countermodel for those looking to recalibrate or even wholly reimagine the poetic use and capitalizing abuse of networked platforms today.

Sacks, Wee, and Nardone bring to the fore what is residual and what is emerging from the margins of corporate platforms, presenting strategies for negotiating the compromising Page 14 →infrastructures on which users remain dependent. In the volume’s final section, entitled “Poetry / Media / Critique,” the chapters by Carly Schnitzler, Scott Challener, and Seth Perlow approach those same compromising arrangements from a different perspective. These writers direct us toward the media-critical capacity of poetic practices on the page, and toward the pressures exerted by platform cultures on the practice of criticism itself.

Schnitzler unfolds the critical insight of a single poem, Lillian-Yvonne Bertram’s “@Tubman’s Rock.” Writing at the novel intersection of contemporary poetics, critical code studies, and rhetorical theory, Schnitzler uses the occasion of Bertram’s codework to theorize the “community-driven ethos” instantiated by what the former dubs the “full rhetorical stack.” This hybrid heuristic keys critics into not only the front- and back-ends of computational machines but also to the rhetorical mechanisms of randomization and amplification that allow Bertram to “make visible the paradoxes and possibilities of Black life—past, present, and future—in America.” While Schnitzler’s “full stack ethos” is derived from the strategies of Bertram’s “@Tubman’s Rock,” it also supplies a portable framework for holding in double view, as we close read, the formal and material dynamics of a computational artwork.

For all the poem’s savvy codework, it’s important to stress that “@Tubman’s Rock” is a printed work. In her chapter Schnitzler discovers a program for critical reading in the platform era by attending to the dense relay between printed and digital materialities. Challener is even more explicit in this regard. His chapter begins with a pointed paradox: what do we make of the fact that several “decolonial queer and feminist Latinx and Puerto Rican poets whose work frequently and conspicuously engages with experiences of digital mediation” nevertheless rely on print media, and specifically small press poetry collections? Challener allows this paradox to reverberate dialectically in close readings of Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s YOU DA ONE and Urayoán Noel’s Transversal, collections whose innovative re-embrace of the printed codex expressly “refuse[s]‌ the profit logics and surveillance regimes of digital media platforms.” Ultimately the chapter heralds in Tamayo and Noel “a messy, embodied remediating poetics of the micro and the minor,” a “metadiasporous” poetry that confronts, in its decolonial commitments, the “imperial character of the ever-changing extractivist regimes of contemporary capitalism.”

As historians of textual technologies, Schnitzler and Challener each find in their objects of study a version of this basic methodological imperative: do not mistake poetry’s media condition for that condition’s underlying and uneven social relations; the former is not a stable technical eventuality but a shifting scene of struggle. Seth Perlow locates an altogether different critical provocation in the poetry of Instagram. “On the Badness of Instagram Poetry” begins by asserting the peremptory decision of its title, but Perlow is scarcely interested in retreading evaluative debates. Rather, the chapter uses Instapoetry as a privileged lens with which to explore the limits of criticism’s reigning rhetoric of value. Observing that critics of Instagram poetry seem incapable of issuing negative judgments without insisting, in their immediate wake, on some compensatory worth (as revelatory symptom, as cultural-political expression, as utopian kitsch, etc.), Perlow outlines what he calls the “redemptive protocols” of contemporary criticism, those well-worn gestures of reparative rescue and transvaluation in which critics and cultural theorists across the board seem, these days, so Page 15 →expertly practiced. Instagram poetry is not necessarily a decisive harbinger of poetry’s new media futures—the volume as a whole attests to the difficulty of making easy predictions on that score—but Perlow argues that it does, at present, take the compelling measure of pervasive motives and moods in literary studies today.

Each section of the book concludes with exhibits that take advantage of Fulcrum—Michigan Publishing’s digital platform—to share with readers a curated sample of innovative contact points between platform cultures and poetry’s communities of practice and study. These include experiments in platformed critical writing (zany Amazon reviews by the poet Kevin Killian and essayistic Facebook meditations by critic Jeff Nunokawa), as well as platformed projects in activist pedagogy and digital humanities scholarship (C.R. Grimmer’s Poetry Vlog, the Global Poetics Project, and the Princeton Prosody Archive). The volume’s final exhibit features cultural artifacts that symphonize platform study and creative practice: Japanese poet Ryōta Yamada’s informatic tour de force, “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade,” as translated and discussed by Andrew Campana, and celebrated videogame poems that use poetry to sound the materials limits of language as a platform. Each exhibit contains commentary detailing its relevance for the collection as a whole, but we hope, too, that readers will discover implications we haven’t anticipated—that readers will turn “users” and treat this book as a kind of platform itself.

We also hope these exhibits will trumpet what is implicit throughout: the interests of non-academic readers and writers of poetry are front and center in Expressive Networks. By formulating pedagogical and scholarly strategies for convening digitally mediated communities around the reading of poems, these projects testify to avenues by which scholars of contemporary poetry can negotiate the unsettled social meaning of platformed poetry. All our contributors agree, I’ll hazard, that the ostensible difficulty of adjudicating the aesthetic and political ramifications of social media is the beginning, not the end, of the work before us. “Ambivalent thought,” Jagoda reminds us, “does not necessarily belong to a divided individual. It can also unfold through collectives.”60 Expressive Networks —assembles one vibrant collection of critics, and to that extent it is a platform in an older sense, a venue for new scholarship on contemporary poetry and its media situation. The volume also aspires, through its necessary omissions and its regrettable limitations as much as the conversations its chapters aim to provoke, to convene a much wider and more diverse network of readers—all of them firsthand experts, surely, in the uncertainty of poetry’s future.
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Page 23 →CHAPTER 1

Lyric Melodrama: The Hermeneutics of Viral Poems

Sumita Chakraborty


This chapter explores the phenomenon of the viral poem, by which I mean a poem that does not simply gain great popularity online within poetry circles, but rather gains popularity on a much larger scale, with a readership that extends well beyond the typical readership for contemporary poetry.1 While the digital incarnation of this phenomenon may feel fairly new due to the relative novelty of social media platforms, its literary-historical precedents extend back centuries; as for that digital incarnation, the primary example I will be using as a case study is an especially iconic one: Maggie Smith’s “Good Bones.”2 I’ll share it with you here in its entirety, although odds are good you know it as well as I do (you may have even read it earlier today):


Life is short, though I keep this from my children.

Life is short, and I’ve shortened mine

in a thousand delicious, ill-advised ways,

a thousand deliciously ill-advised ways

I’ll keep from my children. The world is at least

fifty percent terrible, and that’s a conservative

estimate, though I keep this from my children.

For every bird there is a stone thrown at a bird.

For every loved child, a child broken, bagged,

sunk in a lake. Life is short and the world

is at least half terrible, and for every kind

stranger, there is one who would break you,

though I keep this from my children. I am trying

to sell them the world. Any decent realtor,

Page 24 →walking you through a real shithole, chirps on

about good bones: This place could be beautiful,

right? You could make this place beautiful.3


“Good Bones” was originally published in Waxwing Literary Journal, which, like most literary magazines, is primarily known to and read by contemporary writers. When this poem was originally published, it would have been hard to predict that it would ultimately be named “The Official Poem of 2016” by Public Radio International and catapult to the level of international fame it subsequently attained.

The meteoric rise in the popularity of “Good Bones” stems not only from its own significations, which I’ll discuss shortly, but also (as is typical of a viral poem) from the historiocultural contexts within which it was published and, especially, within which it was and has since been read. The poem initially became wildly popular following the 2016 mass shooting at Pulse nightclub, a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida, which was the deadliest assault on LGBTQ persons in United States history. On the night of the shooting, Pulse was hosting a “Latin Night”; most of the victims were both queer and Latinx. Haunting the background—and the foreground—of national affect in the United States was the 2016 presidential election; in June, as “Good Bones” went viral, the Trump campaign’s racist and misogynistic rhetoric increasingly seemed to yield only better and better poll results and more media airtime. The candidate’s popularity itself is an apt warning against making excessive generalizations regarding how an entire nation reacted to those events; that being said, an incredibly large segment of the population indeed watched his ascension with terror. Climate change markers were set, and almost instantly irredeemably exceeded (as they are every year), while global droughts and other extreme weather events wreaked havoc within and beyond the communities they most immediately impacted. There were, in short, many reasons to think that “The world is at least / fifty percent terrible,” and to think that figure may in fact be “a conservative / estimate.”

And yet. Many poems say that the world is rather terrible; many poems have been written in direct response to the mass murder at Pulse nightclub, the rise of the Trump administration, climate catastrophe, and more. In fact, as Smith herself has said repeatedly in multiple interviews, “Good Bones” is not precisely “about” any of these single things, or even about a specific conglomeration of terrible things more broadly. Smith and the editors of Waxwing have repeatedly uplifted poems that do speak directly to topics that readers seem to believe animate “Good Bones.”4 Still, none of those other poems has attained the same virality as “Good Bones,” and the sense that “Good Bones” is “about” all these subjects and more persistently endures. What accounts for these discrepancies?

This short chapter cannot address that question in full, as any complete answer would need to account for how various social media platforms’ algorithms function: as Smith has noted, the meteoric rise of “Good Bones” began when a few particularly high-profile Twitter (X) and Facebook account holders shared the poem, and those technical specificities would require more space and a different array of expertise than I possess. That said, and as many who have studied and written about social media have pointed out, social media platforms entail an activity that is within my scope and wheelhouse: reading. I suggest that Page 25 →we can attribute at least some of the popularity of “Good Bones” to a phenomenon I will call “lyric melodrama”: a practice of reading wherein poems on social media are imagined as expressions of personal feeling, and, in turn, imagined as utterances that invite the reader to occupy narrative roles that are associated with the genre and rhetoric of political melodrama. While I will offer a reading of “Good Bones” that demonstrates how the poem’s own rhetoric invites such reading practices, I want to stress that—in the lineage of conversations in the field of new lyric studies—what I am most interested in here is analyzing a particular method of reading that creates the viral lyric poem.

* * *

In calling upon the term “lyric,” I mean to position this analysis of the success “Good Bones” experienced (and still experiences) on social media platforms within a line of argumentation that understands “lyric poetry” as a product of “lyric reading”: a set of hermeneutic practices that confer onto a text the properties that we have now come to ubiquitously associate with lyric. I’ll borrow, here, a brief summary of the current state of the term’s theorization from Nikki Skillman: “Virginia Jackson and Yopie Prins have revived de Man’s idea that ‘lyric is not a genre’ at all, but rather a name that designates ‘the possibility of a future hermeneutics,’” defining “lyric reading” as a “reductive practice through which twentieth- and twenty-first-century critics have come to interpret all kinds of poems … as if they were intimate utterances of personal feeling.”5 Additionally, lyric reading produces the notion of the “idea of the lyric as temporally self-present or unmediated,” as Jackson puts it: an idea that coalesced in the twentieth century.6 I want to extend Jackson’s argument, which references practices of reading in the institution of literary academia, to suggest that in the early twenty-first century, social media platforms are primary loci for the reifications of lyric reading—and that platforms instantiate a fundamental displacement in the idea of “the personal,” moving the poem from being imagined as the personal utterance of the poet to being the personal utterance of the sharer. Through millions of instances of reading and sharing, the viral poem blends with each social media user’s own observations about their lives and their feelings, implying that the poem is as personal to the user as their pictures of their meals and of their dates, their feelings about public events and the announcements they make about their personal lives, and so on. In turn, the viral poem becomes about everything. It is about every event with which it resonates from the moment of its first viral diffusion indefinitely into the future; it floats, disembodied, through the barely differentiated posts on any given social media feed, where it is introduced, often, with a dearth of specificity regarding even what has prompted the user to share the poem.7

Because social media platforms encourage us to view them as forums of personal expression and intimate connection, the things we choose to put on our feeds—poems included—can easily be read as our own intimate beliefs as well as the values espoused by institutions for which we perform labor (thus the need for pointed disclaimers such as “Retweets are not endorsements” and “Posts do not reflect the opinions of my employer”). And when we borrow another person’s statement for our own feeds (as in retweets, reposts, shares, and so on, all of which are required for something to go viral), the specificities of that original post—its own contexts, the subject position of the speaker, the personal circumstances that may have Page 26 →led to its origin, the tone, etc.—become subsumed within our own platform of so-perceived “personal expression,” thus invisibly displacing those specificities with our own. The degree to which that displacement escapes notice differs from platform to platform, method to method, and user to user. Yet the overall function is quite similar across modalities: in the curation of a personal space or feed of self-expression, all of the posts within that space or feed are read as “intimate utterances of personal feeling” simply by virtue of their inclusion, including texts authored by others. While this is hardly a phenomenon that is exclusive to social media (or, for that matter, to literature of the present), social media platforms court these readerly and writerly dispositions and their associated displacements to a particularly intense degree, especially since the separation between the role of “writer” and “reader” is essentially nonexistent on platforms where everyone is both. The viral lyric is the “temporally self-present or unmediated” lyric object par excellence.8

In turn, by appending the term “lyric” to the term “melodrama,” I am further specifying this inquiry toward a specific subcategory of the viral poem: I am especially interested in this phenomenon’s applicability to poems that have, through this hermeneutic, been read as a commentary on contemporary politics or an expression of contemporary sociopolitical affect. To contextualize lyric melodrama, I turn first to the concept of impasse as theorized by Lauren Berlant. For Berlant, impasse emphasizes subjects’ lack of agency, the precarious nature of contemporary life, and affects like helplessness. Were I to more specifically tie this definition of impasse as a genre to a conceptualization of a hermeneutic, I might suggest that readings of impasse prioritize what can be valued from dwelling within that lack of agency, that precarity, that helplessness.9 Yet this is far from the only potential response to impasse. Consider, for example, melodrama. While, for Berlant, “older realist genres (in which [they] include melodrama) … now appear to mark archaic expectations about having and building a life” in the face of contemporary impasse, they also note that “[w]‌e are still unlearning the promise of realist representation” and that melodrama—“trauma’s perfect vehicle” and one “associated historically with the breakdown of political regimes”—still holds substantial appeal.10 In fact, as Elizabeth Anker argues, melodrama is one of the most prominent contemporary responses to conditions of impasse in politicized or political rhetoric.

Like impasse, melodrama can be understood both as a structure of feeling and a genre in its own right; as Anker has it, much of contemporary political discourse can be characterized as a form of melodrama. Her argument is based on the Nietzschean concept of “orgies of feeling,” defined as “a counterintuitive attempt to ameliorate confusing feelings of powerlessness by imposing intense affects of victimization—including terror, pain, sorrow, helplessness, and shock—upon the self” to try to “ameliorate the affects of felt powerlessness.”11 Building from Raymond Williams’s theorization of melodrama, Anker contends that the genre emphasizes the “heroic reclamation of freedom,” making it highly compelling for anyone who, weary of impasse, yearns for representations of “energizing subjectivity” that can “overcome precarity” and attain “mastery over unaccountable and overwhelming powers.”12 In turn, much as I suggest that Berlant’s theorization of impasse can be extended toward the interpretive methods applied to any given textual object, I use the term “lyric melodrama” to describe methods of reading that interpret the text as a melodrama, and, Page 27 →crucially, a melodrama in which readers construe themselves as taking a critical role. In lyric melodrama, the task of heroic reclamation is imagined to be the readers’ own.

It is worth flagging that impasse and melodrama are far from utterly distinct; the constitutive conditions of impasse, for example, engender the yearning for melodrama, and the consolation offered by melodrama (to borrow a phrase from Berlant) presupposes that the need for such consolation is all the more acute due to broader states of impasse that are ever-present, despite melodrama’s temporary re-assertion of the subject. Heroes, after all, are wholly unnecessary without the conditions they must overcome, and when we call upon ourselves to linger within those conditions, our rhetoric can sound as grimly heroic as the rhetoric of calling for salvation. Yet despite these overlaps, I offer these terms in opposition to one another because the discrepancies between their generic conventions can help shed light on the kinds of reading practices that lead to a text’s virality in the contemporary political moment. Understanding viral poems as the products of lyric melodrama invites us to imagine the viral poem as the product of a hermeneutic that encourages both the expressive hypothesis and a series of readerly displacements.

While such reading practices are certainly not exclusive to social media (again, for Jackson and Prins, lyric reading itself is produced by the academy), social media platforms are particularly conducive to them—a claim I want to elaborate briefly with the help of Ilya Kaminsky’s “We Lived Happily During the War” and of Danez Smith’s oeuvre before returning to “Good Bones.” Kaminsky’s “We Lived Happily During the War” (a poem by a Ukrainian poet who, as a child and along with his family, was granted political asylum by the United States) went viral in the early days of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine: an occasion, in other words, that perfectly befits the poem’s and poet’s contexts. Yet in the process of going viral, the poem was frequently vacated of those contexts. As Alison Stine writes, during its most recent brush with virality, “internet commenters seemed to completely (perhaps willfully) misread the Ukraine-born poet’s work as somehow pro-war”; in other cases, many read the poem’s final gesture—“we (forgive us) / lived happily during the war”—as a sincere demand for absolution to which the reader, as a part of that “we,” was being asked to agree.13 With the poem itself failing to conform to a hero narrative, readers who find themselves disappointed in its messaging react thusly because rather than imagining themselves as a speaker who is caught in an impasse, the hermeneutic of lyric reading positions the reader as, at best, a speaker who is failing to live up to their heroic potentiality and, at worst, an anti-hero or even a villain.

To be sure, “We Lived Happily During the War”—like any other poem—can be misread anywhere, and readers in any context can (and have) understood themselves as subjects or agents within range of a poem’s address, reference, and more. And my point here is not to identify or castigate “bad” readings (although I am not hesitant to point out when I believe a reading has gone astray, as is the case here). Rather, I point to these interpretations of Kaminsky’s poem because they demonstrate precisely how stubbornly enduring viral lyric reading can be. The context of composition of “We Lived Happily During the War” and the context of its recent virality are close parallels—hauntingly so, in fact. The expressive hypothesis and the readerly displacements transpire and endure nevertheless, precisely because virality on social media platforms (fittingly termed “expressive networks” Page 28 →by this very collection) seems to practically demand such readings, as it requires that the poem apply to an array of subjects and to a wide range of people, and it requires that the poem possess the iterative possibility, ad infinitum, of that broad applicability—as well as requiring that the poem be interpreted as a seamless part of the user’s “self-expression,” or performance of selfhood. All of which paves the way for the poem to be interpreted as a melodrama—or critiqued as a failed melodrama.

On which note: surely it is the case that there are some viral lyrics that appear to beget melodramatic readings more than others. Kaminsky’s use of first-person singular and plural pronouns, for example, could be grasped as an invitation to read the poem as the “sincere” personal expression of anyone who shares it. “Good Bones” uses metaphors that are fairly generically defined—“a bird” and “a child” rather than a specific bird or a specific child; “the world” instead of a specific part of the world; the deictic “[t]‌his place” that depends only on a reader’s perception of a person animating the poem’s “I”—which similarly appear like open invitations for a reader to fill with their own investments; even “fifty percent terrible” and “half terrible” allow the reader to define what precisely they will deem terrible.14 As a result, the poem might seem to quite directly imply that the reader (the poem’s children as well as the poem’s “you”) could ultimately be the perfect melodramatic hero.

Yet the reason why the concept of lyric reading is so useful here is that while we might point to specific rhetorical gestures within “the text itself” that seem to function as invitations for such readerly gestures, ultimately lyric melodrama depends less on the presence or absence of a particular rhetorical device in the poem than it does on social media platforms’ uncanny tendency to encourage viral lyric reading, particularly since, on such platforms, the poem—which presents as the singular, floating articulation of each social media user—is republished and read in a manner that is divorced from the contexts of the poet’s oeuvre, identity, history, and culture, and absorbed within the presumed-confessional assemblage of the sharer’s own feed.

Consider, for example, the work of Danez Smith, which frequently goes viral on expressive networks. While their poems certainly feature first-person pronouns, language of collective assemblage, and occasionally broadly defined metaphors—all of which I identify in Kaminsky’s and Maggie Smith’s poems as potential openings for viral lyric reading—Danez Smith is also immensely rigorous regarding how they intend their work to be interpreted and read, and often enacts those intentions explicitly within their poetics itself as framing devices that dictate what certain kinds of readers should or should not construe as “theirs.” Yet that has not stopped Danez Smith’s work from being subjected to similar dislocations in time, space, and subject position. In 2020, for example, a White poet published a poem in Headline Poetry and Press that ended with the following stanza:


Tell me as our cities burn, will it make a difference?

Watch me light this poem

on fire. See it turn from flame to ash waiting for a

song that matters to take its

place: Danez Smith’s grandmother [no longer

wearing out the soles of her

shoes pacing over black bodies] singing Hallelujah

Page 29 →with MLK at the capital of a

new country that is not called America.15


Here, Smith’s entire oeuvre has been condensed into a singular signifier that suggests intimate access to Smith as a person—so intimate, in fact, that this reader perceives themselves as having access not only to Smith but to their grandmother. Black people writ large become “black bodies” in a displacement of not only time and specificity but also individuation and personhood; Smith’s grandmother is imagined as walking over those individuals in a perverse rendering of the hero function of melodrama that the poem’s speaker—who is also Smith’s reader—construes themselves as uniquely able to depict. This “heroic figure” soon meets another: Martin Luther King, Jr., also abstracted from time and historical specificity (and from his name, as he turns here to simply “MLK”). In this moment the poem’s temporal confusion becomes particularly acute, as it appears to congeal together the future, the present, and the past. Specificities of place dissipate into the abstraction of “our cities”; toward the end of the poem, that abstraction also becomes more severe, as the poem gestures toward an arbitrary “new capital” of some “new country” that is only defined by “not [being] called America.” As is the case with Kaminsky’s poem, my point here is not simply that this writer misreads Smith—although I believe they do, and that this misreading demonstrates the dangers of combining a hermeneutic of lyric melodrama and a racist hermeneutic that centers Whiteness. My larger point, rather, is that this misreading is worth examination as an example of how viral lyric reading enables both a sense of access to a “personal utterance” (thus the appropriation not only of Smith but also their grandmother) and a sense of the poet’s work as the site of others’ displaced anxieties and articulations. And, in turn and in keeping with melodrama, it construes those anxieties and articulations as things that can be ardently, stridently overcome for something nebulously defined as “new” and better, permitting the speaker to resolve the impasse hinted at by the first line of the stanza (“will it make a difference?”) with a final triumphant “Hallelujah.”

* * *

To return now to “Good Bones”: I have previously referenced a few of the events that have led to this poem’s virality, including the murder of queer Latinx persons at Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida, the 2016 presidential election in the United States, and climate change-related catastrophes. These events only constitute a part of the poem’s hermeneutic history. Other events that have prompted the poem’s emergence or resurgence on social media include: the 2016 murder of British politician Jo Cox; several international conflicts, including, most recently but certainly not exclusively, the war between Russia and Ukraine; the COVID-19 pandemic; the dissolution of Roe v. Wade; and much, much more, including three mass shootings in mid-2022: the murder of ten Black people in Buffalo, NY, murders of Asian Americans in Dallas, TX, and in Sacramento, CA, and the murders of two adults and nineteen children at Robb Elementary School in the primarily-Latinx town of Uvalde, TX. (Every time I revise that sentence, there are several more national and international tragedies, and the poem continues to maintain a steady presence on social media; the sentence is likely now woefully out of date, but I trust that interested readers can verify the Page 30 →poem’s persistence in relation to whatever catalogue of disasters greets them in their own moment of reading.) As Smith herself has put it, “I can tell something bad is happening in the world when my poem is surging,” an observation that Nora Krug, writing for the Washington Post, summarizes aptly by describing the poem as “something of a social anxiety barometer.”16

As is the case for many other instances of lyric melodrama, “Good Bones” outwardly bears little resemblance to melodrama: it lacks the affective intensities associated with the genre, and it does not appear to have a hero narrative. In fact, impasse is the constitutive condition of the world in “Good Bones,” which construes our historical moment precisely as “a stretch of time in which one moves around with a sense that the world is at once intensely present and enigmatic.”17 “In the impasse induced by crisis,” as Berlant has it, “being treads water; mainly, it does not drown,” a description that could well apply to Smith’s speaker, who—notwithstanding her repeated use of the modifier “at least”—generally understands her existence as pinned between countervailing forces of essentially equal strength.18 The descriptions “fifty percent terrible” and “half terrible” play out in the poem’s other figurations of contemporary existence: a single living bird balanced against a single tormented one, a single loved child balanced against a single brutalized one, and a single gentle stranger balanced against a cruel one. The speaker may try to state that her estimate is a “conservative” one, but her figures tell a different story. The world, as imagined here, is composed precisely of pairs of good and bad things, while the speaker and her children are mired in a middle state where pleasure and pain alike both require constant vigilance, the kind that manifests in a careful, almost statistical accounting of one’s surroundings. For the speaker’s children, from whom knowledge of the “thousand delicious” things they could do and the brutalities of the world are withheld, this ratio of pleasure to pain is a source of mystery.

Yet there are elements of “Good Bones” that do seem particularly apt for the hermeneutic in which it has excelled. Unlike texts in which “the ordinary” is imagined as an elongated temporality “shaped by crisis in which people find themselves developing skills for adjusting to newly proliferating pressures to scramble for modes of living on,” “Good Bones” is not interested in surviving within impasse.19 In fact, it is also not interested in elongated temporality: the poem begins with the anaphoric reiteration of “Life is short,” and lest the reader have the impression by the middle of the poem that life may in fact be unbearably long within the conditions the poem describes, that phrase reappears in the middle of the poem’s illustration of impasse, as if to remind us that it may all be over soon. The poem’s insistence on life’s brevity also does not read nihilistically due to its equally fervent insistence that what needs shortening is not necessarily “Life” broadly, but rather what “Life” has come to stand for in the crisis-riven impasse of the present. The problem is neither existence itself nor the inevitability of harm; the problem, by contrast, is the fact that “the world” is one in which each “loved child”—including, presumably, the speaker’s own children—is balanced by one that is “broken, bagged, / sunk in a lake.” On which note, the speaker’s primary source of discomfort stems not from there being more “bad” than “good,” but from being stuck at the inflection point in the balance. The speaker’s sole mission is to make sure that impasse ends by someone’s hands.

Page 31 →The speaker’s own dreams for herself are too modest to be accurately characterized as heroism. Instead, the poem’s hero narrative is deferred until the very end of the poem, and deferred, too, from the speaker to their children, who are the unwitting heroes-to-be. First—in a speech act that is more of a rhetorical question than a literal one—the speaker asks, “This place could be beautiful, / right?” In keeping with the tone of a rhetorical question, the query has an element of self-reflectiveness, as though the speaker is merely posing it to herself. Yet—and also in keeping with the tone of a rhetorical question—the fact that it is not a literal question also means that its answer has already been decided upon, something the final line corroborates by containing not simply the poem’s final full sentence (“You could make this place beautiful”) but the word “right?” before that sentence. Beginning the final line with the word “right” conveys tacit acceptance, or at least the notion that the terms presented have been agreed upon by the addressee; the children, absent from the main frame of the poem’s story, have already accepted the mission.20

Which invites me to return to how the speaker figures herself. I mentioned that the speaker’s own dreams are too modest to be described as heroism—but is “modest” quite the right word? True, the speaker is a mere conduit in the world’s redemption story, simply “chirp[ing] on”—a verb phrase that calls to mind the stone-dodging birds the speaker elsewhere references—in the “shithole.” But although a “realtor” is hardly as glorious of a role as that of the world’s savior, the metaphor implies that the speaker is not simply someone who can introduce the world to someone, but rather is in the position, somehow, of selling the world for profit. The metaphor also implies that the speaker’s children are not imagined as future custodians of the world (itself a daunting proposition) but rather will be the new owners of the world—replete with its birds, its children, its strangers, its “thousand deliciously ill-advised” things, and more—simply by virtue of having been the speaker’s children. (For the speaker, of course, will not ultimately be selling the world “for profit” to the highest bidder, despite their adoption of the conceit of a realtor—the “sale” to the children is all but guaranteed.) Which, given the overlap between the figure of the children and the figure of the poem’s reader, brings me back to the hermeneutic of lyric melodrama: the poem’s readers are poised to become the new owners of the world, simply by virtue of having been the poem’s readers.

In keeping with the fairly porous boundary between impasse and melodrama, this is not a particularly idealistic vision; the poem’s final gestures re-establish the impasse of contemporary existence by offering us a grimly capitalist and colonialist vision for the notion of “repair.” And yet, when encountered and shared on social media platforms, those implications appear to fade away. Take, for example, this telling exploration of the poem’s reception by Dan Kois, with the help of an insight from Hanif Abdurraqib:


“Whenever I see people share poems,” says the poet and nonfiction writer Hanif Abdurraqib, who lives in Columbus, “I wonder if they have found the language they were reaching for but couldn’t access.” I think that’s right about “Good Bones.” It was the poem’s overwhelmed recognition of the way things are, not its inspirational qualities, that so struck me and led me to share it back in that summer of 2016. Feeling so seen by a work of art is a potent experience, and I transformed that feeling into a kind of unalloyed hopefulness the poem doesn’t Page 32 →actually contain: My brain replaced the actual meaning of the poem with the buoyant feeling being seen gave me, which feels a lot like hope.21


This assessment describes a hermeneutic framework that extends beyond “Good Bones,” as Abdurraqib’s analysis suggests. And in the context of poems that are read in relation to sociopolitical problems, the sense of “unalloyed hopefulness” Kois points to translates readerly agency and triumph into a more widespread feeling of agency and triumph. At the end of Kois’s article, the feeling of being personally written into the narrative of “Good Bones” leads him to ask, “If the world is like a house with good bones, the question is, how are we to make things better?”22 Smith’s poem doesn’t suggest we can; in fact, if anything, Smith’s poem ends on a hope that the child can. But through the hermeneutic of lyric melodrama, the child—who is also the reader—takes on the mantle of heroism that has been conferred upon it without also sustaining the poem’s acknowledgment of impasse’s inevitability. Just maybe, as Kois writes, we could fix the world “by treating [it] like we’d treat that house: by tearing it down to the studs and building something new from that skeleton.”23 Maybe each of us could be a part of that “we,” and, just maybe, “we could still make this place beautiful.”

* * *

Craig Santos Perez’s poem “New Year’s Eve & Day in the Anthropocene” begins on December 31, 2016, with its speaker encountering “Good Bones” in much the same way that many other readers did: while scrolling through Facebook. Perez writes,


Then I bite on the clickbait headline: “This is the official poem of 2016.”

The poem ends with the figure of a realtor chirping about the “good bones” of the world

The realtor reminds me of Whitman, who tried to sell us America as the “Greatest Poem.” 

“FUK NAH,” I write on the foggy mirror with my middle finger.24


“New Year’s Eve & Day in the Anthropocene” reads at many points as a rebuttal of “Good Bones,” and it certainly does contain a strident critique of the poem to which it responds. But as these four lines indicate, it is also a poem that demonstrates the process of subjecting “Good Bones” to a hermeneutic practice that differs markedly from lyric melodrama. In lieu of perceiving the poem as atemporal or depicting a generalized sense of place, Perez’s speaker locates it staunchly in time and space as a product of 2016 and of the United States; in lieu of incorporating the poem into his own social media feeds, he simply reads it; and in lieu of reading “Good Bones” and placing himself within its narrative, the speaker writes a revision of “Good Bones” for himself. In the second part of the poem, the speaker inaugurates the new year by eating “countless chicken wings”25 and cutting his daughter’s hair, and he takes a moment while Page 33 →his daughter is napping to “feverishly write a poem with his daughter’s crayons in her coloring book”:


The poem is titled “Good Chicken Bones,” subtitled: “The Unofficial Poem of 2017.”

The poem ends with me, as a father-figure, trying to sell you, reader as child-figure, the anthropocene.

I compare myself to “any decent geologist” walking you through a vast landfill, chirping on about good chicken bones: “These bones could be soup, right? You could make this soup delicious.”26


In revising Smith’s lines, Perez’s speaker re-envisions the role and the dominion of the poet-parent. Smith’s metaphor of a realtor becomes Perez’s geologist; Smith’s “world” (which Perez has already interpreted as “America”) becomes “the anthropocene.” As the Anthropocene is a term that solely exists to acknowledge human destruction, Perez’s poet-parent speaker takes responsibility not for passing along something that he wants someone to preserve (or dreams someone else will preserve for him), but rather for passing along a story of harm, responsibility, and complicity—a revision that well suits the position of a geologist, a profession that is centrally involved in scientific debates about the Anthropocene and engages the biosphere not for profit, but rather to assess and convey the state of what is and has been.

Yet despite these revisions, Perez still seems to feel that his poet-parent speaker must also be indicted for his commercialism. The verb Perez associates with the geologist’s task is, as in “Good Bones,” to sell. While he may be in the business of selling a narrative of harm rather than a narrative of redemption, his revisions to the paradigms of “Good Bones” do not pretend to be able to escape the late capitalist sentiments (or even, fully, his own “predatory prosody,” as the poem’s anaphora, apostrophes, catalogues, and often lengthy lines notably echo Walt Whitman’s poetics) from which he recoils.27 In fact, late capitalism comprehensively haunts Perez’s speaker’s dreams, in which “an Uber picks [him] up at the crossroads of precarity, the sharing economy, and neo-liberalism,” and the driver of the Uber “turns to [him] and says: ‘We all have separate, unequal futures.’”28 At the end of the poem, Perez’s speaker clearly critiques wider institutions as well as himself for the miserable stasis we endure, while acknowledging the grief and frustration that come from such an existence:


At the Vikings-Bears game, two activists rappel from the stadium rafters and unfurl a banner: “US Bank: DIVEST #NoDAPL.” 

At no point is the game interrupted.

At no point is my body exercised or dieted.

At no point is my life detoxed or plastic free.

At no point is my internet addiction controlled or meaningful social relations nurtured.

At no point is my household or finances organized.

At no point is climate change combatted.29


Page 34 →There is no escape from what Smith’s poem would describe as several fairly good reasons to call the world “a real shithole.” “New Year’s Eve & Day in the Anthropocene” does not illustrate lyric melodrama: it does not read “Good Bones” as an intimate utterance of the speaker’s own (Perez instead writes a different poem altogether); it does not perceive it to be atemporal or ahistorical; nor does it read the roles in “Good Bones” as ones onto which it can displace and dispel its own anxiety at impasse. Despite his incisive critique of America, of late capitalism, of ecological destruction, and more, Perez’s speaker cannot escape or redeem himself beyond the parameters defined by the impasses of the present day. Accordingly, perhaps the most telling revision Perez performs to Smith’s poem entails how he conceives of the reader-child. Perez’s reader-child is not asked to care for or undo the Anthropocene or alter the reasons for the term’s coinage; they, and we, are not asked to reverse biospheric, sociopolitical, ecological, or other scales of damage, or to slice through the speaker’s agony at impasse. Rather, from a ground littered with chicken bones, the reader-child is asked simply to make chicken soup—to create, out of the wreckage of the world, something with which they can nevertheless nourish themselves and take whatever minimal pleasure they can from its comfort and flavor. The hero drama is here replaced by a desire for sustenance.

In addition to reading “Good Bones,” “New Year’s Eve & Day in the Anthropocene” depicts a scene of reading and of writing on social media platforms. Much of the poem takes place on Facebook, which the speaker opens compulsively to try to “like something in this world”—a phrase in which the word “like” takes on the double meaning of the phatic gestures of interaction on social media as well as the affective experience of pleasure.30 He sees “Friends I’ve never met IRL post pictures” of their New Year’s feasts, and, playing again on the double meaning of “like,” he “like[s]‌ all their posts for good luck and universal basic income.”31 He posts, too: although the first post in the poem is a nude on which he sets his privacy settings to “Only Me,” he goes on to share memes and an article with a wider readership on the platform.32 The rhetoric of social media contributes significantly to the poem’s diction, with acronyms and hashtags making frequent appearances; the poem also depicts the forms of attentiveness encouraged by social media platforms, as the speaker’s attention flits rapidly from subject to subject, person to person, and cultural event to cultural event.

The speaker’s memes largely mimic the countervailing forces of “good” and “bad” that structure the figures in “Good Bones.” On New Year’s Eve, Perez’s speaker “share[s]‌ a meme that juxtaposes a picture of an extravagant feast somewhere with a picture of refugee children eating bread crumbs somewhere else”; on New Year’s Day, he shares one that “juxtaposes a picture of fireworks somewhere with a picture of war somewhere else” and another “that juxtaposes a picture of a NYE celebration somewhere and a picture of 20,000 dead sea creatures washing ashore somewhere else.”33 Formally, these memes follow the pattern of a single good thing followed by a single bad thing, although Perez implies that those who are able to engage in such large communal displays of pleasure can only do so because they are either ignoring or neglecting problems that are outside of their purview—an implication to which Smith’s juxtapositions do not lend themselves as a function of their abstraction from place, subject position, context, and more. Between two of these memes, Perez’s speaker also shares “a news article about the first baby born on American soil in 2017: Kylie Ray, who emerged 9 seconds after midnight at Guam Memorial Hospital,” remarking that Guam’s Page 35 →time zone means that it wins this title annually even though it doesn’t usually win “the colonial games.”34 Positioned as it is between his juxtapositions, this article reminds us of the discrepancies in how each situated subject experiences the “shithole” of the world.

As Perez is an Indigenous Chamoru poet from Guam, Kylie Ray is the second Guamanian child in this poem; the other is Perez’s own aforementioned daughter. In “Good Bones,” the child (or reader) signifies a heroic hope for the future; in Perez’s, however, the Guamanian children call to mind the substantial, and unevenly distributed, risks of the ignorance and neglect his memes highlight. Further, because—as Perez’s poem explicitly states—the figure of the child is also the figure of the reader in both “Good Bones” and “New Year’s Eve & Day in the Anthropocene,” the discrepancies in how each poem figures the child contribute as well to the discrepancy in how each poem imagines its readers. In Smith’s poem, the reader is a broad and generalized one, much like how the “child” in her juxtapositions has no demographic specifications; we might infer that the speaker’s child is White by the same line of reasoning that would identify Perez’s child as Guamanian, but the poem offers no such description. In Perez’s poem, however, subject positions are inescapable. They are woven into every single juxtaposition, every single news article, and every single cultural reference the speaker makes. The hope that a child might be able to at least make a bone broth out of the wreckage of the world does not apply to a broad or generalized vision of a reader; it is specifically for those who are disproportionately the objects of the world’s suffering. Recall that when Perez’s speaker first critiques “Good Bones,” he says that it reminds him of when Whitman “tried to sell us America”—emphasis mine. Those who would be politically, socially, and personally inclined to refuse to be sold the promise of capitalist empire are within Perez’s “us”; others are not. While my discussion of Danez Smith’s reception on social media serves as a useful reminder that the hermeneutic rather than the text is primarily responsible for lyric melodrama, since Perez’s poem does directly imagine what a “readership” is or can look like, it is worth noting here that his poem substantially forecloses the displacement that is so central to this readerly practice.

While “Good Chicken Bones” and “New Year’s Eve & Day in the Anthropocene” restrict their imaginary readership, the speaker’s readership on Facebook is not quite so closely defined. It is initially defined by little beyond its anonymity; as we learn more about individual posts through Perez’s speaker’s eyes, we learn that the users who constitute the speaker’s social media network are largely celebrating New Year’s, which places them outside of the aforementioned “us” and instead associates them with the celebrations that Perez uses to dramatize juxtapositions in his memes. They may well have posted the “picture of fireworks somewhere” or the “picture of a NYE celebration somewhere” that he contrasts with the “picture of war somewhere else” and the “picture of 20,000 dead sea creatures washing ashore somewhere else.” This audience, we might surmise, wouldn’t like “Good Chicken Bones” (which the speaker makes no mention of sharing on social media)—much as they quite literally do not “like” his memes and articles.35 As is the case with “Good Bones” itself, it is likely that several algorithms were involved in the curation of the speaker’s social media audience. The larger point at which I am gesturing is that the hermeneutic practice of lyric melodrama may well be the product of corporate determinations regarding what will or will not encourage more and more consumption of these platforms. But Perez’s poem, as a scene Page 36 →of multiple forms of reading, does not place that responsibility on Facebook. His critique is not that Facebook did not let anyone see or like his posts; his critique is that “No one likes” his posts. His ultimate contention is that while social media platforms welcome the forms of reading that allowed “Good Bones” to attain its popularity, they cannot offer the hope for sustenance that inspires the speaker to write “Good Chicken Bones.” This implication confirms what, in many ways, the first lines of the poems had already told us: if you want to be “naked on main,” as social media diction would have it now, you should define your privacy settings accordingly, as a readership that is defined as generally as virality demands will not offer the response you require.

* * *

Because lyric reading, as Jackson has it, is the product of literary academia, I want to close this meditation on the hermeneutic of lyric melodrama by turning to the classroom—my classroom, specifically. I teach “Good Bones” every year, sometimes in more than one semester. About two years ago, I noticed a shift: while many students continue to resonate with its message, those students are increasingly in the minority, and the ferocity of the response from students who reject the poem’s constructions has increased markedly. Since this essay concerns reading, some context here is necessary. First, my courses are entirely about the relationship between literature and the many things that are terrible in the world, and we often discuss the historical intractability of ecological devastation, racial discrimination, gender-based violence, and more; I am personally more inclined, in other words, toward impasse, and therefore I wouldn’t doubt that the hermeneutics I encourage—even inadvertently—from students is closer to impasse than to melodrama. Second, unlike the forms of reading my students (and I) undoubtedly practice on social media, the literature classroom emphasizes the contexts surrounding the text’s creation more than they emphasize identification, although I do frequently encourage personal reflection and informal emotional reactions to the texts at hand, which can sometimes invite similar displacements as those on social media. And third, on the subject of displacement, since I primarily teach in a university setting, while some of my students certainly identify with the role of poet and the role of parent, most of my students are primarily, and acutely, familiar with the role and the responsibilities of being a “child-reader.”

With those framing remarks in mind, I’d like to share with you a poem written in response to “Good Bones” for the creative final project assignment in an undergraduate Studies in Poetry course I taught in 2022. I share this poem by my student Anna with her permission, and I share it in its entirety:


You told me we had good bones;

The bones of the children they dug up were probably good too.

Why do I have to take on your guilt?

You say that youth will save you,

Well it couldn’t save me.

While you grew up building snowmen,

I grew up noticing the decreasing number of white Christmases.

Page 37 →How many do we have left?

You say we have good bones,

Well they were robbed of their nutrients and left to decay.

You say we have good bones,

Well you stole their children and left them starving.

You say there are good bones left.

I see a house standing on its last legs,

One good gust of wind could take it out.

Take it out.

We will not fix it for you.36


Anna’s poem is, like Perez’s, a scene of reading and interpreting “Good Bones.” As an example of lyric reading, Anna here—also like Perez—performs several revisions to the original text. First, her speaker is the child-reader and the speaker’s addressee is the poet-parent figure. Second, in addition to continuing to signify as a metaphor for a house, the “good bones” of the world in Smith’s poem become the “bones of the children” in Anna’s, which, in turn, resonates with the “child broken, bagged, / sunk in a lake” in Smith’s own poem. When a child is sunk in a lake, Anna’s poem reminds us, eventually all that will be left of that child are their bones, which will indeed become embedded in the earth. This course’s reading list didn’t include Perez’s poem, but tellingly, Anna’s response to Smith also draws upon figures of nutrients and of food, although in Anna’s version, the idea that the world will yield even chicken broth seems implausible, as the children are “starving,” “robbed of their nutrients and left to decay.” By the end of the poem, Anna’s title—“Decay”—reads as much like a description as it does a command.

Rebutting Smith’s metaphor of the world as a house that could be beautifully rebuilt and happily inhabited, Anna sees the world as “a house standing on its last legs,” noting that “[o]‌ne good gust of wind could take it out.” Her speaker’s anger and grief fuel her refusal to recuperate the world for anyone else, and they even imply a desire for destruction: “Take it out,” she writes, commanding the reader to demolish not simply the futuristic fantasy of a saved world but their generalized sense of a “world” itself. In turn, the final line of Anna’s poem rejects the imagined promise of the heroic role. Unlike Perez—who retains Smith’s decision to begin her final line with “right,” simultaneously ironizing that gesture and using it to create space for sentiment within his speaker’s largely anti-sentimental demeanor—the tone of Anna’s final lines is as stark as their end stops. Having known no hope for the world’s salvation throughout her life, she is wholly unwilling to humor the desire to wish away impasse: “We will not fix it for you,” emphasis mine. The injunction to destroy the world that appears to haunt the poem’s penultimate line here becomes more specific. It is not that Anna’s speaker wishes not to perform any labor on Earth, but rather that they reject laboring to create any remarkable acts of heroism.

There is no simple, reductive explanation for the conditions that inspire responses like Anna’s as opposed to the widespread admiration for “Good Bones” on social media—particularly since “Good Bones” isn’t necessarily universally applauded on social media platforms, either, even if there is a discrepancy between the approving numbers in my classrooms and Page 38 →the approving numbers on social media. In fact, what strikes me most substantially about Anna’s poem is that despite the fact that Anna encountered “Good Bones” in a classroom rather than on social media, she still found herself hailed directly by the poem and still felt that the poem struck a deeply personal nerve with her.

It is tempting, I think, to imagine poetry’s life on social media as much more accessible than any academic institution could possibly be—and to imagine poetry’s life in the classroom as much more rigorous than social media could possibly be. But perhaps both settings lead, ultimately, to strikingly similar places, thanks to the way they construe and create “the lyric.” In the aftermath of the virality of “Good Bones,” a staggering number of the responses took the poem as a sign that poetry qua poetry is what matters, as Alison Flood wrote for the Guardian: “One reader described the poem as ‘a timely, defiant thing’, while another called it ‘heartbreaking and perfect’, writing that ‘now, as ever, more than ever, we need poetry’.”37 While hyperbolic statements about poetry’s power are ill suited to my métier, I must nevertheless admit that similar resonances inspire the way I relate to poetry on social media (where I will often share another’s poem with simply an apodictic “THIS” as my own commentary) as well as in the classroom (where I confess to thinking that discussing poems is inherently beneficial, and that the poems I teach are relevant to a vast range of subjects and across a dizzying array of times). Much as “Good Bones” has, on social media, been interpreted in relation to a host of events, I have taught the poem in courses on extinction, on the confessional, on emotion, and more; while we don’t often think of a syllabus as anywhere near as personal as a social media feed, our syllabi often lay bare our political, personal, and intellectual commitments as much as any other public-facing materials do. When we say a poem “teaches well,” as “Good Bones” does, and especially when it teaches well in a course that’s as much about the sociopolitical as it is about the literary, perhaps we are speaking not simply of lyric reading, but of lyric melodrama. Lately, increased attention has been devoted to considering whose perspectives are or are not included on course reading lists, as well as to centering students’ psychological and emotional needs in our pedagogies. Perhaps, as an extension of those conversations, it is worth considering who, like Anna, will feel hailed directly by a lyric melodrama that seems to call upon them to perform heroic feats to save us from the impasses our courses are so frequently about, and who will feel compelled to fight against those displacements and consolidations by commanding them to decay. To borrow a phrase popular on social media (at least at the time of this essay’s writing), “not all heroes wear capes,” and perhaps we should interrogate the practices that ask us—whether with a cape or not, whether in a classroom or on a feed—to intervene in contemporary impasse.
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Page 43 →CHAPTER 2

The Some and the Many: A Distant Reading of Twitter’s Most Popular #Poems

Tess McNulty



I can’t live anymore

In this world;

No one is fair

No one truly cares

And I can’t find my love

I don’t really want to die;

I want to fight;

Yet it’s really hard

Not being

Where I want to be1


To many readers of this chapter, these lines—posted to Twitter (X) by the poet called “Jazalyn” on February 17, 2021—will likely seem unimpressive. Throughout the past decade, academics, journalists, and everyday readers alike have charged this type of social-media based poetry with banality, mediocrity, and unoriginality. Jazalyn’s verse resembles many of the poems—most notably, by Rupi Kaur—that have been critiqued. In her 2018 essay, “The Cult of the Noble Amateur,” for example, the critic and poet Rebecca Watts cites verse from Kaur’s 2014 blockbuster Milk and Honey in order to highlight its self-evidently clumsy “rejection of craft.”2 Just as Kaur is apt to split simple, often-clichéd phrases (“when i am sad / i don’t cry”; “you should see me / when my heart is broken”) across multiple lines, Jazalyn, in “I can’t live,” divides direct expressions of emotion into units of three to six words. Just as Kaur’s verse may suddenly drop into ever-more slack, conversational speech (“that isn’t / such a good thing”), Jazalyn dips, at line 8, into increasingly plainspoken prose (“Yet it’s really hard”). Where Kaur’s lines, for a critic like Watts, achieve no clarion vitality, Page 44 →Jazalyn’s too may seem ungainly. And yet, “I can’t live” bears one mark of distinction. Of all of the 1,282,082 original poems shared on Twitter (X) between the years 2010 and 2021, as labeled via hashtag, and collected in an archive that I have compiled, Jazalyn’s verse is one of only a small number—nineteen—to earn more than 1,000 total likes and retweets.3 Such metrics, in the world of social media, are not atypical. According to popular estimates, it takes far higher numbers—from 100,000 to 5 million engagements—for a social media post to be considered “viral.”4 But for poetry, these quantities are exceptional. Though a few well-known Instapoets—like Kaur and “Atticus”—post poems that earn tens of thousands of likes,5 other relatively prominent creators—like Tyler Knott Gregson and Brian Bilston—earn roughly 1,000–5,000 likes per post.6 And while Jazalyn could well be an artificial entity, her popularity is a human reality. According to the “botometer,” a machine learning tool designed to predict the (often-inflated) probability that a Twitter (X) account is a bot, Jazalyn’s likelihood of bot-dom is 3.9 out of 5.7 This likelihood rests almost entirely, however, on linguistic similarities between her tweets and those of other self-identified bots. Her account lacks other signs of artificiality—most importantly, high proportions of “fake followers.” (Since the closure of Twitter (X)’s Academic API, during the spring of 2023, the “botometer” has ceased to function; all measurements were taken prior to that more recent development.)

Put another way, Jazalyn’s poems—whether bot- or human-authored—are, if not apparently unusual in their content, then exceptional in their reach. As critics of culture we might wonder why. Are poems by creators like Kaur and Jazalyn truly garden variety—prominent by dint of sheer luck or savvy marketing? Or does something more substantive distinguish these some from the many? In this chapter, I address those two questions through a computationally assisted comparison of particularly popular and neglected original poems on Twitter (X). In the process, I revisit recent debates about social-media-based poetry’s quality, from a novel perspective. Critics of such poetry, thus far, have proceeded in two phases. In a first phase, they have tended to focus on textual matters, and on appraisals of value or merit. Lili Pâquet, for example, in what is often cited as a first academic essay about Instagram poetry, begins by unpacking the form’s common aesthetic features—images of type-written texts, selfies, ekphrastic hashtags—and then defends its affinities with self-help.8 In a second phase, some have embraced more sociological approaches, though without entirely abandoning questions of quality. Bronwen Thomas, for example, in her more recent Literature and Social Media, rejects “sterile debates about quality” in favor of “literary sociolog[y]‌”; nonetheless, she frames her project as a defense of digital writing. (She shows how “‘literature’ and ‘social media’ are not antithetical.”9) Throughout both phases, these critics have produced every type of standard scholarly value-judgment: aesthetic and political praise and censure, in isolation and in varied combinations.

These value-judgments, moreover, have often been grounded in textual comparisons between digital poetry and other types of writing. Critics of social-media-based poetry, for example, often argue either that this verse looks too little like classic poetry or that it looks too much like everyday posting. Watts suggests that poet Hollie McNish “ha[s]‌n’t read enough poetry,” while Lindsay Adler critiques Kaur for seeming “utterly uninterested in reading books.”10 Almost every critic of social-media-based poetry, meanwhile, calls this Page 45 →writing “cliché” and likens it to other (allegedly) banal forms of digital writing. For Watts, Insta-poems resemble “tweet[s] … .no sooner expressed than forgotten,” while for assorted Amazon reviewers, as quoted by Mike Chasar, Kaur’s poetry resembles “angsty teenage diary entries,” “stuff you’d see on a high schoolers tumblr feed,” and “recycled bits” of other online writing.11 On these grounds, some have charged Instapoets like Kaur and Atticus with plagiarism.12 Others have levied the milder version of this accusation: that social-media based poetry isn’t poetry at all—just everyday prose, scattered with significant pauses and occasional rhymes. As the Twitter (X) poet Brian Bilston jokes, in his self-deprecating tweet titled “Ceci n’est pas un poème”:


I wrote

some words

and made them look

like a poem

put line breaks

in

thought-provoking

places

even gave it

a fancy French title

but it was still

just some words

and not

a poem13


Defenders of social-media poetry, meanwhile, make the opposite comparisons, likening Twitter or Insta-poems to canonized verse and distancing them from everyday posts. Mike Chasar, for example, does not go quite so far as to praise Kaur’s work aesthetically—but he does warn readers against judging it too hastily, by comparing Kaur to Edna St. Vincent Millay.14 Pâquet, meanwhile, argues that Instapoetry’s affinities with self-help, rather than debasing it, “contrasts with the superficiality of the social networking site.”15 (This argument clearly pre-dates the post-COVID, peak Instagram-based self-help era.)

Meanwhile, these same types of questions, concerning the differences and similarities between different types of texts, have been central to the recent computational humanities. Computational tools, “distant readers” have increasingly found, are particularly well suited to measuring cultural “distances” between corpora of texts. And debates concerning how best to measure such distances have been central to the sub-field. In this chapter, I use Page 46 →these computational tools to test prominent claims about social-media-based poetry’s quality—claims, more particularly, about how closely it resembles canonized poetry or everyday posting. The experiment that I run is more opening salvo than final word. It uses only one favored method of measuring distance (predictive modeling), and one group of textual datasets (twitter #poems, classic poetry lines from a project Gutenberg corpus, and randomly selected tweets). More experiments would have to be run, testing alternative methods and datasets, to verify these initial findings. But though my results are provisional, they are suggestive. Caveats aside, they support this idea: that Twitter-based poems, by and large, and contrary to the charges of their critics, more closely resemble canonized poetry, in their diction and vocabulary, than they do normal tweets. And yet, the small number of most popular poems, including Jazalyn’s, more closely resemble normal tweets than they do classic poems. There may, in other words, be more substantive distinction in Kaur or Jazalyn’s viral verse than at first appears. While throngs of neglected Twitter-based poets ape a classical canon, the most popular practitioners imitate styles of the medium.


2.1 Methods and Data: Predictive Models and 1.2 Million Twitter #Poems

Throughout the past few decades, computational humanists have used computational tools to test claims about cultural distance—authorship attribution, for example, one of the older and more established forms of “digital humanities” (to use an already degenerating term), has long involved statistical judgments about similarities between texts (e.g., a corpus of plays thought to be written by Shakespeare and plays of unknown provenance).16 More recently, DH scholars have self-consciously reflected on this practice, not only arguing that digital methods, broadly speaking, are well suited to measuring proximities between types of texts but also debating which procedures are best adapted to the pursuit (measuring cosine similarities between processed texts, for example, or measuring what are known as Kullback-Leibler divergences?).17 Ted Underwood, in particular, has argued that predictive linguistic models can be used to analyze the proximities between large clusters of literary texts. If we train a predictive classification model, for example, or “classifier,” to distinguish between two types of texts—for example, to take a common use case, email and spam—then we can use that model to generate a measure of how “close” other types of texts are to those two types. If, for example, we use the same classifier that has been trained to distinguish email from spam to classify a group of advertising pamphlets, and the model labels most of them “spam” with high average confidence (e.g., 90+ percent), we might infer that the advertising pamphlets are, at least in some very particular respects, “closer” to spam than they are to regular email.18

Underwood favors this method, not only because it allows researchers to compare quantities of texts too numerous to be manually examined (or “close read”), but also because, relative to other computational modes of comparison, it allows researchers to home in on the aspects of text-types that are arguably more central or defining (at least from a computational perspective).19 If we use more basic methods to calculate the “distance” between two types of text (like, say, calculations of cosine similarity), then we analyze distinctions Page 47 →that take every word or “feature” into account. But if we use predictive classification models to distinguish between the two types of texts, then we home in on their more arguably defining features: the smaller sets of words that the classifier relies on most to distinguish one from the other. These words, or features, do not necessarily “define” each type of text in the human sense (as “close readers” might). But they do offer one quantitative expression of their core characteristics, relative to one another. Accordingly, if we then use these same classifiers to measure distances between other types of texts and the original two, then we do so, arguably, on the basis of more essential features. In his 2019 Distant Horizons, Underwood uses these types of models to make arguments about the distances between textual categories like fiction and nonfiction, or critically acclaimed and popular nineteenth-century poems.20 Importantly, he qualifies the spatial metaphor. As many who use such methods have noted—including Richard Jean So, Kent Chang, and Simon Dedeo—distinctions between cultural artifacts are not wholly analogous to physical distances.21

Here, following Underwood et al., I will use predictive classifiers to measure distances between the texts on which I focus: more and less popular twitter #poems, classic poems, and everyday tweets. (An extended version of this brief experiment might also use other distance metrics and compare the results.) To do so, I will work primarily with a dataset that I have compiled, collecting as comprehensive a sample of original poetry shared on Twitter (X) between the years 2010 and 2021 as possible. To create this dataset, I began by using the Twitter (X) API (under the then-new academic permissions, which have since been altered) to collect every tweet that had been posted between 2010 and 2021, using one of a number of hashtags that might be used to label an original poem (#poem, #poetry, #haiku, #micropoem, and so on).22 Reviewing this data, I found that only a few of these hashtags were consistently, reliably, and almost exclusively used to label original poems (#poem, #twitterpoem, #twitterpoetry, #micropoetry, and #micropoem). A hashtag like #poetry, for example, though it turned up the largest number of results, was most frequently used—and particularly in the absence of the other hashtags—to label tweets bearing different sorts of relations to poetry (about reading books of poetry, attending poetry-related events, ironically describing non-poetic statements as “poetry,” and so on). I also noticed, once I compiled the tweets using only the selected hashtags, that a number of these tweets, rather than sharing original poems in textual form, either 1) shared an already well-known poem via a hyperlink (mostly using the #poem hashtag) or 2) shared a photograph of an original poem (à la Instagram). I deleted the first type of tweet to limit my dataset, as far as possible, to original poems. I deleted the second type more reluctantly, for the purposes of tractability—though photographed poems play an important role in the poem-sharing economy on Twitter (X) (if less so than on Instagram), they are significantly more difficult to computationally process. I then made a few other types of deletions23 until I was left with a dataset of about one million tweets (1,282,082) almost exclusively containing original poems (reviewing random samples of the data confirmed this fact). Finally, I sorted the poems by the numbers of likes and retweets that they had received, learning that only nineteen had earned more than 1,000, and only sixty had earned more than 500.

Amongst the most-engaged-with poems, one immediately encounters some of the most prominent viral genres. The viral content economy, as I have argued elsewhere, has favored Page 48 →particular types of short-form media. These include uplifting stories, self-help (often with a focus on mental health), and first-hand accounts of violence or violation (as in videos of police brutality or #MeToo stories).24 Viral poetry, in certain respects, has reflected those broader trends. Much popular Instagram poetry, as many have noted, is uplifting in nature and resembles self-help. This is true, for example, of Kaur’s output, including short verses like “if you were born with / the weakness to fall / you were born with / the strength to rise.”25 The few more highbrow poets to achieve virality, moreover, have often done so—however inadvertently—through their engagements with #MeToo or #BlackLivesMatter. Think, for example, of Patricia Lockwood’s “Rape Joke,” or the most widely circulated lines from Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: “Because white men can’t / police their imagination / black men are dying.” Of the few most-engaged twitter #poems in my database, multiple fall into these popular categories. The most liked, for example, with 2,645 likes, is an optimistic verse by Jazalyn, about escaping inner torment by falling in love. It ends: “I find hope / and I fall in love.”26 The most retweeted, with 1,716 retweets, is a Black Lives Matter-themed poem, bearing the hashtag #PhilandoCastille (along with #micropoetry) and closely resembling Rankine’s verse. It reads: “Stop aiming fear at our children / A badge is not a shield but a promise / Not to measure breath against color.”27 The dataset also includes, amongst its most popular entries, a number of comic and satirical poems, including a few dirty limerick-like verses (“Don’t pee on my leg / and tell me that it’s raining / just pee in my mouth / and I will stop complaining”).28



2.2 Measuring Distances Between Twitter #Poems, Classic Poems, and Tweets

To test the charges commonly levied against social-media-based poems, I use predictive models to measure distances between the twitter #poems and two other types of texts: first, a random sample of other tweets from the same period (scraped from Twitter (X), via the best method of random sampling known to me, at the time of sampling, using the API29); second, a random sample of lines of poetry included in a publicly accessible dataset of poetic lines collected from Project Gutenberg, representing “classic” English-language poetry.30 (Again, a more extended version of this study might undertake the more time-consuming process of assembling a few different classic or canonized poetry datasets, beyond this one.) If twitter #poems are, in actuality, divorced from any poetic tradition, and instead comprise more everyday banalities akin to those included in other social media posts, then we might expect the models to reveal that these twitter #poems are “closer” to the tweets than they are to the classic poetry lines—especially given that the classic poetry lines are largely not contemporary, and so include a number of archaic terms (“thee,” “thine,” etc.). We might deem this outcome particularly likely if we focus the models on diction and vocabulary, and ignore the types of other poetic markers—like line breaks or rhyme schemes—that might make the twitter #poems seem, superficially, to be more like “real” poetry than tweets. This would help us to capture the validity of Bilston’s satirical charge, that twitter #poems are nothing but everyday language dressed up with significant line breaks or occasional rhymes. If the expected outcome does not occur, then it will not necessarily prove that twitter #poems Page 49 →are enmeshed in a classic poetic tradition. It will only mean that they are, in some respect, “closer” to the poems sampled than they are to other tweets. But this alternate outcome—as will be discussed—may have other interesting implications.

I begin by training three Naïve Bayes classification models to distinguish between samples of the three different types of text (twitter #poems vs. non-poetic tweets, twitter #poems vs. classic poetry lines, and classic poetry lines vs. non-poetic tweets).31 These models, by default, do not take line break markers (depicted as “/n” in the encoded text) into account. They are also not tuned, like some poetry models, to recognize rhyme schemes, and instead focus only on computationally processed single word counts (or punctuation counts). (A more extended experiment, again, might consider further features.) That said, the presence of rhyme and other formal features may find reflection in word or feature counts, for example, through the frequency of easy-to-rhyme words (“moon,” “June,” etc.). I am attentive to this fact when analyzing the results, looking to see if the models appear to be relying on such “rhyme”-oriented words to distinguish between the two categories of poetic texts (classic poetry lines and twitter #poems) and non-poetic tweets. If rhyme is what the classifier uses to distinguish the twitter #poems from more ordinary social media posts—as represented by the non-poem tweets—then this will not, again, help us to test Bilston’s charge.32 I also remove hashtagged phrases from the Twitter (X) datasets, so as not to skew the classification—the classifier could too easily distinguish the twitter #poems simply by their inclusion of the five hashtagged phrases that I used to collect them (#poem, #micropoem, etc.).

I train the first two classifiers to distinguish between the twitter #poems (a random sample of 5,000) and the two other types of text (also in random samples of 5,000).33 In this way, I test the simplest and most foundational assumption: that the twitter #poems are a distinct category, relative to the other two. When I train the first classifier to distinguish between the twitter #poems and non-poem tweets, it is able to do so—at its best34—with an accuracy of 84.3 percent. If I were training this model to perform some more practical task—like distinguishing email from spam—I would perhaps want to improve its performance. For the purposes of hermeneutics, the 84.3 percent will suffice. It indicates that these two categories of text are palpably distinct from the perspective of computationally processed word counts. (I can fortify this claim by testing the model on a dataset representing the null hypothesis, as described in the notes.35) To understand how, exactly, the classifier is distinguishing between the #poems and tweets, I look at the features that it has identified as most distinctive of one category or the other.36 A table of these features appears in Table 2.1. The #poems, it seems, are more often marked by a few types of words: first, they are marked by words that make meta-reference to poetry (“poetry,” “poems,” “haiku”). This result makes sense, for though the hashtags have been removed, the twitter #poems—like poetry, more generally—often concern the act of creating poetry itself. One of the nineteen most popular, for example, reads:

Table 2.1Twitter #Poems vs. Normal Tweets


	Top Ten Most Distinguishing Features of Twitter Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	Unigram
	#Appearances in Normal Tweets
	#Appearances in Twitter #Poems
	Ratio of Appearance in Twitter #Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	poetry
	1.0
	57.0
	57.000



	dawn
	1.0
	45.0
	45.000



	sky
	3.0
	119.0
	39.667



	birds
	1.0
	39.0
	39.000



	wings
	1.0
	39.0
	39.000



	haiku
	1.0
	39.0
	39.000



	silent
	1.0
	31.0
	31.000



	shadows
	1.0
	31.0
	31.000



	poems
	1.0
	30.0
	30.000



	beneath
	1.0
	30.0
	30.000






	Top Ten Least Distinguishing Features of Twitter #Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	Unigram
	#Appearances Normal Tweets
	#Appearances in Twitter #Poems
	Ratio of Appearance in Twitter #Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	congrats
	17.0
	1.0
	0.059



	it
	52.0
	3.0
	0.058



	definitely
	20.0
	1.0
	0.050



	checked
	21.0
	1.0
	0.048



	automatically
	22.0
	1.0
	0.045



	video
	68.0
	3.0
	0.044



	lmao
	27.0
	1.0
	0.037



	via
	92.0
	3.0
	0.033



	omg
	40.0
	1.0
	0.025



	lol
	122.0
	3.0
	0.025






Present the

Pit of your heart

With a pen

And it will

Pen a poem37


Page 50 →Other groups of words that most reliably distinguish the twitter #poems refer to nature (“sky,” “birds,” “grass”) or emotion (“pain,” “tears”), or are commonly considered to be lyrical (“autumn,” as opposed to fall, “beneath,” as opposed to under, “soul”). Unsurprisingly, the #poems are also distinguished from the tweets by a certain formality—the tweets are most reliably distinguished by different forms of slang (“lol,” “omg,” “idk”). I then train a second classifier to distinguish between the twitter #poems and classic poetry lines, which it does—at its best38—with an accuracy of 79.05 percent. A table of the most distinguishing words, for this model, is included in Table 2.2. (I pass over discussing them for now.) In sum: Page 51 →the two models suggest that the #poems are, indeed, distinct from the other two categories on the level of their diction.

Table 2.2Twitter #Poems vs. Normal Tweets


	Top Ten Most Distinguishing Features of Twitter #Poems vs. Classic Poems



	Unigram
	#Appearances in Classic Poems
	#Appearances in Twitter #Poems
	Ratio of Appearance in Twitter #Poems vs. Classic Poems



	amp
	1.0
	279.0
	279.000



	inside
	1.0
	65.0
	65.000



	skin
	1.0
	54.0
	54.000



	today
	12.0
	74.0
	37.000



	haiku
	1.0
	34.0
	34.000



	ur
	1.0
	32.0
	32.000



	coffee
	1.0
	28.0
	28.000



	mirror
	2.0
	28.0
	28.000



	writing
	1.0
	28.0
	28.000



	trying
	1.0
	25.0
	25.000






	Top Ten Least Distinguishing Features of Twitter #Poems vs. Classic Poems



	Unigram
	#Appearances in Classic Poems
	#Appearances in Twitter #Poems
	Ratio of Appearance in Twitter #Poems vs. Classic Poems



	ne
	10.0
	1.0
	0.100



	dost
	11.0
	1.0
	0.091



	noble
	11.0
	1.0
	0.091



	spake
	11.0
	1.0
	0.091



	ye
	36.0
	3.0
	0.083



	whom
	24.0
	2.0
	0.083



	th
	13.0
	1.0
	0.077



	hath
	17.0
	1.0
	0.059



	ere
	23.0
	1.0
	0.044



	er
	58.0
	2.0
	0.035






But how distinct? Are they—computationally speaking—“closer” to the “real” poetry lines or to the fellow tweets? To address this more central question, I train a third classifier to distinguish between the classic poetry lines and non-poetic tweets. The model gives a label of 1 to the poetry lines, and 0 to the tweets, and is able to distinguish between them, at its best,39 with 88.01 percent accuracy. (Though we can’t read too much into the differing accuracies of the models trained thus far, it does make sense that the model distinguishing between the “real” poems and tweets would perform better than the models distinguishing between either of those two categories and twitter #poems.) I include the words most Page 52 →distinctive of one or the other category in Table 2.3. For my present purposes, I will only point out that archaic terms (“thou,” “thee,” “thus,” “thy”) play a powerful role in helping the classifier distinguish the classic poetry lines from the tweets (such words also, as seen in Table 2.2, played an important role in the second classifier’s distinctions between the classic poetry lines and the twitter #poems). This fact might increase our expectation that, when it comes to making comparisons, the twitter #poems will seem “closer” to their fellow tweets than to the classic poetry lines, given that both of the Twitter-based texts are largely written in contemporary English.

Table 2.3Classic Poems vs. Normal Tweets


	Top Ten Most Distinguishing Features of Classic Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	Unigram
	#Appearances in Normal Tweets
	#Appearances in Classic Poems
	Ratio of Appearance in Classic Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	thou
	1.0
	98.0
	98.000



	thee
	1.0
	66.0
	66.000



	er
	1.0
	58.0
	58.000



	thus
	1.0
	41.0
	41.000



	thy
	4.0
	110.0
	27.500



	shall
	3.0
	76.0
	25.333



	whom
	1.0
	24.0
	24.000



	forth
	1.0
	23.0
	23.000



	ere
	1.0
	23.0
	23.000



	upon
	2.0
	46.0
	23.000






	Top Ten Least Distinguishing Features of Classic Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	Unigram
	#Appearances in Normal Tweets
	#Appearances in Classic Poems
	Ratio of Appearance in Classic Poems vs. Normal Tweets



	fuck
	48.0
	1.0
	0.021



	today
	104.0
	2.0
	0.019



	it
	52.0
	1.0
	0.019



	shit
	55.0
	1.0
	0.019



	rt
	118.0
	2.0
	0.017



	gt
	61.0
	1.0
	0.016



	video
	68.0
	1.0
	0.015



	via
	92.0
	1.0
	0.011



	lol
	122.0
	1.0
	0.008



	amp
	158.0
	1.0
	0.006





This expectation, however, is not borne out. After training the third classifier to distinguish between classic poetry lines (1) and non-poetic tweets (0), I then use this same Page 53 →classifier to classify a newly collected random sample of 50,000 twitter #poems from the archive.40 The aim of this exercise is to see whether the classifier seems more likely to classify these twitter #poems as “real” poems or tweets, as well as to see the confidence with which it reports these conclusions. (For each label, this confidence metric is expressed as a proportion associated with each class, adding up to 1, which can be translated into a pair of percentages. For example: 98% classic poem, 2% non-poem tweet.) Ultimately, of the 50,000 #poems, the classifier identified the majority, or 29,178 out of 50,000, as classic poetry lines rather than non-poetry tweets. Put another way, it classified 58.4 percent of the twitter #poems as “real” poetry rather than non-poetic tweets (with an average confidence of 90.67%). While 58.4 percent may seem a minor majority, given the large size of the sample, the confidence interval for this metric is small (95% confidence, plus or minus 0.44 percent, calculated from bootstrapped resampling).41 In other words, statistically speaking, we can trust that the classifier will consistently be more likely to classify other samples of the twitter #poems as poetry lines (1) rather than tweets (0).

It is more difficult, conceptually, to discern what the degree of difference between twitter #poems labeled as “real” poetry and those labeled as tweets (58.4 vs. 41.6 percent) signifies, and to what extent it suggests that the twitter #poems are lexically “closer” to one category than the other. It is worth noting, however, that given the strong presence of archaic terms in the classic poetry dataset, and the key role that they play in directing the classifiers’ distinctions (see Tables 2.2 and 2.3), it is even more striking that the classifier so often judges twitter #poems to be more like classic poetry lines than other tweets. This might chasten us, at least, in accepting Bilston’s satirical charge: that twitter #poems, absent their line breaks or rhyme schemes, are not really like true “poetry” at all.

Some caveats, however, are in order: first, as previously mentioned, this analysis does not suggest that, in some vacuum, twitter #poems are similar to classic poems. It simply gives us some reason to believe that, in a majority of cases as represented in these specific corpora, and from the perspective of single word and feature distributions, they are more like classic poems than they are like non-poetic tweets. Perhaps, one might argue, the results would be different if we used a different contrast set—rather than contrasting “real” poems with non-poetic tweets, we might contrast them with other types of text that we might expect them to more closely resemble, like self-help books, memoirs, aphorisms, and so on (again, potential fodder for a more extensive experiment). Regardless of the outcomes of those experiments, the present test does suggest that there is at least something contained in the diction of twitter #poems, beyond their line breaks, that can be used—by a machine learning model, at least—to reliably liken them to classic poetic lines (as contrasted with “normal” tweets). This does not, of course, suggest that Twitter #poets are reading, or directly responding to, an older poetic tradition. But it does suggest that, when it comes to capturing a certain “poeminess,” they are not utterly failing. Linguistically, they are doing something that likens their work to canonical poetry more so than other tweets, even if that something is only—for example—dwelling on themes of art, emotion, and nature.



Page 54 →2.3 Comparing More and Less Popular Twitter #Poems

From here, we can proceed to the second question—and to some slightly more interesting results. What, if anything, distinguishes the (relatively) “viral” from the “non-viral” #poems? Discussions of virality, thus far, have tended to propose two different types of explanations for why certain pieces of digital media go viral or spread widely (relatively speaking): content-based explanations, which attribute their popularity to thematic or aesthetic features, and more institutional explanations, which argue, for example, that well-positioned influencers or carefully crafted algorithms play key roles in popularizing content. Currently, much research on why certain content goes viral is conducted in industry contexts. A TED Talk on the topic, delivered by a researcher at YouTube named Kevin Alloca, rehearses some primary theories, arguing that videos go viral on the basis of three factors: 1) “tastemakers,” 2) “communities of participation,” and 3) “unexpectedness” (the third category encompassing a broad range of types of aesthetic appeal).42 It remains unclear, however, which type of factor carries more weight. Indeed, given the apparently unremarkable nature (to this reader, at least) of many of the top sixty most liked or retweeted poems, it’s tempting to conclude that nothing at all distinguishes these poems on the level of their content—perhaps their creators have simply already attracted devoted followings, or managed to hook their verses into other viral conversations, like Black Lives Matter or MeToo.

One way to discern whether or not these top sixty poems differ from the other million or so poems in the database—or, perhaps, only those that earn much smaller numbers of likes and shares (e.g., less than 50)—might, in theory, be to see if a new, fourth model can be trained to distinguish between the two groups. Given the small sample size of the most-engaged poems, however, this method is not feasible. In order to be reliable, classification models tend to require samples of at least 1,000 or so of each type of text the model aims to distinguish. The models already trained, however—and the third model in particular—suggest one important point of distinction between the top sixty #poems and other #poems in the corpus. As discussed, when I use the third model—trained to distinguish between the classic poetry lines and tweets—to classify a large, random sample of the twitter #poems, it labels them as 1s, or classic poetry lines, 59.3% of the time. When I run this classifier on the top sixty most-engaged with poems, however, the proportions come out differently: of these sixty poems, the classifier labels only sixteen, or 26.67 percent, as 1s—or closer to poetry lines than tweets. In other words, while the classifier seems to judge twitter #poems, in general, to be more like “real” poetry lines than tweets, it seems to judge the top sixty twitter #poems to be more like tweets than classic poetry lines.

To test this observation further—and its significance—I divide the data into two new samples. First, to represent the “viral,” or highly-engaged-with #poems, I collect together all sixty that have earned more than 500 cumulative likes and retweets. Second, to represent the “non-viral,” or less-highly-engaged-with #poems, I collect a large, random sample of 50,000 #poems in the corpus, earning between 1 and 50 cumulative shares and retweets (I use the minimum of 1 to avoid including too many bots, many of which have no followers; I use the maximum of 50 to avoid comparing the “viral” poems with those that have Page 55 →only earned slightly lower numbers; another option, as discussed in the notes,43 would be to use samples of equal size—60 and 60). I then use the third classifier to label the poems in both samples as either 1, real poetry lines, or 0, tweets. Again, as already described, the classifier labels only 26.66 percent of the most-engaged-with poems as “real” poetry, rather than tweets. It reports, for all sixty poems, an average confidence of 0.3009, or 30.09%, that they should be labeled as classic poetry (the average confidence scores for just the fourteen poems actually labeled classic poetry would be higher). By comparison, the model labels 59.33 percent of the 50,000 less-engaged with poems as classic poetry, and gives an average confidence of that label, for all 50,000 poems, of 0.5867 or 58.67 percent (these numbers, as expected, are similar to those reported for the random sample of 50,000 twitter #poems in the previous experiment). A permutation test, as described in the notes,44 reveals the discrepancies between these sets of numbers to be statistically significant (the estimated p values, resulting from this test, are close to zero). A suggestion thus emerges: that while twitter #poems, by and large, are deemed “closer” to the classic poetry lines than they are to other tweets, the very most popular twitter #poems are deemed “closer” to other tweets than they are to the classic poetry lines. By the model’s lights, at least, the many less popular twitter #poems are “poemier,” but the few, chosen viral twitter #poems are “tweetier.”

Let us return, then, to Jazalyn’s unusually popular poem, “I don’t want to live.” On closer—or more distant—inspection, the poem is characteristic of the top sixty #poems. When we label it using the first and second models—trained to distinguish twitter #poems from other tweets and from classic poetry lines—the two models generate the “correct” result, labeling it as a twitter #poem. In this respect, it is not an outlier from the broader dataset (nor, for that matter, are most of the other top sixty poems). When we classify Jazalyn’s poem with the third model, however, trained to distinguish between the classic poetry lines and normal tweets, the label returned is 0, or “tweet.” In this respect, the poem is representative of the other top sixty poems, if distinct from the broader dataset. A closer look at the data, comparing Jazalyn’s poem to thematically similar but less popular poems, fleshes out the potential meaning of these results. Consider, for example, a random selection of a few of the far-less-engaged with twitter #poems that, like Jazalyn’s, concern depression, dejection, or loss. While some, like Jazalyn’s, are fairly linguistically simple, many seem to have loftier pretensions and appear to simulate “poetic” language. For example, here, with fifteen cumulative retweets and shares, is a #poem that references “cries of lament” and the “rancid wafting of unnecessary death”:


Oh,

listen

to the

cries

of

lament;

feel

the

bruising

Page 56 →of

souls;

taste

the

bitterness

of

platitudes;

smell

the

rancid

wafting

of

unnecessary

death;

see

the

pleading

for

righteousness;

This

constant

suffering

must

end45


And here, with twelve shares and retweets, is a #poem that reflects on the “misery” of encountering a “bacchanalian buffet” on which a narrator “sups”:


In pursuit of misery

We outfoxed ourselves,

Laid out a bacchanalian

Buffet laden with doubt,

Guilt, shame. You wavered

Too long, oscillated

Over the brand of anguish.

The gaucherie of your

Imperilled smile

Haunts me still;

Guise intact, I sup.46


Comparatively speaking, Jazalyn’s verse, however banal, is less tortured, and more crystalline—less freighted with a sense of its own poeticism, and so more clearly expressive.

Page 57 →Reconsidered in this light, viral verse bears its own, particular mark of distinction—not that it successfully simulates “real” poetry, but rather that it doesn’t attempt to do so. If unpopular Twitter #poets (often clumsily) imitate classic verse, then the few who go viral—this preliminary experiment begins to suggest—more blithely embrace the task of writing good tweets. And while a plainspoken line like “it’s really hard / not being / where I want to be,” may at first seem to many (this reader included) to render Jazalyn’s “I can’t live” unexceptional, it may in fact be the key to its unusual success. “Ceci n’est pas un poème,” as Brian Bilston writes, with a smiling shrug. His audiences seem happy to hear it.
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Page 63 →CHAPTER 3

Not With a Bang But a Tweet: Democracy, Culture Wars, and the Memeification of T.S. Eliot

Melanie Walsh and Anna Preus


It was still unclear whether Donald Trump would be re-elected President of the United States on the night of the election, November 3, 2020. Even by morning, key swing states like Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania were too close to call. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic and the unprecedented number of mail-in ballots, the outcome of the election would remain unclear for another three and a half days. In the meantime, the world watched, waited, and tweeted.

As early ballots rolled in, Twitter (X) users of all ideological stripes made fluctuating predictions about the election’s outcome. When a few swing states seemed to tip toward Trump, a user named @CausticPop gloomily joked, “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA,”1 a joke that was retweeted more than 5,000 times.2 Hours later, another user struck an even stronger chord with the same apocalyptic Page 64 →pun — “And this is the way it ends. / Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA”3 — garnering more than 26,000 retweets and more than 100,000 likes.


[image: Twitter user Caustic Pop quips on the evening of the 2020 election: “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA.” Twitter. November 3, 2020.]
Figure 3.1 Twitter user Caustic Pop quips on the evening of the 2020 election: “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA.” Twitter (X). November 3, 2020.

The thrust of this viral tweet, as the aptly named Twitter (X) account @JokesExplainer went on to explain in the replies, is that the state abbreviations “WI/MI/PA” resemble the final word in the famous lines, “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper.”4 What the Twitter (X) account did not explain is that these lines are nearly 100 years old and come to us from the conclusion of T.S. Eliot’s 1925 piece “The Hollow Men,” a five-part, free-verse poem that offers a grim vision of barren landscapes and empty humanity, closing with the somber lines:


This is the way the world ends

This is the way the world ends

This is the way the world ends

Not with a bang but a whimper.5


“The Hollow Men” reimagines a scene from the third canto of Dante’s Inferno, which depicts “a desolate plain” where “a horde of souls” perpetually roam, unable to enter either heaven or hell.6 In Eliot’s hands, this scene becomes “a modern limbo,”7 a dry, dreary wilderness populated by “hollow,” “stuffed” men, whispering words as “quiet and meaningless / As wind in dry grass / Or rats’ feet over broken glass,” as souls pass by them into “death’s other Kingdom.” At the end of the poem, Eliot connects this human emptiness to a bleak forecast for the end of the world. Since the poem’s publication, these striking lines have often been interpreted as a prophetic comment on the decline of Western civilization and frequently invoked in print and popular media to comment on perceived moral failures in society and politics.

When Eliot died in 1965, the New York Times claimed in his obituary that these lines were “probably the most quoted lines of any 20th-century poet writing in English.”8 According to our study, they may be among the most memed lines, as well. Through a computational analysis of data from Twitter (X), we found that more than 350,000 posts have referenced or remixed Eliot’s lines “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper” since the beginning of the platform’s history in 2006. While some of these posts cited Eliot directly (around 7%), most did not.9 In many cases, the phrase has seemingly evolved from a clearly authored quotation into a common idiom or turn-of-phrase, where it is unclear whether users know that the phrase comes from T.S. Eliot or even that it comes from a poem. Linguists refer to this kind of construction as a “snowclone”10—a fixed phrasal template, often with a culturally salient source (e.g., a quotation from a book, TV show, or movie), that has “one or more variable slots” into which users insert various “lexical substitutions.”11 Beyond the “WI/MI/PA” jokes, there were indeed thousands of other tweets and retweets that referenced Eliot’s words in relation to the 2020 US presidential election—“The end of the Trump presidency … Not with a bang but with a desperate attempt at a prosecution avoiding whimper,” quipped actor and director Rob Reiner.12 There were also thousands of tweets that commented on various other political elections and crises around the globe,13 and thousands of tweets that used the lines in various other silly, serious, and unexpected ways: “Not with a bang but a gender Page 65 →reveal,” “Not with a bang but with a selfie stick for your butt,” “Not with a bang but with a bunch of millennials who don’t know how to mail things.”14


[image: Design and technology website Gizmodo advertises a novelty product by repurposing Eliot’s lines: This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang but with a selfie stick for your butt.” Twitter. January 7, 2015.]
Figure 3.2 Design and technology website Gizmodo advertises a novelty product by repurposing Eliot’s lines: “This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang but with a selfie stick for your butt.” Twitter (X). January 7, 2015.

While social media has provided a new space for contemporary poets to share their work with a global audience (consider, for example, Rupi Kaur’s success on Instagram), the widespread memeification of Eliot’s words makes clear that the canon too is alive and well on the internet. On new digital platforms, the words of historical authors circulate alongside those of living writers, and they take on new life as users adapt and apply them to contemporary events and trends. In this chapter, we discuss the circulation of Eliot’s most famous lines on Twitter (X), considering what makes these words so amenable to being memed and what connection this contemporary circulation has to the lines’ original meaning and Page 66 →to Eliot’s broader artistic and political vision. We begin by offering a brief account of the poem’s initial reception and increased usage in the years following the Second World War. We then turn to its recirculation on social media, discussing uses of the poem’s closing lines on Twitter (X) between 2006 and early 2022. While references to the poem vary widely, we focus on two prominent political uses of the phrase: 1) cases where users invoke it to warn about the state of modern democracy, often from the left side of the political spectrum, and 2) cases where they use the phrase to critique political correctness, “cancel culture,” and non-normative identities, often from the right side of the political spectrum. We also draw out how contemporary uses of the phrase retain roots in Eliot’s own poetry, politics, and place in modernist history. Not unlike social media users, for example, Eliot was well known for his allusive style and treated past poetry, popular media, and widely read texts as his own creative material. Additionally, his stance on politics and culture often had reactionary undertones (and sometimes overtones) that resemble the twenty-first-century culture war conservatism that we observe in the tweets.

While we attend to the significance of these literary and historical throughlines and to the particular generativity of Eliot’s poetic language, we also want to emphasize the essential role that both social media users and the Twitter (X) platform have played in the lines’ recirculation. As Limor Shifman insists, “human agency should be an integral part of our conceptualization of memes,” because memes fundamentally rely on the “technological, cultural and social choices made by people.”15 It is people, after all (along with perhaps a few bots), who elect to take up Eliot’s poem and make it their own, who decide to insert his phrase into this or that conversation, who choose to reshare and amplify it with their own audiences. Eliot is dead, social media users are alive, and they use his poem in ways that both align with and cut against the grain of its original meaning. They fold Eliot’s poetry into their own agendas, using the lines to advocate for justice and political harmony as well as to spread hate and to cause harm. The technical affordances of Twitter (X) as a social network, and its economic structure as a corporation, also necessarily shape the circulation of Eliot’s words, and they shape our ability to study them, too. This fact became all too clear in October 2022 when Elon Musk took over as Twitter’s CEO. Within months, Musk not only rebranded the platform as X, but, more consequentially, he also introduced technical and policy changes that fundamentally altered the platform and that gutted the academic research program that enabled us to study this phenomenon in the first place.16 Even more relevant to this piece, as we will show below, Musk himself also tweeted Eliot’s famous phrase, circulating it to his millions of followers and further establishing its apocalyptic tone as being in concert with Twitter’s prominent doomscrolling, troll-baiting chorus.

Most broadly, what we seek to show is that social media platforms—even with all the limitations that their corporate structures entail—are spaces where dead poets and living people come together to construct new meaning from old words, a pastiche of recycled literary texts knit together with the news, political commentary, jokes, clichés, and everyday expressions of worry, hope, and hate. Such collaboratively authored texts resemble, in many ways, Eliot’s own vision of poetry. He argues in his famous critical essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” that the words of dead writers persist in the words of the living, and he claims that though we often praise writers for their individuality and innovation, “if we Page 67 →approach a poet without this prejudice, we shall often find that not only the best, but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously.”17 This is a striking claim to consider in the context of Eliot’s social media recirculation, since it seems to prefigure the kind of immortality that his own poetic lines have achieved. Eliot goes on to argue that,


No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists … you must set him, for contrast and comparison, among the dead.


We accordingly seek to deepen our understanding of a contemporary Twitter (X) meme by setting it in relation to the dead poet who authored its original source material, and we seek to deepen our understanding of Eliot by considering the thousands of living people who speak (and tweet) his lines anew each day.


3.1 The Origin, Rise, and Repudiation of Eliot’s Prophecy

It is curious that the concluding lines of “The Hollow Men” are probably Eliot’s most widely circulated, considering that the poem is less well known than his other major works, in particular “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1915) and The Waste Land (1922), and considering that it received a lukewarm reception when it debuted. Eliot first published “The Hollow Men” just three years after The Waste Land took the literary world by storm.18 While the piece shares The Waste Land’s sense of alienation and fragmented style, it made significantly less of a splash when it initially appeared in print. “The Hollow Men” was first published in its entirety in Eliot’s Poems: 1909–1925,19 and although it was the only new piece included in the collection, contemporary reviewers tended to ignore it, choosing instead to focus on Eliot’s controversial, often difficult style and the formidable reputation he had already established for himself as the foremost modern poet. While an early reviewer of the collection acknowledged Eliot’s clout, for example—“It is said that Mr. Eliot has done more to influence and mould modern poetry than any other poet…”—he also panned the poetry itself: “Mr. Eliot, to be quite frank, I do not understand. I read what are probably the simplest of his poems again and again, and I could not for the life of me tell you what I have read.”20 It is striking that this collection, which contains poetic lines still regularly spoken and shared by thousands of people every day, received so little attention upon its initial publication.

Early scholarly responses to “The Hollow Men” were also somewhat tepid, consistently relating the poem back to The Waste Land. F.R. Leavis, for example, characterizes “The Hollow Men” as developing “certain elements” of The Waste Land in “a kind of neurasthenic agony.”21 Leavis’s analysis of “The Hollow Men” kicked off an ongoing conversation about the relationship between it and The Waste Land.22 By the time this conversation was taking place, however, Eliot had moved on. “The Hollow Men” was the last new major poem that he published before his conversion to Anglo-Catholicism in 1927, which catalyzed a significant Page 68 →shift in his style. When Eliot was interviewed about “The Hollow Men” years later (in fact just days before his seventieth birthday), he noted that he no longer liked the poem and that it represented “a period of extreme depression.”23 He even explicitly disavowed its final lines: “When asked whether he would still write his famous prophecy, (‘This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a whimper’), Mr. Eliot admits that he would not.”24 Eliot’s repudiation of the poem’s conclusion stemmed from its inevitable association with nuclear warfare, which had not been invented when he originally penned the lines. Additionally, he claimed that he was no longer sure whether the world would end with either a bang or a whimper: “People whose houses were bombed have told him they don’t remember hearing anything.”25 Eliot, it seems, was not prepared to answer for the way his words took on new meaning in the nuclear, post-World War II era.


[image: This chart shows a steady increase in the number of texts referencing T.S. Eliot’s lines from the “The Hollow Men” across the twentieth century.]
Figure 3.3 This chart shows a steady increase in the number of texts in the HathiTrust Digital Library referencing T.S. Eliot’s lines from “The Hollow Men” across the twentieth century.

In spite of Eliot’s own ambivalence about the poem and the way it was interpreted in relation to contemporary political events, references to the closing lines rose rapidly in the years following the Second World War. We searched for references to the phrase “Not with a bang” in the corpus of twentieth-century texts available in the HathiTrust Digital Library, which includes books, periodicals, academic papers, and government documents from the advent of print to the present. This reception data shows that in the years following World War II, citations of the poem grew steadily and began to pick up even more across the sixties and seventies. Between 1965 and 1975, for example, there were almost 2,000 texts that used the phrase represented in HathiTrust’s database, including evangelist Billy Graham’s popular polemic, World Aflame (1965);26 poet Jeff Nuttall’s influential exploration of sixties counterculture, Bomb Culture (1968);27 and prominent news anchor Walter Cronkite’s commentary on the state of society, Eye on the World (1971).28 Because the distribution of the HathiTrust collection becomes more uneven after the eighties, we focus on the period Page 69 →pre-1985, but we believe the overall pattern suggests that the phrase continued to gain popularity across the twentieth century.29



3.2 Tracking T.S. Eliot on Twitter

While the recirculation of Eliot’s lines after the Second World War was significant, uses of the phrase began to take on more diverse forms and to circulate more widely in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Journalists writing for both national and local newspapers have, for example, consistently used Eliot’s lines to punch up their prose. “The great Siberian natural-gas pipeline affair seems to be coming to an end not with a bang but a whimper,” opened a 1982 New York Times piece about American sanctions against the USSR, which had hindered the construction of a 3,000-mile European gas pipeline and were slowly petering out.30 Forty years later, a Milwaukee Record journalist lamented the city’s continuing COVID restrictions with an adaptation of the same lines: “This is how it ends, Milwaukee. Not with a bang, not with a whimper, but with two and a half more weeks of an unenforceable mask mandate that many Milwaukeeans are completely unaware of.”31 (Interestingly, the linguistic concept of the “snowclone,” which neatly describes the evolution of Eliot’s lines, was, from its inception, closely tied to its employment by “lazy journalists and writers.”32 More recent scholars have, however, steered away from such negative connotations and accusations.33) Search for “not with a bang but a whimper” on Google Scholar, and you’ll find dozens of academic articles that prominently include the phrase in their titles, with subjects ranging from organizational design to open data, and from earthquake science to HIV testing.34 Eliot’s lines have also been quoted or creatively cribbed in movies spanning from Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) to Christopher Nolan’s Tenet (2020), as well as in TV shows like 30 Rock, Mad Men, The Big Bang Theory, and Doctor Who, among many others. The bestselling “party game for horrible people,” Cards Against Humanity, has also featured “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but with ______” as one of its infamous fill-in-the-blank cards since 2011.

The transformation of Eliot’s poem into a popular, playful word substitution game is a fitting literalization of the way the quotation is often employed as a “snowclone” or a meme,35 where internet users propose and share numerous creative substitutions for the words “bang,” “whimper,” or “world,” and where they contort and twist the syntax in other inventive ways. The rise of the internet and social media has indeed enabled even wider audiences to quote, share, and manipulate Eliot’s lines, and this textual manipulation is particularly popular on Twitter (X). Twitter (X) is, of course, not the only or the most important social media platform, and Eliot’s words have also been circulated on other platforms like Reddit, Facebook, and 4chan. But Twitter (X) is a prominent public space for political discourse and for cultural creativity—especially textual creativity (in contrast to the audiovisual creativity more prominently on display on platforms like TikTok)—which makes it a valuable place to study poetic lines commonly deployed in political contexts and reimagined in endless textual permutations. Additionally, in 2021, Twitter (X) made all of its data available to researchers for free, a gesture that had not been matched by other platforms. Page 70 →Unfortunately, in 2023, after Elon Musk took over as the company’s CEO, Twitter’s free research program was shut down.36 However, at the time that we conducted our research, Twitter (X) data was a unique, convenient resource that allowed us to quantitatively track the circulation of Eliot’s lines and to compile an archive of the many thousands of posts that have referenced them. This data-driven approach to understanding contemporary literary reception also builds on our previous work and emerging trends in the fields of digital humanities and cultural analytics, led by scholars like Micah Bateman, Lisa Mendelman, and Anna Mukamal.37

Drawing from more than fifteen years of Twitter (X) data, we found that Eliot’s lines have been circulated as much as some of the most famous lines in literary history and distinctly more than comparable poems that have received more hype in the press as uniquely viral poems, namely William Carlos Williams’s 1934 poem “This Is Just to Say.” To compile our data, we collected all publicly available tweets that included a quotation or variation of Eliot’s “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper,” including the common misquotations “This is how the world ends” and “Not with a bang but with a whimper” or “with a [fill-in-the-blank].”38 This search returned a total of 351,666 tweets and retweets, which makes the circulation of Eliot’s lines roughly on par with the popular Shakespearean phrases “all the world’s a stage” (380K tweets) and “all that glitters is not gold” (317K) and with variations of Robert Frost’s lines “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— / I took the one less traveled by” (305k tweets). Eliot’s lines are less commonly cited than old proverbs like “This too shall pass” (3M) and “an eye for an eye” (1.6M), and less cited than the popular titular phrase from Maya Angelou’s poem “Still I Rise” (725K). But the lines are more commonly cited than Dylan Thomas’s “do not go gentle into that good night” (318K), Walt Whitman’s “I contain multitudes” (308K), Jane Austen’s famous Pride and Prejudice opening “It is a truth universally acknowledged…” (177K), and Emily Dickinson’s “Hope is the thing with feathers” (144K), and more than lines from popular contemporary poets like Amanda Gorman (189K) and Rupi Kaur (22K), as well.

Table 3.1 Popular literary quotations on Twitter (X)


	Source/Author39
	Year
	Text
	# of Tweets with Text



	Persian Sufi poets
	1000–1270
	“This too shall pass”
	3M



	William Shakespeare’s Hamlet
	1603
	“To be or not to be”
	2M



	Hammurabi’s Code/Bible
	~1750 BC
	“An eye for an eye”
	1.6M



	Maya Angelou’s “Still I Rise”
	1978
	“Still I rise”
	725K



	Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “In Memoriam A.H.H.”
	1850
	“’Tis better to have loved and lost / Than never to have loved at all”
	550K



	Page 71 →Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities
	1859
	“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times”
	506K



	William Shakespeare’s As You Like It
	1623
	“All the world’s a stage”
	380K



	T.S. Eliot’s “The Hollow Men”
	1925
	“This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper”
	352K



	Dylan Thomas’s “Do not go gentle into that good night”
	1951
	“Do not go gentle into that good night”
	318K



	William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice
	~1596
	“All that glitters is not gold”
	317K



	Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself”
	1855
	“Contain multitudes”
	308K



	Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken”
	1915
	“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by”
	305K



	Amanda Gorman’s “The Hill We Climb”
	2021
	“If only we’re brave enough to see it / If only we’re brave enough to be it”
	189K



	Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven”
	1845
	“Quoth the raven”
	187K



	Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
	1813
	“It is a truth universally acknowledged”
	177K



	Emily Dickinson’s
	1891
	“Hope is the thing with feathers”
	145K



	Willliam Carlos Williams’s “This Is Just to Say”
	1934
	“This Is Just to Say,” “I have eaten / the plums / that were in / the icebox”
	110K



	e.e. cummings’s “[i carry your heart with me (i carry it in]”
	1952
	“i carry your heart with me”
	72K



	Gwendolyn Brooks’s “We Real Cool”
	1959
	“we real cool”
	34K



	Rupi Kaur’s Milk and Honey
	2014
	“i am a museum full of art”
	22K



Page 72 →We also compared Eliot’s lines with lines from Williams’s “This Is Just to Say,” which has attracted perhaps the most attention as a poetic Twitter (X) meme and received coverage for its virality in Slate, Vox, and Buzzfeed, among other outlets.40 When interviewed in a 2015 Intelligencer piece, literary critic Stephanie Burt claimed that Williams’s poem is potentially well suited for memeification because it is short, widely recognizable, and contains “simple and striking” language that is close to casual speech and lacks regular meter and rhyme, making it more available for amateur parody.41 Eliot’s lines share some of these key qualities—namely, they are widely recognizable, contain simple and striking language, and lack regular meter and rhyme, making almost any substitution for the words “bang” or “whimper” either fitting, funny, or dramatically discordant. While “The Hollow Men” is longer than “This Is Just to Say,” a clear allusion to it can also be created in very few words—simply stringing together the clauses “not with” and “but with” can call up Eliot’s apocalypse. However, the lines do not resemble casual speech, and the two authors had different stances on poetry and popular audiences. Burt connects Williams’s memeification to the populist streak in his poetry, noting that he “really wanted to take poetry out of the hands of the Pounds and Eliots, with their classical references.”42 Eliot, of course, remains a symbol of poetic elitism, and “The Hollow Men” certainly contains the kinds of classical references that Williams eschewed, but Eliot’s famously extensive use of allusion also extended to popular culture and contemporary texts. For example, the epigraph to “The Hollow Men” combines a quotation from Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, “Mistah Kurtz—he dead,” with a phrase commonly spoken by children on Guy Fawkes day, “a penny for the old guy.”43 And just before the ominous ending of “The Hollow Men,” Eliot includes a permutation of a popular nursery rhyme, “Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush,” substituting the familiar mulberry bush for the desert-like “prickly pear,” almost like the Twitter (X) users who would make similar substitutions in his own lines one hundred years later: “Here we go round the prickly pear / Prickly pear prickly pear / Here we go round the prickly pear / At five o’clock in the morning.” The phrase “Not with a bang” seems to itself be an adaptation of a line from Harvard professor George Santayana’s essay on Dante in his book Three Philosophical Poets (1922): “and it all ends, not with a bang, not with some casual incident, but in sustained reflection, in the sense that it has not ended…”44 Throughout this closing section, Eliot also repeats a truncated line from the Lord’s Prayer: “For Thine is the Kingdom / For Thine is / Life is / For Thine is the.” While Conrad and Santayana represent academic and literary sources, nursery rhymes and prayers are communal forms meant to be spoken aloud, repeated, and collectively remembered, and these qualities rub off on Eliot’s ending, giving it a memorable, idiomatic feel that contrasts the classical allusions and may contribute to its historical popularity. These fragmentary, pastiche-like elements of Eliot’s writing both resemble and lend themselves well to twenty-first-century reimaginings, whether he would have endorsed them or not.


[image: This chart shows a steady increase in the number of tweets referencing T.S. Eliot’s lines from the “The Hollow Men” with sharp spikes in December 2018, November 2020, and November 2021.]
Figure 3.4 This plot displays a gradual rise in the number of tweets referencing T.S. Eliot’s lines from “The Hollow Men,” with sharp spikes in December 2018, November 2020, and November 2021.

When we examine just how widespread tweeted allusions to Eliot’s “This is the way world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper” are, we can see that references have steadily increased since the platform launched in 2006. They have climbed from around 5,000 total tweeted references (including both tweets and retweets) in 2010, when the platform reached a critical mass of 100 million users, to a high of 70,000 tweets in 2020. And they were consistently referenced more than 25,000 times a year every year from 2016 through 2022. During Page 73 →this time period, there were three significant surges of “not with a bang” memes, all three of which corresponded to political events: the US presidential election in November 2020, the conclusion of the Republican probe of the FBI in December 2018, and Australian prime minister Scott Morrison’s comments at the COP26 climate summit in November 2021. These concentrated tweet responses neatly represent a consistent use pattern that we observe in the tweets, which is that Eliot’s lines are often invoked to bemoan the fall of democracy as a result of inaction or small, ineffectual action, mostly tweeted from the left side of the political spectrum. We also tracked an almost opposite application of Eliot’s lines, which is to ironize the gravity of an inconsequential event, or what is presented to be an inconsequential event: “this is the way the world ends / not with a bang or a whimper / but with ‘deeply-offended-by.’”45 By contrast, this move was often deployed by users from the right side of the political spectrum, especially to condemn more progressive responses to issues like racism, sexism, colonialism, or political incorrectness. The lines were essentially used as a poetic condemnation of “snowflakes,” the common slang term used to malign liberals and progressives as overly fragile and easily offended.



3.3 “Not With a Bang But a Bing Bong”: Empty Rhetoric and the Downfall of Democracy

Often Twitter (X) users invoked Eliot’s prophecy to express worry about the demise of democracy and to critique centrist or conservative political figures, and the two most prominently disparaged political figures in the dataset were former US president Donald Trump and former Australian prime minister Scott Morrison. When Twitter (X) users invoked or remixed the lines in relation to Trump’s presidency, “the world” of Eliot’s prophecy was often equated with US democracy, and the “whimper” that would lead to its end was equated with Trump or one of his actions. In some cases, the fateful action that Twitter (X) Page 74 →users plugged into the lines’ final syllables was a serious infraction, if still somehow a subtle one. For example, in December 2016, Twitter (X) user @hazydav shared a reimagining of Eliot’s words above a split-screen image of Vladimir Putin and Trump speaking into cell phones, representing the leaders’ November 2016 phone conversation and rumored alliance: “Apologies to TS Eliot … this is how the Republic ends – not with a bang but a whisper…”46 In other cases, “the whimper” was framed as something silly or ridiculous, and the Page 75 →reimagined prophecy suggested that US democracy might collapse not because of Russian collusion but because of something stupid and small, like Trump’s terrible haircut—“not with a bang but with a comb over”47—or his nonsensical public speaking style—“not with a bang but a bing bong.”48 The “bing bong” zinger, first shared by former Florida congressman Alan Grayson and subsequently reshared more than 4,000 times, was a reference to a 2015 Republican Party keynote speech that Trump had given, in which he criticized Hillary Clinton and Jeb Bush for being controlled by lobbyists and made puppeteer motions while saying the words “bing bing bong bong bong bing bing.” A video clip of Trump making these bizarre noises went viral and became emblematic of his rhetorical style.


[image: Twitter user and Democratic Congressman Alan Grayson shares an image of Donald Trump saying “bing bong” along with this Eliot-inspired joke: on the evening of the 2020 election: “This is the way the world ends. This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang, but with a bing bong.” Twitter. May 6, 2016.]
Figure 3.5 Twitter user and former Democratic Congressman Alan Grayson shares an image of Donald Trump saying “bing bong” along with this Eliot-inspired joke on the evening of the 2020 election: “This is the way the world ends. This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang, but with a bing bong.” Twitter (X). May 6, 2016.

The second biggest surge in the entire corpus of “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper” tweets was the result of a single viral tweet from December 2018, a tweet that was about Trump but did not mention him directly. The tweet did directly lambast other US politicians, though, and it was even tweeted by a US politician: Adam Schiff, the California congressman who would become chairman of the House Intelligence committee only a month later. On a Friday afternoon in December 2018, just after Christmas and just before New Year’s, Republican congressmen Bob Goodlatte and Trey Gowdy, who were both on the verge of retirement, announced that their year-long probe of the FBI had concluded. This probe was an investigation of the FBI’s 2016 investigation of Hillary Clinton’s emails and of Trump’s potential collusion with Russia. “This is how the House Republican effort to undermine [Robert] Mueller by ‘investigating the investigators’ ends. Not with a bang, but with a Friday, buried-in-the-holidays whimper, and one foot out the door,” Schiff tweeted, receiving almost 14,000 retweets and also inspiring quotations of the tweeted Eliot reference in newspaper headlines.49 As Schiff’s application of the phrase indicates, Eliot’s lines are sometimes used not to herald the apocalypse but to highlight a particularly disgraceful ending to something that in turn reveals a broader sense of collective failure or moral decline.

This emphasis on shameful endings is also clearly on display in tweets surrounding the 2020 US presidential election, the most prominent period of Eliot quotations and parodies in Twitter’s history. Often it was the famously bad-at-losing Trump himself who was framed as leaving office with a whimper, which was implied to be a subdued, humiliating disappearance rather than an honorable transition:


Donald Trump has barricaded himself in the White House, hasn’t been seen in public today, hasn’t tweeted in several hours. He had Eric handle his press conference. So far Donald Trump is going out not with a bang but with a whimper.50


The US democracy was not the only democracy of concern in these tweets, nor was Trump the only political leader who was prophesied to cause global catastrophe. There were also references to Brexit,51 Russian aggression,52 and South African elections.53 But the most prominent flurry of Eliot-inspired political commentary outside the United States related to condemnations of Australian prime minister Scott Morrison. Most of the tweets that referenced Eliot’s lines and criticized Morrison were tied to a single bombastic article from November 2021, titled “Scott Morrison: Not with a Bang, but a Whimper” and authored by Page 76 →a snarky Australian political commentator who goes by the pseudonym Ronni Salt. The only place Eliot’s words appear in this takedown is its clickbaity title, but they are the seven words that shoulder the most meaning: “not with a bang but a whimper” is presented as the self-evident precis of the piece, a clear verdict on Morrison and his weak leadership. In the article, Salt criticizes Morrison’s lackluster showing at COP26, the United Nations Climate Change Conference, and while there are no direct allusions to “The Hollow Men” in the body of the piece, her characteristically scathing style seems inflected by Eliot’s poem, echoing its emphasis on hollow leadership. In one quip popular among Twitter (X) users,54 Salt characterizes Morrison as a “suit full of lies,” calling up Eliot’s “stuffed men” wearing “deliberate disguises.”55 In another popular quotation from the article,56 Salt seems to mirror Eliot’s emphasis on absence—“Shape without form, shade without colour, / Paralysed force, gesture without motion”57—by similarly presenting concepts shown to be devoid of a meaningful essence through the repetition of the word “without.” She claims that Morrison’s government is characterized by “statements without truth, spending without probity and promises without delivery.”58 Lastly, when she imagines the future of Australia under his leadership, she describes it in terms much like the “dead,” “cactus land” that Eliot portrays in “The Hollow Men”:


He’s the do-nothing Prime Minister who insists on staying in charge, not to lead us to a better Australia, but to drag us into his own shrunken version of the place; a smaller Australia, one that has dried and atrophied itself down to meet his own limited expectations.59


Eliot’s depiction of the hollow men reverberates through Salt’s takedown of Morrison and through quotations from the article recirculated by Twitter (X) users in the weeks following its publication. But since Salt does not cite the poem directly, these references were usually shared without clear links to Eliot. This detachment of the poetic lines from Eliot himself is noteworthy because the popularity of the quotation in political discourse is in many ways at odds with the poetic reputation he established during his lifetime. Eliot was a darling of the New Critics, and his poetic success was tied to the fact that his writing worked well with a trendy form of literary analysis that placed value on the unity of individual literary objects removed from their social and political contexts.60 As a critic, Eliot also aligned his perspective with this “apolitical” approach, arguing in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933) that a poet should not “meddle with the tasks of the theologian, the preacher, the economist, the sociologist, or anyone else.”61

Eliot’s insistence on approaching poems as aesthetic objects separated from the conditions in which they were written is symbolized perhaps most famously by his efforts to ensure that the first Bollingen Prize in Poetry would be awarded to Ezra Pound in 1949. At the time, Pound’s reputation was defined by his support for fascism and his vicious and vocal antisemitism, and he was incarcerated at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital after having narrowly escaped trial for treason for his support of Benito Mussolini, the leader of Italy’s fascist party.62 Moreover, the piece honored with the prize, The Pisan Cantos (1948), was explicitly political, opening with a lament for Mussolini and his mistress Clara Petacci. Following this “tragic” depiction of Mussolini, Pound notably revises the closing lines of “The Hollow Men” for the post-WWII era, addressing his old friend Eliot directly by his youthful nickname, “Possum”: “yet say this to the Possum: a bang, not a whimper, / with a bang not with Page 77 →a whimper…”63 Pound’s inversion of Eliot’s phrase in a poem in which he justifies his commitment to a dead fascist dream is striking. And equally striking is Eliot’s tacit endorsement of this usage through his advocacy for the poem in purportedly apolitical terms. Despite its controversial content, The Pisan Cantos was selected to receive the Bollingen Prize at Eliot’s urging, sparking an intense backlash that played out for weeks in the pages of literary and political periodicals.64 Pound’s reference to Eliot is one of the first clear manipulations of the famous phrase in print, and while twenty-first-century social commentators and left-leaning Twitter (X) users have tended to use “not with a bang but a whimper” to critique the actions (or inaction) of centrist or conservative political figures, the phrase also maintains this longstanding history of advocacy toward anti-progressive ends.



3.4 “Not With a Bang … But With a Woke”: Progressive Threats and the Decline of Culture

The other clear throughline we saw in the Twitter (X) data was indeed this use of Eliot’s apocalyptic prophecy as an anti-progressive, conservative affront, though this time it was re-crafted for the twenty-first-century culture wars, and the “whimper” of the prophecy was often equated with some aspect of liberal or progressive politics. The use of Eliot’s phrase as such a politically motivated dig is exemplified in the Twitter (X) history of author Joyce Carol Oates. The 83-year-old Oates has long been known as a prolific and accomplished writer, with a National Book Award and fifty-eight published novels to her name, but today she is also known as a prolific and sometimes offensive tweeter. @JoyceCarolOates has published more than 148,000 tweets during her ten-year Twitter (X) tenure, sharing a steady stream of ideas and observations that have been described as “fantastically strange” and “consistently derided.”65 In a 2016 Literary Hub essay, “Is Joyce Carol Oates Trolling Us?,” Eric Thurm explored her sometimes funny and sometimes out-of-touch tweets, arguing that “most of her bad tweets have come from a position of near-total cultural insensitivity, whether in addressing the supposed ick factor of Asian diets … casually insulting Islam … or assuming that women aren’t harassed in neighborhoods that are rich and white.”66 Being overly sensitive is, in fact, one of the cardinal sins that Oates condemns and consistently pokes fun at throughout her tweets. And this sensitivity is the centerpiece of the Eliot adaptation she tweeted in October 2017, which was retweeted 350 times:


this is the way the world ends

this is the way the world ends

not with a bang or a whimper

but with “deeply-offended-by”67


This reimagining of Eliot’s prophecy, especially when read within the context of Oates’s wider tweet oeuvre, suggests that culture is in decline because young liberals—the voices implied to be “deeply-offended-by”—are curbing free creative expression through their fragility. The phrase “deeply-offended-by” is not only the punchline of this particular parody but a running bit in Oates’s body of tweets, where she has used the words “offended” or “deeply offended” Page 78 →literally dozens of times. In one revealing tweet, she explicitly stamped the phrase “deeply offended” with #CultureWar: “Why be only just ‘offended’ if you can be ‘deeply offended’? #CultureWar”68 In another, she more specifically aligned the phrase “deeply offended” with the “young-left,” while also denigrating this group’s political ambition compared to older generations: “young activists of 1960s risked their lives for civil rights in Mississippi; young-left now searches for reasons to be ‘deeply offended’ in classrooms.”69 In other cases, Oates directly connected the phrase to claims of racism and colonialism made by marginalized groups. After tweeting about the fact that certain sports mascots feel like “hate speech” to Indigenous communities, she replied to her own tweet and asked: “Yet, someone is likely to be ‘deeply offended’ by virtually anything. How to assess, adjudicate? What of ‘freedom’?”70


[image: In this post, Twitter user and fiction writer Joyce Carol Oates uses Eliot’s lines to decry cultural-political oversensitivity: “this is the way the world ends / this is the way the world ends / not with a bang or a whimper / but with ‘deeply-offended-by.’” Twitter. October 20, 2017.]
Figure 3.6 In this post, Twitter user and fiction writer Joyce Carol Oates uses Eliot’s lines to decry cultural-political oversensitivity: “this is the way the world ends / this is the way the world ends / not with a bang or a whimper / but with “deeply-offended-by.” Twitter (X). May 6, 2016.

Tweets like these have rightly provoked outrage among Oates’s Twitter (X) followers and the literary community, and her incorporation of “deeply offended by” into “not with a bang but a whimper” is emblematic of a widespread pattern of use of Eliot’s lines. Liberal snowflakes, cancel culture, and social justice warriors are often the butt of “not with a bang but a whimper” jokes, sometimes in ways that are astonishingly on-the-nose: “This is the way the world ends, Not with a bang and not with a whimper, But with a woke.”71 This kind of deployment of Eliot’s words can sometimes be expressly aggressive and hateful. For example, in one explicitly transphobic and homophobic case from early 2022, a Twitter (X) user named Ian Miles Cheong, who has been described as a “minor flunky of the bygone MAGA cultural revolution,”72 shared a parody of Eliot’s lines along with a video of Sam Brinton, who was speaking about their campaign to stop gay conversion therapy. The video had been published years earlier, when Brinton worked for the Trevor Project, a crisis support Page 79 →organization for LGBTQ youth. Brinton later went on to work for a nuclear waste start-up company and, in February of 2022, they were hired by the Office of Nuclear Energy of the US Department of Energy, making Brinton possibly “the first gender fluid person in federal government leadership.”73 However, this landmark hire also became a lightning rod for conservative outrage, and it was picked up by tabloid-esque, right-wing outlets that excessively scrutinized and vilified Brinton’s personal life. This is the hateful vein in which Cheong shared his Eliot parody:


This person (identifies as genderqueer with they/them pronouns, his kinks are animal sexuality and “gay uncle” BDSM) is now in charge of overseeing America’s nuclear power plants. This is how empires end. Not with a bang, but with whatever the hell this is.74


In this tweet, Cheong casts Brinton in a bizarre fictional pastiche of Eliot’s lines to literalize the prejudiced idea that people with non-normative gender and sexual identities will somehow destroy America. The contorted phrase—“Not with a bang, but with whatever the hell this is”—dehumanizes Brinton, referring to them not with the personal pronouns that Cheong derided earlier in the tweet but with demonstrative pronouns that are normally reserved for objects.

It is worth noting that Elon Musk, who became Twitter’s CEO in October 2022, has replied to and openly agreed with dozens of Cheong’s reactionary tweets, and Musk has even used Eliot’s “not with a bang but a whimper” in reactionary ways himself. When Cheong claimed that it was time to stop appeasing “activists” on Twitter, for example, Musk replied to him directly and affirmed: “You’re right.”75 In another instance, Musk asked his followers, “What do you think of the culture war?” to which Cheong answered: “A single ideology dominates and silences the rest, branding everything it disapproves of as ‘violence’ and a ‘threat to democracy.’ Criticism of wokeness is ‘stochastic terrorism.’ Only one narrative is allowed to prevail and it is promoted by the media.” “Accurate,” Musk replied, confirming this right-wing perspective of the culture wars. Journalist Luke Winkie has claimed that Musk and Cheong are “perfect bedfellows” and argued that their public social media relationship solidifies Musk’s role as a “fringe, sideshow mouthpiece for the Lauren Boebert wing of the GOP.”76 In 2021, Musk himself even used Eliot’s phrase to draw attention to what he has claimed is the most urgent threat to humanity, “population collapse” or declining birth rates—an even more dire issue, he has insisted, than climate change, which both demographers and scientists flatly refute.77 In response to a tweet about women having fewer children, Musk exclaimed, “This is a major problem! Between civilization ending with a bang or a whimper, this trend suggests the latter.”78 He later followed up with the double-entendre joke, “Due to lack of banging, civilization might ended [sic] with a whimper!” and linked to a news article that reported that sales of adult diaper sales might soon surpass sales of baby diapers. (He repeated this joke in a 2023 interview with Tucker Carlson on Fox News and in a 2024 interview at the Milken Institute Global Conference.79) This sexualizing, masculinist rhetoric, used to bolster an argument that population decline is a more urgent problem than climate change, is yet again emblematic of the phrase’s anti-progressive uses. What’s more, because it was tweeted by the man who would become Twitter’s Page 80 →CEO and, many would argue, its most prominent troll, this kind of use is further elevated. It is clear that Eliot’s phrase can be made easily harmonious with sensationalizing, right-wing social media rhetoric.
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Figure 3.7 Future Twitter (X) owner Elon Musk jokes in response to a Reuters news item detailing the $9 billion market for adult diapers. Twitter (X). July 14, 2021.

The right-wing bent of “not with a bang” allusions is more subtle, yet still clearly present, in other cases. For example, the actor James Woods, a conservative and long-time supporter of Donald Trump, shared a seemingly harmless parody of Eliot’s words that nevertheless had reactionary undercurrents and inspired explicit racism, xenophobia, and anti-progressive attacks in its thousands of retweets and replies. Woods tweeted the exact quotation from “The Hollow Men”—“This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper”—along with a screenshot of a social media post (possibly from Snapchat) that showed a Starbucks Page 81 →Page 82 →coffee cup with the word “Cark” scrawled onto it and with overlaid text that read, “I said my name was Mark with a ‘c’…”80 The implied joke is that a Starbucks employee must have misunderstood that the “c” of the speaker’s name should have come at the end of their name (“Marc”) and not the beginning (“Cark”). On the surface, this tweet seems to fall under the umbrella of silly Eliot parodies, memes that ironically dramatize minorly unfortunate events by suggesting they would bring about the end of the world. But in the replies, many Twitter (X) users took the post more seriously. They imagined that the Starbucks employee in this scenario was young, non-English speaking, or an immigrant, prompting them to condemn millennials as the worst educated, most mentally unstable generation, to bloviate about the dangers of illegal immigration, and to criticize the $15 minimum wage, a well-known liberal platform (presumably because a $15 wage would be undeserved for such poor service).


[image: Actor James Woods uses Eliot’s lines from “The Hollow Men” to caption a photograph of a Starbucks cup that says “Cark”—the result of a mistake by a Starbucks employee who had attempted to spell “Marc with a ‘c.’” Twitter. September 29, 2017.]
Figure 3.8 Actor James Woods uses Eliot’s lines from “The Hollow Men” to caption a photograph of a Starbucks cup that says “Cark”—the result of a mistake by a Starbucks employee who had attempted to spell “Marc with a ‘c.’” Twitter (X). September 29, 2017.

Are Twitter (X) users who craft reactionary remixes of Eliot’s words tapping into the conservative overtones of his poetry and politics? Is there something within the lines themselves that make them especially amenable to being used as a weapon in the contemporary culture wars? Or are the lines simply so widely applicable that they can be put toward all different kinds of ends? It is difficult to answer these questions, but it is also difficult to ignore how contemporary uses of the lines align with some of Eliot’s own expressed politics. For example, in his published 1933 lecture, “After Strange Gods,” Eliot states outrightly:


The population should be homogeneous; where two or more cultures exist in the same place they are likely either to be fiercely self-conscious or both to become adulterate … reasons of race and religion combine to make any large number of free-thinking Jews undesirable.81


Though Eliot later tried to keep this piece out of print, this casual expression of extreme antisemitism, which was made in the same year the Nazi party took control of the German government, is illustrative of the kind of views Eliot held—views that, of course, had an influence on his poetic writing and reception, even as they shifted over the course of his life. Eliot aligned himself with a hierarchical worldview, as illustrated in his famous self-description as a “classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in religion.”82 Twitter (X) users who used “not with a bang” to signal the downfall of democracy tended to align their perspectives with established authority structures as Eliot did, lamenting the fact that a political newcomer like Trump could so completely upend the norms of American political life. By contrast, those who employed the phrase to criticize progressive cultural ideals seem to come from a different perspective in relation to systems of cultural authority. Yet by lamenting what they see as the imposition of political correctness by an oppressive liberal culture, they nevertheless reinforce dominant cultural narratives about the centrality of white, European and American, heteronormative identities, much like Eliot did.

When lifted out of the context of the poem, the demonstrative “this” and subject of Eliot’s closing lines—“This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper”—is of course left ambiguous, and yet conservative connotations seem to persist within the language itself. The phrasing of the lines implies a negative change in relation to a better past, and the onomatopoeic final words—“bang” and “whimper”—are distinctly gendered, with the forceful, masculinized “bang” replaced by the weakened, feminized “whimper.” Even Page 83 →when Twitter (X) users swap out these specific words, the overall language often retains the implication that an enervated, ineffectual contemporary society has supplanted a stronger, masculinized one. Even a silly tweet like “Not with a bang but with a selfie stick for your butt” implicitly blames a product that is symbolic of feminized vanity for social decline. Eliot, of course, traded in similar themes in much of his early poetry, depicting a decadent and impotent modern society, often in feminized terms. And though Eliot’s name has largely dropped out of the social media conversations that include his lines, it is striking to see some of these poetic views persist.



3.5 Not With a Bang But a Dataset for Future Study

The many ways in which “Not with a bang but a whimper” was invoked on Twitter (X) between 2006 and 2022 point to its far-reaching appeal and adaptability. Though we have focused on a few prominent use patterns here, the range of situations in which the quotation was invoked is dizzying. We also saw Eliot parody tweets shared in reference to COVID vaccines, hardcore pornography, the video game Halo 3, the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, the UK’s National Health Service, and the season 6 finale of television show Dexter. While we do not have the time or space to explore this complete kaleidoscopic variety, we have decided to share a dataset that includes unique identifiers for the Eliot-inspired tweets that we collected for this study (which can be used to retroactively access the public tweets via the Twitter API).83 We hope that our analysis and this dataset both inspire and enable further exploration of how the words of dead poets intertwine with those of contemporary producers, how canonicity operates online, and how pieces of poems break away and flow through new digital environments.

At the end of his essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” Eliot reiterates the importance of a mutual relationship between poets of the past and of the present, claiming that in order to succeed, a poet must live “in what is not merely the present, but the present moment of the past” while also remaining conscious “not of what is dead, but of what is already living.” We can see that social media platforms provide a clear index of living language and a space where the present and present moment of the past commingle. While in some ways the meaning of T.S. Eliot’s words has shifted wildly from its original context, in other ways it has impressively maintained association with spiritual emptiness, moral bankruptcy, and societal decline. These adaptations and echoes of Eliot’s original poem, which was itself built from the words of earlier authors and from shared communal language like nursery rhymes, prove that the collaborative project of poetry continues on digital platforms, even if in unexpected and uncharted ways.
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Page 91 →CHAPTER 4

Incorporating Multitudes: Whitman, Occupy, and Liberalism’s Neutrality Fantasy

Micah Bateman


This chapter examines the uses of poetry in #OccupyWallStreet. Desiring to achieve the affective pitch of the Arab Spring, Occupy protesters turned to Twitter (X), the affective network of the left, in addition to regionalizing the new protests with a particularly American mascot. The number of unique tweets during and about Occupy that reference Walt Whitman rival citations of Karl Marx and outstrip many other literary personalities who are often called upon in times of political crisis or transition. Whitman, after all, was the populist American poet of democracy, who, like the protesters, aimed to scale his everyman democracy from the sites of capital he occupied—his Paumanok (Long Island) and Mannahatta (Manhattan)—globally. Occupiers used Twitter (X) to scale their movement from New York globally as well, and they used Whitmanian quotation thereon to intensify in-group feelings of affinity and purpose, drawing from Whitman’s Civil War militancy and comradeship as well as from his imagination of a global, utopian cosmopolitanism. But Whitman’s democratic avoidance of social preference set within an imaginary predicated on free-trade ideals means that, as with social media, the Whitmanian virtual is neither emancipatory nor even neutral—a fact that in 2015, for instance, would lead the unwitting Bernie Sanders campaign to use his words to express a kind of libertarian fantasy disguised as anti-capitalism. I do not mean to suggest that Occupy’s use of Whitman or Twitter (X) directly resulted in failure. Rather, a reading of remediations of Whitman on a corporate platform lays bare the conditions and tools by which collectives can emerge, though the tools immediately available to non-dominant, emergent publics are seldom, in Raymond Williams’ terms, emergent themselves.1 More likely, emergent publics and collectives have readier access to tools that exist precisely because they were designed in part to serve the dominant.

Page 92 →In the combined case of Whitman and #Occupy, both Whitman’s poetics and Twitter (X) as a platform were forged under the logics of enclosure and incorporation that undergird economic liberalism, even as Whitman enjoys a popular position as the father of “free” verse—a freedom that likelier corresponds with economics than emancipation and a freedom actually formally enclosed by structures and superstructures. In an essay titled “Poetry To-Day in America—Shakespeare—The Future,” which Whitman later collects in Specimen Days, he makes an anti-closural claim for poetry: “the poetry of the future aims at the free expression of emotion, (which means far, far more than appears at first,) and to arouse and initiate, more than to define or finish.”2 In what follows, I read Whitman against his invocations and circulations in the online–offline #Occupy social movement of 2011–2012 to demonstrate that Whitman’s poetic strategy of containment betrays his commitment “to arouse and initiate, more than to define or finish,” leading to a social experiment doomed from the start by logics of enclosure and incorporation, a doom reflected in the limitations of social media movements like #Occupy that attempt to free or use incorporated estates like Twitter (X) or lyricized poetic quotation. My reading of Whitman involves, along the way, a discussion of his own generic enclosure from his emergent verse forms of the early 1850s to, explicitly, “poetry,” a move I characterize in terms of Virginia Jackson’s concept of “lyricization,” the historical process by which disparate verse forms become unified under an ill-fitting idea of lyric poetry.3 In Whitman’s case, he self-lyricizes, deciding after the fact that the verse forms he authored should be classified as poetry. I treat this labeling as part of his larger movement toward closure, qualifying that lyricization is a conservative historical force that forecloses the social potentialities of emergent forms. While Jackson posits lyricization as a process largely imposed on verse forms by readers and editors, I indicate that Whitman was his own lyric reader, reifying and foreclosing the potentialities of his own verse forms.

In tying Whitman to #Occupy, I use Lauren Berlant’s formulation of “genre flailing,” which they describe as “a confusion on the writer’s part about whether the writer is trying to open up the object or close the object.”4 The #Occupy movement treats Whitman as a mascot for a number of reasons that I enumerate. Among them is a shared generic confusion between a poetic movement and social movement both initially resistant to dominant forms and, concomitantly, to termination and enclosure. Whitman’s and Occupy’s project to render a more democratic public sphere that includes and suspends difference presents a base-superstructure problem under economic liberalism, which limits the agency of individual users and subaltern collectives enfolded with consolidated commercial and state power. Here I apply José van Dijck’s call for a “multifarious concept of (social-media) user agency,” in which she concludes that “Users […] have a rather limited potential to ‘wrest power from the few’, let alone to ‘change the way the world changes,’” to Occupy’s uses of both Whitman and social media.5 As a further object lesson in user agency under capitalism, Whitman as an #Occupy mascot underscores the limited affordances of “expressive networks” or platform cultures to self-emancipate. Although the uses of Whitman in #Occupy map on to a long tail of his leftist reception, Whitman’s decision to foreclose the generic categories of his verse forms into “poetry” enabled their incorporation into forms of the dominant and residual rather than emergent.6 Occupiers’ circulation of Whitman as one part of a manifold Page 93 →strategy to form an emergent movement demonstrates the difficulty of finding tools, under economic liberalism, that are not also the master’s. Hence I’ll end with right-wing uses of digital Whitman.

* * *

While Occupiers delved deeper into Whitman’s corpus than most movements that self-style using literary quotation, Occupy’s main Whitmanian motto was one of Whitman’s best-known quotations: “I contain multitudes,” a double-edged quotation at once expressing diversity but also diversity’s management. Francine Prose’s short essay about why she wept upon witnessing the crowd at Occupy Wall Street ends with her description of seeing the quotation: “As far as I can understand it myself, here’s why I burst into tears at the Occupy Wall Street camp,” she begins, going on to describe the variegated crowd comprising a “range of ages, races, classes, colors, cultures. In other words, the 99 percent.”7 Prose expounds on how these groups of people whom she had never witnessed come together in quite this way conversed and shared sympathy under the clarity of a common purpose. What brought Prose finally to tears in Zuccotti Park? She concludes:


I kept feeling these intense surges of emotions until I saw a placard with a quote from Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself”: “I am large, I contain multitudes.” And that was when I just lost it and stood there and wept.


Poppy Johnson from The Suffolk Times concurs with Prose: “That’s how you feel when you are there in the park: large and Whitmanesque with a poetic view of the huge diversity of humanity.”8 But the bearer of the placard Prose describes wasn’t the only one to associate Whitman with the Occupy Wall Street movement of 2011 and 2012. One of the very first books collected in Occupy’s People’s Library was an edition of The Complete Poems of Walt Whitman, which can be seen in a photo of the burgeoning library from as early as September 25, 2011, nine days into the occupation of Zuccotti Park, when the collection was no larger than fifty volumes. The Occupy Wall Street Poetry Anthology, edited in part by Stephen Boyer and Filip Marinovich, features three poems that cite Whitman.9 The anthology’s very first poem, “Taking Brooklyn Bridge,” by an author identified as Stuart, begins, “I apologize Walt Whitman.” It concludes:


I knew that we had come to the Brooklyn Bridge and given it the meaning

poets had sought to give it in their words, we had brought

the rough, sacred spirit of democracy to the Brooklyn Bridge,

we had restored Whitman’s song to it’s very birthplace,

for he had called to us, the future, in his song, he sings to us now,

he knew that we would be here, he stands with us, chants with us,

and here I am on the Brooklyn Bridge on a day as important

as any day that has ever passed, watching Walt Whitman

above the bridge towers, sounding his barbaric yawp

above us, calling down the sign of democracy,

Page 94 →calling us to remember, not just one amazing day,

but the task to come—Sing on—Sing on—Sing on!10


Nor was Stuart the only writer to associate Occupy with Whitman’s Brooklyn Bridge. Ben Lerner’s autofictional novel 10:04, partly about Occupy, concludes with quotations from “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” as the protagonist crosses the Brooklyn Bridge on foot during a blackout.11 Curiously, as Arthur Geffen recounts, Whitman only ever made two known references to the Brooklyn Bridge.12 Geffen argues that Whitman intentionally ignores the Brooklyn Bridge in part to preserve the enduring relevance of his poem about the ferry. Nevertheless, the association between Whitman and the transition between Brooklyn and Manhattan—particularly as both the bridge and ferry allow for the intermingling of classes separated geographically—persists.

The poet Geoffrey G. O’Brien, with whom Lerner was in close contact during the composition of 10:04, provides another framework for describing the association between Whitman and Occupy. O’Brien writes that Whitman’s ferrying, reflective of the anaphoresis in “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” structures a spatiotemporal commons that anticipates the one Occupiers attempted to retake from enclosed, capitalist spacetime:


[Anaphoresis] has the potential for infinite extension but is dependent on a persistent return to its launch… This is Whitman’s idea of time travel, a literary passage through no place that by getting nowhere gets everywhen […]

What ferries apparently do is afford a certain kind of poem via a certain kind of motion—“streaming” as a metonymic motion across a local space or at least a selected, representative perceptual inventory of that space, a catalogic in which each set member—tide, wake, barge, flag, foundry—contributes to the dissolution of actual place but in so doing convenes a commons not only immaterial but atemporal or transhistorical, allowing access to a placeless place at any time.13


Lerner echoes O’Brien’s reading in 10:04:


Whitman, because he wants to stand for everyone, because he wants to be less a historical person than a marker for democratic personhood, can’t really write a memoir full of a life’s particularities. If he were to reveal the specific genesis and texture of his personality, if he presented a picture of irreducible individuality, he would lose his ability to be “Walt Whitman, a cosmos”—his “I” would belong to an empirical person rather than constituting a pronoun in which the readers of the future could participate.14


For O’Brien, Whitman’s anaphoretic ferrying into a stochastic and unknown future nurtures a spatiotemporal commons in which for the masses (quoting Whitman), “time nor place—distance avails not.” In this way, as Lerner reports in his treatise The Hatred of Poetry, Whitman “suspend[s]‌ difference.” 15 For Lerner in 10:04, Whitman accomplishes his commons and his suspension of difference in the second person plural. The last lines of the novel read: “I am looking back at the totaled city in the second person plural. I know Page 95 →it’s hard to understand / I am with you, and I know how it is.”16 “I am with you” is from “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry.” In both cases, these poets read Whitman as formally projecting a disincorporated commons that resembles the fantasy of both people’s movements and the cyberutopianism that animates the discursive celebration of platforms like Twitter (X), the marriage of which finds expression in #Occupy.

From Francine Prose to the People’s Library to the Occupy anthology to 10:04, readers and responders have drawn associations between Whitman’s desire to co-construct an encompassing commons of diverse masses and the Occupy Wall Street movement, which aimed at retaking a commons from corporate enclosure, in part through unifying class solidarity and occupying space and time. Other associations between Whitman and Occupy are certainly at play, including the popular recognition of Whitman as a poet of New York and a poet of the working class. But here I emphasize another important link between Whitman’s poetry and the Occupy movement: both are responses to stalemate political crises, and both might be described in terms of what Lauren Berlant calls “genre flailing.”

“Genre flailing is a mode of crisis management that arises after an object, or object world, becomes disturbed in a way that intrudes on one’s confidence about how to move in it,” Berlant writes.17 “We genre flail so that we don’t fall through the cracks of heightened affective noise into despair, suicide, or psychosis.” Importantly for Berlant, genre flailing is a response to political crises that lay bare the inadequacies of normal genres of response to effect desirable transformation or feelings of sustainability. In a precursor to this essay, they write in 2011 that “crisis is an emergency in the reproduction of life, a transition that has not found its genres for moving on,” reading the term “occupy” as a “placeholder affordance” while “aims and fantasies become both disordered and take shape.”18 They label the generic flailing within this transitional present “the infrastructures of the awkward in an austere time.”19 When, further, Berlant describes “genre” as “a loose affectively-invested zone of expectations about the narrative shape a situation will take,” it sounds like they’re describing what media scholars call “media rituals,” the typologies of narrative responses to certain types of political and social events.20 In crises under state austerity, these media rituals no longer provide public succor, making the state appear enfeebled to an always-precarious public:


No longer with resources or the will to be proactive, the state becomes an emergency responder, stumbling over broken roads and expectations; meanwhile the people experience the state of emergency not as an exception but as an embedding in the ordinary in which they are always tipped over, walking ahead while looking around, and feeling around their pockets for something, both focused and distracted and getting by, without assurance.21


In this state of bewilderment, publics “genre flail.” Crucially, however, Berlant continues: “The time without genres of the event is the time when the narratives fade toward the lyric,” suggesting that narratives are generic and inadequate as forms of response and that lyric is counter-generic and filled with potential.22

At the point Berlant writes this in 2011, Dickinson’s Misery by Virginia Jackson was six years old, but the field now known as “historical poetics” that has called the lyric into Page 96 →question as a unifying generic ontology for verse forms had not yet properly emerged. For practitioners in historical poetics who believe that “lyric” as a genre has come about only through historical and social forces that have denatured and grouped many disparate verse forms into a single, reifying ontology, Berlant’s distinction between narrative and lyric might not hold. Thinking, too, in terms of media ritual, institutions deploy both narratives (stories media tell to assuage disruptive feeling) as well as lyric (song broadcast to move a group into catharsis) to return publics to the status quo. Berlant, it’s important to note, distinguishes between narrative as a typological and generic form and lyric as a non-narrative emergent form with broader potentialities rather than, on the contrary, a generic ontology that groups and anneals various verse forms. I read Berlant’s “lyric” as a misnomer for non-narrative, emergent forms.

Berlant’s statement about what they have since called “genre flailing” tending toward lyric describes both Whitman’s journey to Leaves of Grass as well as Occupy’s grasping for Whitman and other means of expression and reference; on Twitter (X) and elsewhere Whitman’s poetry only became such after its publication. Whitman conceived of the majority of his early lines that would compose Leaves of Grass as prose. His drafting of these lines involved what Berlant describes as a “hyperactive scavenging for genre.”23 In Collage of Myself, where Matt Miller identifies Whitman’s process producing the first edition of Leaves of Grass as one of cut-and-paste proto-collage, Miller dates a passage from Whitman’s notebooks as importantly preceding and anticipating Leaves of Grass in 1855: “Novel?—Work of some sort ^Play?—instead of sporadic characters—introduce them in large masses, on a far grander scale.”24 Whitman continues further down the leaf:


* Bring in whole races, or castes, or generations, to express themselves—personify the general objects of the creation and give them voice—every thing on the most august scale—a leaf of grass, with its equal voice.—

☞—voice of the generations of slaves—of those who have suffered—voice of Lovers.—of Night—Day—Space—the stars—the countless ages of the Past—the countless ages of the future—25


“What this passage sounds like,” Miller contends, “is ‘Song of Myself.’”26 As Stephanie Blalock and Nicole Gray among others have pointed out, Whitman at this time was also imagining a future for himself as an experimental orator on the lyceum circuit, developing what his family termed “barrels of lectures,” which partially accounts for, to borrow a phrase from Ed Folsom and Ken Price, the many “oratorical elements in his poetry.”27 Whitman’s lack of a generic teleology for the lines he was producing in the late 1850s and early to mid-1850s resulted in a formally revolutionary poetics that was a mélange of many genres: “journalism, oratory, popular music, and other cultural forces.”28 For Miller, the foundational unit of this poetics is Whitman’s portable line, which wanders and recombines across Whitman’s many editions—the line of free verse.

The Occupy movement, too, lacked a generic telos. Though it borrowed from many genres of protest and complaint, especially those inspired by the strategies of the Arab Spring, the movement stopped short, at first, of making formal demands or ritualizing Page 97 →its practices. As Zizi Papacharissi notes, “Mainstream media were not sure how to cover a movement that thrived on not having an agenda.”29 Moreover, Occupy was a movement that thrived on the “electronic elsewhere” of Twitter (X), a social networking platform that conceptually resembles Whitman’s own poetic spatiotemporal commons by seeking to create an alternative public sphere where classes are undivided. Papacharissi goes on to describe how important Twitter (X) became to Occupy after police disrupted offline occupations of public space: “as the multiple Occupy movements’ claim on public space was challenged through evictions and mounting clashes with the police, the space afforded by Twitter (X) may have presented an agonistic space of greater permanence.”30 To recap, other readers have associated Whitman’s commons-making with the aims of Occupy’s occupation. I contend that, additionally, Whitman is linked to Occupy via his poetics of genre flailing, whose trademark portable line, as I’ll now show, took very successfully to Occupy’s more permanent, online spaces.

Whitman-as-mascot for the Occupy movement carried over from offline to online spaces, including on OccupyWallSt.org, one of the oldest and longest running online accounts maintained by the Occupy Solidarity Network since July 2011. In a forum post from November 2011 titled “Walt Whitman’s Caution,” user xfiles writes:


Here is a little inspiration from a former protester. Walt Whitman’s Caution: TO The States, or any one of them, or any city of The States, Resist much, obey little; Once unquestioning obedience, once fully enslaved; Once fully enslaved, no nation, state, city, of this earth, ever afterward resumes its liberty.


“Resist much, obey little” became shorthand for the fuller quote and one of Occupy’s more popular Whitmanian rallying cries. The Twitter (X) account @OccupyWallStNYC, at the time still helmed by original Occupy activist Micah White, tweeted “Resist Much. Obey Little. — Walt Whitman #OWS” the following month, as did the account @OWSNewYork. White’s account also tweeted in May 2012: “Comrade, I give you my love more precious than money, I give you myself before preaching or law; Will you give me yourself?” Other quotations attributed to Whitman and tweeted using the hashtags #ows, #occupy, #occupywallstreet, or #occupywallst between July 1, 2011, and July 1, 2012, include the following:


	“Beat! beat! drums! Blow bugles! blow! Over the traffic of cities--over the rumble of wheels in the streets”

	“Do I contradict myself? … I am large, I contain multitudes”

	“Cheer up slaves, and horrify foreign despots”

	“I exist as I am and that is enough”

	“My call is the call of battle- I nourish active rebellion; He going with me must go well armed”

	“Other lands have their vitality in a few, a class, but we have it in the bulk of our people”

	“and your very flesh shall be a great poem”

	“I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the wounded person”

	“The real war will never get in the books”

	Page 98 →“Judging from the main portions of the history of the world, so far, justice is always in jeopardy”

	“Keep your face always toward the sunshine – and shadows will fall behind you” (misattributed to Whitman)

	“The blossoms we wear in our hats are the growth of two thousand years”

	“We convince by our presence”

	“O Captain, My Captain”

	“A Song of Occupations”

	“This is what you should do; love the Earth and Sun and the Animals”

	“YAWP”

	“Henceforth I ask not good fortune. I myself am good fortune”

	“to walk free and own no superior”

	“the dear love of comrades”

	“For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you”

	“Long, Too Long America”


What’s remarkable about the Occupy tweets that cite Whitman are their divergence from typical Whitman quotations on the web, which seldom deviate from top quotations indexed by aggregator sites like Goodreads or Wikiquote. Rarely do social media users venture as deeply into Whitman’s work as his Civil War poems from Drum-Taps, which include “Beat! Beat! Drums!” nor to “The Real War Will Never Get in the Books” from his prose works, or even to the militant “My call is the call of battle” from “Song of the Open Road.” The more granular citations of Whitman in Occupy tweets suggest a close association between deeper readings of Whitman and the movement, but further, they show a generically nebulous movement’s engagement with Whitman’s mélange of genres, from his epic “Songs” to his battle chants and reflective prose.

Several tweets also cite Whitman’s queer-coded “comrade,” including a tweet from the @OccupyWallStNYC account on May 31, 2012, again quoting from “Song of the Open Road” (Figure 4.1).


[image: Screenshot of the Twitter (X) account @OccupyWallStNYC quoting from Walt Whitman, “Comrade, I give you my love more precious than money, I give you myself before preaching or law; Will you give me yourself?”]
Figure 4.1 Screenshot of a tweet during the Occupy Wall Street movement. Twitter (X). May 31, 2012.

Page 99 →The first definition of “comrade” from the OED reads: “originally. One who shares the same room, a chamber-fellow, ‘chum’; esp. among soldiers, a tent-fellow, fellow-soldier (also comrade-in-arms); hence gen., an associate in friendship, occupation, fortunes, etc., a close companion, mate, fellow.”31 “Comrade” thus scales from a person who shares physical space to, felicitously, “an associate in … occupation” and a “fellow-soldier,” intimating and intensifying relationships between Occupiers while also ambiguating Occupiers’ real vs. virtual proximity to one another. Papacharissi qualifies her argument for the importance of the online component of Occupy (#Occupy) by maintaining that social movements of course also require offline mobilization. But it was Twitter (X) that helped spread Occupy from Zuccotti Park around the world, and Whitman followed.

One user noted that “Of course us #OWS people stop at the Walt Whitman rest stop in NJ on the way to #OccupyCongress,” indicating the movement of protesters from New York to D.C. who must have passed the Walt Whitman Service Plaza on the New Jersey Turnpike. In November 2011, protesters in Occupy Portland read Whitman’s “Long, Too Long America” over the megaphone to a crowd who echoed each line. Like Whitman’s “Starting from Paumanok,” whose speaker begins at a fixed destination (New York) in order to “strike up for a New World,” Occupiers spread from Manhattan outward, sublimating Wall Street from a physical site to a symbolic one that signified the West’s incorporation by “the one percent.” That Occupiers would use Whitman and Twitter (X) to do so, however, points actually to a limit in projecting the movement outside of the paradigms and structures of incorporation. Berlant’s “awkward” time, which induces a “hyperactive scavenging for genre,” after all tends toward genre, an enclosure that delimits the ways in which a text will be read by determining conventions, constraints, expectations, and audiences.

Whitman’s poetic relationship to closure is hard to describe. To glance at the proliferating ellipses of the first edition of Leaves of Grass is to glimpse formally a poetics of an expanding cosmos. Then again, lines like “there are millions of suns left” suggest immensity but also termination—a cosmological scarcity, in the terms of millions, rather than an infinitude of suns. By the next edition of Leaves, Whitman closed his ellipses with more terminal punctuation such as periods, reducing ellipses from 991 to zero. Andrew Piper provides another quantitative analysis of Whitman’s closure. Using network graphing to visualize the lexical similarities between pages of Leaves of Grass across Whitman’s six editions from 1855 to 1881, Piper finds in the evolution of Whitman’s volume a “story … of compaction and consolidation”:


Over time, The Leaves of Grass (sic) becomes less linguistically heterogeneous, curling in on itself, as the pages begin to connect to pages closer [to] themselves, as the lexical differences between connected pages decrease, as the overall range of the work shrinks, as the network gets more robust and thus tighter, and finally as the number of closed loops grows. There is a sense of closure to the poetic process of rewriting.32


Such findings run counter to longstanding readings of Whitman’s poetics as anti-closural, unbound, or expanding, a reading so thoroughly entrenched that critics treated a typographical error—the absence of a period in certain editions of the 1855 Leaves at the end Page 100 →of the poem that would later be called “Song of Myself”—as an obvious formal statement “indicating the endless, ongoing process that the poem celebrates.”33

Readings of Whitman that ignore his broader enclosing gestures also miss his specific sociopolitical vision. Ivy Wilson describes this vision as the “cultural logic of cohesion” expressed in the poet’s bounding of collectives or “organic compact,” which “operates as both a philosophical concept and a formal principle to engender a sense of equilibrium—an equilibrium often registered as social equivalency.34 The idea behind Whitman’s organic compact is that the act of including all difference would eventually nullify difference. The organic compact, according to Wilson, is how Whitman poetically scales “these United States” into a universally encompassing “America,” containing diverse multitudes that would anneal and unify into a single form. Wilson notes that Whitman’s organic compact


acts to mitigate some of the imperial tendencies that underpin his vision of expansion by naturalizing seemingly opposite subjects as otherwise social equivalents. While unbinding the United States promised to develop the nation into “America,” the organic compact often emerged as the practice that would draw together various identities, locales, and histories into one identity.35


Whitman’s idea for social emancipation was couched within a totalizing fantasy whose endpoint is reification. Whitman avows that he contains multitudes. Most readers, including those participating in Occupy Wall Street who projected similar formal logics, have focused on the multitudes. But attention should also be paid to the fact that he endeavors to contain them.

Whitman’s strategies for formal and generic incorporation also insinuate his commitment to economic incorporation. Whitman bought into the first wave of economic liberalism that would, in the twentieth century, engender neoliberalism and condition the “one percent.” Andrew Lawson documents the poet’s free-market politics in Walt Whitman and the Class Struggle, explaining that “Whitman’s hopes of participation in a democratic culture were staked on his gaining access to the free market,” whose “levelling of hierarchy was potentially liberating: it offered the prospect of a new kind of individual mobility and the opportunity to accumulate wealth through market speculation and expansion.”36 Whitman’s poetry is rife with metaphors of economic liberalism, according to Lawson, including the trope of “spending for vast returns.” Most damning is Lawson’s linking of Whitman’s poetics of globally scaled democracy to his 1840s journalism touting the virtues of free trade in an idiom of Manifest Destiny: “‘We free-traders are striking out in the mighty game of the world for our market,’ (Whitman) declares on December 10, 1847, envisaging ‘distant kingdoms for our commercial tributaries!’”37 Whitman’s free-trade journalism from the 1840s compares rather tragically with his “organic compact” from the 1850s and after; both expressions manifest his global imagination.

Furthermore, Twitter (X), though it may abet social movements, is itself a corporation with a profit motive. I point this out not to suggest that Twitter’s profit motive somehow directly thwarted Occupy’s use of the platform but to demonstrate that cyberspace—even Page 101 →the cyberspace occupied and used by leftist movements—is not the hoped-for commons that early “cyberutopianism” supposed, an illusion best expressed in John Perry Barlow’s “A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace”:


Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we gather.38


Of course, this vision has not been realized.39 Both commercial and state actors exert enormous influence over the inhabitants of cyberspace, not least because most web users use incorporated social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter (X) that run on advertising capital. The role of corporate platforms in the 2016 election of Donald Trump is well documented and includes Facebook’s sale of user data, indirectly, to Trump’s campaign as well as Trump’s own titanic clout on Twitter (X) built on his new-media celebrity as a business tycoon. Furthermore, police have come to use social media platforms to surveil protest movements. Stephen Owen, among others, argues that “Far from challenging the state, social media use and the data it provides offer the state a multitude of resources to extend its reach and to ensure political order.”40 While it’s yet unclear to what extent the police used Twitter (X) to surveil Occupy activity, the New York District Attorney’s subpoena to recover full-archive Twitter (X) data in support of the prosecution of one of the Occupiers, Malcolm Harris, suggests the state views the platform as advantageous in curbing resistance. Zeynep Tufekci quotes from Melvin Kranzberg in Twitter and Tear Gas: “Technology is neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral.”41 Twitter (X) is an enclosure that, like any utility under capitalism, tends to advantage the already powerful, despite the platformal promises of democratic participation and horizontal organization that made it appealing to Occupy.

Occupy’s uses of Whitman and Twitter (X) indicate unwitting commitments to free-market emancipation cloaked in the formal vestures of populist projects. Whitman and Twitter (X) share visions of a spatiotemporal commons that scales democratic participation globally, but these visions are enclosed and limited by logics of incorporation that don’t ultimately level power. Here I read Occupy’s social-media self-styling using Whitman citations not as a scavenging for horizontal logics that might, in Raymond Williams’ terms, forge “new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and kinds of relationship,” but as a more immediately gratifying grasp for accessible, “residual” forms, which Williams defines as those social phenomena “effectively formed in the past, but … still active in the cultural process,” which have the potential to be incorporated into the dominant but may also be alternative or oppositional to the dominant.42 Williams differentiates the residual from the “emergent,” which bears the greater potential to form new orders of social relations but also provokes strategies of incorporation from the dominant culture. By way of an example, Williams speaks of the emergence of working-class writing:


A new class is always a source of emergent cultural practice, but while it is still, as a class, relatively subordinate, this is always likely to be uneven and is certain to be incomplete. For new practice is not, of course, an isolated process. To the degree that it emerges, and especially Page 102 →to the degree that it is oppositional rather than alternative, the process of attempted incorporation significantly begins. This can be seen, in the same period in England, in the emergence and then the effective incorporation of a radical popular press. It can be seen in the emergence and incorporation of working-class writing, where the fundamental problem of emergence is clearly revealed, since the basis of incorporation, in such cases, is the effective predominance of received literary forms—an incorporation, so to say, which already conditions and limits the emergence.43


Lawson documents how Whitman, ostensibly from the lower middle class, attempts to position his poetic persona as the working-class poet, or the Jacksonian everyman. What makes Whitman’s working-class verse of the 1855 Leaves residual rather than emergent is, indeed, a commitment to incorporating the verse into the received literary forms of poetry and securing for that poetry a reception by dominant literary personalities.

Emerson’s generic slight that Whitman’s 1855 verse constituted “wit and wisdom” rather than literature or poetry sent Whitman into a definitional frenzy. In his letter responding to Emerson, Whitman refers to his “poems” seven times in the first paragraph, enclosing his thirty-two “poems” of the 1856 edition, which are now variously titled “Poem of Women,” “Poem of Salutation,” “Poem of the Body.”44 In all, the twelve compositions of the 1855 Leaves, each titled “Leaves of Grass,” morphed into thirty-two poems, each with the word “poem” in its title. This was not a strict departure for Whitman from his 1855 edition nor even from his notebooks, in which he frequently conceives of new kinds of poets and declares that “The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem.” But these earlier treatments of the term are more metaphorical than generic insofar as they sublimate the genre into an idea of living art. By 1856, Whitman’s forms were fiercely, explicitly poems, a label that would limit and condition their reception as well as enable Whitman’s later celebrity.

It’s Whitman’s prose that would eventually jeopardize that celebrity. I turn now to a recently viral piece of criticism by Lavelle Porter, “Should Walt Whitman Be #Cancelled?,” which posits that Whitman’s legacy should be reconsidered in light of his racism and couches that position, tongue in cheek, within the fantasy of social media cancellation, an idea that social media groups can effectively boycott socially problematic personalities (an idea, it should be said, that Porter dispels as a “Twitter joke”).45 Porter’s piece represents an important reckoning with the legacies of Whitman’s racial attitudes at which I glance only briefly to observe that the evidence of Whitman’s racism cited in this reckoning comes predominantly from outside of his poetry. The racism within his poetry is quite different, less explicit than structural. Whitman’s Talbot Wilson Notebook offers, according to Folsom, “the original stirrings” of Whitman’s poetry enfolded in the problem of slavery:


Breaking into the kind of free-verse lines in which he would cast Leaves of Grass, he offers a wild attempt to voice the full range of selves in his contradictory nation: “I am the poet of slaves and of the masters of slaves,” he writes; “I am the poet of the body /And I am.” Whitman pauses at this point, then starts again: “I am the poet of the body / And I am the poet of the soul / I go with the slaves of the earth equally with the masters /And I will stand Page 103 →between the masters and the slaves, / Entering into both so that both shall understand me alike.”46


Folsom goes on to note that the passage indicates Whitman’s eschewal of the forms of literary abolitionist rhetoric and his espousal of the project of full representation: “the fully representative voice—that speaks not for parties or factions but for everyone in the nation.” Whitman imagines that his incorporation of slavery will forge a new social order in which the slave and master share an understanding. He imagines, in short, an emergent poetics founded on the formal re-incorporation of the most dominating social practice in history short of genocide. Wai Chee Dimock’s argument that Whitman’s catalog poetics present a grammar that nullifies an “ethics of preference” ignores that grammatical neutrality is a libertarian fantasy based on the leveling of power after the erasure of history.47 Dimock asserts that Whitman is ultimately unsatisfying, because readers seek to be preferred. But Whitman’s incorporation of all political subjects, a gesture that encloses the powerless in with the powerful, bears out material if not symbolic preference for the already powerful.

Porter asks whether Whitman should be cancelled for crimes mostly committed outside of his poetry, but Whitman’s literary authority—the reason we teach and turn to him—is based historically on his poetry. Positioning Porter’s article against Whitman’s biography of lyricization in which the poet moves from verse forms into poetry, poetry into literary celebrity, and literary celebrity into cultural and political authority reframes the question. The weight of Whitman’s cultural authority, which is founded on his poetry, has led critics to delve into his other published writings for evidence against his racial imagination. But Porter also includes June Jordan’s defense of Whitman based on his poetry and its social politics, which defense Porter claims “refuses to allow an easy co-optation of Whitman by white Western canon-makers who rejected him in the first place.”48 Porter presents an interesting problem. Do we treat Whitman as a racist man in need of silencing and leave him to become, counter to the outsider status he held in his own time, a mascot of the dominant? Or do we champion Whitman in left terms as a partisan boundary object? Given how participatory media like Twitter (X) amplifies power, it’s a problem without a workable solution, for dominant groups already organize around Whitman.

Inspired by the online ethnography Not All Dead White Men by Donna Zuckerberg (sister of Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg) about the alt-right and particularly misogynist and white-nationalist uses of classical texts in online “Red Pill” communities, I searched for uses of Whitman by far-right political groups.49 In one example, drawn from the r/DebateAltRight subreddit before Reddit banned the whole community for hate speech, a white nationalist Reddit user deploys the following quotation of Whitman to define the alt-right ethos to another user: “Who believes that Whites and Blacks can ever amalgamate in America? Or who wishes it to happen? Nature has set an impassable seal against it. Besides, is not America for the Whites? And is it not better so?” The quotation comes from a free-soiler editorial that Whitman published in 1858. Among other places, the quotation features in the definitive David Reynolds biography, Walt Whitman’s America.50

Page 104 →Using Whitman to organize alt-right white supremacists is an extreme example of the dominant uses of Whitman online, signaling an ambivalence of reception aptly demonstrated in the uses of Whitman by a Russian troll farm. Searching a corpus of three million tweets sent by the Russian troll factory the Internet Research Agency, a factory tasked with destabilizing American electoral discourse, I found that “Walt Whitman” was cited as the author of the “Resist much” quote by both a left-troll and a right-troll, and news of the discovery of Whitman’s lost novel Jack Engle was also tweeted by both left and right trolls. However, when I compare returns for “Walt Whitman” between Democrat and Republican tweets about the 2018 congressional elections, I find that Whitman is far more proportionally represented in the Democratic tweets. Overall, the political reception of Whitman on Anglophone social media is expansive but left-leaning. In the majority of cases, Whitman citations are center-left, such as Dan Rather’s anti-Trump invocations of Whitman after the publication of Rather’s reconciliatory What Unites Us.51 Nevertheless, right-wing associations with Whitman persist (see Figure 4.2).


[image: Screenshot of a 2016 Instagram post by Tiffany Trump that misattributes the popular quotation, “Be curious, not judgmental,” to Walt Whitman.]
Figure 4.2 Screenshot of an Instagram post by Tiffany Trump during the 2016 presidential election season. Instagram. October 12, 2016.

Given Whitman’s invectives against “Dough-Faces” in “Song for Certain Congressmen,” as well as his project, made explicit in his notebooks, not to “descend among … capitalists,” it’s unlikely the poet would have enjoyed being used by the Trumps. But it’s a future that Whitman invited through his free-market politics and his endeavor to embody “the fully representative voice—that speaks not for parties or factions but for everyone in the nation.” Whitman’s organic compact founded on liberal idealism that would liberate everyone by including everyone finds a cognate in the optimism of social media users, who feel as though their voices are participating politically in a global, digital cosmopolis. But like New York with its named towers, the social media commons is a cosmopolis over which the Trumps have loomed large.

Twitter’s decision to ban Donald Trump permanently from the platform in 2021 following his incitement of the Capitol insurrection came belatedly. Trump had already used his massive sway on the platform for years to sew political disinformation and Page 105 →incite organizing hate groups. His eventual ban spawned debate on both ends of the political spectrum. Right-wing supporters of Trump dressed their objections in ideals of constitutional liberalism: to ban Trump was to limit the freedom of speech. Left-wing personalities, in addition to arguing that such a ban should have taken place years ago, couched their ratifications of the ban in terms of economic liberalism: a private corporation such as Twitter (X) can do as they please. Trump’s legacy of violence on social media is, indeed, part of the legacy of economic liberalism, which has given rise to what Richard Barbrook calls “dotcom neoliberalism,” a phenomenon that “promiscuously combines the free-wheeling spirit of the hippies and the entrepreneurial zeal of the yuppies. This amalgamation of opposites has been achieved through a profound faith in the emancipatory potential of the new information technologies.”52 Trump’s social media leveraging attests, however, that the potential of information technologies likelier shackles than emancipates. In van Dijck’s call for a more complex view of social media user agency, she writes that “Despite lingering images of self-effacing, engaged and productive cybernauts—echoing early internet frontierism—the [user] has meanwhile entered the era of commercialized user-generated content, where user activity is heavily mediated by high-tech algorithms and datamining firms.”53 Trump was able to capitalize on both the algorithm and data-mining, as his clout made him a central fixture on Twitter (X) and Facebook, and his employment of Cambridge Analytica to mine Facebook user data abetted his successful presidential bid. Ultimately it was up to the CEOs of Facebook and Twitter (X), Zuckerberg and Jack Dorsey, respectively, to ban him after analyzing the risk to their profits.

Now I return to Lavelle Porter’s question of whether or not Whitman should be #cancelled. The reason that Porter labels the social media phenomenon of cancellation as a “Twitter joke” is that leftist cancellation of problematic personalities has been historically ineffective. It’s a fantasy predicated on the efficacy of user collectives to censor dangerous or hateful speech, an agency whose limits were laid bare by the digital reign of Trump and the need for titanic corporate hegemons—Zuckerberg and Dorsey—to check his power. “Should Walt Whitman Be #Cancelled?” is a moot question, then, given the limits of user agency that Van Dijck and others describe. Even Porter’s more interesting question about whether we should grapple over Whitman or cede him to the right wing of the culture wars finds limits in the digital commons. Never mind that Mark Bauerlein, a pro-Trump English professor who compared Trump’s inaugural address to the “populism of Walt Whitman,” testifies that trained, critical readers of Whitman are already a house divided (a fact already in evidence from scholars grappling with his racial legacy). The nature of participatory media—as Donna Zuckerberg’s study attests—is that the dominant will always organize, incorporating boundary objects like Whitman or classical philosophy along the way as it proves useful. However much social movements like Occupy use Whitman to get to meetings, so do dominant groups.

The idea that ostensibly neutral forms actually benefit the dominant pervades several discourses, including critical race theory’s attention to the effective racism of colorblind laws and science and technology studies’ formulation of substantivism, a theoretical approach to technology that Andrew Feenberg situates between instrumentalism, Page 106 →the idea that technologies are human-controlled and value-neutral, and determinism, the belief “that technology is not humanly controlled, but that on the contrary it … shapes society to the requirements of efficiency and progress.”54 In Feenberg’s words, substantivism rejects any neutrality hypothesis and emphasizes technology’s “commitment to a specific conception of the good life,” according to which it was designed. In this, a substantivist reading of technology resembles the immanent critique of cultural forms espoused by Fredric Jameson in The Political Unconscious, a comparison that recommends a combined reading of Whitman in #Occupy as doomed by the logics that engendered both Twitter (X) and Whitman’s corpus.55 Such a reading bears out in the circulation data of Whitman in online political spaces, but ultimately, Whitman’s political fungibility was by design. A project initially founded on the formal inclusion of one of the most intensely dominating social hierarchies available to history, Leaves through and after the Civil War continued to make universalizing commitments that willfully failed to exclude dominant political subjects from his worlding “organic compact.” In contrast, for instance, to Melville’s Battle-Pieces dedicated explicitly to “the memory of the THREE HUNDRED THOUSAND who in the war for the maintenance of the Union fell devotedly under the flag of their fathers,” Whitman’s Civil War poems in Drum-Taps and elsewhere rejected sectional preference, often conspicuously ambiguating whether the soldiers he depicted in verse were Confederate or Union, anticipating an annealing Reconstruction that would eventually nullify sectional differences.56 Whitman’s futural faith in the organic compact makes him, in my view, a bad mascot for the Occupy program, who at least could articulate a factional antagonism against the one percent. Whitman’s own partisan political leanings expressed with pitch in his journalism notwithstanding, Leaves itself, by which he bootstrapped into lasting cultural authority, included everyone.

This is partly because, at the root of it, Leaves was not a political project per se. Whether or not it worlds new social relations into being, its inception had as much to do with Whitman’s navigation of the journalism market as with his grappling with slavery. Ezra Greenspan’s Walt Whitman and the American Reader spells out how Whitman’s poetic career came only after the narrowing of his journalistic one, which diminished in visibility after the Free Soil Party merged with the Republican Party, foreclosing Whitman’s relevance as a partisan journalist and leaving Whitman to wonder about new frontiers.57 The crisis at the heart of Leaves isn’t, I contend, the politics of slavery, but a scavenging for the marketable treatment of slavery that would provide a durable career and legacy for Whitman the author. He writes in his prefatory footnote to his Centennial edition of Leaves of Grass that he “sent out” his volume “to arouse and set flowing in men’s and women’s hearts […] endless streams of living, pulsating love and friendship, directly from them to myself, now and ever,” a wish for preferment rather than democracy and an echo of his self-positioning between the master and slave in his 1850s notebook.58

My own wish for Whitman is that he had chosen a side, which might have meant the exclusion of the master from Whitman’s poetics—a worlding based on the abolition rather than incorporation of the master-subject. I have a similar wish for a Black-only internet, Page 107 →given that the incorporation of Black internet practice within spaces still mostly governed by dominant forces limits the potential for Black liberation.59 I wish that Occupy, too, could have forged a space for themselves in excess of the already incorporated spaces they were trying in vain to reclaim.

After 2012, Occupy found its continuing purchase in the compromised arena of electoral politics. Its latent infrastructures, networks, and populist rhetorics conditioned the meteoric rise of Bernie Sanders as a contender for the Democratic presidential ticket in 2016 and 2020. Sanders’ Twitter (X) account circulated this quotation in early 2015 (Figure 4.3).


[image: Screenshot of a 2015 Twitter (X) post by Bernie Sanders that quotes from Whitman: “The greatest country, the richest country, is not that which has the most capitalists, monopolists, immense grabbings, vast fortunes, with its sad, sad soil of extreme, degrading, damning poverty, but the land in which there are the most homesteads, freeholds—where wealth does not show such contrasts high and low, where all men have enough—a modest living—and no man is made possessor beyond the sane and beautiful necessities.”]
Figure 4.3 Screenshot of a Twitter (X) post by Bernie Sanders, 2015. Twitter. January 8, 2015.

The fuller quotation from Traubel’s Walt Whitman in Camden is worth quoting at length:


As things are the working classes, as such, belong to neither party—are not billed to either. I am glad to see that it is getting through their wool that the tariff, for instance, is more for capital than for labor—has always been so. The great country, the greatest country, the richest country, is not that which has the most capitalists, monopolists, immense grabbings, Page 108 →vast fortunes, with its sad, sad foil of extreme, degrading, damning poverty, but the land in which there are the most homesteads, freeholds—where wealth does not show such contrasts high and low, where all men have enough—a modest living—and no man is made possessor beyond the sane and beautiful necessities of the simple body and the simple soul. The great country, in fact, is the country of free labor—of free laborers: negro, white, Chinese, or other.60


When Thomas Harned asks Whitman to elaborate on the place of corruption in politics, Whitman responds that there are “spiritual influences” that “arbitrate the social order,” describing these influences in terms that sound like Adam Smith’s invisible hand: “subtle, unseen, invisible.”61 Whitman concludes,


Society throws off some of its ephemera, its corruption, through politics—the process is offensive—we shudder over it—but it may be true, it is still true, that the interior system throwing off its excreta this way is sound, wholly sound, prepared for the proper work of its own purification.62


I close here with an instance of Whitman’s use in leftist electoral politics as an example of how the Whitman of Occupy—and the hopes of Occupy—gave over to the dominant system of US electoralism. This quotation speaks to Whitman’s libertarian fantasy that would see the emancipation of races guided by an unseen spiritual force attendant to a two-party system that, admittedly, excludes the working classes and “is more for capital than for labor.” Thus, a social movement engendered by the crisis of the long incorporation of America must have been desperate for forms to adopt Whitman as a mascot. Whitman would tell Traubel that


Leaves of Grass does not lend itself to piecemeal quotation: can only find its reflection in ensemble, ensemble: cannot be rendered by any selection of pretty lines, strange allusions, passages from here and there: it belongs to bulk, mass, unity: must be seen be with reference to its eligibility to express world-meanings.63


History’s revenge is that, because of the incorporated infrastructures of web flows that allow online personalities to search for self-styling literary quotations indexed by mood and occasion, Whitman mostly survives online in snippets, free from Whitman’s own enclosures.
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Jeff Nunokawa’s Facebook Notes

Viral Form and Poetic Content: Exhibit 1


In the twenty-first century, literary works are always at risk of collapsing into mere “content,” that anti-generic genre of the platform era, cultural expression that “circulate[s]‌ solely for the purpose of circulating,” fodder for so many schemes of monetization.1 According to Kate Eichhorn, the “content industry” is a structural condition of platform capitalism:


The rise of the content industry is the ultimate expression of neoliberalism. Under the logic of neoliberalism, everything—politics, desire, sociality, art, culture, and so on—is reduced to mere nodes in the market economy. Reducing all forms of cultural production to content not only conveniently erases the specificity of different types of cultural production but also effectively ensures that all types of cultural production can be easily substituted for each other and exchanged. After all, all content is part of a single and indistinguishable flow.2


Eichhorn is looking critically up from the economic base, but of course the uniformity of this cultural torrent is only one aspect of content. As any social media addict or television binger or clickbait dupe surely knows, the content industry is shot through with the potential energy of contradiction and antitheses. If from one perspective platforms homogenize cultural production, razing aesthetic and formal differences with the broad hammer of exchange value, then from another perspective they play host to an exuberant flourishing of new forms and revisionary spins on born-print genres. We might call this the dialectic of content.

In 2006, Facebook introduced “Notes.” This feature granted users the ability to post long-form comments on an app previously hospitable only to brief updates and granted Facebook the means to compete with rival blog platforms in the express business of content production.3 One year later, English professor Jeff Nunokawa began using Notes as an extension of his Princeton classroom—a venue to compose and share daily, semi-improvisational meditations on literature and life, a practice in which he persisted for over a decade. Accompanied by images, Nunokawa’s essays each open and conclude with a quotation that is often though not always drawn from a canonical literary text. His musings are stylish and chatty, extremely learned, often tinged with yearning, and above all sincere. A New Yorker profile of Nunokawa’s practice is titled, appropriately, “Earnest.”4 Rather self-consciously, the essays stage a confrontation between two different social media: the tradition of “Essays in Criticism”—among Nunokawa’s models are Walter Pater, Charles Lamb, Samuel Johnson, and Michel de Montaigne—and the newer technology of Facebook.5 It’s clear that Nunokawa relishes the sparks thrown off by this Page 113 →encounter. The mood of the Notes is strenuously optimistic. They seek “to address a state of loneliness” by interpellating “citizens of a state of heart and mind,” aspiring participants in an “illuminated public sphere” hosted by our “better selves”: the version of yourself you bring to this particular republic of letters is “someone a little better,” writes Nunokawa, “a little bigger, a little more than any mere self on a bad day (a lean and mean day): someone, rather, fit to join our best selves on our best days.”6

Nunokawa’s conception of his platformed public is not utopian, exactly. It is shadowed by knowledge of the real limitations deforming internet discourse, its “deprecatory and delusive work,” and plainly, too, by a sense of missed connection and lost touch.7 The Facebook Note, for Nunokawa, is a “brief form of engagement that acknowledges the brevity of any human engagement with people and poems and points in between.”8 A cheerful reckoning with the dialectic of content, these Notes represent one moving attempt to galvanize a platform’s users into genuine community: to steer the Instagram impulse for self-advertisement and self-aggrandizement toward the moral purpose of constructing “better selves,” and to draw from the content industry’s reliance on slippery exchange value, what Nunokawa calls “the liquidity of the internet,” the edifying pleasures of real intellectual exchange.9

Nunokawa published a print selection of these digital meditations in 2015’s Note Book. Exhibited here are five more recent Notes (Figures e1.1 through e1.5), in which the professor carries forward his everyday project of teaching friends and followers about the forms of sociality and feeling at stake in such things as poems—and how such forms are at stake, no less needfully, in the platform age.


[image: In this Facebook Note, titled “My Mother on ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” by Robert Frost, Jeff Nunokawa eulogizes his mother: The poem and my mother were made for each other. It was one of a handful she knew by heart. I can still hear her reciting it to me when I was boy, with something like proprietorial pride. Raised on a farm near woods pretty early in the last century, no one knew better than she did, the pleasure of stopping and going in places where no one else could see you.]
Figure e1.1 Facebook Note 5315 by Jeff Nunokawa. Facebook. October 7, 2021.


[image: My wife liked getting these earrings, as they constantly recall for her a transition from not eating fish at all, to once in a while, on the advice of her doctor, trying a salmon or trout, perhaps once a month, for protein reasons if nothing else. At first, the bones made her feel grisly but then she realized, it’s all nature. And as it turns out, it is not silverplate covering actually fishbones, but each earring is 100 per cent solid sterling silver without a trace of the original bone, now lost to history and the artist’s imagination. Our three cats totally ignore them, which they would not do if even one cell’s worth of fish remained in their makeup. We can leave them out on the dinner table or even in the cat’s dish, and they will remain untouched, still gleaming with the traditional heartiness of fine silver.]
Figure e1.2 Facebook Note 5066 by Jeff Nunokawa. Facebook.


[image: In this Facebook Note, titled “Dean Donne on how to be pro-sex in today’s climate,” Jeff Nunokawa meditates on the first line of John Donne’s “The Canonization”: “For God’s sake hold your tongue, and let me love.” The post features a photograph of two printed images of a soccer player.]
Figure e1.3 Facebook Note 4905 by Jeff Nunokawa. Facebook.


[image: In this Facebook Note, titled “Introduction to Pain,” Jeff Nunokawa meditates on the opening of W.H. Auden’s poem “Surgical Ward.” The post features a photograph of a beat-up suitcase on a bed.]
Figure e1.4 Facebook Note 4858 by Jeff Nunokawa. Facebook.


[image: My wife liked getting these earrings, as they constantly recall for her a transition from not eating fish at all, to once in a while, on the advice of her doctor, trying a salmon or trout, perhaps once a month, for protein reasons if nothing else. At first, the bones made her feel grisly but then she realized, it’s all nature. And as it turns out, it is not silverplate covering actually fishbones, but each earring is 100 per cent solid sterling silver without a trace of the original bone, now lost to history and the artist’s imagination. Our three cats totally ignore them, which they would not do if even one cell’s worth of fish remained in their makeup. We can leave them out on the dinner table or even in the cat’s dish, and they will remain untouched, still gleaming with the traditional heartiness of fine silver.]
Figure e1.5 Facebook Note 4689 by Jeff Nunokawa. Facebook.
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Page 120 →Kevin Killian’s Amazon Reviews

Viral Form and Poetic Content: Exhibit 2


The dialectic of content means that the tendency of platforms to flatten generic and media differences before the eye of the data-driven market at the same time spawns an utter profusion of just those differences. It is an open question whether the play of identity and difference motivating the content industry has drifted essentially beyond that of the twentieth-century culture industry, in which aesthetic differences serve only as the alibi and mask for mass-market sameness. The site of commodification today on participatory platforms is generally not the cultural object or service itself but the aggregated patterns of human behavior they solicit, and this licenses degrees of aesthetic differentiation greater, perhaps, than those allowed by mass-market strategies of “pseudo-individualization.”1 The dialect of content is, in any case, one source for the ambivalence borne by critics who set themselves the task of evaluating platforms’ entailments for literary culture. Whereas Jeff Nunokawa’s Facebook Notes wrest from the platform an idealized public sphere, the poet Kevin Killian’s platformed writing practice draws from ambivalence itself a zany range of affective and rhetorical possibilities.

Sometime shortly after 2003, reportedly in an effort to begin writing again in the wake of a heart attack, Killian began composing product “reviews” on Amazon (“This was my regimen, therapy, if you will”).2 I wrap “reviews” in quotation marks because while these entries were composed in response to merchandise sold on the Amazon marketplace, Killian also bent and even refashioned the genre to serve his own ingenious ends as a writer of experimental poetry and prose (by 2006, the celebrated avant-gardist had authored poetry and short-story collections, novels, plays and, with Lewis Ellingham, a biography of the poet Jack Spicer). The essays featured below offer just a sample of the rhetorical gamut Killian could run with remarkable fitness. “Bony Memories,” a review of Old Glory Sterling Silver Fish Bone Earrings, spins a playful review of kitschy jewelry into wry meditation on essence and appearance. Killian’s review of Read German Potato Salad is a short narrative of a neighborhood holiday party that also slyly memorializes the high ironies of cultural capital and taste hatched by the tech-gentrification of San Francisco, or “the arrival of young Twitter folks to our block.” “Do You Want to Build a Lesbian Masterpiece” is a gleeful, hyper-observant trot on the Disney film Frozen (2013), studded with serious wit (Killian strikes comparisons with Marion Woodman, Billie Whitelaw, and Man Ray), while the final mini-essay included here—a five-star review of Wendy Moffat’s 2010 biography of E.M. Forster—shows Killian engaging the Amazon platform in a charming and brilliantly lucid but non-parodic mode. Page 121 →By the time of his last post just weeks before his death in 2019, Killian had written upwards of 3,000 such reviews.3 He was a member of the Amazon Hall of Fame, and at the time of writing, 18,405 Amazon users reported finding his posts “helpful.”

Killian seems to revel in the compromised and compromising position of platformed writing. He roundly admits “the obvious problem”:


I’ve been working without being paid, in the service of a huge multinational corporation that is killing bookstores and perhaps writing itself. But some defended me and said, “He’s torqueing the system from within; they’re not actually reviews, they’re poems,” so it was a poetic project.4


But Killian himself doesn’t necessarily endorse the heroizing interpretation of his defenders. “I remain undecided if I’m good or evil or misguided,” he concludes. Whereas ambivalence can sometimes leave invention in a gridlock of conflictive attachments, Killian’s indecision seems to ride above it all, evading the stuckness that comes with subscribing to any single strategy, be it immanent critique, outright refusal, or sheer complicity. “In misusing this for-profit platform,” writes Dia Felix, Killian “joyfully lacerates the supposed doom of the present,” even while acknowledging how “the consensual world devolves toward decreasing possibilities.”5 These reviews offer the happiness of frank appraisal. Reading this voluminous record of Killian’s roving passage through his late capitalist object world, one hears Baudelaire reminding us moderns that we have no right to despise the present, and its newer corollary: this is all the truer the more we understand how the present and its social arrangements despise us.6 Of Amazon’s pernicious ills, there is one it shares with all digital platforms: the reduction of human activity—including the activity of judgment—to monetizable data.7 Kate Durbin suggests that “Killian gives the objects he reviews a dignity that the purchasing platform has denied them,” restoring a sense of their use-value, even their aura.8 As this exhibit testifies, Killian also restores a degree of dignifying joy to the practice of judgment itself.


[image: In this Amazon review from July 2010, titled “Bony Memories,” Kevin Killian reviews Old Glory Sterling Silver Fish Bone Earrings: “Not the highest-ranked jewelry on Amazon, Old Glory Sterling Silver Fish Bone Earrings are a delightful gift for a special anniversary, or to wear on your own. I first saw them at a popular seafood place nearby at the Wharf in San Francisco, but the price was artificially hiked to attract tourists, and I knew I could do better using my Amazon prime account.]
Figure e2.1 “Bony Memories” Amazon review by Kevin Killian. Amazon. July 23, 2010.


[image: In this Amazon review from November 2012, titled “Holiday Seasonal Salad,” Kevin Killian reviews Read German Potato Salad: “Now that the holidays are here my wife and I attend many parties at church functions and social media events in San Francisco. Oddly enough the one food you see at both types of affairs is the so-called German potato salad. Recently we were at a party celebrating the arrival of young Twitter folks to our block. It’s nice to see young people digging in to the foods we had long ago as children in another time pre-digital culture, when basically you went to the deli and asked for one of two different kinds of potato salad, or some wise old neighbors made it themselves, adding crumbling bacon and diced pickle chips to their golden hoard of spuds. I asked the corporate hostess who had made the delicious potato salad we were wolfing down and she replied, ‘Alice Waters of Chez Panisse.’ It was worthy of Chef Waters, but as it turned out, later that evening the hostess sought me out and said she had been misinformed, and the Chez Panisse potato salad had been reserved for the Twitter VIPS, while we late comers made do with fancy Read German Potato Salad. Nice of her to let us know, she was all apologetic and so forth, but Twitter had nothing to be ashamed of. In the backroom of the kitchen, we found empty cans of Read stacked high in the dumpster, easily seen even by fading eyes due to the distinctive red, yellow and black packaging, like the flag of Germany, so simple it is like the red, white and blue of the USA. The caterers had spiked up the Read canned salad with some extra potatoes, bacon, parsley and some sagacious slices of fresh strawberry as a splash of garni. I compliment the Read people for making a product that not only baby boomers and the foreign-born, can enjoy, but something that new grads and new Twitter hires take to with the reckless abandon and elan of their generation. My wife who knows about such things whispered that, in addition, it is probably cheaper than ordering from Berkeley’s Chez Panisse where California cuisine was born, so if you had to pay off a student loan, it was probably going to be Read for you, at least till your startup took off in a big way and all of a sudden the Rolling Stones were playing your company’s Christmas party.”]
Figure e2.2 “Holiday Seasonal Salad.” Amazon review by Kevin Killian. Amazon. November 30, 2012.


[image: Idina Menzel can be imperious in real life, but in ‘Frozen’ she seems deeply sorry for having offended anyone and for having turned all of Irindell into a winter hell without a single flower. And also for hurting her sister Anna (once again!) with her magical power of coldness. The ingenious screenwriters have simplified the plot of Hans Christian Andersen’s Snow Queen story of the Danish Romantic period, so that now instead of an evil snow queen menacing a brother and sister (‘Kay’ the brother and ‘Gerda’ the sister), the siblings are both female—perhaps they took their cue from the way ‘Kay’ never sounded like a boy’s name anyhow … instead of three characters, they reduced them to two by making the evil queen and the devoted sister the same person! Kristen Bell employs a beautiful strong voice as Anna, and she is so funny your sides will hurt at some of her byplay with Kristoff and Olaf, yet halfway through she becomes increasingly out of her game, for a reason I can’t disclose—  [SPOILERS AHEAD] Okay, because Elsa has shot a chip of ice into her heart, the way the Snow Queen did to Kay in the old Andersen story— [SPOILERS CONCLUDED] As she grows weaker and weaker, she has to undergo some dramatic suffering rather beyond Bell’s own ‘Veronica Mars’ comic charm. Well, even tragedy queens like Angelina Jolie might not have been able to handle the depths of the part, so I would give Kristen Bell a good ‘B’ for doing her best…. If Billie Whitelaw was still alive she could have given Anna that precipitous Camille-like decline and tragic illness inherent in the part. And having Jonathan Groff as Kristoff doesn’t help the situation much. Luckily here the little Snowman and the big Reindeer come in and steal the show with their heroics. That snowman, “Olaf,” is the most original cartoon character in eons, and his big oblivious number about ‘Summer’ is more surreal than anything Man Ray ever made in or out of Hollywood. Suffice it to say, me and my wife were like two seven year old girls watching this film and for the first time in forever we burst out into applause and clapped until our palms grew raw and chapped. I wouldn’t say that the cold never bothered me anyway, but I felt pretty heroic after watching ‘Frozen’ and look forward to at least fourteen other sequels—fingers crossed!”]
Figure e2.3 “Do You Want to Build a Lesbian Masterpiece?” Amazon review by Kevin Killian. Amazon. September 29, 2015.


[image: In this review from September 2018, titled “The man who wrote, ‘only connect,’ and the connections he made in underground gay life,” Kevin Killian reviews Wendy Moffat’s biography of E.M. Forster, A Great Unrecorded History: A New Life of E.M. Forster: “Wendy Moffat taught for thirty years at Dickinson College before publishing her life of English novelist E.M. Forster, and she must often have thought of the coincidence that Forster admired a Cambridge don and friend, philosopher Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, whom his intimates called “Goldie,” presumably because Goldsworthy wasn’t a real first name, not in the social circles inn which Forster, almost a charity boy, grew up in with his widowed mother Lily. In the spring we went to Cambridge to visit the grave of ‘Goldie,’ and the porter was almost embarrassingly glad to see us, for nowadays the grave people want to see there is that of Wittgenstein, whom Forster thought little of. The graveyard also has the grave of James Frazer, once famous for writing The Golden Bough, but now as easily dismissed as “Goldie,” who once in the day, especially after Forster’s work on his life, was on his way to becoming a hot topic, but then the craze for Wittgenstein took over the peaceful, vine-and-bracken covered English landscape, and it was Goldie who? Forster himself, not a believer of any sort, except in gay liberation and the secret understanding between liberal men and women, had himself cremated after his death in 1970, having long seen his contemporaries like DH Lawrence and Virginia Woolf die much younger and more romantic deaths. Moffat begins her story in the dramatic days after Forster’s death when Christopher Isherwood and John Lehmann lift the lid in Santa Monica on the multiple manuscripts of Forster’s novel MAURICE, which he wrote in after Howards End but found himself unable to publish it due to its Whitmanic gay themes. It was his fifth novel, but the world knew nothing of it, except for a tiny handful—well, maybe about thirty people—a cocktail party’s worth of gay men and their female allies, to whom he had entrusted it over the years. T E Lawrence refused to read it, but everyone else loved it. As the Wolfenden Report came out and the laws against buggery were lifted in England, Forster added a late postscript imagining what would have happened to his beloved characters had they lived under today’s more open society (more open for some, that is). I enjoyed the book all the way through. Just when it looked as though Forster would die a virgin, he went to Egypt and met Cavafy and some sparks blew between them, and a compliant railroad conductor had sex with him and then, well I’ll tell you, in middle age he began to have sex like crazy. I’m sure he wound up having more sex than I, when you count up all his conquests and just the ones we know about! It was the age of cottaging and John Gielgud arrested and public ignominy, but Forster as an older man was the object of much adulation among the young creative set, and his new young friends either offered themselves or introduced him at studio parties to willing compliant trade. Cops or robbers made no real difference to Forster and that was refreshing. Auden and Isherwood, Benjamin Britten, J R Ackerley all took him up, and then he went to America where even more hip and worldly artists made him the toast of their dinners and socials, people like Paul Cadmus, Glenway Wescott, George Platt Lynes, Donald Windham and Sandy Campbell. Moffat perks up every time a new crew of gay supporters shows their hero the sort of good time one thinks of in Paul Cadmus paintings like “The Fleet’s In,” or “What I Believe,” in which Forster himself, a nude old man, stands tall in a garden filled with windblown acolytes and worshippers. Of course he loved America! England was drab, no cakes anywhere, rationing still on, and snobbery against the police career of Forster’s long-term boyfriend, Bob Buckingham. The camaraderie he found among these young guys did inspire him to write a series of short stories more or less homoerotic all of them, some of them quite frank, which like MAURICE also were published after his death. Since then Merchant and Ivory filmed all of his books, or just about, so in a way we still live in his world, as distant as it seems today from the moment when the little boy Edward Morgan Forster was sexually interfered with as a child at boarding school, which forever left him in a frenzy of PTSD, fear, and blackmail. It was not altogether a happy life, but Wendy Moffat encourages us to feel that lucky breaks gave Morgan the last laugh, perhaps. Highly recommended.”]
Figure e2.4 “The man who wrote, ‘only connect,’ and the connections he made in underground gay life.” Amazon review by Kevin Killian. Amazon. September 10, 2018.
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Page 129 →CHAPTER 5

The Promise of a Pan-African Poetics: The Spoken Word Project, IGO Funding, and the Curation of Contemporary Poetry

Susanna Sacks



5.1 Introduction

In 2013, a series of poetry performance competitions crisscrossed the African continent. From Johannesburg to Antananarivo, from Antananarivo to Yaoundé, and onward to Luanda, Kampala, Nairobi, Timbuktu, Bamako, Abidjan, and Berlin, the Spoken Word Project mapped a new geography of African literary production.1 Its founder, Zimbabwean poet Linda Gabriel, sought to connect poets across Africa through a new network that would bridge digital conversations with in-person collaborations. Gabriel partnered with the Goethe Institut-Südafrika, a Johannesburg-based German cultural association, to bring institutional funding to the cross-platform project. But then, after a year of preparation and nine weeks of performances, the project ended. In its wake, the Spoken Word Project left twenty-four prize-winning poets, a digital performance anthology, a collection of scholarly essays, and—according to those essays—a string of slam poetry venues and competitions inspired by the festival.

The Spoken Word Project envisioned a future for African poetics that would mobilize digital connections to support South–South collaborations. Its combination of live performance and digital connectivity promised unparalleled opportunities for exposure, funding, travel, and collaboration. But the network itself would receive no further material support. Dependent on foreign funding and individual passion, it faltered under the weight of global structures. Its story thus represents, in miniature, the broader paradox of digital publishing networks and global development funds for poets in Africa.

Studies of digital literary cultures largely default to North America, where digital self-publishing platforms—including and especially social media networks—expand access to Page 130 →audiences and opportunities to artists from historically marginalized backgrounds. But studying poetic networks in Africa reveals how social media and global funding apparatuses reproduce infrastructural inequities and cultural imperialism. Digital adjudication often reproduces norms of corporations and programmers concentrated in the United States. Infrastructural inequity reinforces this imbalance, as accessing these spaces requires reliable, stable, high-speed internet and mobile data—access that is unevenly distributed around the world. In much of the Global South, the development of mobile networks has relied on external funding from corporations like Meta and IGOs like the IMF and the World Bank. Even as self-publishing on social media platforms dramatically broadens opportunities for writers from the Global South, then, it reinforces the extractive economic structures that reproduce cultural imperialism.

This is the paradox that this chapter seeks to explore. What does the relationship between social media corporations and global funding networks mean for artists from the Global South? How do artists navigate the interplay between digital publishing and global economics? And what do these constraints mean for literary forms and values?

To address these questions, I analyze the Spoken Word Project as a “paravirtual network,” which—following Stephanie Bosch Santana’s definition—


make[s]‌ strategic use of digital connections in order to foster face-to-face interactions offline. Like [Stephanie Newell’s concept of] the paracolonial, paravirtual literary networks can help us to move beyond a center/periphery framework to see forms of literary value that are enabled by global digital connectivity but ultimately exceed virtual space.2


Paravirtual networks like the Spoken Word Project introduce new questions about the relationship between artistic agency, platform structures, and economic mobility. They illustrate how artists work within, against, and alongside material formations to shape new spaces of community possibility. Examining the economic structures underpinning these networks highlights the negotiated relationship between artist, form, audience, and funder in literary production.

The Spoken Word Project’s structure, as a paravirtual network, parallels the relationship between global governance efforts—which organize education policy and curricula—and a growing Afropolitan community connected through digital and urban spaces. The project’s trajectory exemplifies the interplay between digital democracy and cultural development efforts since the 1990s. In order to trace this relationship, I begin by outlining the structure and form of the Spoken Word Project in relation to digital trends. I then situate it within the dual context of shifting global economic structures and developing self-publishing networks. In doing so, I seek to understand the relationship between contemporary African poetry networks and transnational funding structures. I conclude by analyzing the poetry produced within this structure, and the digital archives that canonized it, in order to illustrate the role of global adjudication in producing literary form and meaning. Ultimately, I argue that the Spoken Word Project’s competition structure reflects broader trends in cultural formations, as artists respond to algorithmic curation and global funding structures.



Page 131 →5.2 The Spoken Word Project: Overview

The Spoken Word Project’s distributed structure and chosen form speak to the broader geographies of literary funding: how national and transnational funders intersect with pan-African networks to produce new spaces of possibility.

From the beginning, Gabriel envisioned the Spoken Word Project as a paravirtual literary network: that is, a means of mobilizing global corporate structures to support local networks that could operate beyond their control. The always-on structures of social media platforms would afford artists spaces for connection, while remaining anchored to local spaces of performance and collaboration. That process reflects the lived experience of African writers, many of whom move across national boundaries for festivals, workshops, and other funding opportunities, and whose livelihood consequently depends on maintaining robust networks. Gabriel, whose own background reflects this norm, understood poetry as a transnational and fundamentally pan-African endeavor.3 Digital media empowered her to build connections outside of traditional spaces of literary production and valuation: in Zimbabwe’s unstable economic climate, where people move regularly in pursuit of new opportunities, she uses Facebook to connect with other poets, and WhatsApp to maintain the connections she made during her travels.

Gabriel became involved in spoken word poetry through the slams at Harare’s House of Hunger. House of Hunger is a weekly poetry space sponsored by Pamberi Trust, an arts incubator that is in turn sponsored by international cultural funds, including the UK-based Collinson Trust, the Belgian organization Africalia, and the Netherlands Trust.4 Pamberi Trust itself was founded as part of Robert Mugabe’s broader push to establish a shared cultural nationalism.5 As Pamberi’s flagship space, House of Hunger was open to limited political discussion, making it a uniquely important civic and cultural space in the repressive atmosphere of Mugabe’s Harare.

When she moved to Johannesburg in 2012, Gabriel founded a satellite branch of House of Hunger, which has since become one of the most popular poetry slams in South Africa. Following Pamberi’s precedent, House of Hunger–Johannesburg got its start with funding from l’Alliance Française and the Goethe Institut. Johannesburg’s slam scene soon exploded: within five years, the city was host to nearly a dozen independent spoken word venues. Some of these, like Hear My Voice, have pursued alternative funding structures to escape the grants cycle, but many more continue to rely on institutional partnerships.6 These gave rise, in turn, to new networks of literary organizations that sought to support local artists and poets. Many of these organizations follow House of Hunger’s sponsorship model: establishing a funding network that would support local work with international reach facilitated by digital platforms.

Gabriel built on this growing network when she organized the Spoken Word Project. But, unlike House of Hunger, the Spoken Word Project relied on one funder: the Goethe Institut. Gabriel’s goal with the Spoken Word Project was, first, to dramatize the transnational connections that drive African literature; second, to energize contemporary spoken word establishments across the continent; and, finally, to establish a centralized site where poets could continue to collaborate, advertise their work, and build a community. These Page 132 →goals were reflected in the project’s form: a series of poetry slam competitions across Africa that map a transnational, transtemporal collaboration. Beginning with the competition in Johannesburg, poets in each subsequent city would respond to the previous events’ winning performances. Through its interlinked competitions, the Spoken Word Project would create “traveling stories” that culminated in a series of collective performances in Germany. The traveling festival, in turn, would be preserved on the Goethe Institut’s website, as a launch event for a Pan-African Spoken Word Network. That network would endure online, connecting writers via a forum, calendar series, and event space hosted by the Goethe Institut. But, shortly after the festival launched, the point person at Goethe left. Only the immediate festival—originally intended as a launch event—was completed. The project’s unrealized promise is symptomatic of broader trends in international funding, which emphasize symbolic representation and singular events over structural change and long-term stability.

The project’s chosen form—spoken word poetry and the competition format of the poetry slam—similarly reflects imbalances between artists, arts organizations, and funding bodies. Slam poetry developed in the United States: the competition format grows out of twentieth-century rap battles and Nuyorican poetry performances, its name from organizations in Chicago.7 It prioritizes and rewards the performance of marginalized identities, while exposing performers to external judgment. For many, this is a genuinely liberating experience, offering a unique opportunity to perform oneself and be rewarded for it; for others, it demands they produce a spectacle of marginalized identities for voyeuristic outsiders.8 Poets throughout Africa have used spoken word as a platform for youth to voice political critique and social concerns: in Zambia, for instance, poets Vanessa Chisakula and Gerry Sikazwe helped co-found Word Smash Poetry as a platform for social justice. Yet the judgment format of the slam itself offers clear models for would-be writers, upholding as exemplars those that best adhere to the judges’ desires (whether aesthetic, formal, performative, or thematic). In doing so, it rehearses a populist digital logic, which promotes and provides as models those posts that elicit the most engagement, whether through likes or comments. Slam poetry’s growth over the past decade is linked to its affinities with digital media: slam’s emphasis on contemporaneity and immediacy has made it especially powerful online.9 Moreover, as Javon Johnson notes, the rise of popular behemoths like Button Poetry established new norms for what had been a relatively fluid form.10

The poetry slam intensifies the contradictions inherent in contemporary literary production: at once inviting the performance of historically marginalized identities and simultaneously subjecting them to the judgment of dominant groups. Prizes, fellowships, and residencies institutionalize literary discernment under the frame of capital. In this, the rise of the poetry slam parallels the use of popularity metrics by social media platforms: in claiming to outsource judgment to “the people,” they obscure the way they reinforce underlying structures of judgment. In the context of the so-called African literary hustle—that seemingly indominable reshaping of African literature in the quest for solvency amidst declining state support for the arts—cultural development and digital publication alike support a literary aesthetic cooptable to neoliberal ends.11



Page 133 →5.3 Digital Publishing and/as Development Ideology

Poetry competitions like the slam and other literary prizes—which reward but do not sustain poets—complicate the commonly cited divide between cultural and material capital. Digital emphases on quantifiable metrics of popularity, too, blur historical divides between elite and popular spheres. These phenomena each point to global structural inequities—between funding and funded nations; between artists and patrons; between material and cultural capitalists—without fully addressing them. In this context, the Spoken Word Project becomes a synecdoche for a much broader tension in cultural production from the Global South: while cultural development efforts and corporate art sponsorship have grown globally, those in regions with less governmental funding for the arts come to rely on corporate and NGO sponsors based in the Global North, rehearsing the extractive funding patterns of colonial publishing industries. The paravirtual networks the Spoken Word Project sought to found would highlight pan-African possibilities, yet remain beholden to transnational funding networks.

Globally, cultural development efforts follow a shared historical arc. Through the 1960s and 1970s, postcolonial governments in Africa supported artistic production as a means of solidifying national identities. In Malawi, for instance, Hastings Kamuzu Banda funded a national literature department to support the development of a Chichewa literary culture, which would in turn support the production of a unified national Chewa culture. In Zimbabwe, in addition to founding spaces like Pamberi, efforts focused on developing public spaces for cultural production: national galas, for instance, showcased sanctioned works to construct an image of shared investment in the state. Many of these early projects were sponsored by postcolonial governments seeking to incubate a shared national culture: Nigeria’s famous FESTAC ’77, as Andrew Apter writes, “created a dramaturgy of state power,” “commodifying culture in the National Theatre through its forms of exhibition and display.”12 They produced a shared cultural framework that invested national identity in the state, turning culture, like oil, into a saleable product. Culture became a commodity through which to perform and enforce state power. The global financial crises of the 1970s and 1980s, though, shifted the locus of economic and political power. World Bank and IMF structural adjustment programs since the 1970s decreased public spending and cultural development.13 And economic crises in the 1980s and 1990s led to cutbacks in the scale of cultural development efforts but not their scope.

Since the early 2000s, pushes for cultural development have followed broader transitions in development funding: waning state funding has been supplemented by private philanthropists and large-scale non-profits, which tend to focus funding on economic and social initiatives, rather than cultural ones. At the same time, NGOs and IGOs increasingly pushed to develop “culture economies”—a term that came into vogue in the late 2000s and early 2010s, with the increasing privatization of global arts funding. The concept of “culture economies” itself reveals the underlying presumption that culture is capital and capitalizable: that culture is entwined with economic growth, which itself is the end goal of political development. The conceptual shift points to the broader impact of funding privatization Page 134 →on the arts: culture becomes a component of the broader debt economy, rendering artists subject to global market forces.

International cultural development projects coincided with the transition from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, and its attendant imagination of democratic discourse. If Web 1.0 presumed a read-only, linear structure, Web 2.0 platforms are distinguished by their conversational structures, with non-linear directions and a read/write expectation that imagines all participants engage on an equal footing. It produced a fantasy of equality that rehearses and reinforces neoliberal conceptions of a global marketplace, in which all actors have equal access to resources. But, of course, the actual distribution of resources reproduces the material inequity of global capitalism. In this way, digital cultural norms and structures mirror cultural development trends and ideologies. Social media platforms rely on free labor driven by individual passions. They concentrate wealth in metropolitan centers, while offering vast, but constrained, opportunities for writers with limited access to traditional publishing spaces. Moreover, these platforms actively curate the distribution and promotion of particular works, but disguise that curation under claims of democratic procedures. Twitter (X) “Trends,” for instance, imply popular curation, but are actually determined by the active curation of programming teams; Facebook’s promotion structure, similarly, does not purely reflect likes and comments, but pre-programmed content curation. Thus, whether in development efforts or digital publishing platforms, the putative metricization of content distribution disguises and enables the reproduction of hegemonic cultural norms.

Global trends toward privatization put differential pressures on artists from the Global South, where economic instability and the underdevelopment of local arts industries can make international funding crucial to artists’ survival. Financial support by international agencies has enabled a wide range of projects to flourish, but these agencies generally prioritize what Christiaan de Beukalae and Justin O’Connor call “fast policies”: grants are typically made to support singular projects, not to fund ongoing networks or salary artists, and they rarely repeat.14 They do not generally create new institutions or structures for the long-term support of the arts. For artists, as Madhu Krishnan argues, this translates into an institutional insecurity that romanticizes individual effort and passion, but does not offer a secure path upon which “developing creative economies” can gain traction.15

In this way, the Spoken Word Project points to the tension faced by African writers working to redistribute global funding to local institutions. Organized through individual passion, it imagined novel possibilities for literary forms, emphasizing collaboration and cooperation. Its format, as a slam competition, implied popular adjudication that belies underlying institutional shaping. It offered a connective vision, linking communities across the continent, through both virtual and in-person formats. The festival and imagined network would make tangible the lived experience of African writers, who move across national bounds for festivals, workshops, and other funding opportunities, and whose livelihood depends on such robust networks. Yet it survived only at the discretion of its sponsors—external agencies rooted in and responsible to Northern institutions. This intermediary position shapes not only the network itself but also the form and aesthetic of the work that emerges from it. I turn now to examine the poetry that won its prizes, in order to evaluate how artists operate within structures of constraint to claim the ears of power.



Page 135 →5.4 The Prize-Winning Poetry of the Spoken Word Project

The Spoken Word Project illustrates broader trends in both NGO-sponsored literary production and digital literary cultures in Africa. The Project’s use of poetry slams reflects their popularity online. The format’s populist-adjacent adjudication process rewards playful and emotive forms that invite direct engagement and immediate responses, making it well suited to digital spaces. But it is also a flexible genre, open to interpretation and innovation. The performance traditions invoked in the Spoken Word Project slams, specifically, appealed directly to politically engaged traditions of African literary production. The festival began in Johannesburg, South Africa—not coincidentally an economic regional hub. According to Uhuru Phalafala, the South African poets who set the tone for the competition built on three overlapping traditions: 1) oral poetry, which “articulat[es] historical trajectories and project[s]‌ a desired future during orating”; 2) written poetry, which became “a vehicle for mobilizing people and quickly disseminating messages” under apartheid; and 3) “the cultures of the black diaspora,” which spurred spoken word poetry to “cult like proportions” after apartheid.16 The poets about whom she writes—the three top scorers in Johannesburg, Noel Kabelo “KB” Ringane, Sbu Simelane, and Sabelo Ayanda “Juba” Lushaba —reflect these traditions.

Ringane, who won the Johannesburg competition, begins his poem with wordplay typical of US slam poetry, and a performance style evocative of rap rhythms. As the poem opens, Ringane stands with his back to the audience, arms flexed above his head, with his thumbs pointing down towards his shoulder blades. He projects:


Now who’s got your back when

You’ve got your back backed against the wall with

No back-up plans in your backpack and

You don’t even have a backbone to

Support your back

Boy, grow a back / bone17


Turning around, slowly, he repeats the final line, “Boy, grow a back / bone.” From this opening, Ringane’s poem tells a story of an orphaned boy facing an uncaring world: “A boy horrified in an orphanage / Questions of why he’s there are asked with rage / His story leave a blank page.”18 Ringane’s narrative raises awareness about the struggles of forgotten youth and of a hopeless generation. His intense rhymes create a sense of circularity, evoking the stasis to which his poem alludes. As he tells the story, his broad opening gestures constrict, and his hands form small boxes, drawing the audience’s gaze to the narrow possibility spaces of the orphan’s life. His rhythm, too, remains consistent throughout, pushing inexorably to the next day: “the will to fight without pay another day, / So I borrow, tomorrow of sorrow to follow, no morrow with hesitation.” Unlike many slam poems, his piece ends without hope—but like the oral traditions to which Phalafala refers, he uses musical rhythms and complex rhymes to make his point and projects a hopeful future beyond the subject’s untimely death. The closing tour-de-force of rhyme draws whistles, whoops, and cheers from the audience, who seem to take the closing hopelessness as a call to action.

Page 136 →The structure of the festival forces poets in the next city to take up and expand Ringane’s call to action. Benson, who won the slam in Antananarivo, replies to Ringane’s work by beginning: “L’orphèlin schizophrène /synthesès, thèse, antithèse” (“the schizophrenic orphan / synthesis, thesis, anti-thesis”).19 In this Hegelian piece, Benson places himself first in the position of the orphan, declaring himself to be, in his thèse, “en conflit generation avec moi-même” (“facing a generational conflict within myself”). Taking off his sweater, he moves into “anthithèse: le père,” as he struggles between these “doubles personnages ambivalents.” The father, though, is soon revealed to be a secondary aspect of the son—a man longing for responsibility but without the economic or social backing that would enable growth. And, finally, Benson removes his shirt and becomes, in his synthèse, “slammeur.” The slam poet demands to know, “Est-ce qui le père qui est poète? Est-ce qui le fils qui est poète?,” postulating that poetry—both the skill and the associated anguish—is a vexed inheritance.

Benson’s fast-paced rhythm, with its exaggerated beats and hoarse shouts, echoes Francophone rap styles. Unlike Anglophone spoken word poems, Benson’s work follows a highly organized, even philosophical structure, which reflects Francophone literary norms. That structure guides audience engagement: at the close of each sequence, Benson pauses, cueing the audience to cheer. In this way, the audience co-produces the work, bringing their interpretive power to bear on the final judgment. The performances also, according to Zo Narindra Rakotoniaina, reflected and enlivened “the long tradition” of Malagasy oral poetry. For Rakotoniaina,


Oratory competitions are opportunities to pass on the wisdom of the ages, which young people learn easily thanks to the use of wordplay. […] The types of messages generally presented at oratory competitions are easily understood, although some orators relish verbal acrobatics.20


In this context, the Spoken Word Project gave the public “the opportunity to rediscover and enjoy this rich cultural heritage that was waiting to be staged on an appropriate platform.”21

Benson’s work traveled across cultural and linguistic divides. Two of the three winning poets in Yaoundé responded to him: one in English and one in French; one responding to the experiences of orphans and the other to schizophrenia. The winner in Yaoundé, the poet Lydol, begins her performance with a dark floral hood masking her face.22 Lydol had taken the Cameroonian spoken word scene by storm, winning major prizes over the previous three years.23 Like Benson and Ringane, her poem begins with a prologue: “Pain barged into my life and tried to change the rules. / To destroy myself she started from my roots. / When she turned me into a life school student, I was only fourteen. / Sorry, but, for me that was too huge.” Lydol’s quiet speaking voice compels audiences to lean forward, drawing them in. As she transitions into the core of the story, Lydol removes her hood, to inhabit a character who speaks directly and calmly about her abrupt transition into adult responsibility following a parent’s death. After drily recounting the facts of her struggle, she suddenly broadens her gaze, acknowledging how this experience has shaped her life. She responds to the murmuring crowd and asks: “Are you saying something?” and the audience responds, “No!,” Page 137 →affirming their commitment to honoring her perspective. The poem ends on a personal note: Lydol steps back, puts a hand on her distended stomach, and says that, as a mother-to-be, she will protect her child as her mother sought to protect her. Ringane’s political critique and Benson’s theoretical ruminations became, in Lydol’s performance, a personal reflection on the challenges of navigating life as an orphan herself.

The winning poems’ content rehearses the programmatic aims of international development agencies: the winning work reflects, for instance, major UN Millennium Goals to “achieve universal primary education,” “reduce child mortality,” and “promote gender equality and empower women.” Of course, the poets’ adoption of these themes need not reflect their personal beliefs. Rather, as Olúfẹ´mi Táíwò argues in Elite Capture, the structures that shape communication—whether elite funders, digital algorithms, or global geopolitics—guide individual behavioral choices, as well.24 The Spoken Word Project’s unusual structure renders these relationships uncommonly visible. While this continuity might simply indicate widely shared concerns, the “broken telephone” structure of the prizes—where each poet performs their interpretation of the prior winner’s message—necessitated the spread and reproduction of those specific concerns. It illustrates clearly how individual choice intersects with institutional structure to shape individual expression, and literary form and meaning.

By making judgment not merely visible but also an explicit component of production, the Spoken Word Project constructed a canon in its own image. The slam encourages rapid writing and re-writing. Compelling performance practices directly address a popular audience, while simultaneously inviting judgment and canonization. Moreover, only the winning performances were preserved, and scholars only commented on those winners. The available archive thus makes it impossible to judge how these winning poems might compare to their competitors. But, as is typical of poetry slams in general, we can hear the audience respond to the winning performers and hear the choices that gain the most cheers: laughter at Ringane’s complex wordplay, when he works across the many uses of the word “back”; fervent cheers at the moment that Benson takes off his shirt to reveal the slammeur as synthesis; and sympathetic murmurs and sighs at Lydol’s revelation of her father’s death. Each of these performative components then travels to the next poet, as they respond to and seek to emulate the prize-winners of the previous competition.

Of course, there were differences across the performances, reflecting the cultural context and individual style of each performer: different languages, themes, and rhythms. But nearly all the winning poems shared fundamental similarities: they all offered a personal view of the poet’s life, they were all highly theatrical in their performance, and they all used wordplay and syncopation to elicit audience cheers. Women who won tended to speak quietly, their voices rising in a steady crescendo; men who won tended to shout quickly or in forceful staccato, punctuated by pauses or quieter moments twice a minute or so. Without direct input from the judges, poets nonetheless conformed to standards set in the interaction between prize-winner and audience in each of the previous venues.

The structure of the Spoken Word Project renders visible, almost in real time, the mechanisms by which putatively populist structures—whether digital media or poetry slams—institutionalize specific literary forms and themes. By requiring poets to respond to prior Page 138 →winners, the festival redoubles the force through which success constructs models: poets aren’t simply encouraged but also required to emulate earlier winners if they wish to win. In some ways, this mirrors the workshop structure of the Caine and Commonwealth prizes, which invite longlisted writers to develop their craft in workshops with major writers. As Doseline Kiguru tracks:


The prizes’ involvement with contemporary writing is not only framed within the lenses of the award industry but extends to different sectors of cultural production to include publishing partnerships with local organisations as well as joint creative writing programs. […] Consequently, the award becomes the producer of value rather than the value of the creative work attracting the prize only for its quality.25


Drawing on Bourdieusian analyses of cultural capital, Kiguru demonstrates that literary prizes in Africa have increasingly integrated the development and production of literature with its consecration. In doing so, they concretize the political role of the literary prize.26 Moreover, as producers of value, contemporary literary prizes structure the broader field of literary culture. And, in Africa—where most prizes are funded and even organized by international funders based in the global North—that structure reproduces colonial cultural processes: upholding forms and values from the global North, reinforced through the production of local artists.

These processes are, however, concealed under the canard of democratic adjudication and local production, reproducing digital ideologies that claim to flatten hierarchies. Where other literary prizes tout the credentials of their judges and adjudication process, though, the Spoken Word Project disguised its own curatorial process and role. Slam’s history aligns it with populist adjudication practices: judges are, according to official processes, to be randomly selected from among novice members of the audience; their scores typically reflect the cheers and responsiveness of the audience as a whole. Through its affiliation with slam formats, the Spoken Word Project took on the trappings of popular adjudication, but its actual judgment structure, instead, reinforced elite capture: judges were selected from among literary elites, program organizers, and, of course, the Goethe itself.

The Project’s international focus, high levels of funding, and layered prize structure—of competitions whose winners guide the next competitions—drew widespread media attention in each of the cities where it traveled. Its structure realized Beth Driscoll’s argument that prizes confer media power, because “Their narrative framework of entries, shortlist and winner is comprehensible to a broad public, making prizes readily translatable into news stories.”27 A similar narrative structure is critical to the work of the poetry slam, which follows a consistent rhythm: introducing each competitor, watching their judgment, and announcing the winner. The drama of competition—doubled through the moving format of the Spoken Word Project—creates a ready drama for media narratives. That media attention, in turn, supported the Spoken Word Project’s claims to cultural significance, amplifying a growing but perhaps under-appreciated scene in many areas. The aesthetic norms it established in one-off competitions could then spread through cities, nations, and continents, offering a vision for future slams and spoken word competitions.



Page 139 →5.5 Digital Archives as Repertory Afterlife

The politics of adjudication extends beyond the limited scope of literary prizes, of course: social media curation algorithms reinforce colonial judgment structures, empowering workers in imperial centers to shape discourse globally. Platforms based on news feeds, like Twitter (X) and Facebook, claim to present materials based on their popularity. Twitter (X) “trends,” for instance, drive reporting by claiming to reflect popular conversations. But, as early reporting by Eunsung Kim suggested, and as the recent release of sections of Twitter (X)’s curation algorithm prove, trends are determined not by raw numbers but rather by the active curation of programmers employed by social media corporations. The claims to purely quantitative adjudication erase the labor of these programmers, envisioning cultural production as fundamentally egalitarian. The popularity of forms like slam poetry thus reflects, in part, programming decisions made in the Global North, which prioritize multimedia formats. And this happens at the (literal) expense of writers in underdeveloped regions who must face costly data requirements in order to access the audiences promised online.

The Spoken Word Project’s live performance structure and digital archive alike actively work to conceal the power of curation. For seven years, until it quietly disappeared in mid-2020, the festival lived on in the Goethe-Institut’s website. Where Gabriel had envisioned a living space for contemporary writers across the continent to connect, the website became instead a static memorial. It rendered visible a specific vision of the festival experience. The front page highlights the connections between individual videos. The “About” page insists that stories “wander through the world, are passed from person to person,” a transmission reflected in “the videos on this website [which] capture both the textual and performative elements of a spoken word narrative.” Only in a third column, below the header images, is the adjudication process acknowledged. The festival thus disguises the process of adjudication that informed not only the selection of winners but also the very production of poetry. This vision is reproduced in the Spoken Word Project’s website, which imagines literature as an egalitarian, border-transcending artform. It positions each poet on a map, with overlapping lines suggesting infinite connections. Each poem is linked to the poems it spawned; each poet is highlighted in her turn as an independent speaker. By emphasizing the visual ideology of connections and networks, the website archive buries the judgment structure of prizes and ossifies the organic connections the project sought to establish. It favors a techno-utopian image of free-flowing ideas and open dialogue. Each trio of performances concretizes representation, implying access to a live performance culture. That static representation itself betrays the living network in which the poets performed.


[image: This image from the Goethe Institut’s Spoken Word Project website shows a flowing network of literary production across the African continent.]
Figure 5.1 Spoken Word Project website. Goethe Institut.

The festival archives imagine a flowing network of literary production. The cover image literalizes that vision: foregrounded against a dark grey, abstract map shaped like the African continent, each city’s white label extends the length of the country it is meant to represent. The cities—identified with a bold yet slightly irregular black font—are connected by arching orange lines to their closest neighbors. Those lines move like veins to carry literary networks. But behind them, against the darker grey of the continental shape, light grey lines swirl, terminating in small circles at coastlines and rivers. Arrows Page 140 →pointing in all directions suggest the power of multicentric literary production. Although the festival itself included critical publishing centers like Johannesburg and Nairobi, its visuals decenter those metropolitan forces in order to imagine a broader swirl of literary production.


[image: In this review from September 2018, titled “The man who wrote, ‘only connect,’ and the connections he made in underground gay life,” Kevin Killian reviews Wendy Moffat’s biography of E.M. Forster, A Great Unrecorded History: A New Life of E.M. Forster: “Wendy Moffat taught for thirty years at Dickinson College before publishing her life of English novelist E.M. Forster, and she must often have thought of the coincidence that Forster admired a Cambridge don and friend, philosopher Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, whom his intimates called “Goldie,” presumably because Goldsworthy wasn’t a real first name, not in the social circles inn which Forster, almost a charity boy, grew up in with his widowed mother Lily. In the spring we went to Cambridge to visit the grave of ‘Goldie,’ and the porter was almost embarrassingly glad to see us, for nowadays the grave people want to see there is that of Wittgenstein, whom Forster thought little of. The graveyard also has the grave of James Frazer, once famous for writing The Golden Bough, but now as easily dismissed as “Goldie,” who once in the day, especially after Forster’s work on his life, was on his way to becoming a hot topic, but then the craze for Wittgenstein took over the peaceful, vine-and-bracken covered English landscape, and it was Goldie who? Forster himself, not a believer of any sort, except in gay liberation and the secret understanding between liberal men and women, had himself cremated after his death in 1970, having long seen his contemporaries like DH Lawrence and Virginia Woolf die much younger and more romantic deaths. Moffat begins her story in the dramatic days after Forster’s death when Christopher Isherwood and John Lehmann lift the lid in Santa Monica on the multiple manuscripts of Forster’s novel MAURICE, which he wrote in after Howards End but found himself unable to publish it due to its Whitmanic gay themes. It was his fifth novel, but the world knew nothing of it, except for a tiny handful—well, maybe about thirty people—a cocktail party’s worth of gay men and their female allies, to whom he had entrusted it over the years. T E Lawrence refused to read it, but everyone else loved it. As the Wolfenden Report came out and the laws against buggery were lifted in England, Forster added a late postscript imagining what would have happened to his beloved characters had they lived under today’s more open society (more open for some, that is). I enjoyed the book all the way through. Just when it looked as though Forster would die a virgin, he went to Egypt and met Cavafy and some sparks blew between them, and a compliant railroad conductor had sex with him and then, well I’ll tell you, in middle age he began to have sex like crazy. I’m sure he wound up having more sex than I, when you count up all his conquests and just the ones we know about! It was the age of cottaging and John Gielgud arrested and public ignominy, but Forster as an older man was the object of much adulation among the young creative set, and his new young friends either offered themselves or introduced him at studio parties to willing compliant trade. Cops or robbers made no real difference to Forster and that was refreshing. Auden and Isherwood, Benjamin Britten, J R Ackerley all took him up, and then he went to America where even more hip and worldly artists made him the toast of their dinners and socials, people like Paul Cadmus, Glenway Wescott, George Platt Lynes, Donald Windham and Sandy Campbell. Moffat perks up every time a new crew of gay supporters shows their hero the sort of good time one thinks of in Paul Cadmus paintings like “The Fleet’s In,” or “What I Believe,” in which Forster himself, a nude old man, stands tall in a garden filled with windblown acolytes and worshippers. Of course he loved America! England was drab, no cakes anywhere, rationing still on, and snobbery against the police career of Forster’s long-term boyfriend, Bob Buckingham. The camaraderie he found among these young guys did inspire him to write a series of short stories more or less homoerotic all of them, some of them quite frank, which like MAURICE also were published after his death. Since then Merchant and Ivory filmed all of his books, or just about, so in a way we still live in his world, as distant as it seems today from the moment when the little boy Edward Morgan Forster was sexually interfered with as a child at boarding school, which forever left him in a frenzy of PTSD, fear, and blackmail. It was not altogether a happy life, but Wendy Moffat encourages us to feel that lucky breaks gave Morgan the last laugh, perhaps. Highly recommended.”]
Figure 5.2 Spoken Word Project website, Johannesburg. Goethe Institut.

Each label links to the winning poems from the named city. Clicking them leads to another page, where a white and orange box appears over the map. The city name is printed in an orange banner over the top. The winning poet’s video automatically appears, taking over the full width of the box. Below the video, the box provides two sets of links: one, with thumbnails, to videos of the other winning performances from the same city; the second, as text-links, to the poets who responded to this work at the next city. In Johannesburg, for instance, Ringane’s video is accompanied by images from Sbu Simelane’s and Sabelo Ayanda “Juba” Lushaba’s videos, as well as links to “Antananarivo: Benson,” “Yaoundé: Lydol,” and “Luanda: Elisangela Rita.” In this way, each work enters into dialogue with its geographic and thematic companions.

Page 141 →Page 142 →That dialogue, though, is foreshortened, constrained to the narrative imaginary of a now-defunct webpage, previously buried on the Europe-based funding organization’s public pages. The performance rhythms still exist, as traces in the regional spoken word communities; but, in the archive, they are frozen within a singular narrative of cultural power. Its publication on YouTube redoubles this tension: the platform, which grew by inviting users to “broadcast yourself,” places all content under the purview of its parent company, Alphabet, which can remove any content at a moment’s notice. The visual network stands in for what Goethe could never produce nor fully sponsor. In this way, the archive marks its own absence.

The archival representation of spoken word performances realizes the tension that Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o identifies between state-sponsored and liberatory art:


The performance space of the artist stands for openness; that of the state, for confinement. Art breaks down barriers between people; the state erects them. Art arose out of human struggle to break free from confinement. These confinements could be natural. But they are also economic, political, social, and spiritual. Art yearns for maximum physical, social, and spiritual space for human action. The state tries demarcation, limitation, and control.28


For Ngũgĩ, art and state power exist agonistically in their mutual quest to shape human destinies: where the state confines, art opens; where the state controls, art liberates; where the state narrates, art imagines. So what does that mean for the poetry of development? How does, or how can, art operate, captured by the elite?

The digital archive of the Spoken Word Project highlights the central characteristics of poetry produced under development paradigms. By commending poets that focus on commonly sponsored issues, like gender-based violence and mental health, it justifies the continued existence of developmentalist activity. Highlighting only the winning poets, it offers a closed vision of poetry’s social possibilities. Emphasizing a vision of organic connection, it obscures its own adjudication processes. Erased without notice, its reliance on external funders subjects it to endless revision and insecurity. And, in each of these ways, it reflects broader trends in expressive networks online: curated through the invisible hand of algorithms, surviving at the discretion of US corporations, and shaped by norms inscribed by US programmers.



5.6 Conclusion

The Spoken Word Project sought to dramatize the transnational experiences of African literary production. Its organizers, artists, and dramaturgs alike drew together a vision of pan-Africanism with the language of digital networks to imagine a new community structure for African artists, working together across spatial and temporal divides. But, by operating through a prize format, it limited those experiences, consecrating particular forms and subject matter, which came into increased prominence over the course of the festival. It therefore behooves us to consider not only how prizes themselves establish and reward Page 143 →certain literary forms and themes, but also how they fit into broader structures of institutionalization, from literary festivals to curricular decisions. The Spoken Word Project, as a series of prizes, created a literary format for its participants; as a traveling festival, it offered unusual opportunities for poets to travel and collaborate; and as a digital archive, it has left behind a set of interrelated poems, a new anthology of contemporary African performance poetry—one that obscures the conditions of its own production.

Global funding structures reproduce inequities in discursive authority. In this context, paravirtual poetry networks seem to offer a troubling response to the possibilities of literary activism in Africa. But, situated within the literary hustle, they can be read as a strategic engagement with extant powers. These efforts offer a model of negotiated development, one that highlights the multiple publics these networks address. Poetry for development becomes, in this model, an activism of partnership. It offers a rare, if constrained, possibility for direct intervention, as writers speak directly to judges associated with the Goethe Institut.

The Spoken Word Project helped to expand youth-oriented spaces for literary performance in urban areas across Africa, celebrating the work young writers had already been doing. And, though its afterlives ran thinner than anticipated, it nonetheless created a durable digital trace of work done nearly a decade ago. In this way, the Spoken Word Project represented a form of what Bwesigye Bwa Mwesigire and Madhu Krishnan define as “literary activism”:


work which attempts to open avenues for literary and cultural production where such avenues do not, a priori, exist. […] In other words, the constitution of a creative pipeline that enables new voices to emerge and new perspectives to have a platform for expression is an essential aspect of literary activist work.29


For Bwa Mwesigire and Krishnan, literary activism—everywhere, but especially in Africa—requires contending with the constraints of funding models to produce new spheres of possibility. It requires inventing and investing in spaces that bridge traditional divides—creating, for instance, paravirtual networks that take advantage of digital platforms’ connective capacities while resisting their extractive logics. From this vantage point, Gabriel’s work recuperates neocolonial funding structures and publishing industries and puts them to new, activist means.

Analyzing contemporary poetry networks through the economic structures that support them and the publishing networks that distribute them highlights the constraints within which contemporary poets shape their own futures, while simultaneously accounting for the agency through which they mark their current concerns. The winning poetry of the Spoken Word Project entwined personal pleas for compassion with passionate calls for equity. The winning artists brought their work around the continent and, eventually, to Germany, allowing them to build connections with other artists and organizers. Contemporary expressive networks, then, imagine new possibilities for literary activism by reclaiming funding from transnational organizations in order to sponsor local and regional creativity.
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Page 147 →CHAPTER 6

The New Cultural Ecology: On Web 2.0, SingPoWriMo, and Postcolonial Writing in Contemporary Singapore

Samuel Caleb Wee



6.1 Introduction

In 2017, when tasked by the Poetry Foundation to grapple with the phenomenon of Rupi Kaur’s social media-fueled commercial success as a writer, the British-American poet Kazim Ali expressed deep ambivalence. Yes, he noted, on the one hand, he was “all right with a young woman of color putting the canon of Western civilization off its pedestal for once,” but did it have to be Rupi Kaur, whose Instagrammable poems seemed largely composed of “superficial musings” that merely “touch the surface of situations”?1 Most disappointingly, despite her digital milieu, Kaur’s work seemed stylistically retrograde, reinscribing a “singularity of selfhood […] a romantic, heroic ideal,” instead of exploiting the internet’s experimental potential for “instantaneousness […] non-linearity,” and “potential for multiplicity of viewpoint and voice.” The future, noted Ali ruefully, seemed an awful lot like the past.

Ali’s exploration of internet poetry—and the accompanying expectations that it exploit “modes of futurity” rather than recapitulate a Romantic model of the lyric—throws into sharp relief the temporalities involved in contemporary writing within the Anglosphere. Reading deeper into Ali’s arguments both for and against Kaur’s success, we might notice his overarching concern with the “canon of Western civilization,” as well as his assumption that stylistic traits should be narrativized into a linear history of formal development. We might thus observe in Ali’s paradigm a certain ideological strain in contemporary poetry, one that continues the Modernist (viz. T.S. Eliot) belief that the stylistic development of any given poet always exists in relation to the entire tradition and continuum of European writing, that writers write not only with an eye toward “[their] own generation,” but “also the simultaneous existence […] simultaneous order […] of the whole of the literature of Europe […] the whole of the literature of [one’s] own country.”2

Page 148 →Does it matter that Kaur herself appears wholly uninterested in her relation to the Eurocentric canon, that she is much more likely to concern herself with the Prozac world of influencers rather than the anxiety of influence? In Ali’s reckoning, the mere act itself of writing (and selling) as a woman of color—even before one enters into debates of style or substance—already poses an automatic challenge to the European canon and its centering of white male writers. Seen another way, Ali’s enlistment of Kaur into this contest against the canon is a reminder of the interconnected sociality of writing. In suggesting that the Instagram poems of a racialized woman of color have the ability to effect an interaction at a distance with the books of the white canon simply by existing, Ali implicitly characterizes contemporary literature in terms of an interlinked matrix of racialized identities. In doing so, Ali inadvertently reinforces that poststructuralist notion from the sixties (viz. Roland Barthes) that all literary activity exists in a macro-ecology of quotation, influence, and resemblance—a point Ali hammers home when he further compares Kaur’s thematic concerns with white poets Mary Oliver, Sharon Olds, and Jane Hirschfield.3 And if all writing is already interconnected, one might extrapolate, how much more so work native to the internet like Kaur’s Instapoetry?

But does the intention of the writer count when it comes to the context and connections we draw around her? In an earlier article about Kaur’s viral success co-written with the Singaporean poet Marylyn Tan in 2018 for Jacket2, we reflected on how Kaur’s style of “readily consumable art” reverberated with Singaporean audiences in particular, in part due to a socio-legal framework in Singapore’s multiracial society that suppresses uncomfortable or incisive “discourse on race for fear of entering into the inflammatory,” as well as because of the port-city-state’s ideological “will towards cosmopolitanism and ‘global appeal […]” that aligns with its larger positioning in the neoliberal world order.4 Writing at the time from Singapore, we suggested that Kaur’s work traveled particularly well precisely as a result of its shallow consumability and its generic performance of critique. Revisiting the subject nearly half a decade on from British Columbia, Canada, at this time of writing I am struck by how both Ali and Kaur, having been born in the United Kingdom and India respectively, are themselves transnational diasporic subjects, as I currently am. The fact of diaspora throws into greater relief concerns regarding a writer’s positioning within any given literary traditions and underscores the fact that while one’s connection to one’s context is never entirely voluntary, neither is it an automatic phenomenon. Indeed, much of the struggle of the postcolonial diasporic subject revolves around navigating by and through such degrees of connection.

This chapter considers how the reception of contemporary poems written and disseminated on the internet today continue to utilize existing critical frameworks predicated upon print capitalism. I demonstrate that such frameworks are inadequate, not only because they neglect the mediatic and material implications of a global shift towards digital instead of print language, but also because they fail to take into account the spatial-temporal complexities of a transglobal internet writing culture that connects core Anglophone societies with postcolonial nations. I therefore adopt a critical approach that combines media theory with postcolonial studies, introducing the concept of cultural ecology to explain how literature is transmitted and evolves both vis-à-vis the larger Western canon as well Page 149 →as within the circuits of any particular nation-state’s independent print culture. In so doing, I argue that the formation and sustained existence of writing communities online today has significantly impacted the form of the poems written and circulated therein, so that we must look to media platforms in order to properly appraise them.



6.2 Theorizing the Cultural Ecology

In considering how writerly allegiances are often constructed by geopolitical environments, material networks, and ideological lineages, this chapter offers up a new theory of literary transmission across material and mediatic superstructures, which I am calling the cultural ecology. I define a cultural ecology as an interlinked environment of writing subject-nodes that receive and transmit communicable cultural forms between each other, through connections that are overdetermined by mediatic, material, and geopolitical matrixes.5 In a cultural ecology, agency and signifying capacity cannot be isolated to writing subjects, semantic texts, or superstructural systems alone; instead, every element in the environment must be understood as radically agential, reconstitutive of, and interfacing with each other across both spatial and temporal dimensions. In calling attention to how interfaces bridge subjects with the larger social and informatic environments that produce them, this theory of cultural ecologies acknowledges poststructuralist ideas around the intertextual nature of literary production but also insists upon the necessity of accounting for material elements like media, economics, and geographic factors that influence the aesthetic processes underpinning poetry and poetry publishing. In other words, to theorize cultural ecologies is to argue for the importance of not just discourse, but meta-discourse: how, why, and where do ideas spread? What are the aesthetic and material considerations that govern the transmission of abstract concepts such as literary tropes, forms, and thematic concerns? These questions have been taken up in literary theory before, but a cultural ecology differs from simple mediatic networks or literary traditions and canons by emphasizing the constant variable interplay of material and semiotic factors. A cultural ecology is therefore by definition both a spatial and a temporal community in which the equilibrium of the entire creative environs might be modified or altered by the introduction of material factors. Cultural ecologies are operable at various scales—they might be coterminous with the spatial boundaries of any given city, province, or country’s geographic, political, and economic borders, or span broader transnational circuits etched by migratory, diasporic, and colonial networks, as per Eliot’s suggestion that all of Western literature exists in “simultaneous existence” and “simultaneous order.”6

As a framework for examining literary transmission, then, my proposed concept of the cultural ecology visualizes the role that both material and mediatic circuits play in cultural production by determining the rate, flow, acceleration, and exponential curve of the communicable (in both the informatic and the biological senses of the word). Such a framework therefore shifts away from traditional models of individual author–subject nodes and emphasizes instead the a priori state of entanglement and interconnectedness that most accurately describe how communities function. Representing such functions as an ecology Page 150 →further signposts the necessity of moving away from humanist anthropomorphisms that see cultural processes as distinct from biological life. It asks the question: what might we understand about the behavior of ideas and discourses if we were to view them as invested in their own propagation and replication?7



6.3 A Tale of Two Cultural Ecologies

A theory of cultural ecology that understands culture as entangled with—but not equivalent to—geopolitical space affords us the means to manifest and localize hitherto imperialist assumptions about the canon, while also obliquely critiquing conservative approaches to postcolonial nationalisms. My argument that cultural ecologies demonstrate how culture is transmitted, preserved, or mutated through creative affinities that exceed geopolitical/physical borders draws from the work of diasporic theorists such as Lily Cho, who has argued that diaspora “must be understood as a condition of subjectivity and not as an object of analysis.”8 Because diaspora is “first and foremost a subjective condition marked by the contingencies of long histories of displacements and genealogies of dispossession,” “diasporic loss” must be grasped as a “relationship to history, not land or territory.”9 At the same time, such an emphasis on subjective conditions also compels us to recognize how those conditions are both affected by and effective in the material world. Gayatri Gopinath, among other diasporic scholars, has observed that conservative paradigms of “diasporic longing for authenticity and ‘tradition’” that seek out “myths of purity and origin” have long been mobilized by nationalist projects that “recruit the diaspora into its absolutist logic.” At the same time, Gopinath argues, there is a need to recognize the neoliberal “complicity […] between diaspora and processes of transnational capitalism and globalization” so that we can understand how “theories of diasporic cultural production that do not address the imbrication of diaspora with transnational capitalism shore up the dominance of the latter by making its mechanisms invisible.”10 Theorizing cultural ecologies alongside diaspora, then, discloses how the liquidity of cultural productions that follow the courses charted by capital flows also offers us the opportunity to visualize and chromatograph these otherwise invisible mechanisms. To better envision these material and aesthetic stakes, allow me to posit a brief thought experiment about the ways that traditional writing careers based wholly on print technologies often play out.

Let us imagine J and K, two poets of Southeast Asian descent who live in the Pacific Northwest. J and K, who share similar upbringings, both having migrated to North America as children, meet in an MFA creative writing program as classmates, and upon realizing their common experiences of first-generation immigration and diaspora, become fast friends. As writers, however, the two respond to the commercial and artistic pressures of their positionality in different ways. J might decide from the onset that her work calls her to examine her own complicity as someone who lives and works within a settler-colonial nation, and to orient her poetry toward a critique of imperialism and white supremacy precisely through its engagement and subversion of the larger Western canon. K, on the other hand, decides that her poetry is best positioned towards the home country she Page 151 →has migrated from, and decides to thematize the history, geography, and mythology of the postcolonial homeland her family left behind. J and K’s particular writerly choices at first might seem to exist only for them during the creative process, but as they begin to achieve success in their writerly careers, they soon find that the positionalities they have chosen to occupy are further reinforced once they develop their readerships, with their poems appearing in different journals, published by different small presses, reviewed in different publications, and taught in separate universities.

The two friends keep in touch as their careers progress, and they are able to speak candidly about how they appear to be slipping into two separate poetry worlds: the wider ecology of the Western literary canon and the more tightly circumscribed and localized ecology of the postcolonial “home” nation. Yet at the same time, J and K note, the borders between these two ecologies seem ambiguous and troubled. After all, J muses, who’s to say what it is precisely that produces a text as a work of a particular nation’s literature? K concurs—furthermore, for those postcolonial diasporic writers who reside, have taken up citizenship, or were born in core Anglosphere countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, or Australia, the implication that their work doesn’t belong in the ranks of those national literatures is a chafing and problematic one that abrogates their affiliation with those countries, even if they might choose to thematize other geographies. Still, the friends acknowledge, as ambiguous as the artistic borders between their two competing ecologies are, the commercial boundaries seem much more firmly demarcated. While both ecologies tend towards mobilizing clustered networks of editorial labor often centered at small presses within their own national borders and modestly nourished by government grants, differences in economic leverage allow the North American cultural ecology to tap into a globalized supply chain of printers distributed across East and Southeast Asia, while curiously, the postcolonial Southeast Asian ecology—which enjoys no such currency advantage—tends towards sustaining a domestic production chain contained mostly within its own regional circuit. Both ecologies, J and K note, have their commercial pros and cons, but differ greatly in terms of reach and readership. In choosing to write towards their mutual postcolonial homeland, K’s work is interpellated into material circuits that circulate tightly within the domestic market of a Southeast Asian country, while J’s poetry, marketed through the print economy of the immigrant Western nation, exports much more fluidly to mainstream readerships elsewhere in the Anglosphere. Nonetheless, J and K’s friendship is too strong to let such differences divide them, so as they exchange autographed books and fight over the check the way their Asian elders taught them to, they leave each other with a promise to stay in touch through their writing journeys, and to get boba together soon.

Leaving J and K to their artistry for now, notice how these material differences gain greater relevance in light of Benedict Anderson’s famous account of the composition of the nation-state. Anderson’s definition of the modern nation-state as an “imagined political community” is, of course, much quoted in postcolonial studies; less widely cited is his claim that the imaginative work of producing such national communities in the early modern period emerged out of a mediatic revolution, namely, the “convergence of capitalism and print technology.”11 To that extent, the choice of the postcolonial diasporic subject to enter—creatively and commercially—into the cultural ecology of the postcolonial nation’s Page 152 →“national literature” can be seen quite literally as a nationalist act: in not only its symbolic participation as an exercise of culture but also its material reinforcement, through book publishing, of the nation’s imaginative construction of itself. Returning to the question posed by Ali of Kaur at the start of this chapter, if the modern nation-state was, in fact, made possible by print capitalism, as Anderson and Marshall McLuhan remind us, what new imagined communities are currently taking shape through Web 2.0 capitalism? And when these new imagined communities materialize, what might that mean for national and postcolonial literatures?

Far from reinscribing geopolitical borders as compulsory boundaries governing cultural production or re-establishing the distinction drawn earlier between Western-canon models of intertextuality and more localized traditions of postcolonial national literature, my goal in the above thought experiment is to emphasize the specific ways that distributions of capital and cultural-capital are subject to very real clustering according to geographic inclinations and unavoidably entangled with nationalist investments. The writing, making, moving, and selling of poetry books require transporting physical resources and objects through material circuits in real space, and these circuits are most commonly mapped out over territories demarcated by geopolitical motivations, which are able to expedite and restrict the flow of both capital and the resulting cultural products. To put it simply: print economies tend to be national economies. Yet these material and economic borders are very often aesthetic ones as well, for they also provide the writers who work within them a common set of symbols, myths, images, predecessors, and formal traditions to receive or disown. Furthermore, as postcolonial theorists have consistently argued, such aesthetic topos are precisely the same discursive tools that nation-states inevitably mobilize to undergird and legitimize their political claims by linking them to spatial topography.

This entanglement between material geopolitics and aesthetic virtualities leads us somewhat counter-intuitively to the second point we can glean from the thought experiment. In demonstrating how J and K pursue these two very different writing careers, what our fictive scenario reveals is actually the superposition of the diasporic writer, who has the choice of participating in two very different cultural ecologies through her immersion and interpellation into distinct traditions, or indeed, of staging a dialogue between those traditions. To modify our thought experiment further, let us now imagine that J and K’s writing careers are split not between two distinct individuals, but are, instead, the possible parallel lives of the same poet viewed from a quantum perspective of multiple universes. At every juncture, the tree of creative possibilities available to our writer thus splits into different writing careers that interpellate her into one cultural ecology or another. This variation on our thought experiment therefore undercuts the conservative understanding of diasporic liminality, in which the diasporic subject is positioned between two fixed identities, thus extending the essentialized culture of the homeland. Rather, by understanding diasporic writers as always fluidly and voluntarily matrixed and hybridized between different cultural ecologies, we come to realize that membership and involvement in such systems are not stable inheritances but instead consciously sustained investments. More than kinships, diasporas reveal kithship —ties that evince “not quite nation, not quite race, not quite religion, not quite homesickness,” but instead, “obscure miracles of connection.”12



Page 153 →6.4 SingPoWriMo: Considering the Internet’s Impact Upon National Literatures

Having explored the range of options available to diasporic writers within traditional print capitalism, let us now consider the strange case of SingPoWriMo to reveal how the internet has disrupted such affiliations. We can begin with a seemingly minor privacy breach. Inspired by the North American initiative NaPoWriMo (National Poetry Writing Month), in April 2014 a small circle of poets in Singapore formed a Facebook group to share daily poetry writing prompts with each other and workshop the resulting poems. The brainchild of an army officer and poet named Joshua Ip, the group was aptly named SingPoWriMo (Singapore Poetry Writing Month) and included nationally recognized names such as Alfian Sa’at and Alvin Pang. Ip’s previous studies under Kenneth Goldsmith and Charles Bernstein during his time as an English major at the University of Pennsylvania had influenced his goals for the group which he had intended as a small coterie in the mode of twenty-first-century conceptual writers or the 1960s experimental French group OuLiPo. As administrator of the Facebook group, however, Ip had neglected to set the group settings to private, thus accidentally leaving the door open for uninvited users to join and participate. The results were surprisingly viral, and by the second day, SingPoWriMo’s membership had increased to a hundred members. Nearly a decade on, SingPoWriMo numbers over 7,500 participants, all writing, rewriting, and critiquing each other’s poems every April, one daily prompt at a time. In narrating the history of SingPoWriMo, my intention here is to draw attention to its numerous fascinating contradictions: as a private avant-garde workshop that virally mutated into a public poetry festival; as a self-consciously nationalist project that was nonetheless marked at its very inception by transnational flows between Singapore and the US; and as a space seemingly demarcated by digital boundaries that has nonetheless yielded four print anthologies and countless in-person panels and readings. What might these contradictions illuminate about poetry after Web 2.0, in the age of globalizing neoliberalism?

SingPoWriMo’s oddities as a micro-ecology for Singaporean national literature might thus offer a way for us to parse, track, or chromatograph shifts in the internet. Over the last three decades, the internet has evolved from the World Wide Web 1.0 to its 2.0 incarnation, with Web 2.0 defined by a shift towards user-generated content, mobile computing technologies, high-bandwidth photo and video capabilities, and viral sharing—all features that, in retrospect, came together to create the communities and networks of social media. Capitalizing on these possibilities, SingPoWriMo is remarkable for the accessibility and flatness it creates within the Singaporean literary community. The regular participation of prominently published and nationally awarded figures such as Alfian Sa’at, Joshua Ip, and Alvin Pang means that new, young writers who post their work have the opportunity not only to receive feedback and criticism from more established poets but also to offer the same back in kind, creating a quasi-democratic discourse around the shared poems. Beyond that, however, the sheer bandwidth of conversation made possible by Facebook also directly influences the form of said poems; not only are poems ripe for immediate critique in the comments section, but they are also subject to subversion, parody, or loving homage by new poems within a matter of hours.

Page 154 →The hypertextuality of SingPoWriMo functions in ways both similar and dissimilar to the intertextual quoting, rewriting, parodying, and other less intentional means of formal mutation that transpire within more traditional print-based cultural ecologies. In a traditional print-based poem such as T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, for instance, the decision to begin with a subverted reference to the opening of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales allows Eliot to mark his work as commensurable with the larger, grander English poetic tradition. As a formal literary device, the intertextual linkages between Eliot and Chaucer test a reader’s cultural capital or learnedness, in the sense that comprehension of the poem partly depends upon a reader’s initiation into the canonical Western cultural ecology. Within the context of SingPoWriMo, however, intertextuality also functions to reinscribe the tighter boundaries of the postcolonial nation’s cultural ecology. Consider, for example, how a poem such as founding member Joshua Ip’s “SingPoWriMo You Are Not My Facebook Group” (Figure 6.1) might be read as parodying (another founding member) Alfian Sa’at’s infamous dissident poem “Singapore You Are Not My Country” (1998).13 Alfian’s14 original poem thematizes the construction of Singaporean nationalism at the expense of Indigenous Malay identities and forms of sociality deemed unproductive to the conservative postcolonial nation-state. Much of the humor of Ip’s poem therefore derives from his intended audience’s familiarity with Alfian’s notorious original text and its controversial standing in the Singapore canon due Page 155 →to its antagonism of the political establishment. In that sense, “SingPoWriMo You Are Not My Facebook Group” marks its participation in the critical discourse of Singapore’s national literature through its ironic intertextual mechanism. Yet in parodically acknowledging the commensurability of Facebook groups and countries as homologous entities, Ip also discloses how SingPoWriMo functions perpendicularly to the usual conventions of what has traditionally been considered “national literature” in print culture, with its very own in-jokes, intertextual discourse, controversies, stylistic signatures, and mediatic mechanisms. Crucially, in swapping out the original poem’s references to mass electronic media, which functioned to demarcate the mediatic bases of the postcolonial nation-state it critiqued, Ip substitutes nonsensical social media-inspired terms like “loud-sharer” and “feedcaster” in lieu of the poem’s original descriptions of “loudspeaker” and “newscaster,” foregrounding SingPoWriMo’s basis in Web 2.0. Yet this commensurability between SingPoWriMo and the Singaporean nation-state also occurs retroactively. By emphasizing the importance of social media in sustaining the cultural ecology of SingPoWriMo, Ip’s parody also further clarifies Alfian’s critique of Singaporean nationalism as one invented out of contingency in the wake of its 1965 expulsion from Malaysia, such that Singaporean nationalism is exposed in this cross-reading as one that has always been imaginatively sustained via the mass media superstructures of the “loudspeaker,” the “newscaster,” and the “telly.”


[image: This Facebook post features Joshua Ip’s poem “SINGPOWRIMO YOU ARE NOT MY FACEBOOK GROUP”: “SingPoWriMo you are not my facebook group. / SingPoWriMo you are not my facebook group at all. / You are socializing SingPoWriMo, sadistic SingPoWriMo, solipsistic SingPoWriMo of FAQs in preferred mother tongue and heteronormative kebayas. / You protest, but without editing, without rewriting, / without Toh Hsien Min, / but through your loud-sharer media, through the / hypnotic like-balls of your feedcaster, / and that Irving Paul Pereira person who I swear is summoning / Cthulthu on my iPhone screen. / SingPoWriMo, what are these notifications in my top right corner? / There are so many pings, I should have upped my data plan. / SingPoWriMo, I assert you are not a facebook group at all. / Do not all caps your type against me, / I am not afraid of your madness prompt / although #allthebonuses are still branded in / the back of my sleepless retinas. / Not because I read Calling of the Kindred pigtailed pinafored / breakfasted chalkshoes in school / But because I used to write parodies till I ran out of phone batt.”]
Figure 6.1 Joshua Ip, “SINGPOWRIMO YOU ARE NOT MY FACEBOOKGROUP.” Facebook, April 29, 2016, accessed July 6, 2022.

These degrees of intertextuality between Ip’s parody and Alfian’s original poem therefore establish an interface between writing on the internet and literary activity as instantiated through traditional print archives—that is, between the micro-ecology of the internet and the older cultural ecology of print. In another respect, however, SingPoWriMo also compels us to recognize a powerful new form of textual discourse, one that occurs through Web 2.0’s network of search engines and social media nodes. In this post-Web 2.0 hypertextuality, the original scholastic difficulty of linkage tracing (as emblematized in Eliot’s notes to The Waste Land, for instance) is reduced to a literal matter of seconds, allowing for the possibility of prompts that exploit such hypertextual functions, and the potential for viral poems to create hyperlinked networks in which the “original” and “quoted” texts are each imbued with the perpetual, concurrent, and instant presence of each other. Consider the following Upgrader Prompt given on Day 19 of SingPoWriMo 2016, which asked the writer to find “a poem in this group written by anyone else[,]‌ rewrite it in half the length, [and] to tag them and link the original piece” (see Figure 6.2).


[image: This Facebook post features Joshua Ip’s Upgrader Prompt for Day 19 of SingPoWriMo 2016, which asked the writer to find “a poem in this group written by anyone else [,]‌ rewrite it in half the length, [and] to tag them and link the original piece.”]
Figure 6.2 Joshua Ip, “Upgrader Prompt on SingPoWriMo Facebook page.” Facebook, April 18, 2016, accessed July 6, 2022.

Several things about SingPoWriMo’s Web 2.0 base are noticeable here: for one, we might instantly observe its hyper-accelerated timeframes as compared with a print-based cultural ecology; online the half-life of poetry creation, publishing, and reception occurs at a scale of days rather than years or decades. In recalling the unexpected link between the micro-ecology of SingPoWriMo and the larger cultural ecology of US experimental poetry, we might remember that during his undergraduate years, the co-founder of SingPoWriMo, Ip, studied under both Bernstein and Goldsmith, key figureheads in the schools of poetry known as language and conceptual writing. Goldsmith, of course, is best known as a proponent of the method he terms “uncreative writing”: attempting to answer the same question that Kazim Ali explored in our introduction—what should internet poetry do?—Goldsmith argued that because the internet has flooded daily experience with “an Page 156 →unprecedented amount of available digital text” that can be manipulated through “cutting and pasting” to “mimic the workings” of the computer, literature in the age of the internet ought to follow the lead of Warhol, Duchamp, and hip-hop producers by deconstructing traditional notions of authorship and originality.15 Goldsmith’s battlecry has been echoed by Craig Dworkin, who has likened conceptual poetry to an “interface” that engages in “assembling, rearranging, and displaying information; or sorting and selecting from files of accumulated language pursuant to a certain algorithm—rather than producing new material from scratch.”16 Although Ip would later denounce both language and conceptual poetry as influences, suggesting that they “tickled [his] intellect but dissuaded [his] interest in originality and the poetic ‘I,’” that familiarity with discourses against authorship permeates the design and facilitation of SingPoWriMo as a poetry ecology.17 Though SingPoWriMo steers clear of the explicit emphasis on experimentation or avant-gardism that Goldsmith and Dworkin adopted, the emergent poems also inadvertently emphasize the ambiguities of authorship.

Page 157 →Consider the following two poems, Hamid Roslan’s “This One Also Call Sonnet” (Figure 6.4), written and posted on Day 8 of SingPoWriMo 2016, and Hao Guang Tse’s “Also Sonnet” (Figure 6.3), which rewrites Hamid’s18 effort following Ip’s Upgrader Prompt on Day 19.19 As originally written by Hamid, “This One Also Call Sonnet” is in itself a polyphonic expression of postcoloniality, one that follows the heterolingual nature of Singlish20 in shifting between Hokkien, Malay, romanized Mandarin, and English, while also foregrounding its deployment of the Shakespearean sonnet. “This One Also Call Sonnet” opens by announcing its departure from Western conventions—subversively installing the conventional closing couplet of the sonnet at the start of the poem instead of at the end, self-reflexively attributing this subversion to the quintessentially Singaporean trait of being kiasu,21 and rejecting the Shakespearean sonnet’s conventional rhyme scheme (“buang22 the rhyme”). In the lines that follow, Hamid regularly shifts between standard English and Singlish registers while also foregrounding Singaporean geographic spaces; in line 9, the “void deck”23 is imagined as the site for a homophonic slippage between Shakespeare’s name and “shake leg,”24 and in line 13, the British colonial legacy of the Botanic Gardens is invoked as a potential hiding spot for the sonnet. As is evident, Hamid’s short fourteen-line poem is itself already dense with references to Singaporean locality, to the point of being incomprehensible to readers unfamiliar with the multicultural linguistic landscape of Singapore. Tse’s rewriting of Hamid’s work in “Also Sonnet” preserves the original poem’s polyphonic density, but in accordance with Ip’s Upgrader prompt, pares the original poem down further into a hyper-compressed ten-line poem that splits the conventional couplet between the opening and ending lines of the poem. Saliently, in compressing “This One Also Call Sonnet’s” original text to fit the prompt, “Also Sonnet” has the effect of becoming more distinctly Singlish as well, with a higher relative frequency of non-standard English words as well as a staccato rhythmic meter that more closely resembles Singlish’s trademark creole brevity. Curiously, “Also Sonnet’s” paring down of the poem also removes all references to geographic locations from “This One’s” original text, so that “Also Sonnet” produces a dematerialized focus on language—in this instance, Singlish—as the marker of Singaporean locality.

At this juncture, let us consider two salient characteristics of “Also Sonnet’s” rewriting of “This One Also Call Sonnet’s” original text. Notice, on the one hand, how the former poem’s greater emphasis on textual markers of Singaporean identity as opposed to geocultural landmarks in physical space exposes the tenuous link between SingPoWriMo as a digital space hosted on Facebook and its arbitrary coding as “Singaporean.” On the other hand, observe the zone of authorial ambiguity in which both these poems exist. Ought one to argue, for instance, that “Also Sonnet” should be attributed solely to Tse, the final rewriter who engaged in the cutting, editing, and reshaping of the text, and whose user profile frames the poem-post? Or would a more conventional framework of authorship and expression suggest that the poem rightly belongs to Hamid, the author of the origin text who was responsible for its heterolingual composition and its engagement with the sonnet form? A more conceptualist paradigm of writing might suggest, instead, that Ip, the formulator of the original prompt, has a justifiable claim to authorship. And yet, if the entirety of the creative labor between Hamid’s and Tse’s iterations consists of editing and streamlining, as dictated by the limits of the Upgrader prompt, what of the comments outside of the textual boundaries of the main post that nevertheless exist as peripheral paratexts offering editorial advice for rewrites, alternative adverbs, differing line breaks? Are those commentators, in a sense, also authors of the text?


[image: This Facebook post features Hao Guang Tse’s “This One Also Call Sonnet?”: “Be kiasu: put the couplet before / the sonnet. Buang the rhyme. Rhyme / is ruse, like when you are handed a napkin with / buttons. Nice right? But useless. Also tak perlu: / your footnote, your traffic light, your crystal / scry. Love zhen de mei you instruction, like when / mat hands you a hammer and tells you to make ice- / cube. Tau takpe. But you still get free hammer lah. / No need to Shakespeare Shakespeare, zuo bo / at void deck wherefore art though xiao mei mei. / Everything must go—but don’t go courthouse. / Sonnets don’t live there. Look under a fern at / Botanic Garden. Check your napkin, the one / with the button. The button needs a hole.”]
Figure 6.3 Hamid Roslan, “This One Also Call Sonnet?” Facebook, 7 April 2016, accessed 6 July 2022.


[image: This Facebook post features Hao Guang Tse’s “Also Sonnet”: “Kiasu is this before that. / Buang rhyme. Nice napkin, got / button. But tak perlu, like et cetera. / Love mei you manual, mat say ‘nah, / free hammer. Make ice cube.’ Tau takpe. / Beng Shakespeare zuo bo wherefore / xia mei meis? Everything must go— / dun go court. No sonnet. Find under / ferm. Find your napkin, got button! / Got hole?”]
Figure 6.4 Hao Guang Tse, “Also Sonnet.” Facebook, April 18, 2016. Accessed July 6, 2022.

Page 158 →Page 159 →Such ambiguities are far from unique to poems written under Web 2.0 conditions: indeed, they merely rehearse that familiarly poststructuralist death of the author.25 What has observably shifted, however, is the prominence of textual editing and rewriting as creative tasks arguably on par with textual generation (a shift we must rightly credit to conceptual writing), as well as the transparency of editorial feedback on Facebook’s interface. These varied creative processes—so often grouped together under the broad category of “writing”—thus inform the eventual digital text in ways that are typically occluded under the sign of the author in a printed book, but are highly visible in a Web 2.0 environment like Facebook’s. For instance, consider how Anurak Saelow’s “A DISCOVERY, or SINGPOULIPO, or EIGHTY-SEVEN BILLION, ONE HUNDRED SEVENTY-EIGHT MILLION, TWO HUNDRED NINETY-TWO THOUSAND, TWO HUNDRED POEMS” (see Figure 6.5)—or “SINGPOULIPO,”26 for the sake of brevity—incorporates and invites communal authorship through its intersection with Facebook’s user interface.27 Saelaow expressly codes the text of the poem as options within the interface of a Facebook poll: because such polls function by sorting the various options top-down according to the vote tally, users enjoy the freedom to reorder Saelaow’s lines into any sequence they so choose, thus yielding the potential 87,178,292,200 poems of the alternative title. Saelaow’s imbrication of Facebook’s interface with the text’s composition thus flips the typical conceptualist dynamic championed by Goldsmith and Dworkin: while the initial language is conventionally generated by Saelaow, it’s the participatory audience that takes on the conceptualist task of digital re-manipulating the text. Furthermore, the possibility of users contributing new poll options ensures that both the order and the substance of the piece are never stable or final. The individual lines of the poem therefore testify to the text’s perpetual flux and comment upon the diffused authorial forces shaping it: “This fractal site of verse and versatility veers,” reads one; “a witness to its own beginning, shore and line,” reads another. This participatory authorship is foregrounded on a symbolic level by Facebook’s display of the profile pictures of the users who voted in the poll, while the Facebook comments below the original post exist in a liminal space between text and paratext, offering critique, close analysis, or suggestions to Saelaow, and thus convening around the poem an instantaneous critical discourse. Comments vary from praise to observations on the difficulty of critiquing a piece that morphs with every vote. In one such comment thread by fellow Singaporean poet Iain Lim, the latter initially advises Saelaow to try incorporating “lines with […] definitional or didactical statements” before realizing upon further analysis that the poem already included such self-referential elements, thus driving Lim to exclaim, in an outburst of Singlish creole, “walan eh this poem so fking [sic] feisty.” Digitally instantiated, “SINGPOULIPO” exists as a singularly ephemeral artifact, for it can never fully be stored or replicated elsewhere except on Facebook.


[image: This Facebook post features Anurak Saelow, “A DISCOVERY, or SINGPOULIPO, or EIGHTY-SEVEN BILLION, ONE HUNDRED SEVENTY-EIGHT MILLION, TWO HUNDRED NINETY-TWO THOUSAND, TWO HUNDRED POEMS,” which expressly codes the text of the poem as options within the interface of a Facebook poll.]
Figure 6.5 Anurak Saelow, “A DISCOVERY, or SINGPOULIPO, or EIGHTY-SEVEN BILLION, ONE HUNDRED SEVENTY-EIGHT MILLION, TWO HUNDRED NINETY-TWO THOUSAND, TWO HUNDRED POEMS.” Facebook, April 9, 2018, accessed July 6, 2022.

Fittingly, Lim’s Singlish outburst might also very much apply to our next text, a poem of Lim’s own that is similarly hyperaware of its digital paratexts but exists in a more conventional generic environment. Commissioned by the Southeast Asian web-based literary journal OF ZOOS for a special issue in which “artists and poets paired with one another to realize the potential” of their unfinished drafts, Lim’s “what they say about culture: cult and error” is a work haunted by the ghost of an abandoned poem by artist/poet Joey Chin.28 InPage 160 → Page 161 →this instance, the unfinished draft in question was intended as “a series of cento”—that is, a literary work composed of quotations—derived from various “books held under the Arts collections of the Leeds Arts University” that would relate to the “recurring motifs and topics” in Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose; given her method, Chin explains that she only wrote “one random line.” That random line—“what they say about culture: cult and error”—thus forms the spinal basis of Lim’s poem, which realizes Chin’s original concept only in the loosest sense. In his note, Lim explains that he aimed to “compose a bricolage” around Chin’s line, but instead of referencing books from a physical library, the poem links outwards towards “several dozens of meme pages [he] followed on Facebook in addition to various mixed media files that [he] kept as an Internet hoarder.” Inherent to Lim’s bricolage logic, then, is a sense of both inversion and subversion, of rupturing the boundaries between high and low culture. This sense of a conscious crossing between privileged centers and marginalized borders persists throughout the poem, with its shape charting a non-linear resistance against the linear, left-to-right reading form of typical verse, as Ali suggested earlier internet poetry ought to do. Readers can navigate the poem via multiple paths: one may either read the poem scrolling from the top left down to the bottom right, or scan the text bouncing from the bottom left to the bottom right, following the semantic order of Joey Chin’s original sentence. One might also pay attention to the textual elements that are present in the poem but untethered to the central sentence, from the script formatting at the top left down to the disclaimer at the bottom. Alternately, a reader’s attention might be directed by font formatting: after the central sentence, the “stanza” with the second-largest font reads: “the light will illuminate / automatically only for / First Class passengers,” suggesting that the poem will reveal itself only to the worthy, while simultaneously coding this worthiness in terms of cultural currency (à la Eliot). This promise of attaining “First Class” status upon decoding the poem, however, falls apart when one realizes that the various segments of the poem are composed not of actual material appropriated from the internet, but instead of surrealist constructions or insular personal references that only approximate sense. This mischievous frustration of hermeneutic satisfaction appears most vividly in the logic equation segment, which culminates in either an incomplete proof (in the case of the earlier section) or an internal contradiction (in the case of the latter). Thus framed, one might better understand Lim’s text as a parody of the brand of hypertextuality that Chin aspired to achieve, a work composed of author-generated text that works hard to mimic the found aesthetics of the putative poem Chin might have composed. In fact, we discover the hermeneutic nub of the poem at its visual margins, in the top right corner, where a greentext segment performs the absurdist humor reminiscent of a “shitpost” on the popular imageboard 4Chan. Though the greentext appears to name the series of Facebook meme pages from which Lim drew and that contributed to his “becoming woke” (that is to say, enlightened), this pseudo-Künstlerroman culminates parodically not with a volta describing artistic actualization, but with a punchline that refers to marijuana consumption (“smoktris,” i.e., “smoke trees”). In the parlance of internet meme humor, we might most accurately describe Lim’s elaborate setup as an act of trolling. From another perspective, Lim’s self-aware pastiche of hypertextuality marks the poem as a true post-internet work: one that not only acknowledges the functionalities of Web 2.0 but also illustrates how the processes of quotation and hyperlinkage discussed above have by now fully saturated cultural practice online. They are commonplace strategies, and therefore Page 162 →available for parody; indeed, “what they say about culture: cult and error” is a parody of parody, in which Lim ironizes internet irony.


[image: In the visual poem “what they say about culture: cult and error,” Iain Lim aims to “compose a bricolage” around an existing poem by Joey Chin by linking outwards towards “several dozens of meme pages [he] followed on Facebook in addition to various mixed media files that [he] kept as an Internet hoarder.”]
Figure 6.6 Iain Lim, “what they say about culture: cult and error.” OF ZOOS 7, no. 1, Sept. 2018, ofzoos.com/7.1=iainlimjunrui.html.



6.5 Conclusion

How are we to make sense of a text such as Lim’s? On the one hand, in its hyper-awareness of the uncreative writing tropes employed by figures like Goldsmith and Dworkin, and in its origin as a response to a commissioned prompt by a poetry journal, the work sits comfortably within the category of literature. Returning to Ali’s musings at the beginning of this chapter, we might position “cult and error” as an evolved avant-garde poem situated firmly at the contemporary cutting edge of experimentation, a few generations of literary development after Goldsmith. We might locate Lim, in other words, within the larger cultural ecology with which Ali and Eliot concern themselves. Yet such a maneuver would lead us into paradox, for does the secret origin of “cult and error” as a generated text, rather than a found one, not move us in a direction similar to Ali’s description of Kaur, back to a “romantic, heroic ideal” of the poet as the wellspring of poetic language? A more conventional postcolonial riposte that reads the work through the frame of a nation-state ecology might also suggest that Lim means to reclaim the heroic poet for Singapore, a society in which liberal humanism has never deeply taken root, and so in which the lyric subject has Page 163 →never become passé (for it was never modern). Yet reading the poem in either manner would ultimately neglect its own sensitivities towards a different kind of ecology, for upon close scrutiny, “cult and error” is obsessed not with the lasting and canonical, nor with preserving itself for posterity, but with mimicking a certain brand of vaporous digital ephemera: the trinket-like “mixed media files” gleaned from “internet meme pages” from which the poem is constructed in Lim’s fictional account of its origin. And, indeed, the poem dwells upon the shallow and the disappeared rather than the deep and enduring, as indicated by the footnote remarking the inability to locate Chin’s original “what they say about culture: cult and error” quote within the free and publicly accessible version of Sean Hall’s This Means This, This Means That: A User’s Guide to Semiotics. At bottom, “cult and error” replicates not the reassuringly stable experience of reading a print poem, but the unplaceable, here-one-moment, deleted-the-next phenomenology of life on the internet. Or, as Ali would eventually conclude in his review of Kaur, “the future […] is the instantaneous now […] we cannot anticipate them nor mimic them nor know where they lead.”

In its complete immersion in and self-awareness of the cultural space of the internet, “cult and error” effects a radical severance from all geopolitical space, and setting “cult and error” alongside the poems of SingPoWriMo like “Also Sonnet” and “SINGPOULIPO” thus clarifies and further articulates how those poems relate to national identity. Inasmuch as SingPoWriMo functions as an exercise in reinforcing the national literary tropes of Singaporean writing, poems such as “SINGPOULIPO” and “ALSO SONNET” that foreground the specific demands of SingPoWriMo’s mediatic and social milieu also inadvertently highlight the tenuousness of such connections between SingPoWriMo’s digital Singapore and the actual geopolitical borders of the polity. Yet this tenuous connection is tenuous precisely because it represents something importantly less than total severance from the geopolitical space of the nation-state such as the one which Iain Lim undertakes in “cult and error.” Rather, SingPoWriMo might be best understood as mediating a critical distance—that is to say, an interface—between Singapore and the digital realm. “cult and error” and “SingPouLiPo” also reveal how voluntary affiliation with and participation in a particular national tradition, regardless of geographical alignment, is made possible by media technologies—both Anurak Saelaow and Iain Lim were, at the time of the poems’ creation, Singaporeans based in the United States and Europe respectively. This instantaneous access to a new digital cultural ecology of a diasporic nation-state thus stands in contrast to the options available to the protagonists of our thought experiment, J and K, who found themselves limited by the material-economic circumstances of the print and publishing industry.

Thus contrasted, the poems I have examined through the SingPoWriMo archive demonstrate that mediatic revolutions do not merely occur within the boundaries of an imagined community; instead, they manifest and secure new forms of imagined communities. SingPoWriMo is a prime example of why tracing the informatic flows and trajectories within new cultural ecologies is both theoretically and politically urgent, for such work enables us to comprehend how para-national communities post-Web 2.0 might operate. On one level, SingPoWriMo’s existence as a digital coterie that remediates oral practices of literary creation emphasizes the possibilities of new cultural ecologies, possibilities that Page 164 →are distinct from not only the grand print-driven ecologies of the Western canon but also from more localized national literary traditions. In that sense, these Singaporean poems within Web 2.0 cultural ecologies work to critique nationalist equivalencies between territory and culture. As we have also seen, it is possible to distinguish the cultural work of expressing a Singaporean subjectivity from the geopolitical entity of the Singapore nation-state. These poems touch upon the tension between the virtuality of internet communities and their relationship with material space, expressing that tension precisely through the delicate nature of such a link. Such tensions might be best understood not in dramatic terms of dislocation or dislodging, but as a delicate and continuous refraction between culture and physical space. In other words, we might conclude that these poems, borne out of the digital milieu of Web 2.0, interface between virtuality and materiality. Such subtleties necessitate the work of theorizing cultural ecology, for such a concept allows us to trace these departures and deferrals in ways that more nationalist frames of analysis might occlude. Cultural ecologies compel us to observe how the evolving possibilities of expressive networks reshape our world offline as well as online.
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Page 167 →CHAPTER 7

Platforming Poetics: Loss Pequeño Glazier and the Electronic Poetry Center

Michael Nardone


This chapter examines the social-technological models, institutional contexts, and cultures of literary production amid which Loss Pequeño Glazier developed the Electronic Poetry Center (EPC), a foundational networked digital repository that cultivated documentation of and dialogue on contemporary poetic practices on the internet. In 1995, Glazier—in collaboration with Kenneth Sherwood and with the support of Charles Bernstein—initiated the EPC as a pre-web internet site using TelNet and Gopher protocols, designing it as a hub capable of supporting a virtual ecosystem for poetry and poets. Founded footsteps away from the renowned Poetry Collection at the University at Buffalo (UB) and within the context of the English department’s Poetics Program, Glazier’s central aim with the EPC was to construct what he termed a subject village—“a site for access, collection and dissemination of poetry and related material”—in cyberspace.1 The EPC’s emphasis on works that cultivated the radical modernist ethos of twentieth-century North American poetry and poetics stemmed from Glazier’s interest in those traditions’ formats for publishing (for example, the small press publication from hand press to mimeo, Xerox to offset), their modes of conviviality (such as readings, talks, and conferences), and the media of their poetic practices (in that the poets often materialized their works as not only texts but also performances, installations, and image- or sound-based works). By generating a new circulatory regime for literary works composed in an array of formats (text, sound, and image) and generic units (individual poems, entire books, biographical and bibliographical information, magazine and journal series, reviews, critical essays, statements of poetics, talks, correspondence, newsletters, mailing lists, and live exchanges), the EPC exhibits the fundamental intermediality of poetic practice like no prior single platform for publication. Moreover, the creation of the EPC entails a significant transformation in the meaning of literary accessibility: where accessibility once described a work’s internal stylistic features (“direct speech” and Page 168 →“self-expression” understandable to a “general reader”), the word is now licensed to describe how often difficult-to-access materials can become locatable, obtainable, and readable in a digital context. Glazier’s unique skillset—as a computer programmer, bibliographer, poet, and small press publisher—allowed him to undertake the challenge of collecting and organizing such pluriform works in the early days of the web.

I take up a media-historical methodology in order to outline how Glazier crystallized aspects of literary modernist cultural practices and social relations and then relayed them through burgeoning digital networks. In documenting the pre-history of the EPC, its initial development and transition to the web, I focus on the interrelation of social practices, technological assemblages, and institutional settings in order to contextualize the repository’s particular aesthetic ideology and mode of literary production. First, building off a series of dialogues with Glazier, as well as exchanges with his collaborators Bernstein and Sherwood, I trace a pre-history of the EPC and its initial development as part of the profuse small press activity at the core of UB’s Poetics Program. There, the EPC began, in its creator’s eyes, as a liberatory project that would create unbridled access to rare poetry and poetics resources for all to read and learn. “I saw it almost as a space center,” Glazier states, “like a mothership that people could come to and dock, connect, and then float off.”2 In this chapter’s initial section, I situate Glazier’s techno-utopianism within its ideological context while also portraying the excitement and uncertainty of undertaking such media infrastructural projects prior to the rise of critical digital humanities discourse. Then, in the second section, I shift my focus to the social-institutional context of the Poetics Program and its related networks so as to outline the specific forms of small press activity that the platform articulated together on a single site. In the third section, my discussion shifts from the Poetics Program to programming poetics, focusing on Glazier’s technical organization of the EPC and its implications for the practice of poetics in a networked digital milieu. Finally, in reflecting on Glazier’s contribution with the EPC, I consider the conservation of early digital literary objects and the work that contextual description of their development and use might provide toward preserving not only their materials but also the example of their particular form of literary production.

The formation of the EPC is a fundamentally important juncture in the genealogy of contemporary poetry’s relation to digital technologies and platform cultures and offers a crucial context in which to study the ideological perspectives, institutional confines, and social-technical contours of literary production in the earliest days of the web. It is my hope that this historical sketch of the EPC’s formation will intervene in discussions of poetry and platform cultures to detail a platform developed specifically for the exchange of materials related to poetry and poetics, one that pre-exists the data-capitalist conglomerates that now bulk large on our digital landscapes. The EPC models an alternative to poetry’s corporate platformization insofar as it is poets who create and maintain the digital platform and, importantly, the protocols for inscribing and disseminating literary works. To this extent, I mean to underline that poetic composition can—and, in reflecting upon contemporary networks for poetry’s production and circulation, ought to—take hold at the level of infrastructure, a claim whose pedagogical implications are the subject of this chapter’s concluding remarks. Tracing the development of the EPC’s material media infrastructure inflects our sense of Page 169 →poetry’s networked digital milieus today. In particular, Glazier’s conceptualization and instantiation of a subject village provides a fruitful exemplar for reconsidering how literary texts can be inscribed, archived, and circulated within and against the framework of Web 2.0 culture with its emphasis on user-generated content on corporately owned and engineered platforms. To this degree, the lessons that Glazier and his subject village have to teach us extend from concerns regarding the composition of literary texts (their contents, forms, and formats) to questions about the teaching, editing, and sharing of literature in these times.


7.1 Trails of Influence

Long before the initial articulation of the EPC, a composite of personal, literary, and technological sources informed Glazier’s modeling for his subject village. To trace an arc through these sources—from the time of Glazier’s studies at UC-Berkeley (as an undergraduate during the mid-1970s and a graduate student in the mid-1980s) until the first years of his position as a librarian at the University at Buffalo (in the early 1990s)—is to sketch the EPC’s revealing pre-history. Through the frame of these formative years, Glazier’s approach to the subject village falls into step with the DIY, utopian ideology of early internet culture exemplified in Harold Rheingold’s notion of a “virtual community” that convenes ordinary citizens and furnishes models for interpersonal exchange at relatively little cost.3 Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron have described this perspective as the “Californian ideology”: a mix of “cybernetics, free market economics and counter-culture libertarianism” that foresees the “convergence of media, computing, and telecommunications” and the flourishing of “an electronic direct democracy—the electronic agora—in which everyone would be able to express their opinions without fear of censorship.”4 For Glazier, such a perspective is routed through his love of code, his arrival in California at the height of 1960s counterculture, and his passion for documenting the small-scale, non-commercial publishing activity that provided important venues for the poets, writers, and artists involved in what would become the major movements of postwar Anglophone poetry.

In the late 1960s, Glazier moved with his father and mother from south Texas to California’s Bay Area when the United States Army re-stationed his father. There, as a teenager and then as an undergraduate at Berkeley, Glazier became enthralled with the “exploratory social spaces” of the music scene in the era “before the music industry showed up.” Throughout our conversations, Glazier likened the communal “state of pureness” and liberated discourse of these spaces to the early days of the web. During that time, Glazier feared what the growth of mega-bookstores such as Barnes & Noble and Borders might mean for independent small-scale literary communities. Against this corporatizing trend in the literary industry, he envisioned the EPC as a space offering free access to poetry materials and events; all one needed was the proper technological set-up. “You could talk freely. There were no commercials and no commercial interests there,” he reflected. The EPC, like the concerts of San Francisco’s counterculture, was in Glazier’s mind a means to create live engagement and open exchange between artists and their communities outside of such mainstream commerciality.

Page 170 →After traveling much of the world from the mid-1970s to the early 1980s, with an extended period of time in the Himalayas, Glazier began work setting up computer systems in what would eventually become Silicon Valley. This shift from counterculture to cyberculture was by no means atypical in the 1980s.5 In the middle years of that decade, Glazier returned to UC-Berkeley for graduate studies in Library and Information Studies (MLIS). It was at this time that he began to study computer sciences in depth by programming the punch cards for one of the mainframe computer and learning PL/I, which Glazier described as “the mother of all programming languages.” Early in his studies, he had written a program but accidentally dropped the punch cards for it upon entering the classroom; because the assignment was due that day, he did his best to immediately re-order them. When inserted into the computer, however, they broke the mainframe—Glazier considered the occurrence his first work of electronic poetry. While focusing on bibliographic studies to complete his MLIS degree, he simultaneously enrolled in the English department’s master’s program so as to study in depth the open and projective verse traditions of the New American Poetry that had fascinated him since his undergraduate studies. Citing Robert Creeley’s Divers press and the mimeo revolution of the 1960s as the subjects that initially drew him into the combined field of poetry and bibliography, Glazier called it a kind of “archaeology,” a “practical engagement with the history of literary production,” an excavation of the materials themselves that map “the trails of influence.”

Here, Glazier’s language reveals another key influence on his thinking: Vannevar Bush, the inventor and engineer who influenced generations of computer scientists with his hypothetical memex device that shaped the development of early hypertext systems and, eventually, the web. In his 1945 essay “As We May Think” (1945), he meditated on the “the future of compiling and consulting the huge mass of accumulated knowledge” that he called humankind’s “common record.”6 Developing a solution to this “bibliometric crisis,” Bush envisions, in Lisa Gitelman’s account,


a method of storing and sorting information that is modeled on human consciousness rather than bureaucratic filing systems. It is an imagined hypertext, before the term hypertext was coined and any of the relevant digital technology existed. […] Bush posits a device, “a sort of mechanized private file and library” to serve as an “intimate supplement” to its user’s memory. Dubbing it the memex, Bush envisions “a desk [that can be] operated at a distance,” with screens on the top and microfilm contents inside to be somehow selected, consulted,annotated, and then joined or tied at will into multiple associative “trails” for future reference.7


Bush’s futuristic vision served as a clear model for Glazier’s articulation of the EPC as a virtual hub and hypertextual gateway to vast troves of literary works, documentation, and information. It also, importantly, helped establish a model for the kind of infrastructure and scholarly work Glazier could contribute to literary and information studies. Throughout our dialogues, he expressed dissatisfaction with the hermeneutic veins of literary scholarship that he saw as obsessing over obscure details of literary history (i.e., “how the three moles on Milton’s left index finger impact the narrative of Paradise Lost”). Instead, a bibliographic-centered endeavor could map out the interplay between social, textual, and technological Page 171 →forms in the expanded field of literary production, and thus provide a basis for studying their relations over time. Glazier elaborated on this in terms of his own work:


I’m not so much interested in when Creeley met [poet Edward] Dorn and what might have changed in their work [following that encounter]. I’m in it to find this quality of exuberance and this fragile moment when two or three things meet. I like tracing the history of these confluences.


While completing his graduate work at Berkeley, Glazier began to contribute to the small press field by starting a periodical, Oro Madre, an occasional book series under the imprint of Ruddy Duck Press, while also hosting an occasional poetry reading series at his Fremont home. Then, during the first months of an appointment as curator of a literary collection at the University of Southern California, Glazier saw a job posting for a librarian position at the University of Buffalo (UB). He knew that Creeley, one of his favorite poets and the primary inspiration behind his small press publishing and bibliographic work, was a professor at UB, and this fact alone motivated him to apply for the job and, once offered it, make the move to Buffalo. Glazier’s arrival in 1988 coincided with two apparently unrelated institutional developments: the investment in networked computing infrastructure (in which Glazier would play a key role) and a pedagogical shift across humanities departments toward a critical-creative approach to artistic and literary practices across media. Buffalo had become an international hub for experimentation in video, performance, sound, and text with figures such as Tony Conrad, Hollis Frampton, Steina and Woody Vasulka, and Peter Weibel all involved in the city’s arts scene while teaching in UB’s Media Studies department (Glazier would join this department as a professor in 2005). The creation of the Poetics Program within UB’s English department, formulated in the late 1980s and then initiated in 1991, also meant a significant shift toward recognizing and incorporating a variety of media and materials as constitutive of poetic composition. Parallel to the program, the university’s Poetry Collection helped to facilitate this shift. By providing an array of historical and contemporary examples of the manuscripts and ephemera that charted poets’ compositions as processual activity, the Poetry Collection provided ample precedent for scholars and poets to engage the material, intermedial, and iterative aspects of poiesis.8 Charles Abbott, the founder of the Poetry Collection, “actively sought to acquire more ephemeral poetic materials, which were not yet the objects of speculation and investment in the book trade. This resulted in the library’s enviable collection of broadsides and little magazines, as well as an unequalled collection of anthologies, a genre that rarely finds a place in rare book rooms even today.”9 For Glazier, by the time of his arrival in the late 1980s, this meant his new workplace housed one of North America’s most robust archives of small press poetry publishing. This confluence of university-wide computing infrastructure, university collections, and practice-based pedagogy across media form the foundation atop which Glazier would construct the EPC.

As librarian of English and American Literature at UB’s Lockwood Library, Glazier began to compose a bibliographical work entitled Small Press: An Annotated Guide, which he would publish in 1992. In this work, he documents “small press publishing since 1960, Page 172 →the ‘Mimeo Revolution,’ when small presses in the United States began to flourish in unprecedented numbers.”10 Glazier approaches the subject by selecting, listing, and detailing hundreds of writings on the culture of small press publishing between 1960 and 1992. The book functions as both a directory and commentary on the discourse of small press publishing—its sites and modes of production and circulation prior to the web. In assembling a compendium that details how writers and scholars have engaged with small press objects, he makes the case that these more ephemeral poetic materials are a crucial site for understanding and historicizing literary production in the twentieth century. By presenting an entire field of literary production and critical reception—blending historical detail on each press with information on the publishers, libraries, and bookstores through which one can directly access the materials—Glazier’s bibliography serves as an invaluable gateway for new generations to acquire knowledge of and begin participating in what he calls the “indomitable spirit” of small press publishing.11



7.2 A Model for Exchange

UB’s Poetics Program takes as its principle that “literary artists should teach not only the art of writing but also the theory of writing practice.”12 Founded in 1991 by Robert Creeley, Susan Howe, Dennis Tedlock, Charles Bernstein, and Raymond Federman, the program is situated in UB’s English department and committed to “methods of analysis that open up poetry and other forms of writing for inspection. It regards ‘poetics’ as the sum of the theoretical languages that define and inform the term poiesis as construction and making.” Bernstein discusses the particular dynamics of the program in terms of its local institutional setting and the context of literary studies more generally:


The Poetics Program students are often poets, and we support the activity of writing poetry as a positive contribution to teaching literature classes, writing criticism, and doing scholarship. This is not to say that all the Poetics students are poets, but lots of them are, and they have formed their own immediate local context of exchanging work, publishing magazines and books, and organizing reading series. […]

Because we have some funds available, we are able to provide a small amount of money to any of the students who want to have a series or press—and that little bit of money goes a long way. This approach to funding—giving to a highly decentered not to say idiosyncratic set of projects can lead, as Joel Kuszai put it a while back, to a place with “all leaders and no followers”; but at least it avoids the committee-driven decision making of many official university magazines and reading series, where money is centralized and consensus is emphasized. Anyway, this has been my philosophy. […]

I would say that my own commitment has been to find ways to use the university and its resources to support poets and poetry, especially poets outside the academy.13


Here, I want to highlight two things. First, the Program emphasizes the practice of poetics as an activity that is both creative (artist- or praxis-centered) and critical (theoretical-historical). Page 173 →This represents a distinct break from the activity of creative writing programs and English departments, which generally prioritize one of these aspects at the expense of the other. One of the primary interventions of the Poetics Program is its attempt to recognize within educational institutions a specific mode of writing—the theorization and exploration of writing produced by literary artists. It is also an attempt to legitimize the figure or role of the poet-scholar.

This intervention relates to the second point about the program: its use of the university and its resources to support poets and poetry. Bernstein locates this model for a decentered, distributed funding model inside the program itself, but its implications extend far beyond that specific site. Rather than devoting their energies and funds to one or two official organs, the program founders chose to support, as Bernstein puts it, an entire “ecosystem” of poetic activity.14 Such a structure materializes the concept of poetics the program proposes: an engagement with writing that moves amid and incorporates facets of literary, theoretical, and historical modes, writing that takes up a number of genres, formats, and platforms—from poem to essay, journal to book, talk to dialogue, reading series to exhibition, collection to archive, and so on. These publication methods emerged from the Poetics Program and circulated through numerous communities beyond Buffalo, and beyond the United States and Canada as well.15 In addition to creating public interfaces or systems of feedback that reach outside the confines of the program itself, this distributed funding model encouraged projects that explored varied formats and an array of poetic styles or tendencies, a broad field of activity of formally innovative writing and its various media that the EPC would attempt to collect, document, and represent as a whole.

As a university librarian, Glazier was able to attend classes at UB toward the fulfillment of a PhD, at the rate of one course per semester. This possibility was one of the main attractors drawing Glazier from California to Buffalo. While the university supported his interests in computing by inviting him to join the Head Librarian’s office to train other librarians to use computers, and, in the Dean’s Office, by relying on his expertise in developing the College of Arts and Sciences’ own computing infrastructure, he also became one of the first students to attend the Poetics Program, studying under the direction of Bernstein. While working at UB’s Lockwood Library, Glazier began to converse with his classmate Kenneth Sherwood when Sherwood sought a librarian’s help for a research project. Discussion of their many common poetic interests eventually led to their formulation of RIF/T, an electronic space for poetry, prose, and poetics. The first project within the Poetics Program community to explore the possibilities of electronic space for publishing poetry, RIF/T’s first issue was published via mailing list software distributed to subscribers in a text-only format. Composed of a cluster of mailable ASCII files, the journal had a “magazine section” featuring poems by individual authors and a series of “chapbook extensions” of longer works, assemblages, and collaborations. While he was finishing work on the first issue of RIF/T, Glazier began work on Bernstein’s behalf to program the UB Poetics List, the first mailing list devoted to the discussion of contemporary poetry and poetics. The first messages to this List were posted by Bernstein and Glazier at the start of the fall semester in 1993. The List’s earliest exchanges were among those involved in the Poetics Program, but it was soon opened up to a wider community of friends of the program across North American and in Page 174 →the United Kingdom, and then in December 1993 and January 1994, to users unaffiliated with the Program and to international subscribers. Launched at a time when few members of the poetry community possessed email addresses, the List had less than 100 subscribers initially and grew to over 1,500 subscribers by the mid-2000s. The Poetics List created a new social environment for “live” exchanges concerning poetry and poetics—a place where news, announcements, reviews, discussions, and (as it became more common for poets to publish on the web) links could circulate among an engaged readership.

RIF/T and the Poetics List are significant precursors to the EPC insofar as they mark attempts to publish and circulate information relevant to those engaged with poetics on the internet before popular use of the World Wide Web. Both attempt to create new networks for poetic works and related discourse in electronic space. Sherwood, co-editor of RIF/T, states that for him the “crucial contexts” for these projects include “an awareness of the role that publication networks (i.e. Others, The Dial, Contact, L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, etc.) had played in poetry we valued [in previous] decades, [and] the importance of circulation or dialogue among writers (the Olson/Creeley correspondence as a prime example).”16 A January 1994 announcement for the RIF/T listserv in Postmodern Culture further emphasizes the importance of creating these new circulatory networks:


This list was formed to serve as a vehicle for (1) distribution of an interactive literary journal: RIF/T and related exchange, and (2) collection of any information related to contemporary poetics.

RIF/T provides a forum for poets that are conversant with the media to explore the full potential of a true electronic journal.

Dynamic—not static, RIF/T shifts and riffs with the diction of “trad” poetry investigating a new, flexible, fluid poetry of exchange.17


The Poetics List, though focused on dialogue and announcements rather than the publication of poetry, was founded like RIF/T with an eye toward nurturing exchange among publication networks. In the creation of these networks, Bernstein notes that those on the List began to establish a novel mode of critical writing. In “taking up the constitution of [a new] social space” on the internet,18 the poets involved “inaugurated a new genre of writing that is a cross between letters and essays” and produced a valuable collective document in their exchanges.19 This form of writing, as Barrett Watten argues, extends into electronic media the “forms of multi-authorship in early Language School publications [that] united authorship and genre in suprasubjective forms of discourse: there was participation in an order larger than individual authors and poems.”20 The List served as a venue where intersubjective dialogue on radical strategies of the avant-garde—the questioning of authorship, genre, and community that was a primary theme in Language poetics—could flourish.

In developing these new circulatory networks and modes of writing, a significant problem emerged: How does one preserve—collect and store—these texts for further access? In his doctoral dissertation, The Electronic Poetry Center: A Poetics of the Web (1996), Glazier addresses this problem with particular attention to the technical composition of RIF/T.21 Page 175 →(Since this writing is published as a dissertation accessible only to UB students through the library’s digital portal or to non-UB guests who visit the library’s offsite storage facility, I quote extensive passages from the work in the following two sections of this chapter.) Addressing the development of the EPC from RIF/T, Glazier writes:


The EPC was a natural extension of RIF/T, an electronic poetry and poetics journal which published its first issue at the State University of New York at Buffalo in Fall, 1993. The publication RIF/T marked a significant step in the electronic publications history of the Poetics Program and the Department of English at Buffalo. It was not only the first electronic publication of the program, but, as a poetry publication, reinforced the institution’s position as a leader in the field of poetry and poetics. The effort for the publication of the first issue of the journal was shared by two editors, Kenneth Sherwood and Loss Pequeño Glazier. The editors weighed a number of options before deciding to publish the journal via listserv software. The software would be configured so that it does not function as a discussion group, only as an automated mailing list. In the normal fashion, contributions were collected, edited, and formatted. The vision of RIF/T was to have it appear as a cluster of mailable ascii files; it would have a magazine section as well as separate “chapbook” type files to address specific authors or investigations relevant to an individual issue. The first issue of RIF/T was posted on September 28, 1993 and mailed to approximately 200 subscribers.

Once RIF/T was published, however, it became apparent that the archival possibilities for RIF/T were extremely limited. Of the two archives then extant, CICNet and the Michigan Etext Archives, numerous requests to archive were unanswered. When RIF/T was finally archived, it was done so with incorrect files configurations and issue information. It was also classified under the category of “Zines” and not “Poetry.” Numerous requests over nine months did little to remedy this situation. While trying to get RIF/T correctly archived, it became apparent that other electronic poetry and poetics journals, such as TREE (TapRoot Electronic Edition) were suffering the same lack of attention. It then occurred to me, in June of 1994, that it would be easier to maintain an archive locally than to rely on others to do this.22


This challenge of properly collecting and archiving electronic files was an issue for the Poetics List as well. As Glazier writes:


I realized that the Poetics [List] archive was not being automatically maintained, as it should have been. Bernstein immediately responded with a series of communications to the [UB] Computing Center, and this problem was corrected. His personal collection of early Poetics messages enabled us to reconstitute the early record of the Poetics list. At the time, however, obtaining Poetics back files was laborious and somewhat unpleasant for many casual Internet users (involving the use of FTP or requesting large files from the listserv). It seemed a natural need to develop an archive that would be much easier to use and to develop it in conjunction with the RIF/T archive.23


For Glazier, it became clear that an electronic space was needed in order to constellate new, internet-based modes of writing so as to open them up further to communities of writers Page 176 →and readers. “When I first thought of creating such an archive,” Glazier writes, “it struck me that such a poetics archive could provide an umbrella for not only RIF/T and the Poetics List, but other Internet-related poetry interests, indeed that a virtual poetry center was in order.”24 The virtual center he imagined would aggregate all kinds of electronic poetry activity, yet he imagined its design as if it were a physical poetry center:


Thus, it would offer what one would expect from a physical center including components such as a library, a room for poetry readings, an exhibit area, an announcements board, and a gallery for visual works. My thought was to create a useful facility but also to consciously claim a space for poetry and poets in the emerging electronic space of the Internet.25


Soon enough, users would navigate the EPC using the keywords and main menu listings—RIF/T, Poetics List, Journals, Library, Readings, Announcements, Gallery—clearly forecasted by the list Glazier rattles off here. In the act of anticipating what would shortly become the EPC’s organization structure and by imagining an archival umbrella or hub that aggregates numerous electronic resources, this passage offers an initial figuring of the electronic subject village.



7.3 Programming Poetics

“My interest in UNIX and the Internet were, at this time, considered eccentricities and not appropriate interests for a librarian.”26 Glazier’s reflection on the status of his programming efforts as he began to work on the EPC may seem perplexing from the standpoint of the present. At a time when libraries invest substantial resources toward developing digital infrastructures and concerns with the digital have become a dominant component of humanities discourses more generally, we ought not to neglect the novelty, in 1994, of an endeavor like the EPC. The possibility of constructing literary resources on the internet excited many, while others regarded it with skepticism or were simply uninterested. Much of this skepticism was rooted in the high degrees of technical expertise required to participate in internet culture at the time, or in the as yet undefined standards for what one could do with the technology. Again, it is important to underline that the “freedom” or liberatory potential that Glazier saw in electronic networks was something that appealed mainly to those with the expertise and means to invest in acquiring the requisite technology. Glazier himself admits that though UB was certainly concerned with establishing a digital infrastructure for the university, “the EPC at its outset was barely tolerated in my own specific institution.”27

Despite being “barely tolerated” as a project, Glazier positions the development of the EPC “at the conjunction of two technological possibilities: the UNIX mainframe environment and the Internet protocol of [G]‌opher.”28 At UB’s Computing Center, Glazier began learning UNIX, which he stated has “no control characters and is all raw text. […]. It’s possibly the hardest computing language in the world. You start with a blank screen. There’s nothing there. You type something and, little by little, you build something.”29 Because he Page 177 →had experience working with the PL/I computing language while at Berkeley, Glazier was able to become fluent in the language quickly and put that knowledge to use on the UB computing system. Gopher, a TCP/IP application layer protocol designed at the University of Minnesota in the early 1990s, functioned to distribute, search, and retrieve documents over the internet. It is often regarded as the effective predecessor of the World Wide Web.30 Glazier writes:


Gopher started a revolution in the expansion of the Internet because it was the first umbrella protocol. Unlike the frustrating worlds of telnet and FTP that preceded it, Gopher allowed for the integration of a number of operations within a single protocol. The Internet user would no longer have to remember the syntax and address information necessary to separate operations. […] a user could simply go to one site, then select from menus. The details of these transactions were encoded in the menus themselves, and users were able to move much more rapidly through reams of information.31


Operating in a UNIX environment, Gopher offered the ability to create stable and dedicated pages that users could access by browsing and searching. The Gopher system’s extensive menu structure meant that users could move fluidly from link to link, page to page to locate information for which they might be looking.

As Glazier states above, he came up with the idea for a locally hosted electronic archive of poetry and poetics materials in June 1994. By the next month, he had prepared an operating Gopher site called the “Electronic Poetry Center (Buffalo).”32 This project, though evolving out of RIF/T, marks a different entity altogether, one Glazier will attribute primarily to himself. Though Sherwood remained a close interlocutor during the first years of the EPC, Glazier undertook the initial work on programming and launching the site while Sherwood spent the summer writing and studying in Seville, Spain. On July 10, Glazier posted an announcement for the EPC to the Poetics List:


THE ELECTRONIC POETRY CENTER (BUFFALO). The mission of this World-Wide Web based electronic poetry center is to serve as a hypertextual gateway to the extraordinary range of activity in formally innovative writing in the United States and the world. The Center will provide access to numerous electronic resources in the new poetries including RIF/T and other electronic poetry journals, the Poetics List archives, a library of poetic texts, news of related print sources, and direct connections to numerous related poetic projects.


Though the EPC was still under development, users could begin to access its contents and, with some understanding of what was being collected and hosted there, begin offering additional materials to the site.

The first version of the EPC depended on the creation of Gopher menus that directed users to pages on the EPC and elsewhere on the internet. Users who went to the EPC—at this time, located at <gopher://wings/buffalo.edu/11/internet/library/e-journals/ub/rift>—would see the following menu:




	Page 178 →1.__Welcome
	: About the Electronic Poetry Center & FAQ’s (About)/



	2.__RIF/T
	: RIF/T / New Poetry, Prose, & Poetics (Texts)/



	3.__Poetics
	: Calendar & Poetics List Archives (Texts)/



	4.__Authors
	: Electronic Poetry Center Library (Texts)/



	5.__E-Journals
	: Poetry & Poetics Electronic Journals (Texts)/



	6.__E-Resources
	: Gateway to Electronic Poetry Resources (Connects)/



	7.__Small Press
	: Small Press & Little Magazine Alcove (Cites)/



	8.__Gallery
	: Electronic Poetry Center Gallery (Visuals)/



	9.__Sound
	: Electronic Poetry Center Sound Files (Sound)/



	10._Documents
	: Poetry and Poetics Documents (Texts)/



	11._Exhibits
	: Poetry & Poetics Document Archive (Texts)/



	12._Notices
	: Electronic Poetry Center Announcements (Info)/33





In this first articulation of the EPC, it is clear that intermedial poetic works are crucial to the site’s composition. Here, poetry is an art that is textual, visual, spatial, performative, and sonic. This is a matter of poetics, yet it also reflects the technological possibility of the digital repository. Though these elements of poetic practice have histories that, of course, long pre-date the EPC, the site’s capacity to collect and circulate works that are informed by all of these various elements is genuinely unprecedented. A second important feature of this early version of the EPC follows from the various information genres or formats it brings together: library, collection, archive, reading room, bulletin board, calendar, mailing list, listening room, gallery, information desk, bibliographic catalogue, and publication studio. As Glazier states above, he was compelled to make an electronic model of a physical center for poetry. In doing so, to a remarkable degree he creates a virtual version of that physical center, one that would require significant amounts of financial and institutional support if it were to be materialized. Unsurprisingly, then, the EPC would come to have a direct impact on the formulation of physical centers of poetry and poetics in the future.

This basic conception of the EPC would continue through its many iterations and developments. On the site, locally produced information—such as RIF/T, the Poetics List, Small Press, and Documents—merges with externally produced information to which the site links elsewhere on the internet. The remaining categories—Authors, Gallery, Sound, Exhibits—are fields that Glazier would develop by means of production partnerships that evolved out of the EPC community. As Glazier continued to collaborate with Sherwood on RIF/T and Bernstein on the Poetics List, he also began to work with Martin Spinelli, a fellow graduate student in the Poetics Program, to host the LINEbreak radio shows he produced with Bernstein on the EPC. Such sound-centered programs would later become core kernels in the construction of the PennSound digital repository that Bernstein would initiate with Al Filreis at the University of Pennsylvania.34

The menu-document design of a Gopher site created a hierarchical structure that allowed for the first large-scale electronic library connections.35 The protocol facilitated the creation of directories for organizing materials in online environments. Yet the advantages of collecting and disseminating materials by means of the Gopher system would soon dwindle in comparison to the possibilities offered by the World Wide Web. “Though [G]‌opher Page 179 →offered the ability to combine a number of operations in a single site (a tremendous advantage that made possible early Internet homesteading for poetry)”—one that supported the concentration of resources under a single menu and allowed for traffic to circulate at the EPC—“the [G]opher system is very rigid, strictly linear, and hypotactic in the most literal sense.”36 In a Gopher system, information could appear in two places at once, meaning that a poem could be found under the author’s name in the Authors menu and also found under other menus such as Documents or in RIF/T. Yet, as Glazier writes:


The disadvantage of Gopher was not a lack of ability to represent documents in multiple locations, but that documents could only be represented as entire documents. The revolution brought about by the World-Wide Web was that, in HTML, the language of the Web, documents could be represented by individual words or even a single character. As a result of the Web, systems of linked information on the Internet moved away from Menus and into the medium of narrative. In addition, the Web also allowed for graphics to be embedded in documents (an embedded document is simply a link to a different kind of file). Internet screens not only appeared more like writing but like published documents.37


In the movement from Gopher to the World Wide Web, the capacity to interconnect the materials on the EPC expanded. “The greatest period of growth for the EPC,” as Glazier writes, “occurred when Web technology became widely available: the language of HTML seemed to be the perfect means of building the resources of the Center.”38 The combined affordances of the web’s language and protocols allowed for a number of features that would be integral to the environment of the EPC: a conception of poetics informed by multimedia, in particular text, image, sound, and video in a variety of formats; an overall organization based upon clearly defined groups such as dedicated author pages, collections of essays and theoretical writings, curations of digital poetry, runs of journals and magazines, audio broadcasts, literary community forums, information regarding publications and literary programming of all genres; the use of hyperlinking as a citational practice to lead users to related and relevant materials; and, finally, the capacity to create a perpetually shifting interface that emphasizes specific sets of materials at various times all the while accruing, organizing, and curating the overall collection of the site’s materials and creating new possible paths of navigation among those materials.



7.4 Refiguring the Subject Village

To discuss the varying media, developments, and complexities of the EPC following its initial articulation on the web would require, at the very least, the space of another entire essay. Until such an effort is undertaken, I will cite Manuel Brito, David Johnston, and Danny Snelson for their important discussions of the EPC, in addition to Glazier’s own writings.39 Here, though, it is worth underscoring a few general points regarding the repository and its milieus in the early years of the web. First, Glazier constructed the EPC to function as one site operating in conjunction with other sites through shared materials, integrated Page 180 →pathways for interchange, and linked resources and sites. Characteristically convivial, he created a hub that could help cultivate a robust network of open exchange. To this extent, the work of developing the EPC required that he regularly survey and enter into dialogue with those developing other sites on the web, relaying information and files and collectively fashioning a digital commons across numerous sites. His vision was oriented toward creating constellations rather than building an autonomous and singularly dominant resource. Secondly, Glazier’s own acute competence for constructing a digital platform meant that he was able to integrate the variously changing image, video, and broadcast formats onto the EPC as they became available for use on the web. Not only did he editorially emphasize the fundamental intermediality of poetic practices more generally, but he also forged a space of media exploration and experimentation in the practice of poetry. To this extent, Glazier and the EPC opened up a critical path for a media- and format-centered analysis of poetic works. Finally—and this is a point of crucial difference with regard to nearly all Web 2.0 sites and collections—Glazier constructed the EPC as a hand-coded internet site so that it could function without any proprietary software and without the use of an underlying private platform or content managing system. Control of the repository’s entire anatomy meant that the EPC was poised to resiliently weather the often-shifting contours of the web as it evolved as a digital milieu (something that cannot be said of numerous digital platforms on the web today). Glazier’s authorial control also allows us to consider the total site as a composition in and of itself, an inscriptive work whose poetics one ought to situate within the more expanded frame of later twentieth-century poetic practice.

Moving forward from this final point, in closing, I want to consider further Glazier’s conception of the subject village, and to reflect on modes of preserving the particular example of the subject village he articulated in the form of the EPC. As I have outlined above, Glazier labored extensively to model the EPC as a place of connectivity and free exchange for individuals within and beyond an institutional space of study and research, as a portal where one could access a treasure trove of literary materials and circulate them further, and as an impetus toward (counter-)cultural community formation through an ongoing engagement with poetics. It is also, importantly, an instance of writing. Glazier would continue the flat hand-coded style of pre-web internet sites into the web-HTML environment and maintain it for over two decades for every single page of the EPC. Glazier’s overlapping roles as a bibliographer and librarian, poet and editor, publisher and curator, programmer and information systems developer together inform his capacity to create a text that was syntactically functional, hypertextual, multi-generic, documentative, haptic, and processual. While Glazier’s EPC clearly argues—at the level of curated content—that poetic practices transpire across an array of media techniques and that students of poetics, as a consequence, ought to explore poetry’s intermedial dimensions, he also instantiates this commitment in the very form of the EPC itself, as an act of writing. In our era of content management systems that insist on pre-formatting the relationship between text and media files for the vast majority of digital platforms, we shouldn’t take for granted the sophistication and complexity of Glazier’s composition.

Meditating upon the ways in which networked digital milieus would impact literary composition and the material circumstances of texts as they circulate, Glazier writes:Page 181 →


poets are making poetry with the same focus on method, visual dynamics, and materiality; what has expanded are the materials with which one can work. Such materials not only make multiple possible forms of writing but also, in the digital medium, contribute to a re-definition of writing itself.40


In the early days of the World Wide Web, Glazier foresaw a shift in not only writing but also writing pedagogies. At the same moment when the poetry workshop was emerging as a ubiquitous classroom form (one that often promulgated an overly narrow conception of poetic composition), Glazier saw in the model of the subject village an alternative pedagogy, one that fosters an ecology of perspectives, styles, modes, and media for composition. The subject village as a digital repository for poetry and poetics not only argues for a more expansive sense of past practices and perspectives; it also fosters conversation in the present so as to germinate ever-expanding and adaptive notions of what poetic composition can be for the future. A crucial element of Glazier’s instructive legacy centers on his example that, while exploring all possible avenues for poetic articulation at the level of poetic content, poets must also experiment with the material articulation of their compositions—the media format of their works, their means of publication and dissemination, their organization among other poetic works, and modes of convivial exchange such as reading series and critical forums. It’s no surprise that Al Filreis looks to the example of Glazier’s subject village in discussing the physical center for literary programming, pedagogies, writing, and publication that he has developed at the Kelly Writers House at the University of Pennsylvania.41 In its conjunction of various institutional spaces and endeavors—such as seminar rooms, informal meeting spaces, media production facilities including livestreaming broadcast technologies and an audio recording studio, the PoemTalk podcast series, the PennSound poetry audio digital repository, and the critical journal Jacket2—Filreis sees the Writers House as an analog to Glazier’s subject village, a “gathering ground” where he can advocate, quoting Glazier, for writers to encounter “poetry’s engagement with making, its mode of production, but also its means of dissemination.”42 Filreis is right to see the subject village as a space of immersion and encounter, of engagement with multiple perspectives on the material practices that shape a discourse, a space of horizontal interpersonal exchange across social and professional hierarchies, as well as a composition in its own right, one that experiments across media formats. To approach poetry and poetics in this manner is to heed the best lessons—for aesthetic practice, criticism, and pedagogy—of modernist innovations in literary form, and to let those lessons resonate in digital media today.

As much as the EPC—as it is now provisionally archived on servers connected to the Kelly Writers House, and documented on the Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine—might appear as an antiquated platform of the early World Wide Web, it serves as an important exemplar for the future of poetic practice in networked digital milieus. Underwriting each poetic work that circulates upon the data-capitalist conglomerate platforms of the present are those corporations’ own inscriptions. Considering the extent to which modes of production and circulatory regimes inform the composition of a literary text itself,43 there is good reason to take seriously the suggestion that Meta, TikTok, and Twitter (X) effectively co-author each literary work a poet disseminates on such platforms. Yes, there is always Page 182 →the possibility of detourning such platforms, or of experimenting within their confining protocols; yet, formally, again, the limits of the poetic work are nevertheless defined by the platform’s chief executive officers and their teams of coders. Against this grain, the countercultural modes of publication and dissemination of small press publishing—exemplified, perhaps, by the confluence of the New American Poetry and the mimeo revolution44—sketch an alternative path to the digital mainstream. In the 1990s, Glazier laced his hand-made platform with a utopian desire to harness the potential of the internet for textual exchange, medial experimentation, and community formation. Even today the EPC exists as a model for poetic composition that resists the pre-formatted blank spaces waiting to commodify our data.
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The Digital Project: Archive, Network, Platform

Alternative Networks: Exhibit 3


As a multifarious field of practice, the digital humanities has endowed literary studies with not only new digital tools and methods but also novel organizational forms for the institution and exchange of knowledge. One large umbrella term for these latter is the digital project, a genre of scholarly production with its own varied lifecycles; project management, publication, and preservation challenges; and protocols for professional recognition and evaluation.1 Unlike more traditional endpoints of activity in the academic humanities—monographs and journal articles, for instance—digital projects commonly sit astride distinctions between method and product, tool and object. The exhibit to follow argues that this indistinction corresponds to what is characteristically platformic about organizing research around the digital project, which is no less a scholarly product for also being a resource, venue, or incubator for other research efforts, from books and articles to future digital projects, and so on. One might quickly observe how the same is essentially true for a printed scholarly work; one writer’s peer-reviewed book is another’s source or citation, of course. But the open-ended lifecycle of digital projects and the necessary attenuation of “publication,” less a singular credentialling event than a perpetual condition, means that such projects often confound the distinction between means and ends in scholarly discourse.

This exhibit explores just this platformic dimension of the digital humanities project. To be clear, we are not speaking about academic social media ventures like Academia.edu and ResearchGate, which adopt the for-profit platform business model. As a research model, the platform designates that zone of indistinction between research tool and research product. Not all digital projects are platforms, of course. We can decide a project’s relative degree of platformicity by tracking the mediating role of two further formal concepts: the archive and the network. To put the argument in schematic terms: a project is less of a platform 1) to the extent that it tasks itself with the preservation, curation, or presentation of a pre-existing archive, and 2) to the extent that it remains agnostic about the networks traversing that archive. By contrast, a digital project sidles closer to the platform model when it actively arranges for the building of networks toward the creation of new archives. Platforms are strategies for leveraging use. Whereas the platform business model leverages user activity into monetizable data, a platformed digital project leverages scholarly participation into the co-constitution of an archive that is—like any platformed archive—also already a network.

Despite the sweeping abstraction of the paragraphs above, the goal of this exhibit is not to present a taxonomy for research endeavors in the digital humanities, nor do we aspire to evaluate the platform as a model for scholarship. In the spirit of an exhibition, our intent is to Page 185 →share, discuss, and urge further engagement with two innovative digital humanities projects in the field of poetry and poetics: the Princeton Prosody Archive (PPA) and the Global Poetics Project (GPP). To this end, we invite readers to visit and discover for themselves these projects’ utility and epistemic capacity. But insofar as these two projects occupy different positions vis-à-vis the horizon of digitally platformed study, we also present them as two poles on a map surveying the range of possibilities for the organization of poetry studies in the platform age.


1. Princeton Prosody Archive (PPA)

Founded in 2007 by the scholar Meredith Martin in an effort to “provide scholars a way to search across the full text of books and articles about English versification,” the Princeton Prosody Archive (Figure e3.1) is now “a full-text searchable database of thousands of digitized books in English published between 1559 and 1926” that address the subject of prosody Page 186 →or “the technology of poetic language,” broadly understood.2 The original intention behind the PPA was to gather the works indexed in T.V.F. Brogan’s English Versification 1570–1980: A Reference Guide with a Global Appendix (1981), which aspires to “collect, list, classify by subject, summarize, describe, generally evaluate, cross-reference, and index by poet and author all known printed studies of English versification from their origin in the Renaissance … up to January 1980.”3 Now an indispensable resource for scholars of historical poetics, the ambit of the PPA has since grown to include an array of other relevant prosodic materials, including grammar books, works on vocal performance, pronunciation guides, and dictionaries. The PPA is one among many other loosely cognate projects in the digital humanities—including the Pulter Project, the William Blake Archive, the Shelley-Godwin Archive, and the Blue Mountain Project, to name just a few—that either dedicate themselves to the public presentation of inaccessible print and/or manuscript materials or, to borrow Brogan’s terms, strive to take the “conspectus and contour” of a pre-existing but hitherto inaccessible or unnavigable textual terrain.4 This commitment to the archive does not mean that a digital project cannot make strong arguments in its conceptual framing and technological design: the PPA’s innovative address to an entire literary-technical discourse contends that “literary concepts such as meter and rhythm are historically contingent and fundamentally unstable”; that the history of prosody is bound up with the history of linguistics and elocutionary practice; that data can be historicized; and that large digital archives can nurture revisionary scholarship in the humanities.5 Neither does a commitment to the archive mean that a digital project must serve as a “static repository.” The deeply historical and necessarily ongoing work of the PPA testifies to “the incompleteness of all archives.” To claim that this particular project is more an archive than a platform is merely to remark the primacy of the archive vis-à-vis “user-generated content.” In short, you cannot add your own writing on prosody to this archive.


[image: This screenshot captures the search return for “networks” on the Princeton Prosody Archive.]
Figure e3.1 Princeton Prosody Archive search interface. Princeton Prosody Archive. https://prosody.princeton.edu.

You can, however, build an interpretive network. As a digital project that is more an archive than a platform, the PPA invites users not only to search and read, but also to do the constructive abstractive work of bringing together relevant texts (nodes) by means of meaning-bearing connections (edges).6 For instance, if one were keen to investigate the pre-history of the present volume—to study poetic media and networks before the advent of twentieth-century mass media—they might assemble from the PPA a keyword sketch of the word “network” itself with a heuristic assembly of historical nodes and speculative edges. In On the Origin and Progress of Language (1774), James Burnett, Lord Monboddo instructs his readers to employ only those words in “common use,” inveighing against a “Johnsonian” vocabulary, which he describes with a comic example from Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language (1755).7 The definition in Figure e3.2 is famous for its abstruse wordiness, but we might also attribute its notoriety to its performance of two salient dimensions of the “network” concept: abstraction and complexity. Though his readers would have first in mind networked fabric or fencing, Johnson describes its busy pattern abstractly, in words whose referential indirectness seems to reflect the intricacy of the design. The PPA allows us to sample how writers drive the word to further abstraction across the nineteenth century. Ralph Waldo Emerson writes of “property” as a “vast network” that “extend[s]‌ over the whole planet,” Matthew Arnold inveighs against “the network round the spirit” formed by “the language and habit of years,” John Bascom Page 187 →observes that a preponderance of “circumstantial evidence” can “form a network of proof from which there is no escape,” Maurice Francis Egan describes The Faerie Queene as “a network of allegories,” and Frederick S. Boas characterizes The Two Gentlemen of Verona, with its embracing “main plot and … underplot,” as “an unbroken network of relationships.”8 Shortly after the word begins to name rapidly expanding telegraph and telephone systems, we find early uses of the term to describe poetry’s social life—Irene T. Myers describes “a network of song connect[ing] the Germanic tribes”—as well to identify “the network of rules and principles” governing versification.9 Elaborating the latter metaphor, I.A. Richards in Principles of Literary Criticism (1924) employs the network concept to figure the many forces determining the very meaning of poetic sound itself:


[image: This screenshot captures an excerpt from James Burnett, Lord Monboddo’s On the Origin and Progress of Language (1774), which discusses the entry for “network” in Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language: “There is a definition of Network in Johnson’s dictionary, which has been shown me, and, I think, is a curiosity of the kind. ‘Network,’ says he, ‘is Any thing reticulated or decussated at equal distances, with interstices between the intersections.’ This may not be a good definition of Network, but it is a very good description of the author; for nothing characterizes a pedant more than the use of hard words, not intelligible except to a few, in describing a common thing.”]
Figure e3.2 Excerpt from James Burnett, Lord Monboddo’s On the Origin and Progress of Language (1774), which discusses the entry for “network” in Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language. Accessed via the Princeton Prosody Archive search interface. Princeton Prosody Archive. https://prosody.princeton.edu.



Grammatical regularities, the necessity for completing the thought, the reader’s state of conjecture as to what is being said, his apprehension in dramatic literature of the action, of the intention, situation, state of mind generally, of the speaker, all these and many other things intervene. The way the sound is taken is much less determined by the sound itself than by the conditions into which it enters. All these anticipations form a very closely woven network and the word which can satisfy them all simultaneously may well seem triumphant.10


Johnson wielded the genre of the dictionary entry to define the name for a specific way of arranging threads or wire in complex terms, by way of the abstract pattern those arrangements instantiate. By the twentieth century, that abstract pattern had accrued the utility of a metaphorical concept. As if to flip Johnson on his head, Richards exploits the abstract complexity of the network pattern or concept in order to name, as precisely as possible, a rather Page 188 →nebulous sense of prosodic inevitability, the sonorous mot juste. While it is significant that these fine referential ironies should play out in an archive of discourse on poetics, to wonder at this 150-year arc from name to concept is only research—meaning-making—of an extremely preliminary kind. Forging connections across the semantic history of a keyword or concept is, in any case, only one way to utilize the PPA. But however scholars engage this extraordinary cache of poetic thought and practice, this particular kind of digital project dictates that users will generate not content, but meaning.



2. The Global Poetics Project (GPP)

By contrast, digital projects that court a platform model invite degrees of crowdsourced content, a strategy that necessarily transforms the relationship of the project to its archive. The Global Poetics Project, founded in 2019 by scholar Ama Bemma Adwetewa-Badu, describes itself as “a platform for experimenting with digital tools and methodologies that can aid us in the study of poetry and poetics,” especially those post-1960 “print worlds … from what has been referred to as the Global South/ Third-World/ Postcolonial World, as well as multiethnic poetry” (Figure e3.3). Elastic and multifaceted in its organization, GPP is an “experimental archive,” a “co-working space,” and a “production studio.” Small archives and exhibits produced under its aegis include the digitization of the Ghanaian magazine Okyeame (1961–1972) and a network model representing poets’ participation in international conferences and little magazines in the 1960s. The GPP’s central undertaking, however, is its expansive Poet Map (Figure e3.4): an open database of writers, poetry collectives, and publication venues from across the world.


[image: This is a screenshot of the “Poets” page on the Global Poetics Project. It features an explorable map with poets, collectives, small presses, and magazines and journals indicated by red dots, as well as a searchable database of poet profiles.]
Figure e3.3 Screenshot of the “Poets” page on the Global Poetics Project. https://globalpoetics.org/poet-map/.


[image: This is a screenshot of Ghana and Nigeria on the “Poet’s Map” on the Global Poetics Project, which demarcates poets, collectives, small presses, and magazines and journals with red dots.]
Figure e3.4 Screenshot of a detail from the “Poet’s Map” on the Global Poetics Project. https://globalpoetics.org/poet-map/.


Adwetewa-Badu and her team aim to capture the vibrant flux and sublime heterogeneity of a “living archive” of world poetries, one whose institutions and circuits of communication are already mediated by digital tools and platforms.11 Adwetewa-Badu recounts that the project began with the experience of receiving the PDF of a new Ghanaian poetry anthology and recognizing that her access to the “intellectual and creative social-network” instantiated therein relied on a “particularly digital connection.” It only makes sense, then, that the GPP would rely on digital tools for the documentation and representation of this archive. The database collects its data by global crowdsourcing—users can submit raw data in a spreadsheet—and by an automated crawler named “Anansi” that trolls the web to “aggregate information on post-1960s Caribbean, Black American and African poets alongside post-1940s American poets.” Despite its ambition to study the social life of global poetries at scale (to distantly read the routes of affiliation and circulation organizing poetic communities around the world), the GPP’s focus is not on data per se, but on the “new relationships and connections—either historical, interpersonal, or cultural—[that] might emerge” in data analysis. This platformed project is oriented toward the co-creation of an archive and its animating networks.

In other words, the GPP is a platform not because it invites user participation, nor only because it crowdsources and automatically aggregates its archive. It is a platform because its Page 189 →underlying design means that every single data point, every addition to the archive, is by the very fact of its inclusion a meaning-bearing node in a network.


The data points are real people, their work, and their artistic communities. They are also contemporary, living poets. Hypothetically speaking, if we were to include the data set we are developing of post-1960s poets, some of whom have passed away, these living poets and their material productions would be pressed right up against poets of the past. If, for example, a poet had published in a specific set of journals or had been part of a group whose members went on to affiliate with other organizations, we would be able to start connecting poetic practices across space and through time.


Here Adwetewa-Badu hails the finer scholarly work that the GPP may well catalyze, but in truth a kind of preliminary “connecting” work is accomplished the moment new entries are loaded into the database and new dots appear on the Poet’s Map. The PPA, as an archivally oriented digital project, aspires to a degree of agnosticism regarding the kinds of networks to which its archive will give rise, but the GPP’s platform model ensures that its archive is always already a network of sorts, a field of potential meaning. Though both digital projects Page 190 →tread the zone of indistinction between research product and research instrument, and though both respond resourcefully to technical advances and novel tools (the PPA is an achievement in interface design and data management, and the GPP makes novel humanistic use of web crawlers and geographical information systems), these two scholarly endeavors can be distinguished by a formal divergence that is no mere nicety. Only the GPP adopts the platform model by collapsing the archive and the network. Clearly that formal difference entails a host of consequences for the shape, quality, longevity, rigor, and accessibility of these projects. It certainly conditions the nature of the information in which each project can trade, and also how scholars and wider publics will transform that information into knowledge. Projects like the GPP signal that as the platform model is recontouring the commercial publishing world—witness Amazon’s Kindle Direct Publishing and BookTok—these reverberations can be felt in the world of scholarly practice, too.12 Those attending in a meta-critical key to the “project,” that apparently ascendant genre of scholarly exchange, may find it advantageous to track proximity to the platform model as one means of understanding the social make-up of digital research.
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Page 192 →C.R. Grimmer’s Poetry Vlog


Alternative Networks: Exhibit 4

Courtesy of its founder and host, C.R. Grimmer, we feature in this exhibit a special “critical edition” of The Poetry Vlog, Grimmer’s “free, publicly accessible YouTube and Podcast teaching channel dedicated to building social justice coalitions through poetry, arts, and cultural studies dialogues.” Whereas a crowdsourced digital project like the Global Poetics Project exercises platformic elements, The Poetry Vlog engages directly with a pre-existing corporate platform. As Grimmer explains in their introduction below, The Poetry Vlog “borrows” and “subverts” the architecture of YouTube to constellate and support networks of poets, activists, readers, teachers, and students. The Poetry Vlog is a supreme example of platformed critical pedagogy because it affirms and celebrates the fact that any individual viewer of the Vlog is often enough all of the above.

In the episode’s ranging conversation with Cameron Awkward-Rich, these two poet-scholars investigate poetry’s capacity to hold open spaces of multiplicity and contradiction. As Grimmer develops in the episode’s critical summary, it is from these spaces of “ambiguity,” “reprieve,” and “curiosity” that subjects negotiate “the ongoing practice of carrying and creating multiple identities.” Like Awkward-Rich’s work, The Poetry Vlog situates its activist poetics at the intersection of literary practice and the institutions of racialized, gendered, sexualized power whose challenge to the survival of contemporary poems, poets, and their readers is one burning precondition for that poetics’ righteous necessity.



The Poetry Vlog: Activist Networks Through Public Scholarship

C.R. Grimmer


1. Summary

For the past four years, I have been publishing The Poetry Vlog (TPV), an online series of podcast and video conversations with poets, scholars, and educators. Two overarching questions undergird TPV: 1) What do poets teach us about how to engage in public scholarship through digital humanities network tools? 2) How do we support historically underrepresented poets’ increased online circulation while foregrounding concerns about the forms of historical erasure that often attach to market-based approaches?



Page 193 →2. History and Intervention of The Poetry Vlog (TPV)

TPV began in 2018 in response to these research questions about how scholars and educators might re-examine the literary canon and the modes of knowledge production that serve underrepresented communities. The project also grew from my work as a hybrid poet, scholar, and digital pedagogy-based instructor. As the series developed, educators who were also viewers of TPV expressed interest in using the episodes in their classrooms, asking for suggestions about integrating the materials. Additionally, the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic has made visible the need for OA (Open Access) digital and audiovisual publication forms that also function as accessible pedagogical materials.

In concrete terms, by the end of its second year and third season, just before the COVID-19 pandemic, TPV had received over 33.5k cumulative views and integrated over thirty-five guest discussants without any advertising, distribution, or honorarium budget. In Spring 2020, the series shifted to providing instructional videos for scholars and poets, now moving to remote learning and research. The shift to remote learning contributed to a viewership spike that made undeniable the need for not just digitized materials but also instructional Open Educational Resources (OER) that students and instructors transitioning to digital classrooms can easily access. As a concrete example of this demand: in the first six months of the COVID-19 lockdowns in Seattle, cumulative views jumped from 33.5k (2018–2020) to approximately 52.3k. Finally, given the use of the series in classrooms and for students, a public scholarship fellowship at the Simpson Center for the Humanities through an Andrew W. Mellon Foundation public scholarship four-year initiative supported the third season. This support made it possible to enlist a team of students to design, edit, produce, and distribute the series. The shift made the series by and for students themselves.

TPV’s rapid growth across geographical and disciplinary boundaries reveals the existence of audiences invested in scholars and artists participating in and learning from one another on publicly accessible platforms. At the same time, TPV responds to the increased demand for accessible audiovisual materials in remote and digitized classrooms. Finally, as outlined in a 2018 article by Jesse Lichtenstein in The Atlantic titled “How Poetry Came to Matter Again,” poetry readership among 18–34-year-olds nearly doubled from 2013 to 2018.1 Lichtenstein pulls data from a National Endowment for the Arts survey to argue that poetry’s resurgence is partly due to the genre adapting to digital social media circulation and digital arts activism among historically underrepresented authors and artists. In this way, TPV responds to three intersecting cultural shifts: social media activism through #MeToo, #blacklivesmatter, and #banthewall movements; social media poetry circulation; and virtual classroom and community learning practices in the wake of COVID-19. Guests on the series featured poets doing work at the intersections of gender, race, and sexuality, but also moved between poets that engage readers via small presses, such as Sarah Dowling, and poets that reach broad audiences through larger presses, such as Jericho Brown.

In response to a networked readership of poetry enthusiasts, poets, and scholars, I began developing a fourth season that integrates brief critical framings and two sample, co-authored lesson plans. As TPV argues for and models new research methods that work in Page 194 →coalition with and for authors and their direct communities, I developed seven featured dialogue episodes in Season 4 that facilitate translations between scholar educators and authors’ communities through framing and teaching support materials. This edition is forthcoming with the University of Michigan Press for peer-reviewed OER publication. Each of the seven episodes features a different guest, from playwright and poet Tommy Pico on Indigenous performance to scholar and poet Cameron Awkward-Rich on Black trans poetics. Guest speakers discuss poets’ self-positioning on social media, popular critiques of market-based literary circulation, and coalitional “hope” as activist praxis. The critical framings, in turn, contextualize the video content within broader fields of academic inquiry, modeling a new “network” model between scholars and poets through co-authorship.



3. “Platformicity”: Connecting Poets and Scholars Through Networking Platforms

The approach of bringing together and translating knowledge forms and terms across disparate disciplines offers new pathways into both fields (poetry and scholarship) for students in classrooms and paths between scholars and poets. It is not a secret that YouTube and podcast platforms are imperfect, corporatized distributors of knowledge; yet, TPV suggests that the platform can extend academic knowledge reach and widen scholarly publication modalities. The project practices this expansion by bringing scholars and poets onto platforms where cultural studies scholarship and poetry commentary have rarely been adapted to students’ unique social media conventions. A key method to this end is to focus less on accumulating mass viewership and more on creating a sustained and engaged coalitional network of poets, scholars, and instructors.

Valuable podcasts dedicated to poetry and coalitional literary communities, such as “Commonplace” with Rachel Zucker and “VS” with Ajanaé Dawkins and Brittany Rogers, explicitly lack engagement with scholars in humanities fields that do not necessarily produce art.2 Such programming is also mainly by and for poets and related artists, with the requests for increased networking among listeners often taking the form of invitations to buy the guest authors’ books, financially contribute to the series, and subscribe for future episodes. These podcasting conventions contrast with YouTube’s platform, which requests comments and asks the audience or students specific questions by which they can respond to the content.

The emerging demographic of readership—18–24-year-olds—are accordingly left out of the specialist conversations and engaged strictly as listeners. The specialist language and format become a challenge in university classrooms when seeking accessible examples of poets discussing their work on audiovisual platforms. In addition, insider language can be burdensome for scholars to translate into classroom and research contexts. The primary platforms emphasize podcasting over video for sharing dialogues. As a result, YouTube and its conventions—rolling lower thirds, requests to like, subscribe, comment, and join the discussion—are under-utilized for poetry readerships. In addition, examples of YouTube platform use alternates between uploaded event recordings or short excerpts of poets reading Page 195 →their own work. There are also “book tubers,” which are readers who record videos of themselves discussing books they’ve read and recommending the book. Still, these videos are oriented around light reading and rarely facilitate dialogue with authors or instructors. An example of credentialed YouTube use is The Poetry Foundation, which created the YouTube series Ours Poetica, hosted by poet Paige Lewis and author and YouTuber John Green.3 As Green describes the series: “We want to emphasize the text …. We want to make the videos as kind of as clean and beautiful as possible and, and just have it be the voice and the text.”4 While the series offers an innovative combination of visual and audio representations of poets and poetry, it does not explicitly use the platform’s unique tools (described above) for generating new networks between readerships. Ours Poetica’s short-form glosses of poems also departs from the more in-depth dialogues offered on podcasting platforms.

In addition, the above examples of poets utilizing platforms for expressing networks tend toward keeping that network mono-disciplinary, which does not accurately represent the interdisciplinary nature of poets who are also scholars and faculty. This demographic of poet-scholars—poets who traffic between higher education institutional networks and the poetry communities outside of academia—grows alongside burgeoning Master of Fine Arts (MFA) writing programs. The programs accumulate participants whose primary goal is to eventually publish work and develop a publication and writing network.5 Faculty who teach in the programs are, themselves, pursuing tenure through the publication of their writing in combination with teaching and service. Poets like Cameron Awkward-Rich, who is interviewed in this excerpt from the TPV: Critical Edition, inhabit an interdisciplinary space that requires translating between networking platforms designed for poets (such as the above podcast and YouTube examples), their own higher education institutions and departments, and their own, “not-yet-specialist” students in the classroom. TPV facilitates this networking niche and the translation process while utilizing the networking genre conventions of the YouTube platform with a “by and for” student model.

Recognition of this burgeoning need is evident through scholarly presses, which are also beginning to respond to this nexus of digital network distribution and poets as scholars and faculty. Books on the topic range from handbook approaches for classrooms, such as the 2009 Making New Media: Creative Production and Digital Literacies (Burn), to close examinations of social media and art circulation, such as the 2014 Writing on the Wall: Social Media, the First 2,000 Years (Standage); and finer-grained investigations into racialization and the marketization of digital poetry circulation, such as the 2017 Killing Poetry: Blackness and the Making of Slam and Spoken Word Communities (Johnson).6 However, such books are not direct, dialogue-based collaborations with artists and authors. Further, and more obviously, they remain text-based materials without the pedagogical affordances of audiovisual mediums, much less of social media circulation. They are not designed to explicitly engage in the networking “calls to action” (subscribe, like, comment) of platforms such as YouTube. They emphasize an analysis of poets and their work over poets articulating for themselves in language meaningful to immediate communities.

The episode showcased below, in contrast, emphasizes the interconnectedness of Black Trans Studies and poetry through dialogue with the poet Cameron Awkward-Rich, while simultaneously practicing calls to action designed to engage a network of interested Page 196 →viewers, listeners, and readers. This particular facet of TPV is critical to how the project undertakes the scholarly “call to action” of activist cultural studies theorists: Barbara Christian’s now canonical 1987 article “The Race for Theory,” for instance, argues that the upsurge of the monograph form in literary and cultural studies reduce arts-based and community literature to objects of study.7 She argues that this undermines not only the critical, life-sustaining work of marginalized authors, artists, and community organizers but also of the producers of that work themselves. As Christian notes, this has concrete ramifications as marginalized knowledge producers and their work do not equally count as interventions that support tenure and stability in research institutions. Christian calls not for meta-analysis of activist artists in different mediums but for recognizing the mediums and arts-based practices as meaningful modes of scholarly production and knowledge.

TPV’s approach departs from a meta-analysis of networking potential in order to actively contribute to academic and community-based community dialogues. The “Critical Framings” also practice text-based methods for integrating poets’ knowledge into forms recognizable to institutions. It names the poet as a co-author in producing knowledge instead of framing them as an object of knowledge. It is developed and revised in direct conversation with the poet instead of aspiring toward a removed analysis of the poet. In addition, viewers, listeners, and readers are invited into the network, either as student producers of the series or through classroom and YouTube requests for contributions. The approach disrupts the power dynamic of the knowledge provider or creator and the knowledge receiver or learner.



4. Conclusion

TPV is unique in combining the scholarly analysis, research practices, and critical framing of traditional text-based scholarship with audiovisual dialogues between authors, scholars, and teachers. Beyond fulfilling a methodological, interdisciplinary “niche,” it also explicitly departs from using platforms to accumulate mass viewership. Rather than building a mono-disciplinary mass around a specialist series (poetry podcast, poets reading on YouTube, scholars reading and writing in peer-reviewed textual mediums), it seeks ways to support and build networks between seemingly disparate communities. At its core, the series unfolds strategies that poets and scholars can borrow and with which they can subvert the affordances of YouTube’s genre conventions to build networks between poets, scholars, and the students that share their classrooms.





Page 197 →The Poetry Vlog (TPV): Critical Edition


Cameron Awkward-Rich on Writing Poetry “In the Break” of Black and Trans Dialectics

C.R. Grimmer and Cameron Awkward-Rich



Critical Summary of Episode

In this video, Cameron Awkward-Rich reads the poem “Black Feeling” from his book Dispatch (2019) to lead a discussion on the dialectical complexity within Black and trans social identities. Expanding on an encounter he has while in transit on the bus with an elder retired cop, the poem contemplates uneven, overlapping, and even paradoxical power dynamics around race, gender, class, sex, sexuality, and education.


[Black Feeling]

…

& after that, even the whirring of your head goes quiet. Even your breath. No sound. Someone in workshop says something like, in Italian, stanza means room. Don’t roll your eyes. Here you are in the room. Here you are with things, but no names for things.Page 198 →


[image: In this video, Cameron Awkward-Rich reads the poem “Black Feeling” from his book Dispatch (2019) to preface a discussion with C.R. Grimmer on the dialectical complexity within Black and trans social identities. The poem expands on an encounter he has while in transit on the bus with an elder retired cop to contemplate uneven, overlapping, and even paradoxical power dynamics around race, gender, class, sex, sexuality, and education.]
Figure e4.1 Still image from The Poetry Vlog (TPV): Critical Edition “Cameron Awkward-Rich on Writing Poetry ‘In the Break’ of Black and Trans Dialectics,” featuring C.R. Grimmer and Cameron Awkward-Rich. View the video at https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14525819.cmp.34

…

You’ve been in this city for weeks now & no one knows your name. No one except the man at the bus stop with his tallboy. His paper bag. When he asks, you tell him you work at the university, you teach. He was a cop, ‘til someone died & he found the bottle. Or, the drink came first & then the falling off this umber world. In this moment, you’re a man to him. Some kind of boy genius philosopher, who knows? There is something neither one of you can say. You’re circling like animals, like prey.

…

The truth is, most black folk look at you & see a woman. White people look at you & see a reckless boy. Either way, there you are in the room with your body.

…

Everywhere, the bus names a kind of underworld. The man lives there, but you are just a passenger. He clears a space, says sit. You can’t sit. He looks at you with so much gratitude you think you’ll die.

…

You have to understand that there are many rooms. Each of them operates by other laws. Here, once you name a thing, you can’t take it back. It has its own life now, one that moves along without concern for you. At first, you go around talking to the trees & for just a moment they turn to face you.

…

By the time the bus arrives the light has gone & the man is holding out his hand. You take it, not expecting to be thrown against him. Against him, you are years ago, a frantic girl alone. The man is on his knees. You are a boy holding up his brother. The man is on his knees. Either way, there you are in the room with your body. Your one, wet face.



[ O

god of the loophole

god of the veil

god of the break

the fugitive

in endless flight ]



Somewhere, there’s a room where things go to lose their names. A rose becomes [ ]. A daughter becomes [ ]. Her son [ ].

…

Unlocking your apartment, you realize you never caught his name. He just looked at you & saw a door. He can’t walk back through but there you were. An image racing on the other side.


Awkward-Rich holds a PhD from Stanford University, is Associate Professor of Women, Gender, Sexuality Studies at the University of Massachusetts–Amherst, and, in addition to Dispatch, is author of Sympathetic Little Monster (2016).8 Throughout the episode, Awkward-Rich draws on his experience as a poet and scholar to argue for critical approaches Page 199 →to the ambiguous, paradoxical experiences of race, gender, sex, and sexuality. Because of his dual identity as scholar and poet, his episode also offers a frame for thinking about what arts-based inquiry methods afford that the traditional scholarly monograph does not. His framework for discussing the poem and his experience is explicitly one of relational identity formation: how everyday encounters shape the ongoing practice of carrying and creating multiple identities. This multiplicity, as he discusses in his episode, can be examined through poetry’s ability to foster ambiguity and, in that ambiguity, moments of reprieve and curiosity.

The reprieve and curiosity resonate with concepts such as Fred Moten’s “the break,” wherein music and arts-based articulations of selfhood—or rather, the reprieve from consolidating a singular selfhood—become moments of fugitivity from the intersections of Whiteness and heteropatriarchy.9 This openness to relational, ongoing shifts in identity is, as Awkward-Rich articulates in the episode, a racialized, gendered, and sexualized process that offers both critique and hope. That is, in addition to critiquing the ongoing violence of subjugating non-white, queer, and trans knowledges, fugitivity, primarily through Awkward-Rich’s reading and writing practice, fosters what Ashon Crawley calls “otherwise possibilities” for livability. Crawley’s concept of “otherwise possibilities … announces the fact of infinite alternatives to what is.”10 This phrase builds on Moten’s concept of fugitivity and implicitly informs Awkward-Rich’s framework for relational identity formation by emphasizing these possibilities as infinite and experiential. It requires that “the register of imagination, the epistemology through which sensual detection occurs—that is, the way we think the world—has to be altered in order to get at what’s there.”11 The result of fostering otherwise possibilities in poetics is, as Awkward-Rich describes, a Black trans poetics. That is, Black trans poetics generate a mode of Black trans effects: they create knowledges at the intersection of Black studies, gender and sexuality studies, and trans poetics.

The episode opens with an exploration of how poetry can function as a research method that allows Awkward-Rich to enact moments of fugitivity. This part of the episode refers implicitly to arts-based research methods of scholarship, building on a genealogy of work by critical Black feminist scholars, from Barbara Christian’s “The Race for Theory” (1988) to Kara Keeling’s “Critical Theory and Popular Education” (2014).12 Arts-based methods, here, also refer to methods for creating relational research wherein an “answer” is not necessarily the goal. Scholars such as Patricia Leavy have popularized arts-based methods in works such as the Oxford Handbook of Qualitative Research in 2014:


For social researchers, the appeal of the arts is broad because [arts-based] forms can promote autonomy, raise awareness, activate the senses, express the complex feeling-based aspects of social life, illuminate the complexity and sometimes paradox of lived experience, jar us into seeing and thinking differently, and transform consciousness through evoking empathy and resonance (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Finley, 2008; Leavy, 2009)…. An [arts-based research] ontology would recognize that artistic, intersubjective realities are emergent and shifting, dialectical, hard to pin down, and difficult to convey in standard modes (Hogan & Pink, 2010; G. Sullivan, 2010).13


Page 200 →In this episode, Awkward-Rich’s discussion of the kinds of everyday encounters depicted in his poem exemplifies the above traits of arts-based inquiry. When discussing his choice of the poem for the TPV episode, for instance, he explains:


I chose it because it’s the poem in the book that I feel the least certain of what it’s about. Which means that it’s still a poem that I’m interested in trying to figure out … what is the thing that it’s about … what are the questions it’s asking, and what are the ways it’s approaching answers?


The poem offers a material example of holding this space of complexity, paradox, and ambiguity. His articulation through poetry, in particular, homes in on a method within arts-based research, “poetic inquiry.” By articulation, I mean how he weaves together his everyday experiential knowledge as a Black and trans scholar and poet. In a Season 3 episode of TPV, scholar, poet, and activist Camea Davis describes poetic inquiry as a research strategy for enacting social justice, especially for minoritized scholars and artists. In her article, “Sampling Poetry, Pedagogy, and Protest to Build Methodology: Critical Poetic Inquiry as Culturally Relevant Method,” Davis defines critical poetic inquiry as “an entry point for minoritized scholars and participants to protest dominant, Eurocentric epistemologies, research texts, and societal injustices.”14 The article offers a genealogy of the method from the 1970s to the present akin to Leavy’s above and Awkward-Rich’s in the episode. His episode provides an entry point for thinking about the stakes of poetic inquiry as a research method well suited to developing practices of fugitivity.

In his description of both writing and reading the poem, Awkward-Rich simultaneously parses out and leans into the paradoxes of identity and relationships. His particular emphasis on the moment of contact described in the poem demonstrates the types of questions self-positioning through poetics can raise while also practicing relational knowledge—that is, a knowledge that can only come into being through moments of interpersonal contact. Awkward-Rich notes that relational self-positioning, or the process by which “race and gender mediate our encounters with other people,” is precisely the evasion of any singular position. He notes that this evasion through relational self-positioning reveals the dialectical nature of identity formation: “how does the act of definitely having more power …by virtue of being a paid academic … play into this encounter?” In particular, he comments on how the intersections of Black and trans experiences reveal the “otherwise possibilities” that attend relational self-positioning and identity formation. In clearer terms, his discussion of identity’s shifting paradoxes complements Monica Prendergast’s description of critical poetic inquiry as activist work, “[inviting] us to engage as active witnesses within our research sites, as witnesses standing beside participants in their search for justice, recognition, healing, and a better life.”15 Awkward-Rich adds to the friction between witness and participant as his work demonstrates how poetic inquiry makes possible new modes of inquiry out of both the relational positioning of the moment and the paradoxes and ambiguities possible in poetic form. The intersections of Black and trans experiences that Awkward-Rich then articulates in the episode, including the specific differences between these two experiences, add material specificity to the broader method of poetic inquiry.

Page 201 →Awkward-Rich returns viewers to the work by Moten described above, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (2003). Moten’s concept of “the break” has become a staple in Black studies classrooms. He argues that at the heart of jazz and improvisational poetics lies an embodied practice of making oneself anew through strategies not dependent on “the proprietary claims of the dominant position.”16 Blackness is a performance constantly in relation to the structures around it, pressing against those structures, being formed by them, and forming them in resistance. It is, Moten articulates, in the moments of uncertainty and escape from the consolidated meanings of those structures that Blackness finds fugitivity, or escape, and offers its own ways of caring, knowing, and creating meaning. Awkward Rich’s poem explores Moten’s work explicitly, quoting it and re-creating “the break” on the page, while his discussion materializes the break through the anecdote of an everyday encounter:


These experiences, like the experience of being a black person, and the experience of being a trans person, obviously I have experience being both of those things. But there are ways in which being read as a black boy tears me away from the experience of having been a black girl. I think that there’s a way in which it actually is just the case that even though obviously systems of power are operating in intersecting ways, the way that they are experienced often creates disjuncture, rupture, and the feeling of being torn into many different parts.


Awkward-Rich’s poem and episode explore the possible paradoxes in this “break” while also framing them as methods for practicing poetic inquiry. In particular, Awkward-Rich offers a tangible site for the intersection of Blackness, gender, and sexuality through the everyday encounter. This intersectionality, combined with the practice of Moten’s fugitivity, pairs well with scholars such as Hortense Spillers, Sadiya Hartman, and Sylvia Wynter, who have laid much of the historical groundwork for reckoning with the intersections of race, gender, sex, and sexuality. In this way, Awkward-Rich merges poetic inquiry and traditions of intersectional Black studies. While this brief framing cannot explore the rich genealogy of this work, the episode offers an access point for scholars and students examining contemporary knowledge through the intersectional work of women of color feminist scholars.

In its emphasis on physical performance and relational knowledge, Awkward-Rich’s episode creates a site where literary studies and performance studies overtly overlap. He outlines how a seemingly mundane encounter contrasts dominant distinctions between gendered and racialized power structures; in turn, he explores how poetic inquiry adds embodied arts-based practice to literary studies, a hallmark of performance studies. He states, for instance, how, “in a way, poems require a sort of split subject … Poetry lets me inhabit multiple things at once.” As a result, his episode becomes an occasion to trouble the binaries of text-based and embodied performance. Performance studies, here, integrates fields of poetics invested in the embodied practice of making meaning, including the kinesthetic, sonic, and linguistic. Naomi Macalalad Bragin, for instance, writes the following in a paper on the Black radical and queer world-making in social dance:Page 202 →


In an era rife with “[v]‌icious attacks on all phases of the black movement” (Hazzard Donald 1996, 224), politicized black manhood was/is framed to defend “blackness [against] its being violated and abject, as, in fact, the loss or threatened loss of bodily integrity” (Scott 2010, 111). The oceanic, positing an always-troubled relation between self/other, was the soundscape within which Waack/Punking dancers played, modulating true/false, straight as real/queer as artificial, and object-driven versus objectless love.17


In Bragin’s piece, Waacking and related dance techniques offer embodied forms of knowledge within the “break”; similarly, Awkward-Rich’s episode demonstrates how his poem, performance, and subsequent discussion offer a related form of embodied knowledge. He discusses the encounter with the stranger on the bus and the rhythms felt on the page when he re-tells it as a strategy that similarly troubles the “relation between self/other.” By emphasizing the ongoing, shifting dynamic through both in-person encounter and writing and reading the poem, he also refuses to oversimplify the power structures between himself and the stranger into a binaristic hierarchy. This complements Bragin’s explanation of how as “an already non-normatively gendered status (Spillers 1987), blackness complicates how gender and sexuality operate in the queering of movement, mixing forms of pleasure, desire, fantasy, and violence.”18 Awkward-Rich argues that using poetic inquiry as a method for learning from everyday contact also complicates discrete identities of race, gender, sex, and sexuality, and how movement and mixed forms within poetics make this complexity possible.

Finally, the episode functions as a way into trans studies, a field of scholarship that examines the knowledge structures and lived experiences that come out of gender, sex, and sexuality, but specifically addresses trans experiences and knowledge. To consolidate key texts in the field that resonate with Awkward-Rich’s episode, I highlight benchmark theorists who have also centered questions of arts-based or poetic inquiry methods, and are thus in conversation with this episode. Cathy Cohen’s 1997 essay “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens” laid the early groundwork for critiquing dominant trans and queer activism that has historically aimed for inclusion into “the norm,” such as the ability to marry as a pathway to rights, property, and health care.19 In this emphasis on inclusion, Cohen’s essay argues that dominant trans and queer activism reifies those cultural statuses—which also comprise Whiteness in their emphasis on hierarchy, property, and reproduction. As a result, Cohen critiques dominant trans and queer activism as centered in Whiteness. Awkward-Rich’s discussion of how power relations in everyday interactions complicate identities resonates with Cohen’s investment in “a politics where one’s relation to power, and not some homogenized identity, is privileged in determining one’s political comrades.”20 It also reckons with indeterminate spaces of affect and feeling, reminiscent in this way of Susan Stryker’s influential essay, “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix” (2008). Stryker argues that affect, or physical-emotional responses and experiential knowledge, complicates how power is structured.21 Stryker’s essay added to early trans theory the necessity of arts-based methods for better honoring and understanding embodied knowledge. Within a similar timeframe, in 2005, Roderick A. Ferguson published “Of Our Normative Strivings: African American Studies and the Histories of Page 203 →Sexuality,” which historicized trans studies within Black feminist genealogies.22 Ferguson argues that particular emphases of early queer and trans studies resulted in the occlusion of “critical sexual formations that preceded queer studies … formations such as women of color feminism, an interrogation that theorized sexuality as a constitutive component of racial and class formations.”23 Ferguson’s article demonstrates how such feminisms early on derived the groundwork for queer theory and trans theory from embodied and often arts-based practices rooted in relationship and community—much in the same way that embodied encounters are at the heart of both Awkward-Rich’s poem and the conversations to which it gives rise.
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Page 207 →CHAPTER 8

Arranging with the Stack: The Computer-Generated Poem as Social Medium in Lillian-Yvonne Bertram’s “@Tubman’s_Rock”

Carly Schnitzler



@Tubman’s_Rock

after Nanni Balestrini

“I just wanted the world to see

what they did to my baby” —Mamie Till

$[0]‌

They tied up Till (steal away)

likely to kill just stay dead

Drove toward Money, Mississippi behind enemy lines

The dead trees will show you the way

See us free like Jesus we just won’t stay dead

around your house To Moses, slowly

When the river ends steal away

I just wanted the world to see

the river bank makes for a good road

that Jesus is a friend with friends1

—Lillian-Yvonne Bertram


In the early 1830s, when Harriet Tubman was around twelve years old, she saw a man running toward freedom. An overseer told her to stop him, she refused, and as a result, was caught in the crossfire when the overseer threw a two-pound iron weight at the man that Page 208 →missed him and hit her instead. She suffered a severe head injury that, as Sarah Hopkins Bradford writes in 1886,


left [Tubman] subject to a sort of stupor or lethargy at times; coming upon her in the midst of conversation, or whatever she may be doing, and throwing her into a deep slumber, from which she would presently rouse herself, and go on with her conversation or work.2


Many scholars suggest that this head injury led Tubman to suffer from lifelong narcolepsy, which is often accompanied by vivid dreams and trance-like states. Those who knew Tubman support this claim; Bradford writes that her “trance-like states would last for hours.”3 Tubman attributed her prophetic ability, these trances and visions, in part to this injury—to “[her] rock.”4 In so doing, she claims for herself a technology used for violence. The possessive form of the phrase, “Tubman’s rock,” is one that poet and scholar Lillian-Yvonne Bertram says has “been with [them] for a very long time, two decades at least.”5 Bertram imagines the rock hurtling through history to the present and turns the rock into an image that animates their poetry. “It’s become part of [Tubman’s] story, part of her lore, [part of] all the enslaved people that she led north,” Bertram says. “It’s [a]‌ definitive, precipitating incident that continues to reverberate right through history into the present.”

A community and lineage starts to form even before Bertram’s combinatory, computer-generated poem “@Tubman’s_Rock” begins its first stanza. In the title, Harriet Tubman, her rock, and Bertram enter in together; they begin to make legible Tubman’s legacy, her reclamation of violent technologies, and an enduring belief in the abundant, spiritual futurity of Black Americans. So too, in the dedication “after Nanni Balestrini,” the poem locates itself in another time, community, and lineage. The poem continues and challenges the legacy of Balestrini, an Italian early pioneer of computational poetics whose 1961 poem “Tape Mark 1” algorithmically combines texts from Lao Tzu, Michihito Hachiya, and Paul Goldwin into 1,816,214,400 possible sestets.6 Finally, in the epigraph to “@Tubman’s_Rock,” we hear the insistence of Mamie Till Mobley, Emmett’s mother, that “the world … see what they did to my baby” in an open casket at his funeral after he was lynched in 1955. Mamie Till’s words become a refrain that circulates in the rest of the poem and reverberates throughout the entire collection, at once retaining their original voice and context while also evolving in meaning when reiterated and combined with other authors’ words.

More than reference and citation, the texts preceding the stanzas of “@Tubman’s_Rock” prime readers to understand that authorship and authority exist communally in the poem. The poem is a platform in which different authors’ words, contexts, and intentions combine and nuance one another’s. Original context is retained in full quotations, such as “I just wanted the world to see what they did to my baby,” while the rhetorical appeals change, communally re-contextualized within the poem and in the broader scope of history. “I just wanted the world to see what they did” resonates later in the poem as “I just wanted the world to see.”

This chapter explores how combinatory, computer-generated poems can serve as platforms that refashion a poetic relationship to the communal in our contemporary, networked moment. Considering Bertram’s “@Tubman’s_Rock” as an exemplar of these Page 209 →kinds of texts, a rhetorical-theoretical account of works produced in this way enables rich, meaningful connections between the mechanics of a poem’s production and the combined histories of its constituent texts. Specifically, the arrangement of “@Tubman’s_Rock” is enabled by algorithmic processes, but these processes are deeply social, human ones. In exploring how the rhetorical canon of arrangement works in the poem, the “full stack” metaphor borrowed from computer engineering structures these poetic combinations and recontextualizes them rhetorically. The logic of the stack can guide us, allowing more suppleness in understanding the ways texts and contexts shape rhetoric on computational platforms.


8.1 Strategies of Arrangement in the Computer-Generated Poem

In Virtual Muse: Experiments in Computer Poetry, early computational poet Charles O. Hartman asserts that the “artist’s job is to compose, to place together in a meaningful arrangement a number of independent elements.”7 The computer-generated poem provides a venue for rhetorical analysis that allows for an expansion beyond the classical understanding of how arrangement can function in a text intended for social critique. Arrangement of texts in a combinatorial poem is both algorithmically determined and curated by a lead author-artist, demonstrating the fluidity of authorship within the canon. It does not follow the orderly progression of oration along varying rhetorical appeals. Even still, these texts “artfully arranged” persuade “all people [to be] accordingly moved.”8

In describing how arrangement functions in “@Tubman’s_Rock,” I employ the logic of full-stack development.9 Full-stack development is a layers-based system10 that “refers to the entire depth of a computer system application.”11 Fundamentally, it describes how a computer program is arranged. The stack metaphor, for my purposes, operates in two overlapping and complementary ways: computationally and rhetorically. In computational stacks, layers like operating systems, programming languages, and graphical user interfaces are arranged in sequence to conduct a particular task—randomize a set of strings, for example. In rhetorical stacks, layers like sociohistorical context, individual voices, and quotations as texts are arranged, too, for a particular rhetorical goal, namely, a moving or persuasive effect on an audience. Individual layers within a given stack can be deployed in different contexts; they are movable, modifiable. The stack itself unites them collectively under a common task (or, in this analysis, canon). The rhetorical relationships between layers can be understood in their own discrete terms (layer x is combined with layer y for rhetorical aim z) and also in the context of other related relationships, as a rhetorical collective. Using the organizing logic of the full stack to investigate both the computational and rhetorical dynamics of arrangement in the generated, combinatorial poem allows for a more fluid, responsive understanding of the complex rhetorical relationships between authors, sources, readers, and algorithms as well as the poiesis that enables all of the above. Investigating arrangement in terms of the full stack lets us see texts as simultaneously individual and collective, attributable to many authors in relation to one another while still working towards the same collective rhetorical end.



Page 210 →8.2 The Logic of the Stack

In computing, “full stack” refers to the development of the whole system of a computer, comprising in its fullest sense everything from hardware engineering to the collections of softwares layered on top of hardware that are used to execute a particular task. Metaphorically, the stack is a seductive concept that has been widely applied outside of computation. Sociologist Benjamin Bratton, in The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty, writes about the discrete and totalizing nature of what he refers to as the global Stack, from its mining of raw materials at the bottom to user experience design at the top. The global Stack, he argues, has emerged as “an accidental megastructure, one that we are building both deliberately and unwittingly and [that] is in turn building us in its own image.”12

Some increasingly popular usages of the term “full stack” refer to individual habits and practices, a rhetorical move that subsumes all claims to authority under one individual or a singular corporate or governmental entity as the master of “any collection, pile or system of different things.”13 Elements of the stack, in some popular rhetorical use, are absorbed under the authority of an individual (the “stacked self,” “your [nutritional, educational, dental, etc.] stack”), despite existing as a result of communal and collaborative effort and infrastructure. The “stacked self” is what can be optimized and controlled; indeed, this self veers towards solipsism. We can see why this is a dominant popular application of the metaphor: in a world ordered by Bratton’s “global Stack,” a person can only control themselves, miniaturizing the global Stack to the individual.

The poetic deployment of the stack that transpires in “@Tubman’s_Rock” and other combinatory, computer-generated poetry fundamentally challenges current popular implications in its insistence on the communal. Arrangement done with the logic of the stack in such works runs counter to individualism, giving up control for community while still retaining the structural logic of the stack itself. As with the original computational use and with the popular rhetorical uses of the stack metaphor, each component of the stack in a combinatory poem has a purpose or task only it can carry out. The specific arrangements of each discrete layer allow for the stacked whole to come together for a larger purpose or task. The key difference between popular rhetorical uses of the metaphor and this combinatory poetic use, then, is that in the poem, authorial control over each layer in the stack is distributed between voices, texts, and contexts instead of consolidated under one element. This is a possibility Laura R. Braunstein and Michelle R. Warren take up in the context of public digital humanities work in “Zombies in the Library Stacks,” in which they emphasize sociality through citation in a co-extensive understanding of physical stacks (i.e., library stacks), technological stacks, and social stacks. The “visibility of labor,” Braunstein and Warren write, “correlates to the attribution of credit, another dimension of the social stack.”14 Citation, consequently, is also the foundation of the combinatory poetic stack; texts come together to create something greater than the sum of their individual parts in the collective.

Rhetorically, we are drawn to the stacking metaphor for its descriptive power and its one-to-one (or more than one) mapping in scale. Unlike comparable terms like “holistic” or “comprehensive,” the distinct elements of the full stack allow us to arrange the thing as a cohesive whole without losing procedural nuance. This is the valuable perspective the full Page 211 →stack metaphor lends. As Kenneth Burke writes in “Four Master Tropes,” good metaphors allow us to see “something in terms of something else.”15 Braunstein and Warren expand on this Burkean impulse in their work on the stack metaphor: “As a rhetorical figure, metaphor shapes what can be thought. When it functions properly, we do not even notice the epistemic shifts that occur when one domain or scale substitutes for another.”16 The stack metaphor moves with its context, working with global geopolitical infrastructure just as easily as a combinatorial poem. “Metaphor serves as software so subtle that it can be mistaken for hardware,” they write. There is a slippage here relevant to my own investigation: in combinatorial poetics, the stack at hand is both computational and rhetorical. Stacking and arranging, as rhetorical procedures of organization and order, are one and the same. In the following sections, I trace out elements of the poetic stack as it functions in “@Tubman’s_Rock,” parsing both computational and rhetorical elements and their impacts on the poem and its meaning. This separation is ultimately an artificial one, though, imposed for clarity’s sake and to more intelligibly demonstrate the rhetoricity and motility of computational processes, as orchestrated and arranged by Bertram. In the poem, the computational and the rhetorical are co-extensive, two parallel and connected stacks that form the double helices of the poem’s DNA.



8.3 The Computational Stack as an Arrangement Strategy

Computational stacks are intrinsically task-oriented and must be arranged in a certain way in order to get a desired output. There is a clear order of operations, a clear directive for how layers are to be arranged in the stack. The computational stack for “@Tubman’s_Rock,” a Python program written in a Jupyter Notebook17 on Bertram’s personal computer, is no different. Its task is the iterative generation of poems, and like all computer programs, it relies on a backend and a frontend stack to accomplish this task. In a standard computational stack, these two co-extensive sides compose the stack in order to complete a particular task.

The backend is the entire computing infrastructure that necessarily pre-exists “@Tubman’s_Rock.” An operating system, a web server, a database, a programming language, a web framework, personal computing hardware, markup languages, native applications, the internet (and so on) provide the basis for the existence of the poem, arranged in such a way to make “@Tubman’s_Rock” possible. The computational stack as a communal organizing structure of the poem embeds a community, in all of its ethical complexity, into its material composition. Urging the “media-specific analysis” of computational poetry, N. Katherine Hayles calls for close attention to this stacked complexity in all its human entailments: “the hardware and software are active partners, facilitating and resisting, enabling and limiting, enacting and subverting. The labor needed to program these effects must be seen as intrinsic to the work of creation.”18 The authors of the hardware and software that are active partners in the composition of the poem have their own ethical impetuses that are deployed through the use of their technology.19

In “@Tubman’s_Rock,” the computational back and frontends serve to mediate and diffuse Bertram’s agency as lead author-artist of the combinatorial, computer-generated poem. Page 212 →The frontend of the poem’s computational stack originates from the Jupyter Notebook development environment on Bertram’s personal computer. The programming language, Python, was installed on their PC, then Jupyter’s integrated development environment allowed Bertram to use built-in programming tools on top of the code editor (like code completion aids, debuggers, interface testing, etc.) to aid in crafting error-free, portable code. Bertram’s code for “@Tubman’s_Rock” was a modification and translation of the Perl code that artist and programmer Wayne Clements wrote in 2013 as a reconstruction of Nanni Balestrini’s 1961 computational poem “Tape Mark 1,” a significant early example of computer-generated poetry. When the Python program for “@Tubman’s_Rock” was finished, Bertram ran it in the user interface of the Jupyter Notebook, subsequently curating, copying, and saving stanzas that combined the texts embedded within the program in ways that drew out the complexity and nuance of Black American contemporary existence and speculative futures—as collective and not monolithic.

The following section from stanza $[10] of “@Tubman’s_Rock” demonstrates the curatorial complexity at the frontend of the poem’s computational stack. Phrases from source texts combine to become greater than the sum of their parts, thematically entangling white supremacist ideology with American currency and monetary policy, insisting on collective Black futurity alongside the particulars of Tubman’s individual legacy.


Treasure secretary “in no rush20

People also ask why is Harriet Tubman important to the world?

people also ask what is Harriet Tubman

most most famous for?21

The dollar hasn’t changed22

Money, Mississippi23 $$$$$$


As a stanza of poetry, these lines are also a part of the rhetorical stack we will discuss momentarily. But I include them here as a component of the computational stack—that is, as the execution or output of the original task of the computational stack for “@Tubman’s_Rock”: to generate a poem. Bertram, in my interview with them, reflected on the material conditions of composition: “[Travesty Generator] has served to amplify marginalized voices through code in a way that I did not anticipate,” they report.24 “But that shows me the power and the possibility [of code].” This comment is relevant to both sides of our investigation—to the arrangement of both computational and rhetorical stacks—insofar as it attends to Hayles’s call for a “media-specific analysis,” while also emphasizing the community of authors, with their myriad identities and priorities, that enables the existence of the text. The computational stack is the work of many diffuse authors, their voices winding up in the texts, hardwares, and softwares that allow for such a poem to exist. Many individuals authored the layers constituting the poem’s computational stack, from the nameless developers of Microsoft’s proprietary Windows OS to the 513 (and counting) contributors to the development interface project, and all of the many other engineers, developers, and authors around and between. The obscured but ever-present authorial choices embedded into the carefully arranged layers of the computational stack strengthen Bertram’s answer to their Page 213 →own question: “What do [I]‌ want to use it [code] to amplify?”25 In relying on infrastructure that is collaboratively composed and arranged to create a poem, Bertram amplifies, through the poem’s conditions of production, the necessity and complexity of communal work.



8.4 The Rhetorical Stack as an Arrangement Strategy

Like the computational stack, the rhetorical stack has both back- and frontends that come together in the poem. The backend of the rhetorical stack includes all the individual texts—be they Wikipedia pages, newspaper quotations, or other sources—that give the poem-generating algorithm something with which to work. The backend also includes the texts of the computational stack—the operating system, GUIs, Jupyter notebooks, and the generative algorithm itself. Under these texts, we see the authors and the sociohistorical contexts from which they write. The backend and frontend are connected by the generations and curations of the lead author-artist alongside the poem-generating algorithm, linked in a recursive relationship where the texts and contexts of the backend can change and make their way into continually new iterations of the poem on the frontend.

We access the rhetorical frontend of the computer-generated poem through the poem as it comes to us, its audience. In the case of “@Tubman’s_Rock,” the poem arrives in print on pages 41 to 53 of the collection Travesty Generator. This is where layered arrangements of texts come together to make complicated, communal rhetorical appeals to their audience. The individual voices from within the source texts of the combinatorial poem want from their audience many things, only some of which are listed here: for realities to be believed (“I just wanted the world to see what they did to my baby”); for answers to be given (“What was Harriet Tubman’s life like?”); for advice to be heeded (“the river bank makes for a good road”); for hope to persist (“a friend of a friend of a friend sent me”); for the challenges of creating systemic change to be grasped (“to holler down the lions in this air”); for greatness to be recognized (“to put Tubman on the $20 bill”); for Black futurity to be considered inevitable (“we won’t stay dead”).26 The authors27 creating these texts have the rhetorical authority to make these calls based on their identity and context, as ethical appeals typically function. When algorithmically arranged, these appeals combine too, becoming greater than the sum of their parts in the poem through two main rhetorical mechanisms co-extensively produced by both the algorithm and Bertram themself: randomization and amplification.



8.5 import random as Arranging with the Stack

The fragments of code and commentary that we have for “@Tubman’s_Rock” are minimal. “[T]‌he reason why there isn’t more code” in the book, according to Bertram, “is a very parochial answer, which is that I lost it [when] the computer died.” Between Clements’s program and the commentary and code fragments for “@Tubman’s_Rock,” though, we have enough code to see how the computational and rhetorical come together, through the canon of arrangement. The code printed in Travesty Generator reveals that two modules Page 214 →are imported before source text is embedded and before the poem-generating algorithm is written: “import random, textwrap”28 and “import sys.”29 These modules are prefabricated chunks of code that a programmer can bring into their project to make certain tasks easier. The “random” module is used by many Python-based works of combinatorial poetry, and it has functional equivalents in all other widely used programming languages. The import random module in Python provides access to functions that support randomization operations, allowing the program to pick randomly from integers, lists, etc. It itself is a computational strategy of rhetorical arrangement.

Though not written in Python, Nanni Balestrini’s original “Tape Mark 1” poem had an identical function in the code central to its operation, a central reason why the import random module made its way into the “@Tubman’s_Rock” Python version of the program. In his work, Balestrini emphasizes the accidental, seeking pure randomness and chance. The randomness of a computer program given fixed source texts can only be so random, however, something Balestrini implicitly recognizes in his selection of source texts but noticeably deemphasizes in his statements around his practice. In contrast, Bertram’s combinatorial work emphasizes the limits of randomization, rather than randomization itself. Concerned with the rhetorical limitations of the algorithm with its fixed set of curated source texts, their work pushes against the nature of purely chance poetic encounters, while simultaneously relying on algorithms that randomize what they are given, allowing for a more deeply nuanced configuration of ethical relationship within the frontend text. Evie Shockley’s blurb for Travesty Generator is illuminating in this regard. She writes, “In the wake of a racist microaggression, two people of color might look at each other and say, ‘That was random’—ironically meaning it was anything but.” Travesty Generator “use[s]‌ computational processes to demonstrate that randomness offers no escape from the patterns that grief and outrage form in black lives.” Since “@Tubman’s_Rock” and many of the other poems in Travesty Generator are combinatory works with defined sets of source corpora, true randomness is constrained. It cannot be expressed fully in these works, just as true randomness in bad behavior or violence towards others is incongruous with racism. Randomness cannot offer an escape in these poems, since it was never really there in the first place.

The constrained randomization that is present, enabled by the import random module, offers us something else. The import random module furnishes Bertram with some rhetorical distance in the arrangement of text. With the module doing the work of arrangement (instead of Bertram directly controlling how texts are arranged and combined), the combined truths and appeals of the texts within are raw and forthright. Tasking the module with randomization provides both a procedural system for poetic implementation and a critique of a community’s existences within structural oppression, mirrored by the fixedness and repetition of themes that emerge in the source corpora through disparate texts. The use of the randomization module on this particular source corpora makes clear the variabilities of Black American life, alongside its continuities. No individual voice alone (in this case, Bertram’s) can hold within it the experiences of a community, but together, there is a deep communal truth in their algorithmic combination, randomly arranged.

The rhetorical appeals of the source texts’ individual authors—for realities to be believed, answers to be given, advice to be heeded, hope to persist, the challenges of creating systemic Page 215 →change to be grasped, greatness to be recognized, Black futurity to be considered inevitable, and so on—flow together, gaining cohesion, force, and momentum in their constrained, random combination. Elements of the source corpora for the first iterative stanza “$[0]‌,” taken separately, for example, reveal the embedded desires of their authors. Most of these elements, though, are fragmented and partial, separated by Bertram for their eventual algorithmic combination.30


They tied up | Till | (steal away) likely to kill | just stay dead

Drove toward | Money, Mississippi | behind enemy lines

The dead trees | will show you | the way

See us free | like Jesus | we just won’t stay dead


This partial stanza convenes language from several different sources: bits of a Wikipedia article on the lynching of Emmett Till,31 phrases from the coded spirituals of the Underground Railroad,32 and Bertram’s interpretation of the Wikipedia article33 and the spirituals.34 In decontextualizing and chopping up these original texts for algorithmic recombination, Bertram’s process reflects on the histories and realities of violence and estrangement that slavery, racism, and systemic oppression forced upon Black Americans. Separately, each of these textual elements has its own author and context, and its own accompanying ethical appeal. But the brief, fragmented quality of these snippets serves to obscure or minimize their appeal in comparison to the collective, stacked ethos of “@Tubman’s_Rock” as a whole.

“They tied up” as a phrase is excerpted35 from a 2018 version of a Wikipedia article with at least 2,637 semi-anonymous crowdsourced editors. It reads as a presentation of fact, with the ethical appeal of its authority resting on the collective capability of the thousands of Wikipedia editors of the article who together enacted a thorough process of citation and fact-checking. The phrase is a chilling recitation of fact, one that refers in part to the horrific individual violence perpetrated by Roy Bryant and his half-brother J.W. Milam, the two men primarily responsible for the lynching of Emmett Till. On its own, though, it merely conveys what happened to Till. It does not, as the whole of the algorithmically randomized poem does, make visible the continuities of Black American life, but rather one moment in one life. As an individual statement, the line recounts the past violence done to one boy. As an individual line, “they tied up” fails to demonstrate an abiding, communal confidence in cosmic justice and Black futurity.

Randomized with other lines from other authors under the constraints of the curated source corpora in the algorithm, however, other voices chime in to inflect, inform, contrast, and nuance the line “They tied up.” The phrase is re-contextualized in combination and (re)arrangement with others. In the stanza above, the line retains its original context as a statement of crowdsourced and cited fact in a Wikipedia article about Till’s lynching, particularly through its combination with Mamie Till’s quotation in the epigraph directly preceding it. At the same time, the phrase’s ambiguous subject and object allow it to take on additional meanings, layers of rhetoric, in its new poetic context. This line interacts with the phrase three lines down —“The dead trees”—in a particularly evocative way. The original context of the line comes from the fourth stanza of the spiritual “Follow the Drinking Page 216 →Gourd”: “The dead trees will show you the way / Left foot, peg foot, travelin’ on.” In this original context, the “dead trees” refer to trees that bear the design in “charcoal or mud of the outline of a human left foot and a round spot in place of the right foot” by alleged Underground Railroad operative Peg Leg Joe36 as a navigational tool for enslaved individuals escaping to freedom. With “They tied up” three short lines removed from “The dead trees,” the two lines initially contrast one another in the messages and ethical impetuses they convey and the primary audiences they aim to reach. “They tied up” Emmett Till in “the back of a green pickup truck and drove toward Money, Mississippi,” Wikipedia editors write and edit and factcheck and reword and check again, for users of the internet writ large. “The dead trees will show you [an enslaved person] the way,” the spiritual goes, a coded message in song and in physical environments for enslaved folks to use in order to escape to the North.

Taken together in their new context in the first stanza of “@Tubman’s_Rock,” though, on the frontend of the poem’s rhetorical stack, underwritten by the combined textual, authorial, and sociohistorical contexts of the backend, these lines become re-contextualized by their randomized arrangement with one another through the algorithm. Because each line has undetermined referents in the context of the first stanza of “@Tubman’s_Rock,” we can see them start to shift in reference. “They tied up” in combination with “the dead trees” could mean that Underground Railroad operatives or folks escaping to freedom tied up the trees as a code for others escaping. It was a common practice for operatives to tie ribbons to trees and break branches, in order “to deliver coded messages.”37 The referents of “the dead trees” can shift the other way too, in combination with the line “They tied up.” Dead or dying trees with the bodies of lynched Black men and women hanging from them are a visual symbol of white supremacist violence in the postwar and Jim Crow era. In a harrowing image that Billie Holiday made familiar: “Southern trees bear a strange fruit, blood on the leaves and blood at the root. Black bodies swinging in the Southern breeze, strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.”38

The rhetorical arrangement of these lines obscures direct timelines—moving from antebellum to postbellum or vice versa—in service of conveying the parallel truths of “they tied up” and “the dead trees” in combination. Because the randomized shuffling of the algorithm partially blurs the original referents and combines the contexts of these lines, together they begin to create a conglomerated ethos in the poem that unevenly and authentically surfaces the realities of Black American life, from pasts and presents of individual violence and structural oppression and also from rhetors’ abiding faith in cosmic justice and Black ingenuity and futurity. Randomization, enabled through the parallel computational and rhetorical stacks is what lets audiences see the forest, as it were, made up of “the dead trees.”



8.6 print stanza and Bertram’s Curation as an Arrangement Strategy

Just as the import random module functions as a computational strategy of rhetorical arrangement in “@Tubman’s_Rock,” so does the most basic of computational functions that shows up at the end of the poem’s program. print stanza is the Python function in Page 217 →“@Tubman’s_Rock” that enables the poetic output at the frontend of both computational and rhetorical stacks. The print function in Python takes in any number of parameters—in the case of “@Tubman’s_Rock,” the “stanza” variable that randomizes lines from the source corpora and punctuates and arranges them into a ten-to-twelve-line stanza—and prints whatever is specified to one’s screen, making the output of the selected variable visible to a reader-programmer. In this way, the print function is a mechanism of rhetorical delivery, a channel for imparting a given message. And yet, because there is another step involved in the creation of the poem of “@Tubman’s_Rock”—Bertram’s curation of these printed stanzas—the print function with Bertram’s curation operates more as a strategy of rhetorical arrangement.

The print function brings to the surface what the algorithm has arranged and delivered as stanzas, which in turn gives the poet raw material from which to curate a poem of collected stanzas. Aden Evens has observed that “Electronic literature stakes its claim in the gap between the principle of its generative concept and the accidents of its actual production.”39 Combinatory works like “@Tubman’s_Rock” place definitive parameters around this gap. The poem can only surprise to a degree, since it draws on a program with specific instructions for a certain printed formal output, using pre-selected source texts as the data that the algorithm, as Scott Rettberg posits, can “modify or substitute.”40 Combinatory works are ultimately discrete: a “closed rather than open system” where “every combination has already been realized even before the code is executed.”41 Randomization and quantitative limits constrain the possibilities of creativity or argument, a fact that emphasizes the importance of Bertram’s role as arranging curator.

In the “stanza” variable that is printed in “@Tubman’s_Rock,” strings of source text are concatenated, or linked together after their randomization. Neither the poem’s Python source code nor the reconstructed “Tape Mark 1” Perl code give individual strings (or the split-up phrases that comprise the texts of the source corpora) any instruction42 on their placement or inclusion within a stanza—that is left up to the randomization function. In “@Tubman’s_Rock,” however, Bertram selects printed stanzas that make visible the paradoxes and possibilities of Black life—past, present, and future—in America. They choose, too, not to publish the iterations that were nonsensical or that “fell flat.”43 They likely did not even read all of the possible iterations of the “@Tubman’s_Rock” program, since it can generate over a billion potential poems. Instead, they curated what “reverberated,” arranging and further amplifying the thematic emphasis on the collective that was already present in the source corpora.

The phrase “I just wanted the world to see,” for example, functions as a refrain throughout the stanzas, as a direct result of Bertram’s curation of the final poem. In the eleven stanzas that comprise “@Tubman’s_Rock,” the phrase “I just wanted the world to see” shows up in nine, in addition to its inclusion as Mamie Till’s attributed quote in full (“I just wanted the world to see / what they did to my baby”), which precedes the poem. The phrase “I just wanted the world to see” is statistically overrepresented in “@Tubman’s_Rock”—if randomization alone were responsible for creating the poem, it would appear much less frequently across the selected stanzas. The phrase “will show you” appears twice, and “when the wind blows” three times, across the stanzas of the poem. The phrase “trouble the water” surfaces Page 218 →only once. A poet with a deep understanding of the role of repetition in making and transforming meaning, Bertram strategically arranges the generated stanzas with an obvious eye to the placement of the repeated line “I just wanted the world to see.” In the first stanza, labeled $[0]‌, “I just wanted the world to see” ushers in the conclusion of the verse, as the third-to-final line:


I just wanted the world to see

the river bank makes for a good road

that Jesus is a friend with friends


Here, the stanza points toward what an anonymized “I” “just wanted the world to see”—a historical path of escape for enslaved folks (“the river bank makes for a good road”) and a faith and trust in God’s hand working through others (“that Jesus is a friend with friends”). In its separation from its original context, the singular “I” of Mamie Till’s original words becomes fragmented and plural. We as readers are left without a clear referent for an “I” within the context of each stanza—is the “I” still Mamie Till? Or is it Bertram? Is the “I” the poem’s reader, or its speaker? In the context of this first stanza, for example, we can even imagine Harriet Tubman as the “I,” insisting that she “wanted the world to see” the path to freedom and the faith to get folks there. The phrase reveals itself as extremely versatile as it echoes and generates possibilities throughout the poem for “the world to see”: stanza $[2]‌—“To holler down the lions in this air,” stanza $[3]—“Till tied up, stolen away / Patterrollers spread throughout the colonies / toward promised land / — what they did to my baby,” stanza $[4]—“flying bondsmen on French leave steal away,” and so on.44

The arrangement of the first stanza—delivered to them by the poem’s rhetorical and computational stacks—anticipates the refrain-like status of the phrase “I just wanted the world to see.” The last three lines of the verse are a tercet announcing an unknown “I’s” desire to have “the world see” a route to freedom and a confidence in faith. The phrase does not appear in the second stanza, $[1]‌, but reemerges in stanzas $[2], $[3], and $[4]. In these stanzas, the phrase “I just wanted the world to see” gains momentum, but not necessarily heft; since the call, “I just wanted the world to see” appears at the beginning of the stanzas, there is more thematic emphasis on what follows the phrase, a build-up of the variety of the things “to see.” This shifts dramatically in stanza $[5], in which the phrase “I just wanted the world to see” concludes the verse as its final line:


$[5]‌

People also ask what is Harriet Tubman most famous for?

Flying bondsmen on French leave steal away

They drove Emmett Till toward Money, Mississippi

Behind enemy lines

our Moses never lost a passenger

People also ask why is Harriet Tubman important to the world?

Tracks pressed south to north She often said a friend

of a friend of a friend sent me & when the wind blows

Page 219 →& the first quail calls

the river bank makes for a good road

I just wanted the world to see


In stanza $[5]‌, after readers have gathered that there are indeed many possibilities “to see,” the phrase concludes a stanza that features a combination of search engine queries, of white supremacist violence, and of means to escaping and existing outside of this violence. The concluding phrase asks us to hold all of these things together, to “see” all of the possibilities of things to be seen all at once. For the rest of “@Tubman’s_Rock,” the phrase “I just wanted the world to see” moves to the ends of the verses in which it appears. In the second half of the poem, “I just wanted the world to see” cements itself as a refrain, now gathering weight and momentum with every repetition and recontextualization. The voices within “@Tubman’s_Rock” want their audience to witness, to “see,” many things all at once. They want realities to be believed, answers to be given, advice to be heeded, and hope to persist. They want the challenges of creating systemic change to be understood, greatness to be recognized, and Black futurity to be a given.45 Getting the “world to see” these things, arranged here, reminds us that witness is power, and this power grows in collectivity, when the “world…see[s].”

This reminder emerges from the cultural, computational, and rhetorical stacks that brought fractured voices together and from Bertram’s arrangement that delivers them to the reader. After the phrase has journeyed through its algorithmic combination with the words and desires of many, many others, the last stanza of the poem, $[10], returns it to its original context and speaker:


I just wanted the world to see

drove toward Money, Mississippi $$$$$$

what they did to my baby


After holding the “want[s]‌” of many potential “I”s for “the world to see” many different things, Mamie Till’s words become her own again, a mother’s heartbreak shared with the world. Here, and throughout “@Tubman’s_Rock,” Till’s words are still her own, but at poem’s end, we also can see their wider significance. In their choices of which generated verses to include and how to arrange them within the poem, Bertram acknowledges the communal efforts enabled by the stack. When asked about their choice to use combinatorial code in the production of a text focused on racial injustice, on Black futurity, Bertram says “I wanted the book to amplify some of the central concerns in my writing that people had been missing [in my previous books].” With Travesty Generator, Bertram aimed to take on issues of racial injustice and promote an expansive Black futurity “head-on, but with a method that is not head-on.” This method has at its center the stack as a communal organizing structure, both computationally and rhetorically.

Bertram as lead author-artist of Travesty Generator answers Amiri Baraka’s 1969 call to Black creators to “See everything fresh and ‘without form’—then make forms that will express us truthfully and totally and by this certainly free us eventually.”46 They refine and reimagine an existing, expansive form—combinatorial poetics—into a platform that can do Page 220 →this work of “truthful” and “total” communal expression on a structural level. The poem’s enabling rhetorical mechanisms, randomization and amplification, are structurally present throughout Bertram’s collection, through the rhetorical stacks of the poems. Through the community of authors, their voices together, we “see” all that they want us to.
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The Remediating Poetics of the Contemporary Poetry of the Americas

Scott Challener



en mi puerto rico, imprimimos desde la tinta.

in my puerto rico, we print from within the ink.

Roque Raquel Salas Rivera



so translation  cannot be easily disentangled from remediation  y pues la

traducción no se puede desenmarañar de la remediación

Urayoán Noel



9.1 Introduction: “desde la tinta”

This chapter tarries with the primacy of print media for decolonial queer and feminist poets whose work engages with experiences of digital mediation. To explore this seeming paradox, I focus on how the “durable” print forms of the small press poetry book and poetry anthology trade on the ephemerality of the digital as they mediate changing relations of diasporic and colonial difference under contemporary capitalism. Drawing on tensions between format and form internal to the book, this body of work enacts a remediating poetics that articulates submerged decolonial networks of radical and sustaining connection.

In the past decade, scholars have sought to describe the complexity and brutality of contemporary capitalism in “the digital age” under various conceptual rubrics, including “communicative capitalism,” “platform capitalism,” “surveillance capitalism,” “prosumer capitalism,” and the “digital banal.”1 At the very least, the proliferation of such terms reminds us that we do not possess an adequate name for the conditions we live under. But perhaps more importantly, none of these terms holds much explanatory power for contemporary Page 224 →decolonial poetry’s commitments or its effects on and off the page. I interpret this engagement with print as a distinctive, contradictory practice of diaspora in the “AGE OF THE NEW INTERNET,” the “age of the refugee,” and “the time of border rule.”2


[image: A screenshot of an Instagram post from Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s account, showing a partial frontal image of the face of a beseeching young woman. The image is itself a screenshot of a still from the 1984 film The NeverEnding Story directed by Wolfgang Petersen. The woman is actor Tami Stronach. Tamayo has overlaid text on the image in white lettering: “Social media is just another job you don’t get paid for”; comments in response to the post are also shown.]
Figure 9.1 Screenshot of an October 6, 2021, Instagram post from Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s account.

I pitch these periodizations of the present, borrowed from Jennif(f)er Tamayo, Yogita Goyal (via Edward Said), and Harsha Walia, respectively, against predominating theorizations of surveillance, platformification, and prosumption that tend to over-emphasize the novelty or recency of these phenomena and in so doing, dehistoricize their social dimensions and effects. I also take issue with the tendency to view the platform or social media companies as a mainland US American or Western problem. As Zara Dinnen observes, “Since 2004 Facebook has become a default mode of social connection across the globe—85.8 percent of daily active users are outside of the United States and Canada.”3 To put this claim slightly differently: Facebook is a major platform of the Global South. At the same time, the poetry and anthology projects I examine challenge the very meaning of the “United States.” Unincorporated territories, a legal euphemism for present-day colonies of the United States, for instance, are not considered in Dinnen’s argument that “Facebook is the digital banal,” “the daily habit through which life is experienced mediationally.”4 While such an oversight is common, it reinforces a kind of colonialist cognitive mapping of the platform. When viewed as an integral, contradictory part of a decolonial practice of diaspora, a remediating poetics of the platform offers a non-US-centric and, as we will see, “transversal” model for literary and cultural production, even as Facebook’s global penetration remains a clear expression of the hegemony of digital colonialism.5 The contradictions in the print remediations of hemispheric poetry projects, in other words, invite us to think Page 225 →about the differences in poetic articulation within media ecosystems in the United States and across the Global South.

One insight such a comparison yields is that banality, habit, and everyday practice are not the same across media: digital and print cultural practices are not necessarily co-constitutive or “equal” to one another. The presence of digital media in printed work instead stresses the asymmetries of the contemporary media situation. This emphasis presents a materialist challenge to any straightforward or pat cultural critique of our digital malaise. Consider an October 6, 2021, post on poet Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s Instagram account (Figure 9.1).6 As the post’s language (“Social media is just another job you don’t get paid for”) immediately suggests, we might first situate digital prosumption on corporate platforms in a longer geopolitical history of economic exploitation. The sentimental visual grammar of the image, itself a remediation of a still from the 1984 film The NeverEnding Story directed by Wolfgang Petersen, further suggests that this history would have to reckon more fully with the way relentlessly gendered, sexualized, and racialized logics organize divisions of labor—logics that are themselves mediated by the control and consumption of images of nonwhite girls. The image-text of Tamayo’s post thus calls us back to the truth of Melissa Gira Grant’s observation that “The unpaid and underpaid labor of women is essential to making [Facebook] go, to making it so irresistible.”7

While Tamayo’s use of the sentimental face recalls this other interminable history, the overlaid text begins to amend and “uproot” it, to use the Levinasian term, cannily estranging viewers from the familiar conditions of the possible-but-unavailable face-to-face encounter that the platform sustains while simultaneously reminding us of our accountability to one another in our daily, intersubjective relations.8 In the second edition of Tamayo’s book-length project, YOU DA ONE (2017), the reproduction of screenshots doubles down on this gesture, at once drawing on and literally flying in the face of ekphrastic and sentimental modes of representing and narrating oppressions of the Global South. Tamayo’s work thus turns away from the serviceability of the storable ephemera of the digital post and its logics of capture, sentiment, and effacement, and toward a remediating, self-authorizing poetics of pleasure, at times playful, at times grief-struck, that refuses consumability.

This remediating poetics is apparent in not only Tamayo’s screenshots but also the interaction between them and the parts of YOU DA ONE that appear more recognizably as poems. The titleless poem that begins “At the airport, we all take a shot of aguardiente,” for instance, is a meditation on, and a litany of, the face. The first stanza of the poem reads:


At the airport, we all take a shot of aguardiente

because we all had each other’s faces

When I saw my brother I saw my face

I saw my grandmother I saw my face

I saw my aunt I saw my stupid face

On the way up the mountain I saw my face in a pile of trash

I saw my face in the mule’s ass

I saw my lover I saw my face but it was white & weary

I saw my brother again and there was my face;

Page 226 →   my other brother, my other face

I saw my face in the American Apparel ivory chiffon blouse

I brought for this occasion

In the occasion I saw my face, I did


These thirteen lines and the subsequent twelve-line stanza compose a distorted double sonnet that is also a feminist anti-self-portrait. The face in Tamayo’s anti-blazon appears everywhere at once, an expression of the digital commodity system that has rendered it available for relentless figuration in family members, lovers, “a pile of trash,” and embedded in luxury goods including “the American Apparel ivory chiffon blouse” and, in the next stanza, “Botero’s asses,” a reference to the renowned Colombian painter’s memorably rotund figures.

While the poem’s first two stanzas initially appeared in the May 2014 issue of Poetry, in the second edition of YOU DA ONE the poem unfolds into two additional fourteen-line stanzas. These later stanzas affirm Dandi Meng’s pointed observation about the screenshot:


What was hazy at the moment of capture will remain that way in the self-same resolution, a special kind of opacity. And in the case of screenshots that include words, the individual letters that compose them lose their modularity and the text becomes ‘visibly invisible,’ impervious to search.9


As Tamayo’s proliferating faces recede from the overfiguration of digital commodification into figurelessness, this “special kind of opacity” becomes the poem’s occasion:


I licked the screen and it was my face I liked my face

I ran the cursor over his face and it was our faces

I sat on your face I saw my face

I sat on her face and my face turned into my face

I saw the surface and it was my face

I saw my face and I saw the deepest lettering

There were words and my face was in the words


“At the airport” emerges from an historical situation in which the commodified face has become a semi-opaque, overdetermined metonym—a highly mediated surface, at once porous and labile, licked and liked, roughly pixelated and remediable (“I ran the cursor over his face and it was our faces”). Its embrace of this “self-same resolution” signals the emergence of a remediating poetics in which a poem acts as an estranging, pleasurable, intervenient medial layer over and against the endless proliferation of the storable, minable digital image.

In what follows, I theorize print remediation in the contemporary poetry of the Americas as a social language and practice of diaspora. The subsequent section puts this theory to work in the screenshot poetics of YOU DA ONE. As Wendy Chun suggests, and the remediating poetics of the Americas testify, the question of the relation between analog and digital cannot Page 227 →be understood in mimetic or imitative terms.10 As an expression of contemporary capitalism, the uneven copresence of digital and analog troubles narratives that privilege the divide between print–digital and old–new media. Consider La Impresora, a small press run by poets Nicole Cecilia Delgado and Amanda Hernández in Puerto Rico. The Risograph press emphasizes “a mano” or handmade approaches to communal print traditions and practices of public performance, but it is at the same time digitally savvy, selling works on Etsy and advertising on Instagram. Delgado is also a skilled spokesperson, publicist, and advocate for the press and its vision. Likewise, Delgado’s capable translator, Urayoán Noel, is a wildly inventive poet of multilingual “decolonial forms” that express how social media forms cut across print and digital divides, including “killer hashtags,” “texts never sent,” “countermemes,” anagrams linking #Ferguson with #Ayotzinapa, and poems designed to “trolear la blanca supremacía” [“troll white supremacy”]. In the conclusion, I turn to Noel’s recent poetry collection, Transversal (2021), to contend that a remediating, “transversal” poetics offers a powerful means for interpreting the centrality of print to the contemporary poetry of the Americas.

In each of these examples, I show how the interplay of format and form afforded by print media enables remediations that take advantage of the inherently degenerative qualities of digital media and call upon the potential of digitally mediated social relations to create alternative forms of world-making and alternative possibilities for solidarity and struggle.11 Adopting a Marxian perspective on mediation, in which print functions as a conflictual and historically variable medium that expresses the ongoing struggle over relations to the material bases of society, I illuminate the decolonial dimensions of print mediation “desde la tinta” [from within the ink], as Roque Raquel Salas Rivera has it. This poetry’s play with format and form, including typography, font, size, color, image, and ink itself, embosses print’s medial variability and materializes possibilities for the transformation of social struggle and its imaginaries.



9.2 Print Remediation as “Meta-diasporous” Practice

Raymond Williams once observed that “new technologies of language” like radio, film, magnetic tape, and television have “moved practice beyond the relatively uniform and specializing technology of print.” In the face of his moment’s “new means of production,” Williams remained as unsurprised as readers of this chapter likely are today by “retrospective, nostalgic, or reactionary moods” that develop in response to transformations in our differently shared media ecologies. That said, Williams makes two important points worth recalling: first, he understands the situation of new media in relation to deeper political and economic changes; and second, he insists that “None of these means cancels print, or even diminishes its specific importance, but they are not simple additions to it, or mere alternatives.”


In their complex connections and interrelations they compose a new substantial practice in social language itself, over a range from public address and manifest representation to “inner speech” and verbal thought.12


Page 228 →Though Williams was writing about the specialization of the concept of literature through its increasingly close association with a narrowing social segment later dubbed the “reading class,” we might also consider the prescience of his remarks for contemporary poetry.13

For while much of this poetry now exists online and circulates through digital platforms, print continues to determine poetry’s specific importance today. That importance is illuminated by the decolonial queer and feminist poetry of the Americas for three main reasons. First, this unruly body of work underscores that poetry’s significance lies principally in the fact that it is against “literature” in Williams’s sense, and therefore against normative neoliberal technocratic understandings of “poetry,” “craft,” and the like. The determinate use of print media by a subordinated class of poets working at the cultural and economic margins of US empire undermines conventional accounts of reading and reception, especially those that privilege the codex format or uncritically shore up a “taste culture” whose function is to secure and sustain social power and prestige. Second, the poems figure this opposition as embodied, sensuous, playful, disidentificatory, creative, refusialist, and redistributive, attentive more to social and material needs in an historical moment defined by compounding political and economic crisis than to the literary-critical triangulation of author–reader–text or any singular aesthetic or affective category or interpretive framework made possible by novel aggregations of data.

While my focus on print’s remediating role in “compos[ing] a new substantial practice in social language” may seem to reinforce what Mike Chasar calls the “restrictive print orientation of poetry studies,” I emphasize how contemporary decolonial poets of the Americas use the affordances of print to creatively respond both to the profit logics and surveillance regimes of digital media platforms and to that restrictive orientation.14 The doxa of text and textuality, and the notion of reading as a solitary, monolingual, unmediated activity—all disciplinary assumptions of literary studies—come under significant pressure. As I’ve suggested elsewhere, the confrontation with these doxa indexes a key aspect of decolonial poetics, which seeks to undo and remake the grounding premises of what it means to read and write.15 While Chasar and other scholars help us to understand poetry’s “mobility” across media, the contemporary decolonial poetry of the Americas renders conspicuous the porosity of its remediations, turning our attention from the ease with which poetry moves across disparate media and communicative situations to the interdependencies of poetry and the media through which it travels. Put differently, decolonial poetry commits less to the autonomy of text, medium, platform, and work, than to the embodied difficulty and contingencies of relationality—of conceiving of relation, as Glissant had it, as a totality in motion.

Decolonial poetics insists on the before and after of poetry, on the ties of social and material relation that express, bond, move, and bind. To borrow from Roque Raquel Salas Rivera and Alexander Alberro, decolonial poetics elaborates a “disdominant” and porous relation that “resists a conception of power as being a permanently fixed discourse.”16 It is precisely this resistance—a diffraction of and disidentification with domination—that decolonial poetry brings to conversations around contemporary capitalism and digital colonialism, which so often present the ever-changing conditions of the contemporary global media situation as inevitable and immutable, a cynical cultural logic that subtends capitalism and Page 229 →imperial power in a “permanently fixed discourse.”17 The poetics of disdominance in the contemporary decolonial poetry of the Americas embraces outright modes of rejection and refusal, but also works by a cultural logic of minor refusal. This poetry is made “under the bed”—under the imperial infrastructure—while empire sleeps.18 It exudes from “even the most colonized hole” the excesses of a larger, queerer diasporic world of transversal connection, desire, and possibility.19 This is a poetics that conceives of the reading and making of poems as both insufficient and integral, a practice marked by a demanding sense that social and material conditions—rather than “media conditions,” however adventitious or circumscribing—determine relations of need and freedom, and therefore constrain the possibilities of poetry and mark its most contingent, aleatory, and surprising horizons and joys. How we interpret these constraints—whether we understand them as cruel or impossible, beautiful or mournful, or something else altogether— remains an open question with which this poetry variously contends. However, it is through the particular textures of its remediations that the contemporary decolonial poetry of the Americas does contend. I adopt the character and nature of this contentiousness as my objects of analysis here.

This “disdominant” relation suggests a third reason for the significance of print in contemporary decolonial poetry of the Americas: print’s centrality runs counter to the fluidity, non-simultaneity, and effacing dimensions of digital media experience. Why should print play this distinctive remediating role in expressing the political economic crises and imperialisms of the twenty-first century? After all, the commodity of the book, like translation, has long been thought to facilitate, if not accelerate, the violent progress of European colonial and US imperial misadventure. And yet this poetry suggests print might equally be understood as a medium of decolonial interactivity, a means for dereifying the surveil-and-extract regimes of both digital and non-digital modes of capitalist production—for reading, thinking, and acting otherwise. While the contemporary poetry of the Americas builds on the legacies of earlier remediating print practices—including modernist collage, concrete poetry, mail art, the poetry books of the mimeograph revolution, and zines—it is distinguished by both its expression and mediation of network effects and the various, self-reflexive ways in which it uses the affordances of print to create a social language capable of interrogating and responding to the ephemerality and effacements of the digital. As Urayoán Noel suggests, the cartonera tradition that emerged out of the US-backed debt crisis in the early aughts in Argentina offers one example.20 Informal collectives of artists and writers assembled into cooperatives to purchase cardboard from cartoneros—laborers who identify, pick, organize, clean, and prepare recyclable waste—which they then reused to make, distribute, and sell literary works. La Impresora grew out of the Caribbean’s first cartonera press, Atarraya Cartonera (2009–2015), which Delgado and the poet Xavier Valcárcel based on the “viral editorial model” that emerged in Argentina.21 The stencils used in cartonera made the Risograph—an affordable stencil and rice ink digital screen printer capable of printing thousands of copies in one or two colors—a logical choice for La Impresora. Moreover, like cartonera, the Risograph emerged under conditions of economic precarity—in its case, in postwar Japan.22 In her essay A Mano / By Hand, Delgado attributes to the making of “libros cartoneros” a collective ability to “build a global (or at least Latin American) digital network of autonomous initiatives supporting low-budget local literature, Page 230 →with the help of the internet and the emergence of social media.”23 This thumbnail history suggests that the remediating poetics of the contemporary poetry of the Americas emerges as a new practice in social language out of the complex interrelations made possible by the convergence of the digital and print in these different moments of global economic crisis. As a decolonial practice of diaspora, print remediation activates and strengthens this digital network and its initiatives.

These examples also indicate how the new forms of capitalist exploitation enabled by the internet and digital platforms resound with pre-internet histories of struggles against surveillance, marketization, monetization, and commodification. To borrow from Noel’s study of queer migrant “poemics,” the use of the book and the page refreshes our sense of an ongoing, inter- and trans-medial “exploration and interrogation of how we see and are seen.”24 Conducted, as Williams foresaw, over “a range from public address and manifest representation to ‘inner speech’ and verbal thought,” these conversations depend on mutuality, interaction, and curiosity.25 As activists Suey Park and Eunsong Kim wrote in 2014:


There is a common belief that activist trends magically and spontaneously happen in cyberspace and remain stuck in that medium. Although lacking a geographic home, Twitter communities are intentionally constructed through the labor of specific groups. We use Twitter to defy the limitations of time and space. We use Twitter to remember we are not alone—or crazy—but instead part of a collective struggle. The idea of ongoing decolonizing campaigns is antithetical to corporate logics and branding campaigns. Yet our stories get replaced and sold as marketable commodities for corporate consumption. They are sold as 15 minutes of entertainment rather than connected and ongoing efforts.26


It is precisely this labor of intersubjective engagement across virtual and in-person forms of address that perforates digital and non-digital colonial regimes. These forms of address are sustained through micro entry points of connection that enable a “metadiasporous” address across the print remediations of the decolonial poetry of the Americas. This address slows down and reconfigures the complex connections and interrelations of speakers, listeners, and readers in the communicative situation. This deceleration redounds to the needs and wants—and therefore the conditions—that give rise to this poetry in the first place.

I draw the neologism “meta-diasporous” from two key texts: Noel’s landmark study of Nuyorican poetry and poetics, and the more recent Puerto Rico en mi corazón—an anthology of Puerto Rican poetry edited by Salas Rivera, Erica Mena, Ricardo Maldonado, and Carina del Valle Schorske, published by Anomalous Press as part of a broader effort to raise funds for survivors of Hurricane Maria.27 In theorizing poetic work that attends to the “seeming impasse” that “both the vanguardist and diasporic subject are transnational, yet both also emphasize locality and materiality, against a deracinated globality,” Noel proposes the term diasporous to describe a performance poetics among Nuyorican and Puerto Rican poets “focused on the representation of diaspora in the context of globalization” who “perform diaspora as both a critique and a function of the neoliberal city.”28 While Noel insists that this term is not meant to be generalizable given the historical and cultural specificity of experiences of diaspora and displacement, I find it useful for interpreting the “porousness” Page 231 →of the remediations on offer in the queer decolonial and feminist poetry of the Americas. I add “meta” to Noel’s term after the preface to Puerto Rico en mi corazón, in which the editors explain:


The four of us met in the meta-diaspora made of Puerto Rican poems. When the storm hit, that’s where we began to build—an immaterial way to survive the very material grief of our own survival. But with so much loss, we knew we’d have to make something we could hold—and something that could travel, and fly out from us as birds of protest against failed recovery and the policy that preceded it.29


In this convocation of “the vast ecosystem of care that our community calls into being,” the “meta-diaspora” is both textual and extra-textual, material and immaterial, grievous and grieving, vulnerable and generous, and made possible by virtual networks (“The four of us met in cyberspace”) enabled by the platform. Yet the editors are careful to insist that the meta-diaspora is possible not because of cyberspace but because of the circulatory, communal, redistributive powers of Puerto Rican poetry. When they write that they met “in the meta-diaspora made of Puerto Rican poems,” they redefine diaspora as a practice of what Michael Warner calls a “textual public,” which “comes into being only in relation to texts and their circulation.”30 At the same time, they remind us that textual publics, like virtual publics, emerge from and depend on social and material relations of need and desire.

This “metadiasporous” remediating poetics engages the “liquefaction of boundaries” that Christian Fuchs describes as “a crucial quality of contemporary capitalism that shapes digital media.”31 For instance, insofar as their anthology grows from the specific need “to make something [the editors] could hold—and something that could travel, and fly out from us as birds of protest against failed recovery and the policy that preceded it”—the volume embodies a collective embrace responsive to the ecological and economic “aftershocks of disaster” that Hurricane Maria put into startling relief.32 The discursive framing of translation as a translingual, rather than “bilingual,” poetics presents the anthology as a deliberate rejection of colonialist translation practices that rely on binary logics of equivalence, equality, supplementarity, and translatability. Likewise, it counters narratives of anthologization that emphasize the anthology’s specific role in the making of literary canons at the expense of the form’s foundational importance to social struggle and radical thought. Instead, the editors’ preface specifically aligns the anthology with the “long existing Puerto Rican tradition of printed work” that “testif[ies] … to the necessity of collaboration and a repudiation of the American call for ‘self-reliance,’ so often a brittle mask for colonial neglect.”33 This anti-imperial alignment also reflects what Yomaira C. Figueroa calls a “‘challenge to paperlessness’ through the production of ‘transracial, translingual, and transcultural’” printed works.34

Strikingly, this metadiasporous poetics of remediation uses the paperlessness of the platform to reinforce this challenge. Rather than yield further erasures, the platform has enabled Salas Rivera, Noel, Delgado, and others to elaborate more fully a tradition and archive of Puerto Rican printed work.35 Crucially, however, this elaboration occurs amid intensifying precarity and state violence. Salas Rivera describes work under these conditions as an Page 232 →“imperial hustle”; elsewhere, he writes of repeating “the routine: surprise, crisis, rescue.”36 Nevertheless, he has convincingly argued that the ongoing work of the Mellon-funded El Proyecto de la literature puertorriqueña / the Puerto Rican Literature Project (PLPR/PRLP) constitutes “a constant exercise in possibility.”37 It thus clarifies what platforms make possible: the convening of the editors of Puerto Rico en mi corazón; the meeting and collaboration of poets who would not otherwise be able to work together; the collaborative anthology itself; the increased availability and accessibility of Puerto Rican and diasporic literature; and more, while also revealing that the production of such works depends upon social and material conditions and relations that remain precarious. While anthologies like Puerto Rico en mi corazón are digitally networked objects made with an awareness of the nonconsensual nature of digital enclosure, this metadiasporous poetics expresses an alternative “network of shared intimacies,” to borrow from Elena Machado Saez, that “enables marginalized peoples to thrive” and “find belonging and social support.”38

The remediating agency of print in these works not only slows down digital liquefaction but also talks back specifically to colonial and white supremacist regimes of chronicity and presumptive coincidence, access, and translatability. The poems in these books consciously present the medium of print as a force that may uncover and uproot the digital effacements of labor and history. In this sense, making poetry is making a distinctive kind of communal time, and both activities are presented as integral to social embodiment and the exigencies of shared desiring, caring, living, and knowing. That is, the queer decolonial poetry book of the Americas uses the medium to articulate porous relations of time and space that materially contribute to the ongoing struggle over social relations under capitalism. While it is true, then, that the metabolic variety on display in these works embodies “the collapsing and ‘disintermediation’ of the traditional print-centric communications circuit” that Simone Murray identifies as a key feature of contemporary media ecologies, these works also challenge us to recognize the role and function of print for poetry in a digital age as part of a new substantial practice in social language made through “circuits” with which we have yet to fully reckon.39



9.3 YOU DA ONE and the Pleasure of the Screenshot

Though not a traditional commodity in important respects, the poetry book is nonetheless an ideal material form for working out the relations between the decolonial and what Jennif(f)er Tamayo calls the “fluid, placeless, and amorphous” character of digital materiality and the corporate production of Latinidad.40 For instance, Tamayo’s use of the book, and the remediated screenshot in particular, forbids us to forget that the virtual always requires socially reproductive labor. While Noel shows how Tamayo’s recent work turns even more explicitly to “the intersection of digital cultural production and embodied cultural performance,” I argue that the Barthesian pleasure of the screenshot in the second edition of YOU DA ONE prefigures this shift and offers a different vantage for understanding the centrality of print to her work and to contemporary decolonial queer poetics more broadly.41


[image: The cover of the ebook version of the second edition of YOU DA ONE (Noemi Press, 2017) by Jennif(f)er Tamayo. The background image, in a green hue, depicts a lush setting of foliage against the sky. A building with a brick wall appears in the image’s lower half. The title, in white font, appears in white lowercase with pixelation. An icon for a mouse cursor, a pixelated right hand with the forefinger pointing to the sky, takes the place of the word “one.”]
Figure 9.2 The cover of the ebook version of the second edition of YOU DA ONE (Noemi Press, 2017).

Page 233 →Noel’s account suggests why it would be a mistake to think of the second edition of YOU DA ONE as an autonomous work. Indeed, in interviews, Tamayo explains how poetry and performance have become inseparable for her.42 Yet not all remediations are alike or produce the same effects. Attending to the book form makes salient the degree to which Tamayo’s work dwells on non-fluid textures—the blocked, the stalled-out, the stagnant, and the lingering, as well as on the seamy dimensions of social and material life. As Noel rightly observes, Tamayo’s work is “resistant to so many of the varieties of fluidity we value in poetry as a globally circulating vanguard art form: the performance poet’s virtuosic flow, the translingual poet’s hip fluency, the endless flows of capital.”43 Though he does not pursue this insight further, to me it is central to the poetics of print remediation on offer in YOU DA ONE. Page 234 →Migratory poetics, Tamayo’s work suggests, are as much about external movement as they are about what refuses to move or be moved.

Indeed, the rough pixelation on the cover of the second edition (Figure 9.2) gestures to an earlier moment of graphic irresolution in the history of digital media, preparing the way for readers to recognize that what we encounter throughout YOU DA ONE are not screenshots but reproductions of screenshots. The distinction matters because it discloses the historical particularities of the edition as well as the specific power of print as a means of reproduction. As Dandi Meng explains:


In a screenshot, there’s no depth to probe, for better and for worse. There’s only the moment of capture, which, unlike traditional photography, doesn’t happen in the space of living but in the flat expanse of the screen. You can zoom in and out of a screenshot, turn it this way and that, but the image will never become more certain. What was hazy at the moment of capture will remain that way in the self-same resolution, a special kind of opacity. And in the case of screenshots that include words, the individual letters that compose them lose their modularity and the text becomes “visibly invisible,” impervious to search.44


This particularized opacity reveals the screenshot’s metadiasporous potential as a new practice in social language. If, for Meng, “screenshots are made to be mass, vernacular objects that are always already ‘cop[ies] in motion,’” then Tamayo’s reproductions of screenshots are always already copies of copies in motion.45 This “meta” aspect of Tamayo’s work at once diminishes the shot’s readability and increases its porosity, intensifying its presence as a labile medium open to ulterior interpretations. The roughly pixelated quality of the reproduced screenshot, which renders the text in a state of difficult legibility—readable but only with effortful scrutiny, with squinting—is a remarkable agent throughout YOU DA ONE, undoing or working against other scales and modes by which we consume and interpret information. Indeed, as Meng notes, screenshots admit a dimension of recursive control over the image that would not be available otherwise.

The screenshot changes not only the status of the text-image but also the body of the poem itself. We are before a different kind of object, a rendering not so much “frozen” as differently embedded, rendered differently available (and unavailable) to the processes of commodification, differently arrayed and situated in its communicative mise-en-scene. It is an act of reorientation to a different public, but also a deliberate making available of this orientative process to readers of the second edition. It also necessarily challenges what we understand “reading a poem” to mean. The screenshot in Tamayo’s work is non- or extra- or even anti-literary—its mere presence disrupts narrow definitions of “poetry” and “literature,” while also disrupting conventional notions of authorship, performance, and text.

More than a copy of a copy of a copy in motion, the screenshot acts in YOU DA ONE as what Laura Dietz calls “a key tactic in the authorship of authorship.”46 For Dietz, this tactic belongs to the repertoire queer women of color may draw on to respond to the poetry community’s masculinist insularity and protection of abuse. Both “pretext” and occasion and part of the poetic composition, the screenshot in Tamayo’s work creates micro entry and exit points reminiscent of Gérard Genette’s well-known figure of the “airlock” as “threshold” of Page 235 →the paratext: it creates breathing room, spaces for ulterior moods, dispositions, and orientations to flourish through the slow readerly metabolization of the book.47

Tamayo’s references to Roland Barthes as an interlocutor, model, intermediary, and antagonist offer a further implication: her work’s creative refusals participate in the creation of a breathable language for poets who have been shut out or shut in, as it were. They make feminist pleasure and desire the central motivation and purpose of this participation. In Camera Lucida, a work he began composing while writing Mourning Diary (one of the three texts Tamayo acknowledges as a model for YOU DA ONE), Barthes describes the “punctum” as that which traverses, lashes, stripes, pricks, stings, cuts, and punctuates the order or “studium” of the photographic image.48 The punctum moves its viewer and reader, Barthes, by the poignancy of its contingencies, those chance details and excesses the lens envelops at the moment of capture. Barthes reads the “pricked photograph” and experiences these details and excesses as wounds belying an “intense immobility.”49 In YOU DA ONE, Tamayo cites and rewrites Barthes in her image, turning the punctum into a “shimmerwound” (Figure 9.4).

In a letter-poem addressed to the reader at the beginning of the book, Tamayo explains that “shimmerwound” summons the “terrors and traumas of what it’s like to be so figured, you are figureless.”50 Coming in the second third of the book, the passage above makes palpable the absence of a screenshot or image of “JENNIFER IN THE WHITE DRESS” just as it invites us to read Tamayo’s body of work as an annotation and remaking of Barthes’s punctum.

Tamayo’s screenshots are distinct from Barthes’s photographs in several important ways. First, while they like function like “pricked photographs,” screenshots are not photographs but digital images. Second, the framing, design, formatting, and printing of these digital images interposes another medial layer on those digital images, “remediating” them to print. Whereas screenshots are “created with minimal or no mediation that influences the final form of the image,” the remediative process on offer in YOU DA ONE reasserts the opacities of mediation, agency, self-reflexivity, and authorial intention into the image, throwing its “finality,” transparency, and mediated character into question.51 Whereas we tend to “look through” screenshots, in YOU DA ONE the remediated screenshot entails a confrontation with a more unevenly opaque and inaccessible social world.52 At the same time, the remediated screenshot not only restores but also demands the participation of our full sensorium, insisting that we engage the screenshot not passively but as active readers. These images of images, in other words, have become scenes of address simultaneously vulnerable to unwanted or coercive relation and, because we sense their charismatic strangeness in the printed format of the book, newly alive to the possibility of transforming the very conditions of addressability that determine who and what is addressable as such.

The two two-page reproductions of screenshots of Tamayo’s Google email dashboard in YOU DA ONE (Figure 9.3), for instance, show how epistolary address and the “triangulated” structure associated with lyric address come under special pressure in her work, as the typical one-to-one address of personal email simultaneously takes up space on the page alongside an open Google chat exchange; other open tabs, including Google searches for “alfred molina”—the recurrent celebrity daddy figure the poems play with—and lyrics to Rihanna’s eponymous single. Open tabs for Facebook and a Google drive file titled “EPISTOL,” a nodPage 236 →Page 237 → Page 238 →to the book’s debt to epistolary address, also appear. In addition, the capture shows targeted ads for travel insurance directed nominally at the poet, who wrote the book while traveling to Medellín to meet her biological father for the first time, as well as a running vertical list of other contacts online, signaling potential addressees and members of Tamayo’s digital network. By screenshotting her Gmail dashboard with its open search tabs, files, and Gchat exchange, and by designing the shot to appear across two pages, Tamayo dramatizes this multiplicity of virtual communicative situations as a documentary mise-en-scene in which print mediation and the “depersonalizing agency of print,” to borrow a phrase from Virginia Jackson, come up against the fluidity and ephemerality of the digital world.53 This antagonism structures the boundaried units of page and image throughout the book, such that the extractive conditions of addressability on which digital communication depends—as well as its peculiar effacements—are not only frozen, as it were, in a state of exposure, but undone.


[image: Screenshot of Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s Gmail dashboard from pages 45 and 46 of the ebook version of the second edition of YOU DA ONE. The image depicts email correspondence between “jorge tamayo” to “Jennifer” from July 2011 with the subject heading “Feliz Cumpleanos de tu padre.” To the right, a chatbox shows an exchange between “Nancy Mendoza” and “me.” The writing is blurry but legible.]
Figure 9.3 Screenshot of Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s Gmail dashboard from pages 45 and 46 of the ebook version of the second edition of YOU DA ONE.

Building on Ronaldo V. Wilson, Noel describes Tamayo’s “screenshot poetics” as “fluid” in three senses: first, “the line between discrete poem and meme sequence begins to blur”; second, the material of her book is “radically recontextualized” through her in-person performances, videos, and work on Instagram in a “poetics of constant remediation”; and third, in the Deleuzean sense of the work’s many “folds and assemblages.”54 The use of the book form heightens, rather than diminishes, the contradictions entailed in the distinctive (non)fluidity and constancy of Tamayo’s remediating poetics. In the above example, the material “fold” and “crease” of the book’s binding bisects and interrupts the screen and the legibility of the text, presenting the page as another inter- and trans-mediating surface layer. In Mourning Diary, Barthes writes that what “affects [him] most powerfully” about the loss of his mother is that mourning is at once “discontinuous” and “schlerotic,” or layered. The layers, he adds, are depthless. They are “layers of surface—or rather, each layer: a totality.”55 This experience of “mourning in layers” aligns with both the diaristic qualities of YOU DA ONE and its mournful attention to the ephemeral layers of digital mediation that evoke kinship ties and diasporic connections that leak, in Meng’s words, in a process of “constan[t]‌ shedding.”56 Barthes’s conceptualization of “layers of surface” also aligns with Winfried Gerling’s useful definition of digital screenshots as “images of stratifications of windows Page 239 →(applications)—of the realities of the computer—[that] also enable insights into the intimate, private life of the users.”57 Barthes’s articulation of each layer of grief as a discontinuous, discrete totality and Gerling’s “images of stratifications” (as opposed to stratified images) help us to perceive that the layers of remediation on offer in YOU DA ONE remain separate and interdependent. While the lines between poem and meme, face and surface, begin to blur, the screenshot installs layers of opacity that are non-contiguous. They never fully fuse. These unconjoined medial layers and the estranged spaces between them function rather like Gómez de Barris’s “entry points” for decolonial rearticulation: in print, they invite us to move between these entry points and “activate,” as Brent Edwards writes in another context, “the interval between them.”58 They are at once “submerged” and newly sensible, newly Page 240 →available for the intimate and radical reimagining, if not reordering, of social life through diasporic and colonial difference.


[image: The image of a page from YOU DA ONE with text in all caps in differently weighted typeface. The text engages Roland Barthes’s notorious concept of the “punctum,” suggestively converting it into Tamayo’s concept of the “shimmerwound.”]
Figure 9.4 Excerpt of Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s YOU DA ONE. Noemi Press, 2017. Used by permission of Noemi Press.

While it is one thing for a poem to quote a Twitter (X) feed or reference a conversation on Facebook or Instagram, it is quite another thing for a poem to screenshot, in hazy pixels, one’s own post (Figure 9.5). This kind of autocitation, which recurs in each of the seven shots of Tamayo’s Instagram posts, offers a scene of feminist intervention, rendering the personal newly political, and a deliberate kind of refusal—if not of the surveillance marketplace or its dynamics per se, then of its gendered protocols of visibility, reproducibility, and profitability that depend on the unpaid and underpaid labor of women of color. Indeed, whereas the two shots of the Gmail dashboard present a multiplicity and simultaneity of virtual address, the screenshots of Tamayo’s Instagram posts, set against a matte black background, carefully eliminate most digital ephemera and claim shared visual ground with the twelve-page “No Manifesto for Poetry Readings and Listservs and Magazines and ‘Open Versatile Spaces Where Cultural Production Flourishes’” that is distributed across the second edition of YOU DA ONE. Developed in 2014 in response to pervasive sexism, sexual harassment, and sexual assault in literary communities and authored by Tamayo and a “crowd of feminists” across the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, the “No Manifesto” articulates a narrative of refusal “comprised,” as Tamayo explains in the opening poem-letter, “from all the attempts to say NO to a gendered violence prevalent in my communities as it prevails around the globe.”59


[image: A screenshot of an Instagram post dated June 2, 2015 from Jennif(f)er Tamayo’s account. The image, which appears on page 40 of the ebook version of the second edition of YOU DA ONE, shows Tamayo sticking both of her middle fingers up exuberantly in the air. The text accompanying the image reads “THIS IS HOW MANY FUCKS I GIVE WHEN MY EDITOR TRIES TO INTIMIDATE, THREATEN AND SILENCE ME WITH HIS LETTERS FROM HIS LAWYERS. I won’t be taking shit down from my wall or maybe I will. Don’t forget me when I’m deported.”]
Figure 9.5 Screenshot of a post from Tamayo’s Instagram account from page 40 of the ebook version of the second edition of YOU DA ONE. Noemi Press, 2017. Used by permission of Noemi Press.

While this use of Instagram might seem “curatorial” or strike some as an invocation of Zara Dinnen’s notion of “the digital banal,” in that it “allow[s]‌ the digitally mediated conditions of the present to disturb the surface of that present,” the actual present of the second edition of YOU DA ONE looks and feels very different than that of the first edition, whose press and publication context it disavows.60 Likewise, the feminist counterpublic Tamayo’s work addresses, mobilized against misogynist poetry communities that abet sexual predation, make the disturbance of the surface of the present not banal but exigent. Tamayo’s remediated screenshots in effect perform what Frederic Jameson, describing the function of gossip in the modernist novel, called de-reification.61 The very stasis of the remediated screenshot reveals both the impossibility of platform capitalism’s dream of total capture and indexes the mobilization of a feminist counterpublic. Gossip in YOU DA ONE continues its sustaining, humanizing function because its estranged circulation—in the form of remediated reproductions of posts (Figure 9.4)—calls out to publics with which future readers must reckon as we continue to confront the misogyny, antifeminisms, and border violences of the present (“Don’t forget me when I’m deported”).

As Mona Kasra writes, screenshots are “digital networked image[s]‌,” embedded in originating contexts of digital, screened technologies and their cultures and modes of being.62 As a result, they intensify the already “intense immobility” Barthes finds “linked to a detail” as “to a detonator.”63 Yet what is explosive in YOU DA ONE’s screenshots is precisely those linkages Barthes dismissed: “all knowledge, all culture”; the inheritance of “anything from another eye than my own.”64 Tamayo’s screenshots do reveal intensely personal connections to the image, of course, but they present the relation of woundedness Barthes claims for his pleasure and possession in radical and dispersive irresolution, as YOU DA ONE’s oft-cited Page 241 →refrain—“there’s no I here, there’s barely a we”—suggests. The shimmerwounds of Tamayo’s remediated screenshots open and suppurate or punctuate the book differently, and these lacerating figures may recall Alan Pelaez Lopez’s formulation of the “x” in “Latinx” as a wound65 as well as the herida abierta of the borderlands in Gloria Anzaldúa’s account, “where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds.”66 Unlike Barthes’s photographs, Tamayo’s screenshots hold us—barely—if we hold and behold them. They are endowed with “a blind field,” another phrase Barthes used to describe, by apposition, the effect of his famously slippery term.67 In YOU DA ONE, the blind field of the screenshot conjures the entire presence of layers of social life into which Tamayo and her readers, the work insists, must charge. Are we pricked? The book asks. How deep?



9.4 Traversing the Caribbean Grain: The Remediating Poetics of Urayoán Noel’s Self-Translations 

By way of conclusion, I examine how “Litoral Translation / Traducción Litoral,” the first self-translated, self-transcribed “videovocal improvisation” that appears in Urayoán Noel’s Transversal, theorizes translation as a practice of remediation. I argue that Noel’s transcriptions of his works of “digital flânerie” put this theory to work in the titleless postcard poem that closes the collection.68 In his video installations, Rachel Galvin explains, Noel


wanders through urban spaces and records improvised rhymes on video or audio on his cell phone, so that the timbre of his voice and his mode of pronunciation, inflection, and performance are components of his poetry. … He calls this multiyear project “wokitokiteki,” a neologism that combines walking, talking, and tech-ing but also refers to teki as in the Puerto Rican slang tecato (a junkie or something of cheap quality) merged with the idea of the smartphone as a digital walkie-talkie.69


While Galvin finds in Noel’s work a “transcreative” practice of self-translation à la Brazilian poet and theorist Haroldo de Campos, Noel’s reflection on translation as remediation leads him to claim a greater stake in Gloria Anzaldúa’s decolonial poetics of betrayal, which “unsettle discrete languages poéticas que destabilizan los lenguajes discretos devolviéndonos al cuerpo returning us to the body.”70

This reflection begins with the poem’s title, in which Noel theorizes a “litoral” rather than “literal” self-translation practice that draws on the historically embodied, improvisatory performance and “granulosidad caribeña” (“Caribbean graininess”) of stateless Puerto Rican voices differently linked and dispersed through the meta-diaspora.71 These voices, the poem concludes, are “little more than accidents of the landscape del paisaje,” adding: “y eso es hermoso extensiones del roquedal americano extensions of our hemispheric American cragginess.” Just as Noel’s poem insists that “todo traducción no es equivalente all translation is nonequivalent,” the poem “keep[s]‌ returning sigo volviendo a la voz to the voice a la página to the page,” reflecting on their noncoincidence: “vienen a ser no lo mismo they end up being not the same but a reflected smudge sino un reflejo borroso.”72 It is this Page 242 →self-reflexive inquiry into translation as a necessarily remediating, necessarily smudgy poetics of Puerto Rican poetry that sustains Noel’s project:


[image: Image of a text excerpt from Transversal by Urayoán Noel. The text reads:  in my walking talking teching     este wokitokiteki errático     this erratic wokitokiteki from the litoral zones     desde las zonas litorales     maybe     tal vez     one  alternative     una alternativa     is to think of translation as remediation     es   pensar la traducción como remediación     por ejemplo     for example     este   poema     this poem     lo voy a transcribir     I'm going to transcribe it     as   soon as I get home     tan pronto llegue a casa     and it will become a print text   y se volverá un texto impreso     and unless I put this up somewhere online   y a menos que ponga esto en línea an algún lado     nobody will know     nadie sabrá  unless they're reading carefully     a menos que lean cuidadosamente     and  what does that even mean     y qué quiere decir eso     these days     en estos días    that this began     as a     smartphone improvisation     que esto comenzó     como una     improvisación en el teléfono móvil     y que por ende     and that  therefore     es una traición     it's a traducing     es una translación     ¿un   traslado de sentido?     a displacement of meaning?     from the beginning     desde el comienzo     its transcription     su transcripción     its irruption   on the page     su irrupción en la página     a mere afterthought     casi dado   por sentado     so translation     cannot be easily distentangled from remediation   y pues la traducción no se puede desenmarañar de la remediación]
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The poem’s processual quality—the way it thinks out loud about not only the mediation of social relations of time, space, and land but also the processes of transcription, translation, recording, and improvisation through which a poem “irrupts” on the page and becomes “print text” (“texto impreso”)—presents a remediating poetics in which “transversality” is a name for a mode of questioning (“and what does that even mean”), reading, thinking, feeling, performing, and betraying (“es una tración it’s a traducing”) through-and-across the meta-diaspora. The spaces between phrases in English and Spanish contribute to Noel’s ongoing efforts to embrace “a less hierarchical approach to translation as a stateless practice, where standard English and standard Spanish (both languages of empire) are disrupted and queered and where the nonequivalence between languages is celebrated.”

Noel writes that Transversal also embraces the work of Éduoard Glissant, whose work envisions “Caribbean practices of creolization as maximalist, people-centered, affect-loaded responses … to the top-down violence of austerity politics.”74 In reenvisioning Glissant’s transversal poetics of relation for the neoliberal present, Noel’s Transversal offers us both “decolonial forms” and a way of reading and thinking about what decolonization means for poetry in the age of the platform. Just as Noel’s engagement with Glissant began when he audited a seminar on modern French poetry at CUNY, in 2006, there’s a kind of auditing of the relational throughout these mediated poems that demands in turn a transversal mode of reading. Following Noel’s lead, we might read—and listen to—the contemporary poetry of the Americas not as passively “digitally mediated” but as agonistically, creatively, and critically responsive to the contradictions of the contemporary media situation. Transversal offers translation as a practice of disdominance self-reflexively attuned to the algorithm and digital technologies Page 243 →of reading and writing, but fugitive too, articulating a decolonial network of porous minor and micro entry and exit points pressed into print through which alternative lifeworlds and social relations become breathable and possible.

“Litoral Translation” anticipates the calligrammatic postcard poem (Figure 9.6) at the end of Transversal that cues readers to engage the postcard not as a touristic or imperialistic object but as a reimagining of “the world’s first social network,” to borrow from historian and anthropologist Lydia Pyne, from the standpoint of a decolonizing Puerto Rico.75 At the book’s very moment of closure, Noel’s off-kilter, pseudo-chiastic, translingual butterfly proposes the potential for flight and newly configured porous ground from which to fly. As Michael Dowdy observes, Noel has long been a poet of porosity.76 The sand, that doubled “arena,” both a figure for a “Caribbean graininess” and a living assemblage awash with the “huesos” (bones) of Atlantic history, slips and moves through the currents of the poem—a sustaining, porous medium precariously poised at the limit of land and water and “la vera del lenguaje” (“the limits of language”). These limits are social, material, and hemispheric shores, part of the “condición de isla” or “condition of islandness” that links the archipelagos of New York and Puerto Rico and that inevitably requires self-translation as a business of betrayal.77 Doubling as an “arena” of contestation and the ground on which “we stand,” the beautiful accident of “this sand,” borne of digitally mediated “formaciones de roca y de voces” (“rock formations and voice formations”) offers a response, if not an answer, to the concluding question of “Litoral Translation”: “what are translation’s bodies that matter?”78


[image: A screenshot of the last poem of Transversal by Urayoán Noel. The poem appears in two intersecting geometrical shapes. The words make a triangle (left) and a polygon (right) in two differently weighted typefaces. Inside each shape words appear in English and Spanish. Neither the lines the words make nor the Spanish and English meanings offer exact parallels of one another.]
Figure 9.6 Screenshot of the last poem of Transversal by Urayoán Noel. University of Arizona Press, 2021. Used by permission of the University of Arizona Press.

As in many of Noel’s translations, these two poems refuse any straightforward monolingual or bilingual interpretation. They do not naively propose that there is “liberación en estas deliberaciones digitales” (“liberation in these digital deliberations”).79 These lines recall what Salas Rivera, Noel’s frequent interlocutor, writes in the fourth “fetish” of his manifesto on self-translation: “When your word is the same in both languages let no one convince you that it must be understood.”80 Indeed, contrary to accounts that frame decoloniality as an epistemological project, it is not a telos of “understanding” or ultimate knowledge that is at stake in this remediating poetics but the ongoing transformation of material and social relations—of needs and desires—that make transversal relations both possible and necessary.81 Which is to say with Noel: “the sand knows este arenal // no end sin final.” Notably, these lines, which appear like eyespots on opposite, asymmetrical “wings” of his angular butterfly, intensify the nonequivalence of translation—the verb “knows” in English appears nowhere in Spanish; “arenal” rhymes with “final” but neither word translates conventionally to “sand” or “end.” They are more “reflected smudge reflejo borroso inexacto inexact refraction of self” than transparent reflection.

Noel’s decolonial postcard poem thus gives rise to an alternative, craggy, ecological, hemispheric relation forged in and through mediated bodies of translation that matter—bodies that are themselves “in” translation, a sandiness in motion, at once sensuous and million-parted. Noel’s final figure—sand—occasions a meditation on the porosity and omnipresence of the submerged micro entry points that make decolonial relations possible in colonized social space. At the same time, it offers a figure for the differential, shifting ephemerality of print and digital media that occasion Noel’s poetry. This ephemerality can be neither analogized nor read in a linear or conventional manner. Rather, Noel suggests, Page 244 →traversing the butterfly inevitably involves bringing the “you” the poem addresses into range by taking the measure of its distances. “It may take you a while but you already read it,” Noel writes. Which is precisely not to say, “puede que te tarde en llegar pero ya la leíste.”

The remediating poetics of the contemporary decolonial poetry of the Americas requires us to engage in an open-ended struggle over meaning, to read its betrayals transversally, Page 245 →neither with nor against the grain, but, as the interstices of Noel’s poems suggest, through and across its porous intervals. This interpretive practice involves “the desecration la desacralización of our colonial histories de nuestras historias coloniales and the search for alternative ones y la búsqueda de alternativas.”82 To set out on that search is to become a flâneur “who claim[s]‌ no nation,” whose “aimless meander” [“caminar sin rumbo”] through these aporia necessarily involves a “litoral wager”—to bet on the “ship of translation” without the power of the nation state behind it. What is most valuable in this search, Noel affirms, are “sus rocas” (“the rocks”): the obstacles that interfere with the neoliberal communicative situation in which difference is immediately and fluidly rendered transparent, incorporable, saleable, and consumable. Rather than frame this self-reflexive search within the more familiar US notion of the “decolonial” as an epistemological project, Noel presents it through the changeful prism of noncoincident, semi-opaque self-translation. Translation becomes a remediative, metadiasporous practice, an impious and restless search for alternatives, that confronts the asymmetry and incommensurability that structure the hemisphere’s political, economic, and social relations. In calling us back to “Ulises Carrión’s eccentrically networked, modular 1970s mail art,” Noel reminds us not only that this search pursues and proposes alternative networks but also that their histories already exist.83 We have only to remember them.
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On the Badness of Instagram Poetry

Seth Perlow



Instagram poetry is bad. To say so in literary criticism is both to state the obvious and to produce a performative contradiction whose dynamics this chapter explores. By articulating the badness of Instagram poetry, I reveal less about the poetry itself than about the rhetorical norms that structure attributions of literary value today. An anatomy of Instapoetry’s badness will make it easier to see the limits and contradictions inherent in these predominant rhetorics of value. Specifically, the effort to articulate negative judgments about Instagram poetry continually risks activating redemptive protocols that yield reasons to value it after all, despite or because of its badness. These routines of redemption will seem familiar to most critics; they operate whenever the critique of a bad object finds value in the knowledge thereby produced, or when the critic makes a bad object look good by offering a new perspective on it. These protocols for redemptive valuation have become so deeply embedded in the language of scholarly criticism as to seem almost inevitable. In response, I take the badness of Instapoetry as an occasion to ask whether it remains a coherent rhetorical possibility to say that a poem is bad without also producing a reason to value it.

This chapter responds to a constellation of recent scholarship that calls for renewed attention to aesthetic experience and judgment. Rita Felski opens one such study by urging scholars “to describe more carefully what aesthetic experiences are like and how they are made” instead of “seeking distance from such experiences” and demystifying them.1 I join Felski and others in an effort to clarify the functions of aesthetic experience and judgment today. However, none of the recent studies advocating a return to aesthetics has considered what roles negative judgment might play in the discourses of literary value. The elision of negative judgment stems from the longstanding, widespread normativity of redemptive strategies by which scholars convert negative values into positive ones. The path of least resistance for criticism today follows such routines of transvaluation, which have become so commonplace as to seem almost prewritten. The redemptive habit has produced excellent studies on topics including bad readers, bad modernisms, bad environmentalism, ugly Page 250 →feelings, ugly freedoms, and perverse spectators—each of which shows that their bad, ugly, and perverse subjects richly reward critical attention, making them valuable after all.2 But the normative rhetoric of value today consequently offers limited means to articulate genuinely negative aesthetic judgments. To avoid these redemptive protocols, meanwhile, risks making this chapter itself not worth reading beyond the proposition that produces this risk: Instagram poetry is bad. If we learn from its badness, or from the effort to articulate its badness, then we may discover that it has value after all. Such are the contradictions of the contemporary rhetoric of aesthetic judgment.

Some good poems have appeared on Instagram.3 But the writers who reach the largest audiences on this platform, a group I call Instapoets, write truly bad poetry. Their work abounds in cliché phrases, trite notions, and cloying sentiments. Predictable and boring, these poems lack any sense of literary invention. Here is a recent work by Rupi Kaur, the most popular Instapoet:



there is no place

i end and you begin

when your body

is in my body

we are one person

—rupi kaur4



I will not burden this poem with much interpretation, except to say why it is bad. The idea that two people become one during sex is so old that it appears in the Gospel of Mark and so tired that it appears in a Spice Girls song.5 Maybe the trope is threadbare because it is timeless, but Kaur expresses it poorly. The abstractions “my body” and “your body” might seem inclusive, but they blur the imagery, shrouding the erotic act from view, without troubling the assumption that a penis goes into a vagina. The poem does not consider whether two can become one when a tongue or finger goes into an ear canal or anus, for example. Nor does it ask whether three or more people can become one through group sex; the singular “your body” blocks this reading. My main objection is not to the poem’s sexual politics (though one often wishes for less traditional sex in Kaur’s work) but to its sanitized, boring imagery. The poem is formally bland as well. The line-breaks predictably separate clauses. Kaur’s preference for lowercase letters interestingly recalls her native Punjabi, which has no cases, but here the lowercase pronoun i relates more directly to her other rationale for this habit. The small i gives “a visual representation of what i want to see more of within the world: equalness.”6 False humility aside, this decision is juvenile, reminiscent of E. E. Cummings (who preferred his name capitalized) and of sappy middle-school diaries (including mine). Readers will gain more from the Spice Girls than from this poem.

Though unusually prominent, Kaur is not alone among Instapoets in writing bad poems. Here is a comparable effort by Atticus:



IT’S BETTER TO

BE BRAVE AND

Page 251 →VULNERABLE THAN

SAFE & ALONE.

ATTICUS7



This is more a failed proverb than a poem. Like Kaur’s piece, it poorly expresses a trite idea. The switch from “AND” to “&” disrupts the poem’s key symmetry. The central proposition itself is familiar and inane. Sometimes, such as during a pandemic, it’s better to choose solitude in the name of safety. The opposite proposition, that we should not have to imperil ourselves in order to socialize, might make for a more interesting, less banal poem. As both examples show, Instapoetry is derivative, saccharine, and platitudinous. These texts would embarrass the editors at Hallmark. Yet even now, my training as a critic goads me to find some toehold for analysis by which I might show that such dreck can reward a clever reader’s attention (e.g., the contrast between Kaur’s miniscule and Atticus’s majuscule type, the presence of signatures). Instead of straining for such critical traction, and at risk of seeming like a snob, I want to linger with the more obvious fact that these are bad poems.8

Many readers of Instapoetry seem to know it is bad. Everyone who mentions it to me does so with a cringe of embarrassment, as if to acknowledge its badness in advance. As Nick Salvato observes, cringes of this kind can signal embarrassment on behalf of someone else, a kind of defensive reflex by proxy.9 Jacquelyn Ardam extends this defensive response in her generous assessment of Instapoetry. She admits that Kaur’s poems “are not good by any metric that I’ve learned to evaluate poetry by,” but she then dismisses her own perspective.10 Ardam speculates that Kaur’s poems “are not written for people in their thirties like me,” but she believes they are “valuable” because “many, many teenagers” like them. I will discuss such appeals to popularity as proof of value later, but for now, note that Ardam finds it easier to ignore her own judgment than to let a negative judgment stand unredeemed. Such imagined readers who actually like bad writing loom at the margins of our criticism. Whether we defer to them or cringe on their behalf, they make the badness of bad literature less available as an object of shared attention, narrowing the range of critical possibility. Felski and others recognize that art’s value stems from our judgments about it, but judgment is not judgment if it always comes out positive. In other cases, as Ben Lerner points out, strong consensus about a poem’s badness can bring people together. Discussing the famously bad poems of William McGonagall, he argues that their “failure can be recognized more or less universally and does in this sense produce community.”11 No such community forms around the badness of Instapoetry, by contrast, because millions of readers apparently think it is good, however embarrassed some might be to say so.

Instapoetry also is not interestingly bad. In this respect, it differs from intentionally bad poetry, such as the microgenre called Flarf. One practitioner describes Flarf as “corrosive, cute, or cloying … wrong, awkward, stumbling.”12 Through its badness, Flarf satirizes the superficial consumerism of internet culture. It thus joins a long tradition of experimental artworks that make intentional badness a source of aesthetic value. The dissonance or unpleasantness of such works signals their rebellion against aesthetic or political norms. Some familiar terms in aesthetics describe our encounters with art whose badness lays the groundwork for its value. For example, both camp and kitsch work in this way, as do such Page 252 →recent modes as cringe and basic. Instapoetry remains largely unavailable to these redemptive modes of response, as I show below. It is bad, and its badness is not enjoyable or interesting. My anatomy of Instapoetry’s badness will make visible the starting points from which such redemptive valuation might set forth, not in order to discover some latent value in the poems themselves, but to clarify the limits of the contemporary rhetoric of literary value.

* * *

One potential reason to value Instagram poetry is its popularity. As I write this, Rupi Kaur has 4.4 million followers on Instagram. Atticus has 1.6 million, R.M. Drake 2.6 million, Morgan Harper Nichols 1.9 million, Cleo Wade 772,000. As these numbers show, Instapoetry reaches far larger audiences than poetry usually does. The popularity of Instapoetry might seem to prove that it has literary value—or at least that it warrants scholarly attention as a major cultural phenomenon. In fact, judgments that appeal to Instapoetry’s popularity tend to conflate prominence with value. For example, Ardam writes, “internet poems are worth reading and thinking about for their popularity alone.”13 She takes their popularity not only as a phenomenon of sociological interest but also as evidence of their literary value. Among other shortcomings, such conflations of popularity and quality perpetuate a capitalist rubric of value that reduces aesthetic judgments to consumer preference. As Michael Clune puts it, “the principle of equality,” the principle that everyone’s opinion matters equally, “works to flatten different qualities into the register of market values,” making aesthetic judgment indistinguishable from mere consumer preference.14 One need look no further than cocaine or McDonald’s to see the limitations of this framework, to see that the popularity of some things does not prove their value. Calling Instapoetry bad thus involves detaching its commercial success from the question of its literary value.

The most prominent Instapoetry accounts participate vigorously in the marketplace. These accounts funnel capital to their owners and corporate clients by advertising and selling a range of goods and services. Cleo Wade, for example, has posted informal promotions, paid advertisements, and collaborations with Estée Lauder, Tiffany & Co., Gucci, Ugg, Cole Haan, Fairmont Hotels & Resorts, Goop, and others. Morgan Harper Nichols promotes a series of “morning mantras” in partnership with Starbucks and Nespresso, but like other Instapoets with large followings, she focuses on advertising her own products, including purses, mugs, and iPhone cases with her work printed on them. Likewise, Kaur mostly advertises her own books, live performances, apparel with her writing on it, temporary tattoos of her poems and drawings, and other Kaur-branded goods. The Instapoets conflate these marketing efforts with their artistic production and their political statements. In Wade’s ad for Fairmont Hotels & Resorts, the poet wears a flowing dress and idly explores the grounds of a luxury resort as her voiceover recites a poem apparently written for the ad: “In this place … / the air is sweet / the flowers are in bloom / there are smiles at every turn there is a feeling of home here.”15 The ad shows Wade with a notebook, implying that she wrote the poem during her stay—or perhaps that if you stay at a Fairmont hotel, you too can receive such inspiration (Figure 10.1). Wade’s ad for Estée Lauder, meanwhile, presents itself not as a lucrative corporate partnership but an effort to liberate women from ageism and objectification:Page 253 →


[image: Instagram poet Cleo Wade makes a post paid for Fairmont Hotels & Resorts. The image features a woman writing at a table in a luxurious room with roaring fire in the fireplace. The poem reads: “the air is sweet / the flowers are in bloom / there are smiles at every turn there is a feeling of home here / and also / a feeling of newness / a great escape / a grand adventure / within these walls everything comes to life the surreal becomes / real / as I wander, / I wonder, I wish, and I dream / for more days this beautiful / more nights with stars this bright / more of the city glow through my window and sunbeams through / the winding trees more family / more new friends / more excitement / more of this … / this feeling.”]
Figure 10.1 Screenshot of Paid Instagram post by Wade for Fairmont Hotels & Resorts. Instagram. October 10, 2021.



I am so glad the conversation on beauty continues to shift so that women are free from the idea that there is a right or wrong way to look or feel as we go through the many phases of our lives. I partnered with @esteelauder on their #AdvancedNightRepair campaign to change how we look at and talk about aging, and thank goodness for that.16


Wade thus promotes a global cosmetics brand, a company that profits directly from women’s negative self-images. According to the product website, Night Repair serum “reduces the look of multiple signs of aging”—just the sort of ageist misogyny that Wade claims to oppose.17 Because the Instapoets enjoy robust credibility as advocates of women’s empowerment, racial justice, and other social goods, they can frame their marketing activities as extensions of their efforts to make the world a better place. If these activities do not entirely compromise the politics of Instapoetry, they at least resituate such causes within a framework of commodity sales and profit. They also suggest that unless we fully equate commercial profits with literary value, we should not take Instapoetry’s popularity as proof of the latter.

The top Instapoets likely earn significant profits from their marketing activities. One industry guideline values a single paid post on Instagram at roughly 1% of the account’s following size. By this metric, Rupi Kaur, who has 4.4 million followers, would earn about $44,000 for one sponsored post.18 Morgan Harper Nichols, with 1.9 million followers, might earn $19,000 for one paid post. Even Wade, with a smaller following of 772,000, would earn about $7,700 per sponsored post. Whatever specific revenues they generate, these marketing activities mean that Instapoetry’s popularity does not reflect its literary merits so much as its orientation toward greater profits. More followers means more money. In 2018, during Page 254 →her first appearance on the Tonight Show, Kaur reflects, “I thought I had to become, like, a pop star or, like, an actress to get here, but somehow poetry is getting me into all this.”19 Kaur implies that she would follow whatever path would help her “get here,” to celebrity. The poetry appears secondary to the pursuit of popularity, which one can easily convert, on Instagram, into dollars.

The preceding paragraphs interpret Instapoetry in terms of its market value, rather than its aesthetic value, because its commodification restricts its meaning as art. Even if the Instapoets’ popularity originated in some genuine literary value, their embrace of the capitalist marketplace hinders literary interpretation. As Nicholas Brown argues, “if a work of art is only a commodity … the only intention embodied in its form is the intention to exchange.”20 In other words, a fully commodified artwork will take whatever form can maximize its exchange value, without regard to aesthetic considerations except as these affect its market value. In such cases, the “interpretive tools” we normally use to discuss artworks “suddenly make no sense at all” because the fully commodified artwork reflects only “desires represented by the market,” consumer preferences rather than aesthetic or formal principles.21 We might interpret the art-commodity for its “sociological” meaning in the context of capitalist exchange, much as we could interpret a sweatshirt or smartphone, but it bears no aesthetic, nonmarket meaning.22 Readers might object that even highly commodified artworks such as superhero movies still have meanings both aesthetic and political—a certain visual style, for example, or a certain theory of justice—but Brown notes that in such cases, “what looks like meaning is only an appeal to a market niche,” a strategy to maximize exchange value.23 Any attribute that diminished market value would be avoided. Hence, as Brown concludes, “the structure of the commodity excludes the attribute of interpretability.”24 To the extent that Instapoetry participates in commodity exchange, we can interpret it sociologically, as a series of actions within the capitalist marketplace, but not hermeneutically or aesthetically, as meaningful art. Of course, Instapoetry is far from alone in this dilemma.

Instapoetry’s commercial dimension also impedes judgment of its literary value. As we have seen, some critics think that Instapoetry’s popularity proves its artistic merits. But when this view seems intuitive, the market-oriented principles of sales maximization and consumerist egalitarianism have displaced aesthetic judgment. As Michael Clune writes, “judgment increasingly looks to us like mere opinion because art increasingly looks to us like a consumer good.”25 Clune understands “commercial culture” as “declaring all preferences equal,” since merchants treat individual tastes as interchangeable.26 For instance, a bookseller might think that only idiots prefer J.K. Rowling over Toni Morrison, but if he wants to maximize profits, he will stock his shelves with whatever sells. An idiot’s money spends just as well. This “principle of equality” in commercial culture leads to “the elimination of aesthetic judgment” from our rhetoric of taste and “leaves market valuation the undisputed master of the cultural field.”27 Instead of artistic merit, we have popularity contests whose metrics also reflect cashflows.

I join Brown, Clune, and others who call for a return to the question of aesthetic value. Clune argues that “if we want to push the project of human liberation beyond the boundaries of the market, we require recourse to a sphere of value not subject to market Page 255 →determination.”28 But we should ask about the aesthetic value of a poem apart from its anti-capitalist potential too. As someone interested in poetry, I want to know how poems support particular kinds of experience we cannot get from other kinds of objects, how the value of poetry might fundamentally differ from the values of, say, democracy or music or gold. As Rita Felski puts it, “we cannot do justice to aesthetic attachments as long as we explain them in terms of something else.”29 If you do not think poetry yields distinct kinds of experience, unlike those we get from government documents or technical manuals, then you should not pay special attention to poetry. You might as well study other things on Instagram, like ads for sweatshirts and propaganda. But if it matters that the Instapoets write poems, then we should evaluate their work as poetry.

Some advocates of a return to aesthetics focus on aesthetic experiences apart from the judgments these typically entail. Felski takes such a nonjudgmental position when she suggests that “instead of prescribing what kinds of responses people should have, we might start by getting a better handle on attachments they do have.”30 Many scholars of reader response and fan studies take this neutral, descriptive approach. In doing so, they might preempt charges of elitism, but they also fail to take seriously the very aesthetic experiences they describe. By separating judgment from aesthetic response, scholars obscure the fact that when we enjoy something, we usually judge that it is good. To acknowledge this judgmental component might force scholars to decide whether they too believe that, say, a misogynistic or fascistic TV show is really as good as its popularity suggests. Many critics would rather pretend aesthetics does not involve judgment than confront the possibility that some people like bad art, have bad or uneducated taste, or even develop attachments that harm themselves or others.31 “Nowadays,” Felski complains, “any objection to a novel or a film must be dignified by being presented as a critique, as grounded in a substantive form of political or philosophical disagreement. How might criticism change if we could admit that sometimes our real topic is dislike!”32 But Felski and other advocates of a return to aesthetics have said almost nothing about “dislike” and other negative judgments. To understand the connection between this silence about negative judgment and the political/philosophical disputation that Felski here calls “critique,” we turn to another possible reason to think Instapoetry is good.

* * *

In addition to its popularity, Instapoetry is quite attractive politically, which might seem like a reason to value it. Some of the top Instapoets are women of color, including Morgan Harper Nichols, Rupi Kaur, and Cleo Wade. The genre gives prominence to voices too often marginalized in other literary scenes.33 Whatever their personal identities, the Instapoets often share messages about progressive solidarity, feminist empowerment, mental health, racial justice, queer community, and other matters of real social concern. Reaching many thousands with each post, they provide solace, comfort, and inspiration to vulnerable people in need of such resources. Even when their work does not provide social values of this kind, the Instapoets at least offer entertainment and diversion. Given the multiple crises of the present—including the coronavirus pandemic, the resurgence of authoritarianism, climate change, and pervasive racist and misogynistic violence—perhaps the comfort and Page 256 →distraction of Instapoetry can be seen as a political good, a valuable break from so much bad news. But even if it does have real political value, that does not mean it has value as poetry.

Readers who conflate political and literary judgments of poetry tend to substitute people for poems, at the expense of both. If we value an artwork because of its author’s identity, as I suggested above, we not only reduce art to identity-political representation but also limit the artist’s range of creative possibilities to a sphere of correspondence with her identity. The substitution of people for poems also informs theories of reception; judgments about poems appear to be about the people reading them. For instance, Ardam claims that “whether or not you are soothed by a poem has everything to do with who you are and whether or not the poem was written with (someone like) you in mind.”34 If you dislike a poem, the problem is not with the poem but with you. The art cannot be bad, only meant for different people.

Such thinking yields a deep pessimism about poems and their readers. Poems seem to affect only the audiences within their identitarian purview, never the unlikely person who happens upon a text she would not usually try. In turn, readers seem incapable of choosing or revising their tastes—only of following the dictates of social position. Ardam writes, “when you get a PhD in literature as I did … you don’t read a lot of poems that try to make you feel good.”35 Many PhD students do take pleasure in poetry, but the point is that Ardam deprives herself and others of the power to judge. She asserts that Kaur’s are “bad poems” but tells us not to take this judgment seriously: she has “been reading literature for so long in a critical capacity” that she “can’t remember” what it would be like to appreciate Kaur as many do.36 Ardam makes a positive judgment in the same breath: Kaur’s poems seem bad to her but “are really good things for teens to read,” since they promote self-esteem and bodily autonomy.37 While I share her view that Instapoetry might have good effects without being good poetry, her emphasis on social position makes her own evaluations inconsistent. Yes, every judgment comes from a certain perspective, but to view judgments as reducible to a person’s identity, as Ardam does, renders the notion of judgment vacuous. If our judgments merely reflect our perspectives, then no one can be right or wrong about what is good. Such a condition seems pluralistic but proves aesthetically and politically debilitating. Ardam’s defensiveness about her education likely stems from her correct perception that negative judgments about art, especially popular art, often get painted as elitism. Although negative judgments can perpetuate class hierarchies and inequities, to dissolve them into politics actually disempowers poets, readers, and the poems for which they get substituted.

Despite these points, it can seem snobbish to condemn popular art like Instapoetry on aesthetic grounds. Some influential critiques of aesthetic judgment cast it as an instrument of class domination and other exclusionary practices.38 Drawing on other defenses of aesthetics, Clune argues that “egalitarian attacks on aesthetic distinction,” which denounce negative judgments as elitist, are actually complicit with neoliberalism because they reduce aesthetics to commercial popularity.39 In other words, “to eliminate aesthetic judgment is in fact to rob art of its most enduring bulwark against total reduction to market value.”40 The reduction of aesthetic judgment to market value impoverishes our lives: it “gives me no reason to be skeptical about my values,” to question or expand my tastes, since my preferences seem as valid as anyone else’s, and it makes “the public distinction between better and worse objects of human desire impossible,” foreclosing discourse about what is better for us.41 For Page 257 →these reasons, the articulation of aesthetic judgment, including negative judgment, seems not like an empty means to entrench social distinction but like a valuable cultural function.

The nonjudgmental posture may appear less elitist, but it obscures the negative political effects of Instapoetry. Given their financial interest in maintaining the status quo on Instagram, we should not expect the Instapoets to espouse anything politically transformative. Even as they advocate socially acceptable kinds of progressivism and political resistance, their messages are deeply quietist. Their sentimentalist emphasis upon self-care encourages readers to tolerate the intolerable instead of facing the difficult, dangerous, often damaging work of genuine political change. Ironically, Kaur gained much of her “credibility” and renown in 2015, “when she used Facebook and Tumblr to protest Instagram’s removing from her page a fully-clothed self-portrait photograph that showed her lying on her bed with menstrual blood soaking through her sweatpants and staining the bedsheets.”42 Kaur’s protest against such misogynistic policies had genuine political value, but now that she holds a hegemonic position on Instagram and, indeed, in popular culture, she confines herself to inoffensive political statements and self-promotion, entrenching rather than disrupting the status quo. The Instapoets operate on a platform where popularity is immediately quantifiable and monetizable, where likes and followers represent cashflows. Their political statements pose no real subversive threat to the organizations that empower them, and their poetry itself serves in multiple ways to perpetuate the current situation—most fundamentally, by encouraging people to spend more time on Instagram. This political quietism encourages literary blandness, since pablum offends the fewest readers, but I am less interested in any judgment about Instapoetry’s politics than in the difficulty of articulating negative judgments about its literary value.

* * *

Having rejected two reasons why Instapoetry might seem good (its popularity and its politics), the remainder of this chapter analyzes the rhetorical dynamics that make it difficult to say Instapoetry is bad. This difficulty stems from a pervasive norm in the rhetoric of criticism, a habit of redemptive valuation by which a “bad” or otherwise negatively coded object turns out to be good or valuable. Different protocols for redeeming bad objects have emerged. An aesthetically inclined critic might argue that a seemingly bad artwork will appear beautiful if you attune your perception correctly, as with acquired tastes.43 Another protocol for aesthetic redemption is to claim that a work is “so bad it’s good,” as in camp or kitsch, about which more below. A politically oriented critic, in turn, might admit that an artwork is aesthetically or ideologically bad but claim that it provides valuable insights into the culture from which it emerges, becoming useful as a kind of symptom. Such redemptive habits also bear upon the value of criticism itself, for if a work of criticism proves worth reading, despite the bad art it discusses, then the latter must have value after all, if only as the occasion for good criticism.

This rhetoric of transvaluation prevails among critics today, but it often goes unrecognized. Numerous recent studies find redemptive value in things called bad, ugly, low, messy, or other negative terms; the best of these studies recognize that such redemptive moves have deep roots in the history of aesthetics.44 In calling this rhetoric “redemptive,” I draw Page 258 →upon Arthur Danto’s critique of “the narrative of aesthetic redemption,” which “assures us that sooner or later we will see all art as beautiful, however ugly it appeared at first”—an instance of the attunement protocol mentioned above.45 For Danto, avant-garde visual art since Duchamp shows us that “something can be good art without being beautiful.”46 Philosophical aesthetics, he argues, has remained too attached to narratives of redemption that take beauty as the telos of all visual art. I understand Danto’s account within a broader predominance of redemptive protocols in the rhetoric of aesthetic value. Though many critics take beauty as the destination of their redemptive narratives, others pursue nonaesthetic modes of transvaluation, finding ostensibly bad objects valuable for political or intellectual reasons. Even efforts to study negative judgment directly tend to embrace these redemptive habits. In his book about dislike, for instance, Jonathan Gray rightly notes that “dislike is regularly seen as a failure to like,” a subordinate of its positive other, “rather than as a productive position and reaction in and of itself.”47 By situating dislike as a “positive … response with its own presence, nature, and value,” Gray carries dislike along the same redemptive trajectory that transvalues many disliked artworks, thus treating dislike unlike itself.48 Whatever guise these redemptive protocols take, they make it all but impossible to articulate a genuinely negative judgment in criticism, for the rhetoric of criticism today abounds with ways to salvage bad objects.

Such redemptive habits inform modern poetry and poetics too. Perhaps most famously, Marianne Moore begins her poem “Poetry” with a negative judgment: “I, too, dislike it.”49 Right after giving this verdict, however, she deploys redemptive rhetoric to make dislike end in appreciation: “Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one dis- / covers in / it, after all, a place for the genuine.”50 Ben Lerner quotes Moore’s poem and follows her redemptive agenda in The Hatred of Poetry (2016), a book about loving poetry. Lerner argues that “the hatred of poetry is internal to the art” because hating bad poems gives a stronger sense of what good poems can do: “reading the worst poems is a way of feeling, albeit negatively, that echo of poetic possibility.”51 He thus puts negative judgments to redemptive use. By the end of his book, this strategy enables him to speculate that “contempt … might come to resemble love.”52 Where this habit of transvaluation prevails, it becomes difficult to imagine contempt or other negative judgments as such, without some redemption coming close behind.

One possible redemptive reading of Instapoetry would say it reflects the commercial processes in which it participates. Perhaps we should view Instapoetry as instructively symptomatic of the capitalist cultures from which it emerges. But if the special value of art lies in its power to reveal the deeper truths of a social system, then it must be more than a mere symptom. As Clune puts it, discussing Adorno’s aesthetics, “the encounter with aesthetic form offers us the opportunity to generate a new, critical understanding of capitalism.”53 With its promotional, consumerist messages, Instapoetry certainly bears the symptoms of capitalism, but I doubt it enables a “critical understanding” unavailable elsewhere. The Instagram posts of Atticus and Kaur reveal nothing about contemporary capitalism that we could not also learn from an advertisement for sweatshirts. Indeed, their feeds actually contain ads for sweatshirts. Their poems, as poems, could potentially illuminate our sociopolitical situation, but they do not reflect the present situation more truthfully than other material on Instagram does.

Page 259 →A second redemptive reading might claim that Instapoetry reflects the influence of social media in an instructive way. For instance, as I have argued elsewhere, the platform’s foregrounding of images instead of text leads many Instapoets to emphasize the look of their handwriting or other visual elements.54 Some of the platform’s other effects seem accidental, limiting the poet’s control. For example, the poem in Cleo Wade’s ad for Fairmont Hotels & Resorts appears to have twenty lines when viewed on a desktop browser. However, on the Instagram mobile app, the poem has twenty-one lines, and two of the line-breaks already present have moved. From a desktop browser, one can copy the text and paste it into a word processor, which renders an eighteen-line poem. Two of the line-breaks (or three on the app) appear when the text reaches the right margin and wraps to the next line. Neither the mobile nor the desktop version reflects Wade’s apparent intention to write an eighteen-line poem, and Wade does not control where the two (or three) spurious line-breaks appear. Scholars have long recognized that media can influence line breaks and other formal features of poems, from the ambiguities of Emily Dickinson’s oddly shaped stationery to Walt Whitman’s engagements with bookmaking technology and telegraphy.55 In most such cases, critics either praise how a poet’s formal choices exploit technical possibilities or debate how best to render a poem for publication. By contrast, Wade chooses to share her work on a platform that distorts the shapes of her poems in ways she cannot fully control, making her formal intentions invisible to readers. Surely other attributes of Instagram similarly influence poetry on the platform, setting constraints the poets have no choice but to accept.

Such constraints weaken claims that Instagram empowers its poets. Mike Chasar argues that the Instapoets enjoy freedom from literary gatekeepers. He believes that Kaur and others “circumvent the cultural businessman and editor by entrepreneurially harnessing social media and other self-publishing mechanisms.”56 Yes, Kaur self-published until a corporate publisher took an interest, but Chasar ignores how avidly the Instapoets pursue partnerships with cultural businesspeople who pay them to advertise for Starbucks, Adidas, and the rest. Kaur’s particular story casts further doubt on Chasar’s praise of “digital media … that no longer keep the artist subordinate to the cultural businessman or his equivalent.”57 As Chasar mentions, Kaur gained much of her early notoriety during a public conflict with just such gatekeepers, the moderators who removed her menstruation pictures from Instagram. She might never have become so prominent if not for her conflict with the gatekeepers from whom Chasar claims Instagram liberates her. To this day, if Kaur were to adopt a poetic practice that genuinely threatened the profitability or cultural hegemony of Instagram, she would be banned from the platform forthwith.58 Chasar cites the supposed freedoms of Instagram in an effort to rehabilitate Kaur’s poems. He argues that because the Instapoet is “freed from the modernist editor’s cutting and pasting,” from so much impersonal gatekeeping, she “can once again speak wholly and authentically.”59 To praise the narcissistic platitudes of Instapoetry as whole and authentic sells short both the art of poetry and the complexity of any person, including Kaur. Because Chasar reads poetry in its technological and political contexts, some might believe he wants to withhold judgment about Instapoetry’s literary value, preferring to analyze it in the sociological ways I am describing, but he also praises Kaur’s work quite directly. In making the case for Instagram as a Page 260 →liberator of poets, Chasar ignores the platform’s constraints, the Instapoets’ profit motives, and their collusion with Instagram to keep users engaged.

Jonathan Gray has noted one attribute of most social networks that impedes negative judgment: Instagram and similar platforms have “no ‘dislike’ button.”60 Many have complained that these platforms offer “no plebiscite on the displeasure” they cause, but Gray urges us to take seriously how social media “strictly privilege like and love” as they “preside over many of our digital, televisual, gamic, musical, and filmic,” and poetic “lives.”61 The omission of a button for negative judgment embeds into the interface a promotional tendency that harmonizes with the Instapoets’ neoliberal ethics of wellbeing, commercialism, and political quietism. If I read Instapoetry in terms of the social network where it lives, the basic structure of that network may hinder the kind of negative judgment I am trying to articulate. By arguing that “media studies needs its own dislike button,” Gray asks how these affirmative tendencies limit our understanding of social media and audience practices.62 Gray’s inquiry signals a broader need to understand the structural impediments to negative judgment on social media and elsewhere. Even on Twitter (X), a network famous for bad politics, spiteful exchanges, and negative feelings, the interface frames dislike in terms of positive engagement, as quote tweets and replies. One can say negative things, but the most common structural indicator of negative judgment on Twitter (X) is indirect and derivative, a “ratio,” which appears when a tweet gets more replies than likes; the signal of negative response remains positive, one number exceeding another. Perhaps the capitalist logics of promotional marketing and consumer preference have so permeated our cultures as to impede negative judgments in a wide range of domains—social media, literary criticism, and others. We do not perceive these impediments to negative judgment more clearly by studying Instapoetry than we would by looking at anything else we cannot dislike online.

Instagram poetry is thoroughly conditioned by the promotional and other dynamics of social media—so thoroughly that one can more easily doubt Instapoetry’s identity as poetry than its reliance on social media. In other words, the fact that it appears on Instagram seems more important than that it is poetry. As Ardam says of a Kaur piece, “this poem is barely a poem,” but more like “a sentence out of a self-help book lineated to look pretty on Instagram.”63 It matters that Kaur’s poems are on Instagram more than it matters that they are poems. The consequential fact of her work, and of Instapoetry in general, is that it happens on a social network where the functions of consumer surveillance, corporate and personal promotion, retail self-care, and nonthreatening left-liberal politics set the affective tones and expressive coordinates of any speech, in verse or otherwise. If Instapoetry is poetry only incidentally, this helps to explain Kaur’s statement, on the Tonight Show, that she thought she would have to become a pop star or an actress to gain fame. By contrast, nothing determines these poems more decisively than Instagram, whose dynamics they reflect as faithfully as anything else on the platform.

The last and most interesting way to redeem Instapoetry that I will discuss would frame these poems in terms of one or another ironic mode of aesthetic pleasure. The aesthetics of ironic enjoyment include such modes as camp and kitsch but also emergent styles like cringe, basic, and normcore. Instapoetry, however, remains largely unavailable to ironic appreciation because of its commitment to personal authenticity andearnestness. Drawing Page 261 →on Daniel Tiffany’s study of poetic kitsch, Chasar tries to redeem Instapoetry as kitsch, but he misreads both Tiffany and Instapoetry. For Tiffany, kitsch involves a “swerve from cosmos to cosmetics,” from the profound to the ornamental, but “its cosmetic properties also express conditions of the social cosmos that have been deliberately veiled or disguised.”64 The clichés of Instapoetry undergo no such sublimation. The Instapoets, with their commitment to authentic personal expression, would recoil at the embrace of superficial artifice. Chasar admits that “Instapoetry deals in cliché,” but he defines cliché as “a type of language so old as to be original and ‘authentic.’”65 In fact, cliché means the opposite, language rendered “unoriginal or trite due to overuse.”66 “Kitsch,” Tiffany writes, “is indeed a toy, a mere prop, but it is also unsettling … a treacherous bauble … of trifling negativity, of shallow subversion.”67 Instapoetry lacks these subversive energies. While Tiffany compares kitsch with “the operation of advertising jingles,” Instapoetry functions quite literally as advertisement, without the revelatory powers of kitsch.68

The misalignment of Instapoetry with poetic kitsch becomes clearer in their differing responses to individualism. Tiffany sees kitsch as “revealing historical bonds of collective identity, which suspend, or supersede, the domain of the personal.”69 Accordingly, Chasar sees the Instapoets as using language “so commonly owned that it bears no identifiable origin or mark of authorship and thus cannot be appropriated because it belongs to no one or to everyone.”70 But the Instapoets mark their personal authorship quite prominently, through a range of individual branding techniques. Most Instapoets sign their work, effectively concluding each poem with their own name, so that when people repost their verses, the author’s identity will remain attached. The Instapoets also develop other visual markers of their personal brands. Wade, for example, often writes in capitals and fills in the counters of some letters. Kaur never writes in capitals—a nod to her native Punjabi, whose Gurmukhi script has no case modulation—and she often accompanies poems with a simple line drawing.71 Gregson writes either with a manual typewriter or in a distinctive, loopy script. Such marks of authorship, contra Chasar, stabilize each Instapoet’s brand around highly visible affirmations of personal identity. Chasar leaves more room for individualism at the site of reception: “what feels cliché if not outright fraudulent to some readers can feel quite ‘authentic’ to others.”72 As the scare quotes around “authentic” suggest, Chasar’s relativistic view of reader response, much like Ardam’s, tries to make a redemptive judgment but without the conviction that actual judgment demands.

More interestingly, Chasar’s recourse to personal taste underscores how ironic modes of enjoyment complicate negative judgment. If camp and cringe responses, for example, do not overlook but recognize and celebrate an artwork’s badness, then such responses neutralize negative judgments. The camp afficionado, when told how bad an artwork is, can always say they enjoy those very “bad” qualities. Kitsch proves even more complex because, as Eve Sedgwick and others have noted, the “true kitsch consumer,” who earnestly likes kitsch objects, “is never the person who uses the word ‘kitsch.’”73 Only the skeptical outsider has the critical perspective necessary to designate kitsch as such, yet kitsch-attribution seems almost contagious: “any object about which the question ‘Is it kitsch?’ can be asked immediately becomes kitsch.”74 These factors make Instapoetry seem almost inevitably kitschy. Nonetheless, to call Instapoetry kitsch would overlook how the Instapoets’ commitment to Page 262 →personal authenticity renders their work resistant to ironic appreciation. In any case, to the extent that such ironic modes of enjoyment have become easier to theorize and enunciate than negative judgment, they represent another guise of the redemptive norm in critical discourse today.

This chapter has explored three reasons why Instagram poetry, which is bad, might actually be good: its popularity, its political virtues, and its availability to various redemptive interpretations. Although none of these factors provides a convincing reason to value Instapoetry as poetry, together they illustrate how pervasive the rhetoric of redemption has become in discourses of aesthetic judgment. These redemptive norms impede the articulation of negative judgments in criticism, making it far easier to argue that an artwork is valuable after all, despite or because of its apparent badness, than to say that bad art is bad. These habits of transvaluation affect how we value criticism as well, causing this chapter to run the risk of performative contradiction. I have argued that Instapoetry teaches us nothing new about poetry, nor about capitalism, nor about Instagram, so we should not value it as instructive or illustrative. If my argument succeeds, however, then Instapoetry has helped me to demonstrate the impediments to stating negative judgments, in which case I have found some value in discussing Instapoetry after all. Either this chapter contradicts its own negative judgment about Instapoetry—failing to avoid the redemptive habit it diagnoses, since Instapoetry serves as an aid to the diagnosis—or else it says nothing worth reading beyond its basic assertion that Instagram poetry is bad.

In other words, for this chapter to succeed in articulating the badness of Instapoetry, it must fail to have value as criticism, and if it has value as criticism, then it will have failed to articulate Instapoetry’s badness.

My effort to describe the badness of Instagram poetry has often led to nonliterary domains, including politics and meta-criticism. This frequent slippage from aesthetics to other domains signals the difficulty of making negative aesthetic judgments; it marks an encounter with genuine rhetorical limits. Such limits should not obscure the fact that critics do routinely publish negative judgments about literature and other art. When negative criticism serves useful purposes—as entertainment for its own sake, perhaps, or to warn off potential readers—then it participates in the redemptive routines I have described. We might hope to see less redemptive modes of negative criticism because these might resist the capitalist logic of affirmative promotion or simply because they would expand critical possibilities. But it remains unclear how criticism might wholly avoid such routines and how it would operate instead. The difficulty of answering such questions indicates a real horizon of critical imagination.
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Ryōta Yamada’s “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade”


Poetry / Media / Critique: Exhibit 5

starting from a reconsideration of modern poetry’s formalization, aestheticization, and so on, at the beginning of the 20th century there emerged Contemporary Poetry■in traditional form poetry in literary language, modern people could not freely express their feelings and intentions, and used everyday language Modern Poetry■there are restrictions beyond forms like the tanka, haiku, sonnet, or lüshi Form Poetry■influenced by phenomenology and existentialism Contemporary Poetry■a method of approaching entities not bound to any preconceptions or metaphysical judgements Phenomenology■bringing the existence of the “existence” of “entities” into the light, the hermeneutical method Phenomenology■through the form of the possibility of understanding unintelligible words and circumstances, expression or transmission Hermeneutics■living “my” life, dying “my” death—one cannot escape Existentialism■in the West, founded by William Yeats, T.S. Eliot and others Contemporary Poetry■the world devastated after World War I, an omen of salvation T.S. Eliot■in Japan after World War II, a flourishing of Contemporary Poetry■the gathering of poets centered around Nobuo Ayukawa and Ryūichi Tamura’s poetry journal “Wasteland,” well-known figures like Shuntarō Tanikawa, Minoru Yoshioka, Amazawa Taijirō Contemporary Poetry■joined the company but left after not coming in to work for even a day Ryūichi Tamura■“A gentleman, who was capable, but didn’t really work” Ryūichi Tamura■died from esophageal cancer Ryūichi Tamura■died after collapsing from a cerebral hemorrhage in the middle of playing Super Mario Bros. with his nephew’s family Nobuo Ayukawa■instead of the conventional video games fixed within a one screen display, the “side scrolling action” genre became popularized and established Super Mario Bros.■he also did many translations of mystery novels by authors such as Agatha Christie Ryūichi Tamura■reason she came to start writing poetry and novels, in bed with influenza, without any books to read Agatha Christie■was published as an amateur literary journal from September 1947 to June 1948 Wasteland (Poetry Journal)■in terms of methods of low-cost small-scale print runs, it used to be the case that mimeographs were almost the only way Amateur Magazines■the formation of “The Young Japan Group” Shuntarō Tanikawa■ an organization changed without any leadership or plan The Young Japan Group■a member of the Japan Visual Copyright Association Shuntarō Tanikawa■currently there are not many of his Japanese language teaching materials on the market Shuntarō Tanikawa■altogether 284 poems and about 150 bound works Minoru Yoshioka■A Quiet House (Shichōsha, 1968)/Poems of a Mysterious Age (Yukawa Shobō, 1974, Shoshi Yamada 1976)/Saffron Picking (Seidosha, 1978) Minoru Yoshioka■Yamada’s poetry collections have a shine to them that can be distinguished at a glance Page 267 →on bookstore shelves Shoshi Yamada■ “Eureka”—it has been said that humanities researchers long to be published in this magazine Seidosha■Japanese poet, French literature scholar, children’s book author, translator. Researcher of Kenji Miyazawa Amazawa Taijirō■keen on rock collecting, called “Mr. Rocky Expert” or “Mr. Rock Expert” by his family Kenji Miyazawa■nicknamed “HELP” Kenji Miyazawa■nickname of “God” Kenji Miyazawa■common things with limited “dispersiveness” Contemporary Poetry■a work that thoroughly digests one’s private viewpoint Contemporary Poetry■everyday language is already thumbed-through Contemporary Poetry■having no choice but to rely on strange linguistic expression and metaphors Contemporary Poetry■that metaphor is also thumbed-through Contemporary Poetry■seeking even more novel expressions Contemporary Poetry■esoteric and radical Contemporary Poetry■see the height of the “nonsense poetry” trend of those such as Shōichi Nejime and Shuntarō Tanikawa Contemporary Poetry■runs a folk store called “Nejime Craft Shop” in Asagaya’s Pearl Shopping District Shōichi Nejime■enthusiastic Shigeo Nagashima and Giants fan Shōichi Nejime■a gimmick of his helmet flying off when he missed Shigeo Nagashima■bizarre and self-righteous “poetic state” Contemporary Poetry■Nagashima language/Nagashima dialect, and Japanese pseudo-Anglicisms impossible for the average person to understand Shigeo Nagashima■privacy, unintelligibility Contemporary Poetry■fan service like not knowing how far to aim Shigeo Nagashima■isolated and tapered off Contemporary Poetry■heavy and mixed use of loanwords Shigeo Nagashima■heavy use of interjections, modifiers, and conjunctions such as “well,” “yeah,” “so-called,” “just one,” “sort of” Shigeo Nagashima■double-layered expressions that developed the transformation of words that expressed the same meaning Shigeo Nagashima■the destination Contemporary Poetry■was dropping his helmet while swinging his bat Shigeo Nagashima■it is before daybreak Contemporary Poetry


Note: This poem consists of quotations from the Japanese edition of Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia (accessed August 4, 2009). Phrases in subscript are the names of the cited articles; bolded phrases refer to links to those items.

Translation by Andrew Campana1




The Poetics of the Internet Rabbit Hole

Andrew Campana

The Japanese poet Ryōta Yamada’s 2009 poem, “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” (“Gendaishi Wikipedia Parēdo”) does not fit the conventional idea of a “digital poem.” It is not only “page-bound”—published in a physical poetry journal, and then eventually as part of a book-length collection—but it has several structural features that make even sharing it online quite difficult. What it is, however, is an example of a poem emulating or even remediating a digital platform, using poetry to make a condensed argument about the shifting contours of reading, writing, and information shaped by these platforms at a crucial moment of media transition. “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” eventually became part of Yamada’s multiple award-winning 2016 collection Obama Google (Obama Gūguru), which Page 268 →has at its heart a constant grappling with digital mediation, not despite but because of its being in print, which is nowhere more evident than in this poem. In order to evoke the sensation of falling down an internet rabbit hole, it was made from fragments of Japanese Wikipedia pages—beginning, of course, with the page on “Contemporary Poetry” itself. Yamada’s work is both an attempt to poeticize the experience of descending into Wikipedia’s depths, and also more specifically is a poem about poetry itself—its past, its definitional boundaries, and its ever-changing status within the media environments of each era, including this one. This chapter is thus a brief look at a single poem that is uniquely suited to serve as a lens onto several interlocking phenomena: poetry on and of digital platforms, “surfing” and other web-based reading practices, and the histories and specificities of Japanese internet poetry.

Yamada was born in 1982 in the city of Asahikawa in Hokkaido, the northernmost island of mainland Japan. He is best known as a member of TOLTA—the “verbal art unit” he cofounded in 2006 along with Satoko Kōno, Fumiko Sekiguchi, Yoshimi Minamitani, and Satoshi Sashida—a collective whose poetic practice centers on avant-garde live performances and experimental publications, often combining poetry with games, digital projections, improvisation, and even robotics. His own work is firmly within a long tradition of poets whose writing centers around the floods of information of the twentieth- and twenty-first-century media environment, something which Paul Stephens calls “the poetics of information overload” in his book of the same name.2

Obama Google’s titular poem is a tour-de-force of conceptual poetry that takes on this theme directly. Occupying most of the book, it is an extraordinarily long work crafted exclusively from Japanese Google searches—both queries and results—about the then newly inaugurated US President Barack Obama, drawing from the frenzy of interest in him in Japan and the enormous numbers of internet queries from those eager to learn more about him. From the same collection, “My Town” (“Watashi no Machi”), composed in the wake of the tsunami and earthquake in northeastern Japan on March 11, 2011, takes a completely different approach to data overwhelm, consisting as it does of an expansive list of scenes, objects, and people in one of the affected towns: “the thirty minutes of footage recorded by a mud-covered handheld camera/and the jerseys and underwear lined up on a shelf that once held rice crackers/and the ground that had moved 25 centimeters, and the buried letters.”3

“Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” turns its information-heavy eye towards poetry itself—it is self-reflexive about Japanese poetic history from its very beginning, launching directly into a quotation from the Japanese Wikipedia page for “Contemporary Poetry” (gendaishi), a fraught category with fiercely debated starting points and generic boundaries. From there, the poem moves to “Modern Poetry” (kindaishi), and then “Form Poetry” or fixed verse (teikeishi). It goes back to the initial article, diverges towards philosophical and critical concepts (phenomenology, hermeneutics, existentialism), moves back to contemporary poetry, then briefly away from Japan (T.S. Eliot), and back towards Japan’s most well-known poet of the immediate postwar (Ryūichi Tamura). It then takes another detour to juxtapose the deaths of Tamura and Nobuo Ayukawa, another postwar poet and critic, who collapsed while playing Super Mario Bros.; the article on that video game, of course, is next; and so it continues, for far longer than what is excerpted above. There is a continuous return throughout the poem to quotes from the “Contemporary Page 269 →Poetry” article, as if the reader/user keeps remembering what they originally went to Wikipedia for; no more than a sentence passes, though, until another hyperlink (represented by bold text) takes us to another train of thought, another stream of data. Unique among Yamada’s poems, “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” spectacularly highlights how digital media technologies have affected reading, writing, and even thought itself. In 1999, James Sosnoski described what he called “hyperreading”—“reader-directed, screen-based, computer-assisted reading” with practices including “filtering by keywords, skimming, hyperlinking, ‘pecking’ […], and fragmenting”; N. Katherine Hayles expanded upon this list, adding “juxtaposing” (reading across several texts through several open windows), and scanning (like reading “rapidly through a blog to identify items of interest”).4 All of these hyperreading practices are recreated within “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade,” made all the more visible by their being on not the screen but the printed page.

This aspect of the poem is perhaps most immediately apparent in the prominent black boxes, each representing a “click” that takes the reader from one Wikipedia fragment to another, evoking the wormhole-like loading screen (nigh-invisible in the era of high-speed internet) that moves us from page to disparate page. Another striking aspect of the original Japanese version of the poem is a formatting choice that takes advantage of furigana, one of the particularities of the written Japanese language. Furigana—rendered in my English translation as tiny subscript before each “click”—tend to float beside or above a line of text, providing reading glosses that indicate the pronunciation of the Chinese character or characters (kanji) they are next to, especially if the character is rare or the author is indicating an unusual or wholly original reading. In Yamada’s hands, however, furigana shifts from gloss to hypertext, indicating which Wikipedia page the reader is currently at without interrupting the core text. He thus embeds the non-linearity of internet surfing within the poem while maintaining forward momentum throughout. The sensations evoked through these and other techniques are not exclusively of the poet being overwhelmed by information. The reader might certainly be overwhelmed by the density of data on the page, yet the poet is not drowning in this data-river, but directing and curating its flow, leaping from current to current. The reader is along for the ride, often barely able to make sense of individual fragments before a black “click” box appears and forcibly takes them to the next article.

At the forefront of “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” is not just a poetic history, but a history of the internet—a capturing of a specific moment in online (plat)forms and socialities. At its end is an author’s note, explaining the exact provenance of its materials: it was constructed from quotations from articles from the Japanese-language Wikipedia on August 4, 2009. There is a kind of ghostliness here, or perhaps a preserved-in-amber-ness; going to each of the referenced articles today, many of the phrasings captured in the poem may be different now, or gone entirely. Yet due to the poem being in print—as well as to Wikipedia’s built-in “history” function in which each past version of every page can be viewed—this poem is far less ephemeral than most online works. This is despite seemingly capturing the most ephemeral of states of being-online: the rabbit hole where hours and hours can be lost in click after click, a kind of trance that slips from memory, and where Page 270 →only a look at one’s browser history gives any indication to where on the internet one has actually been.

Neither the Google search engine nor Wikipedia are “social media” in the conventional sense, but this poem highlights an important but less obvious aspect of social media practices: the shared ground of information on which online sociality is built. The tendency of social platforms since this poem was composed has leaned further and further in the direction of the walled garden, in which much of what is algorithmically presented to a user are reposts are of material already within the app: videos, articles, links, and images that have already been shared thousands of times. Yet Yamada’s anthology captures the particularities of the late 2000s/early 2010s internet, an era of social media usage much more characterized by collection and curation of material—not just posting, but what happens before posting, the searching and sorting-through of data, facts, anecdotes, and curiosities that both “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” and “Obama Google” play out in poetic form.

More generally, Japan’s historical relationship to the internet is markedly different from dominant narratives that often conflate the internet experience of the Anglophone “West” with that of the rest of the world. This particularity extends specifically to both online poetry and to social media in Japan, and the intersections of each. Docomo’s “i-mode,” for example, starting in 1999, was the world’s first mobile internet, and quickly gained massive popularity in Japan.5 By 2002, the percentage of users accessing the internet by phone outstripped those logging in via a personal computer, cementing the imaginary of an internet that is first and foremost accessed on the go rather than in the private space of the home.6 Perhaps the liveliest online platforms for posting and reading poetry—like the still-extant Gendaishi Forum, which calls itself “The Poetry SNS” (Social Networking Service)—were thus designed first and foremost for access with the tiny screens of keitai (Japanese cellphones, not smartphones) in mind.7 Traditional poetic forms like haiku and tanka were also extraordinarily well suited to the internet, by virtue of being some of the shortest poetic forms in the world; some of the earliest online poetic communities in Japan were of haiku and tanka poets, who experimented with using internet communication not just to share their work, but to write in collaborative linked-verse sequences called renga and renku. Most of these sites are, unfortunately, defunct, but are still accessible through the Internet Archive—these include the Internet Haiku Center, the all-women group Monthly Haiku Hepburn, and the Internet Haiku Gathering.

An enormous number of Japanese poets in the 1990s and 2000s also had personal poetic webpages, and eventually blogs. Both of these online forms lingered in importance in Japan longer than elsewhere. “Web 1.0”-esque personal pages remained and remain a significant part of the Japanese online landscape, not having fully been crowded out by social media. GeoCities was once the most popular host of these webpages; GeoCities Japan shut down only in 2019, a full ten years after GeoCities US did. In terms of blogs, a 2007 survey found that Japanese was the most common language of blogging in the world, over even English.8 It not surprising that in that decade, blog poetry became a form of choice for many poets in Japan. Many of these blog poets were teenage girls, some of whom, like Tahi Saihate, have eventually become some of the most well-known contemporary Japanese poets.

Page 271 →It is perhaps not a surprise, then, that the sheer numbers of poets and critics who make use of social media in its current state in Japan—from every scene and generation, not just young poets—are enormous. This resonates, of course, with this long history of Japanese poets’ engagement with the internet as a space for poetic sociality. It also means that prominent poems have a lively and extensive afterlife being shared and discussed throughout the Japanese internet. As expected of a poem as striking as “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade,” it quickly became a topic of online discussion on various platforms, both after its original 2009 journal publication, and especially after its inclusion in Obama Google in 2016. Blogs, as mentioned, still thrive in Japan in a way they do not in most of the Anglophone world, and this includes poetry blogs and literary criticism-focused blogs, many of which posted their own takes on this poem. In a review of Obama Google in Gendaishi Techō—Japan’s most illustrious poetry journal, which originally published “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade”—the critic Hitoshi Kanzawa noted that the book would likely fall into the predicament of much conceptual writing: “it is bound to be consumed with the contradiction of being widely recognized for its content without being read closely.” He argues what is to be appreciated is not the author’s words, since they are “not his own,” but his “design stance” (sekkei taido) in how he makes use of those words.9 But the general opinion of the poem on literary blogs tends to go in another direction, seeing the value in the poem beyond concept alone; these blog posts are, of course, read just as much if not more than even the most popular poetry journals. A blogger with the pseudonym of “goldberg1,” for example, posted an extensive analysis of the poem just a few days after its original journal publication. Though at first the poem seems to not reflect the interiority or deep feelings of an individual, goldberg1 argues, both of these are in fact still conveyed in “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” despite Yamada only using “pre-existing” words; this poem is filled with “the author’s ironic point of view, sense of humor, and so on,” resulting in a different but no less valid form of authorship in the “labor of selecting and arranging the quotations […] to make us feel an odd kind of groove.”10

Twitter (X) is another popular platform for poetry in Japan, one that lends itself particularly well to the density of the Japanese language on a per-character basis, allowing both for the posting of poetry and extensive critique and analysis on an even quicker timescale than the blog. The literary blogger yoiyorU tweeted about this poem, for example, praising it for the particular type of stream of consciousness it evokes by creating a poem out of “detours to unrelated entries,” which she notes is all too familiar to “internet-rotted people” (intānetto zubuzubu ningen).11 Another tweet from Ryū Kishinami—blogger, writer, and painter—considered the poem’s genre, comparing it to the experimental sci-fi authors Toh EnJoe and Tsutsui Yasutaka.12 Tanka poet Yoshio Kudō, in an extensive tweet thread about Obama Google as a whole, describes this poem as an “attempt to put a link-strewn Wikipedia text on paper,” gradually “derailing” from both the idea and the topic of “contemporary poetry” towards unexpected places; “it is bizarre,” he concludes, “to do on paper what I do on the internet.”13

Instagram often performs the same role as Twitter (X) does, though of course with a photo accompaniment, and a much larger space for text; contemporary poetry books are regularly photographed by their readers, often in attractive settings, and often with Page 272 →extensive exegeses in the “caption” that can run several paragraphs long. In the description box of an Instagram photo showing Obama Google lying on a wood-grained surface, for example, the novelist Masashi Doi describes how the collection resonated with his aims to “move language away from meaning” in his own work, away from the tyranny of conveying a “message” or even “enthusiasm.” He calls Obama Google a “dangerous apparatus” (kiken-na sōchi), one “developed to make all words meaningless while remaining in the guise of contemporary poetry”; what we see is not “Ryōta Yamada’s purpose, original ideas, or anything like that—all there is is a clear intention.”14 Also on Instagram, the designer and art director Seitarō Yamazaki posted a photo of Obama Google on the armrest of his bullet train seat, noting how remarkably accurate Amazon’s recommendation algorithm was when it drew his attention to the book, and rather opaquely describes reading it as “close to the sensation of a reconstruction within oneself without a structuralization, performing structureless surfing through scattered and saturated information.”15 The writer and podcaster Anna Osada posted another Instagram photo of Obama Google against a grayish-white background; she notes how our environment “overflows” with things like “wikis, park signs, and magazine tables of contents,” which we encounter practically or perfunctorily, without investing them with any particular value or emotion; in this collection, however, she points out how lists of ordinary phrases that would normally be read through unthinkingly are instead “picked up and reconstructed” in a way that makes them become thick with “meaning, error-like absurdities, and fresh rhythms.”16

The digital life of “Contemporary Poetry Wikipedia Parade” continues in this way to flow around, alongside, and beyond its existence on the page, but this remains secondary to how the “page-bound” version serves as an experiment with representing digitality itself. It does so in not only its evocation of clicks and hyperlinks but also its attempt to share the experience of being online in a way not bound to the preset “sharing” functions of social media. It is a vision of poetry performing as a platform, in a way that does not enable but rather resists the fantasy of the frictionless flow of infinite information. In Yamada’s poem, Wikipedia shifts from a private space of research and the quick fulfillment of spontaneously emerging curiosities, to the titular “parade,” something that could hardly be more public. In this unusual procession, each article becomes a float—or perhaps a portable shrine, marching band, or elephant—turning private habits of digital life into poetic spectacle.
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Page 274 →Poetry Games and Platform Studies


Poetry / Media / Critique: Exhibit 6

Given the array of intellectual traditions this book’s authors have brought to bear on the subject of platformed poetic culture (media archaeology, the computational humanities, code studies, electronic literature, the history of the book, sociologies of literature, historical poetics, etc.), readers may wonder at the omission of the subfield whose name seems to promise rather precise relevance, that of “platform studies.” This apparent lapse has two causes. The first is a matter of historical semantics. As a branded scholarly formation, platform studies was launched in 2009 around a definition of the computational platform that largely preceded full recognition of the “Corporate Platform Complex” as the victorious successor to the internet of the 1990s and early 2000s. When Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost coined the term to herald the program of their book on the Atari Video Computer System, Racing the Beam (2009), “platform” meant not the data-extractive business models developed by social media corporations and other juggernauts of the so-called sharing economy, but rather the soft- and hardware conditioning the design of digital media and videogames in particular. Calling for the “serious and in-depth consideration of circuits, chips, and peripherals” to complement the more familiarly humanistic study of interfaces, game design, narrative and ludic structures, and cultural and social contexts, Montfort and Bogost aimed to steer videogame studies around the bend of a materialist turn: “We believe it is time for those of us in the humanities to seriously consider the lowest level of computing systems and to understand how these systems relate to culture and creativity.”1

This emphasis on underlying computational systems has been critiqued and reformulated by scholars keen to emphasize the role played by embodied users and the ideologies hardwired into hardware. Feminist media scholars in particular, as Aubrey Anable reports, have explored how the field’s “narrowly bounded object creates an artificial partition between the chips, wires, and code and the bodies and identities that interact with them.”2 Clarifying Bogost and Montfort’s definition of the platform and arguing for a conception of materiality alive to the entanglement of computational platforms and their social-material conditions—to the connection, for instance, between the Candy Crush Saga iPhone game and the Foxconn factory workers that manufactured your screen or the history of colonial violence in the Congo where the tantalum was mined for your phone’s capacitors—Caitlin Benson-Allott advises scholars to conceptualize platforms as “the thingness of games that Page 275 →Page 276 →allows us to recognize how our own thingness works with that of a console or operating system and by extension the larger material and political world of which we all are part.”3 This strategic de-reification of the platform concept opens the way for a reconciliation between platform studies 1.0 and more recent programs of research that attend to computational hardware and the global logics of datafication and capitalization that platformed digital media condition and abet.

And yet, a practical rapprochement is not quite so easy. Though the field’s emphasis on programmable media can direct the study of any digital artifact, platform studies’ strongest affiliation has been with game studies, and it’s scarcely self-evident that contemporary poetry has much to do at all with videogames. Recent studies by Jon Stone and Jordan Magnuson are changing minds on this score, substantiating the contact points between these two cultural practices and the way their apparent formal kinship manifests, in a digital key, the deep-running proximity of poetry and play noted decades ago by Johan Huizinga.4 Alas, this brief exhibit will leave those arguments to one side. Nor will these pages engage directly that commercial behemoth, the videogame industry, and its relationship to literary forms and practices. Instead, the commentaries below apply the insights of platform studies to a small sampling of poetry games, a subgenre of digital art whose description I borrow from Astrid Ensslin: a poetry game is a playable artifact that promulgates an “explicit or implicit poetic agenda without sacrificing or diminishing the phenomenological gameness that lies at its core.”5 Poetry games are works of digital literature that gamify a reader or player’s interaction with the text—they set rules, establish a win condition, and solicit degrees of skill. This critical showcase assembles its particular set of poetry games in order to press an argument about poetry’s critical purchase on platform cultures: poetry games tend to point up the platformic dimensions—the socially constructed hardware, let us say—of language itself.


1. Arteroids and New Word Order: Basra

Many poetry games borrow and extend into pixels strategies that first circulated among the historical avant-gardes, including the détournment of aesthetic conventions and a programmatic emphasis on the opacity of the signifier or “word as such.”6 One class of poetry game puts mobile language in the player’s sights by renovating classic shooter games. Jim Andrews’s “literary shoot-em-up computer game” Arteroids (2002), for instance, borrows the format of the Atari arcade game Asteroids and invites players to blast customizable words and phrases in space, staging not star wars but “language wars”—a conflict “between sense and strong, dynamic language” (Figure e6.1)7


[image: This short video records the game play of Jim Andrews’s Arteroids. As the player blasts apart words and phrases into their semiotic pieces-parts, the letters explode across the page to the subphonemic sound effects.]
Figure e6.1 Still image from video of Arteroids (2002) game play. View the video at 10.3998/mpub.14525819.cmp.43.

“Arteroids is about cracking language open,” says Andrews, and much of the pleasure of playing centers on the minor thrill of shattering words and phrases into their semiotic pieces-parts, the letters exploding across the page as much as the subphonemic sound effects. The point of all these detonations—that is, what’s inside language, what demands to be cracked into the open—is a more or less open question in Arteroids. In New Word Order: Basra (2003) (Figure e6.2), Sandy Baldwin takes a firmer authorial hand. In this Page 277 →“mod” for Valve’s immersive first-person shooter game Half-Life (1998), players are invited to blast into the open the ideology of empire. Though its title explicitly invokes the US invasion of Iraq, the setting of New Word Order: Basra is the setting of Half-Life, an alien-infested research facility. Into this rendered violence Baldwin drops a new target: a poem by the contemporary US poet Billy Collins. “Introduction to Poetry” is Collins’s complaint against readers who are overly anxious to “find out what [a poem] really means.” Rather than pressing their “ear against its hive,” feeling for its “light switch,” or “waterski[ing] / across the surface of a poem” / “waving at the author’s name on the shore,” readers are wont to “tie the poem to a chair with rope / and torture a confession out of it,” to “beat[] it with a hose.”8 Players of New Word Order: Basra wield automatic weapons to destroy the language of Collins’s poem, rendered in stenciled military font, and by extension to raze the poem’s metaphorical yoking of torture and poetic interpretation. Though one could argue that the game reaffirms the catachrestic association of literary art and imperial terror even in the act of critiquing it, clearly Baldwin’s aim is to dramatize how ideologies of violence animate not only videogames but language itself, emerging in our poetries and in the metaphors we reach for daily.


[image: This screenshot captures a scene of game play from Sandy Baldwin’s New Word Order: Basra (2003). The player’s gun is trained on poetic language printed in military script.]
Figure e6.2 Screenshot of Sandy Baldwin’s New Word Order: Basra (2003).

For our purposes, two aspects of New Word Order: Basra and Arteroids deserve special emphasis. While each aspect is rather obvious on its own, their relation is less so. First, both poetry games use the shooter format to make extravagant investments in the visual, tactile, and sonic dimensions of poetic language. Second, both games seize on the congealed ideological properties of pre-existing computational platforms. This is most explicitly the case in New Word Order: Basra, of course, where Baldwin aligns the War on Terror and US invasion of Iraq with the first-person shooter, tacitly invoking any number of arguments about videogames, the “military-entertainment complex,” and the normalization of violence.9 But Andrews, too, frames Arteroids as an attempt to disambiguate militarism and the fetishization of guns from the kinesthetic “feeling-stream,” “the real structural nexus of the activity of programming,” that guns in videogames often serve to facilitate—that is, to destabilize the link between computational platform and its cultural meaning.10 When the critique of platforms and the materialization of language conspire, these poetry games imply that language itself may be susceptible to, or may even require, platform analysis. In this way, poetry games proceed under a critical modernist ethos whose more decorous expression we find in such lines as these, from George Oppen’s “A Language of New York”—lines that for all their intense solicitude might, for readers with games on the brain, give shades of Pac-Man:


Possible

To use

Words provided one treat them

As enemies.

Not enemies—Ghosts

Which have run mad

In the subways

And of course the institutions

Page 278 →And the banks. If one captures them

One by one proceeding

Carefully they will restore

I hope to meaning

And to sense.11




2. Scrape Scraperteeth and The Dead Tower

Oppen’s poem also provides an ironic précis for Jason Nelson’s Scrape Scraperteeth (2013) (Figure e6.3), which trains its platformic critique of language not at cultures of violence but instead at the subprime mortgage crisis (2007–2010). Created for an exhibition at the San Francisco Gallery of Modern Art, Nelson’s poetry game combines handmade art and a Flash-generated jump-and-run game to draw players through a series of wacky cityscapes across which Nelson has scribbled and stamped satirical, psychogeographic slogans: “you are your furniture,” “more boxes for half-lives,” and “granite and stainless steel are critically hearted omens.” As players clamber over skylines, arrows whiz by proclaiming Page 279 →“taxarific,” “erode value,” and “default yes!” Nelson’s political outrage is unmistakable—Level 4 is called “The Remains of Future Slums.” Less apparent is the way that poetry and the expressive character of the platform grow consonant in Scrape Scraperteeth. Both the language of the housing crisis and the “language” of the jump-and-run-game are hijacked and denatured. The half-sensical nature of the slogans corresponds to the half-made, hand-drawn quality of the art, as Nelson asks us to play a homemade game about the unmaking of homes.


[image: This screenshot captures a scene of game play from Jason Nelson’s Scrape Scraperteeth (2013). The player must cross a hand-drawn cityscape platform as poetic language moves across the screen.]
Figure e6.3 Screenshot of Jason Nelson’s Scrape Scraperteeth (2013).

The Dead Tower (2012) (Figures e6.5 and e6.5) pursues this confluence in yet another key. Like Scrape Scraperteeth, this poetry game by the Australian artists Mez Breeze and Andy Campbell was designed in Adobe Flash. More a gaming environment than a game—the closest one gets to “winning” The Dead Tower is arriving at a surmise about the narrative situation—the work drops the player into a rocky landscape strewn with the wreckage of bus crash. Under a tall looming tower fragments of verse hang suspended in the air like ghosts through which the player can pass. Those familiar with Breeze’s work will recognize these as snippets of “Mezangelled text”; Mezangelle is a hybrid language concocted by Breeze in the mid-1990s by “remix[ing] the basic structure of English and code to create language where meanings are nested.”12 From lines like “bus[+them] / it was all game_ov[H]‌er” and “that. crashed. / bus[+them, all carved + / format_dangerous,” players can pull together the lineaments of a tragic narrative. But this story’s key terms are doubled in the lexicon of computer science. The “bus” is a set of wires for transferring data between components of your computer; a “trampoline” is programming-speak for an efficacious bit of code; a “trap” is an error state in the system; a “tower,” of course, is the word for a computer’s case when “height > depth > width.”13 Dead Tower, naturally, suffers from a “format_dangerous.” Breeze and Campbell turn the trope of a “crAshed” game into an exploration of a videogame’s degree zero, where a shadowy game environment mired in the end of narrative play (“it was all game_ov[H]er”) figures the inadmissible tragedy of a life cut short. The paradox, of course, is that we keep “playing”; our roving of a once playable landscape—“this. broken. space. / [chamber (gamer)place + constrict(l)ure]”—metaphorizes grief, where the forward progress and the meaningful futures in which one can’t help but invest oneself assume, for survivors, the quality of phantom limbs. Dead Tower’s designers instantiate this dense relay between narrative, metaphor, or platform meanings by means of poetic language that is itself always crashing, for the denotative code of machine language tolerates no ambiguity. Alexander Galloway identifies code as the only “executable” language: “code is the first language that actually does what it says—it is a machine for converting meaning into action,” and indecision and undecidability (which tarry with meaning at the brink of action) are structurally impossible.14 Breeze and Campbell conjoin poetry and the platform to evoke the world-crashing undecidability of grief.


[image: This screenshot captures a scene of game play from Mez Breeze and Andy Campbell’s The Dead Tower (2012). Floating through a dark landscape are fragments of “Mezangelle,” a hybrid language concocted by Breeze in the mid-1990s by “remix[ing] the basic structure of English and code to create language where meanings are nested”: “rosebloo[d]‌d pink…loaded_trAmpoline]…that stopped her / in the preddy_inked_t[r]aps. + / then she found the / bUs [+them] / +it was all ‘game ov[H]er.”]
Figure e6.4 Screenshot of artists Mez Breeze and Andy Campbell’s The Dead Tower (2012)


[image: This screenshot captures a scene of game play from Mez Breeze and Andy Campbell’s The Dead Tower (2012). Floating through a dark landscape are fragments of “Mezangelle,” a hybrid language concocted by Breeze in the mid-1990s by “remix[ing] the basic structure of English and code to create language where meanings are nested”: “that. crAshed. / bUs[+them, all carved + / format_dangerous.”]
Figure e6.5 Screenshot of artists Mez Breeze and Andy Campbell’s The Dead Tower (2012)




Page 280 →3. Emilyblaster and A Slow Year

Emilyblaster (2022) (Figure e6.6) is a commercial artifact of the retro imagination. A 1990s-era blaster game commissioned by Knopf publishers, Emilyblaster exists to promote Gabrielle Zevin’s 2022 bestselling novel Tomorrow, and Tomorrow, and Tomorrow, which recounts the life of two game designers and best friends. This game’s raison d’être is ironic Page 281 →given its narrative significance in Zevin’s novel. Emilyblaster is the first game designed by the protagonist Sadie Green—an unadulterated experiment, a school project—in a novel that examines the vexed interlacing of commerce and art. The game also points up the ironic primacy of poetry. Zevin’s narrator describes Emilyblaster this way: “Poetic fragments fell from the top of the screen and, using a quill that shot ink as it tracked along the bottom of the screen, the player had to shoot the fragments that added up to one of Emily Dickinson’s poems.”15


[image: This video captures game play from EmilyBlaster (2022). The player blasts words from the first stanza of Emily Dickinson’s “She dealt her pretty words like Blades” to splatting sound effects.]
Figure e6.6 Still image from EmilyBlaster. View the video at 10.3998/mpub.14525819.cmp.48.

To the extent that Emilyblaster twines literature and game design, it stands in for the intermedial and intergeneric operations of Tomorrow, and Tomorrow, and Tomorrow as a whole. The book has been celebrated for its novelistic treatment of videogame cultures, a thematic feat echoed by this literary bestseller at the level of genre and style: this “big, beautifully written novel about an underexplored topic … succeeds in being both serious art and immersive entertainment.”16 Though poetry may seem beside the point, in fact it is poetry that secures this intermedial link precisely by rhyming and endorsing the cultural motility of the platform, from book to screen and across time. Players of Emilyblaster can splat the words of Dickinson’s undated lyric on the limits of human knowledge, preserved and published by Martha Dickinson Bianchi from a now-lost manuscript: “That Love is all there is / Is all we know of Love; / It is enough, the freight should be / Proportioned to the Page 282 →groove.”17 The poem plays a key role in the narrative, and Zevin uses it as an epigraph to the novel. To borrow the language of the platform itself, Dickinson’s text, like many lyric poems, is “interoperable”—it functions well with other cultural machines. The itinerary this particular lyric cuts—from Dickinson’s afterlife to novelistic diegesis to paratext to promotional videogame—rehearses that same cultural dynamic at play in Knopf’s nostalgic use of the vintage blaster platform. Both poem and platform are recruited to bear a meaning that depends, at least in part, upon their alienation.

The conceptual links between poetic languages and platforms to which Emilyblaster and other game poems testify are salient enough to structure even non-linguistic artifacts like Ian Bogost’s A Slow Year (2013). Using the Atari Video Computer System in order “to take the idea of a ‘game poem’ to its logical conclusion,” Bogost invokes poetry in the service of the expressive power of a computational platform itself.18 “A Slow Year is a collection of four games, one for each season, about the experience of observing things. These games are neither action nor strategy; each of them requires a different kind of sedate observation and methodical input.”19 In the one-kilobyte autumn game, the player catches windblown leaves; in winter, they pace their way through a cooling cup of coffee as dawn breaks; in spring, they track the time between lightning and thunder cracks; and in summer, they time their dozing eyes to the rate at which a twig floats downstream. A far cry from the frenetic, button-mashing gameplay that more typically characterizes the phenomenology of videogaming, these slow, meditative games “about the experience of observing things” take both their imagery and attentional value system from haiku, into which form Bogost renders his riddling instructions for each game: “Rain pounds the pavement / Lightning—when will thunder clap? / A button beckons.”20 Despite his suggestion that these game poems “embody the traditions of both videogames and poetry,” two cultural practices “cut from the same cloth,” Bogost’s invocation of haiku and its Anglophone modernist imitator-innovators like Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams reveals that he has chief in mind one particular set of poetic norms.21 In its embrace of “expressive constraint and representational condensation,” A Slow Year posits a “common, if underdeveloped lineage” for both poetry and video games: these artifacts are “provocation machines” whose characteristic principles of “abstraction and condensation” put the reader/player in the position “of the archaeologist to the ruin.” Just as a poem is the tip of a sensible iceberg or presentation of “an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time,” a “game is a remnant of something fashioned and disposed by its creator,” and “[w]‌hen we play, we excavate.”22

At the level of technical design, Bogost pushes the values of abstraction and condensation to an extreme by constraining himself to the computational “language”—the limited pixels and 8 bits—of the Atari microprocessor, a thirty-five-year-old platform. As a result, “[t]‌he coupling between the Atari console and the entire game design is tight and deliberate.” So, too, as we have seen, is that further coupling between console and design, on the one hand, and poetic-conceptual ambition, on the other. In A Slow Year, form is an extension of content, which is an extension of software, which is an extension of hardware. The kinship between poetry and platforms motivating A Slow Year may have less to do with abstraction and condensation, as Bogost claims, than with the fundamental relationship between materiality and meaning that is also at the center of recent developments in Page 283 →platform studies. According to Benson-Allott, endless deliberations over definitions—is a platform a programmable infrastructure, or a formal concept?—preclude our grasping the more essential point: “platforms represent the inextricable combination of meaning and matter.”23 Hegel identifies poetry as that art form in which the “inextricable combination of meaning and matter,” spirit and sensuality, is most apparent, precisely because poetic expressions force an absolute diminution of materiality.24 Platforms work this combination from the other way around, by appearing—but only appearing!—to diminish meaning in the provision of mute matter. As A Slow Year and other game poems indicate, this complementary kinship ensures that that poetic language and digital platforms remain catalytically responsive to each other when brought into contact. For the foreseeable future, that contact is our inescapable condition.
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5315. My Mother on “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” by Robert Frost.

The poem and my mother were made for each other. It was one of a handful she knew by
heart. | can still hear her reciting it to me when | was boy, with something like proprietorial
pride. Raised on a farm near woods pretty early in the last century, no one knew better than
she did, the pleasure of stopping and going in places where no one else could see you.

"Oh | guess some people think there's a deeper meaning in the last stanza—that it's somehow
about death”, she said, when she introduced the poem to me, in the voice she used for
anything fancy, and therefore not her cup of tea.

Even as | kid | was pretty sure | saw the deeper meaning and | was pretty sure that my mother
saw that | thought | saw it. She didn’t hold my belief in the deeper meaning against me. She
held it for me.

Last night (her last night) | read the poem out loud to her.

“But | have to sleep now Jeff; | have to sleep”, she said, not in so many words, but in words
close enough.

In the end she saw the deeper meaning too, but only after keeping every promise | ever heard
her make.

Joyce Margaret Salisbury Nunokawa. July 13, 1930-October 7, 2021
Note: Stopping by Woods on a Showy Evening
By Robert Frost

Whose woods these are | think | know.
His house is in the village though;

He will not see me stopping here

To watch his woods fill up with snow.

My little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen lake
The darkest evening of the year.

He gives his harness bells a shake
To ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound’s the sweep
Of easy wind and downy flake.

The woods are lovely, dark and deep,
But | have promises to keep,

And miles to go before | sleep,

And miles to go before | sleep.
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5066. Sonnet for the Portuguese

How do I love thee? (Elizabeth Barrett Browning, sonnet 43, "Sonnets from the Portuguese"--
start)

Iif 1 stop right there for a while, after the guestion mark that ends these famous first words, | have
achance to take a breath and wonder a little about how | could love you going forward, before |
fall back on a list of ways | already love you, a list as long as all outdoors (and behind closed
doors, too)--the usual “endless love™ story.

But what if "how do | love thee?" means how do | love thee now?" Maybe when we were young
and first mamed (maybe the marriage was just in my dreams), | loved you in ways | can't
anymaore, now that I'm old. Maybe we're no longer kids in college. Maybe now we have kids in
college, ourselves. Maybe now you've shifted your pitch and you're coming to me, all bright and
shiny and new--that brave vibration, each way free (Herrick), from another country through a
screen, as a son or a daughter of the you that | loved back when we were kids in school:

And thereupon my heart is dniven wild:
She stands before me as a living child (Yeats, "Among School Children™)

How do | love you; how do | go about loving you now? As soon as | ask the question for real, |
know that the answer will come by the end of the poem and the game. Actually | know that the
answer is the whole poem and the game, from beginning to end, right then and now.

Note: / fove thee with a love | seemed 1o Jose

With my lost saints. | love thee with the breath,

Smites, tears, of all my hfe; and, if God choose,

[ shall but love thee better after death ((Elizabeth Barrett Brovming, sonnet 43, "Sannets from
the Pertuguese“--stop)
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The greatest country, the richest country, is not that which has the most
capitalists... - Walt Whitman

"The greatest country, the richest country, is
not that which has the most capitalists,
monopolists, immense grabbings, vast fortunes,
with its sad, sad soil of extreme, degrading,
damning poverty, but the land in which there
are the most homesteads, freeholds — where

wealth does not show such confrasts high and
low, where all men have enough — a modest
living — and no man is made possessor beyond
the sane and beautiful necessities.”

- Walt Whitman

5:08 PM - Jan 8, 2015
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Customer Review

Yrirfr v v Bony Memories

Reviewed in the United States on July 23, 2010

Not the highest-ranked jewelry on Amazon, Old Glory Sterling Silver Fish Bone Earrings are a delightful gift for a special anniversary, or to wear on your own. | first saw them
at a popular seafood place nearby at the Wharf in San Francisco, but the price was artificially hiked to attract tourists, and | knew | could do better using my Amazon prime
account.

My wife liked getting these earrings, as they constantly recall for her a transition from not eating fish at all, to once in a while, on the advice of her doctor, trying a salmon or
trout, perhaps oncve a month, for protein reasons if nothing else. At first, the bones made her feel grisly but then she realized, it’s all nature. And as it turns out, it is not
silverplate covering actually fishbones, but each earring is 100 per cvent sold sertling silver without a trace of the original bone, now lost to history and the artist's
imagination. Our three cats totally ignore them, which they would not do if even one cell's worth of fish remained in their makeup. We can leave them out on the dinner table
or even in the cat's dish, and they will remain untouched, still gleaming with the traditional heartiness of fine silver.

You will always be getting smiles from neighbors and strangers when you leave your apartment wearing earrings from old Glory. This is my fourth pair and it won't be the last.

They are unisex, though perhaps they look better on someone with a smaller lobe than mine. | wish Old Glory would consider making a longer pair, with five or six pairs of
lateral bones, instead of the present, skimpy four. But such are the dreams of an impossible princess.

4 people found this helpful
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"Comrade, | give you my love more precious than money, | give you
myself before preaching or law; Will you give me yourself?" ~Walt
Whitman
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Customer Review

Kevin Killian HALL OF FAME

Yrfefe e v Holiday Seasonal Salad

Reviewed in the United States ®%¥ on November 30, 2012

Now that the holidays are here my wife and | attend many parties at church functions and social media events in San Francisco. Oddly enough the one food you see at
both types of affairs is the so-called German potato salad. Recently we were at a party celebrating the arrival of young Twitter folks to our block. It's nice to see young
people digging in to the foods we had long ago as children in another time pre-digital culture, when basically you went to the deli and asked for one of two different
kinds of potato salad, or some wise old neighbors made it themselves, adding crumbling bacon and diced pickle chips to their golden hoard of spuds.

| asked the corporate hostess who had made the delicious potato salad we were wolfing down and she replied, "Alice Waters of Chez Panisse.” It was worthy of Chef
Waters, but as it turned out, later that evening the hostess sought me out and said she had been misinformed, and the Chez Panisse potato salad had been reserved for
the Twitter VIPS, while we late comers made do with fancy Read German Potato Salad. Nice of her to let us know, she was all apologetic and so forth, but Twitter had
nothing to be ashamed of. In the backroom of the kitchen, we found empty cans of Read stacked high in the dumpster, easily seen even by fading eyes due to the
distinctive red, yellow and black packaging, like the flag of Germany, so simple it is like the red, white and blue of the USA. The caterers had spiked up the Read canned
salad with some extra potatoes, bacon, parsley and some sagacious slices of fresh strawberry as a splash of garni.

| compliment the Read people for making a product that not only baby boomers. and the foreign-born, can enjoy, but something that new grads and new Twitter hires
take to with the reckless abandon and elan of their generation. My wife who knows about such things whispered that, in addition, it is probably cheaper than ordering
from Berkeley's Chez Panisse where California cuisine was born, so if you had to pay off a student loan, it was probably going to be Read for you, at least till your
startup took off in a big way and all of a sudden the Rolling Stones were playing your company's Christmas party.

26 people found this helpful
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Customer Review

Yrirfrvr¥r Do You Want to Build a Lesbian Masterpiece?

Reviewed in the United States B¥ on September 29, 2015

Disney's “Frozen” has some magical sequences and tuneful numbers, but mostly people respond to it because of its story of sisters who can't live with each other, can't live
without each other. The simple plot must hold a deeply felt Marion Woodman appeal to a variety of audiences—the largest of which, apparently, girls under ten, millions of
whom have made home videos of themselves singing “Let It Go"” and released them on YouTube in cute outfits and (sometimes) bewilderingly sophisticated, perhaps parent-
supplied backgrounds and props.

Idina Menzel can be imperious in real life, but in “Frozen” she seems deeply sorry for having offended anyone and for having turned all of Irindell into a winter hell without a
single flower. And also for hurting her sister Anna (once again!) with her magical power of coldness. The ingenious screenwriters have simplified the plot of Hans Christian
Andersen’'s Snow Queen story of the Danish Romantic period, so that now instead of an evil snow queen menacing a brother and sister (“Kay” the brother and “Gerda” the
sister), the siblings are both female—perhaps they took their cue from the way “Kay"” never sounded like a boy’s name anyhow... instead of three characters, they reduced
them to two by making the evil queen and the devoted sister the same person!

Kristen Bell employs a beautiful strong voice as Anna, and she is so funny your sides will hurt at some of her byplay with Kristoff and Olaf, yet halfway through she becomes
increasingly out of her game, for a reason | can’t disclose—

[SPOILERS AHEAD]
Okay, because Elsa has shot a chip of ice into her heart, the way the Snow Queen did to Kay in the old Andersen story—
[SPOILERS CONCLUDED]

As she grows weaker and weaker, she has to undergo some dramatic suffering rather beyond Bell’'s own “Veronica Mars" comic charm. Well, even tragedy queens like Angelina
Jolie might not have been able to handle the depths of the part, so | would give Kristen Bell a good “B" for doing her best.... If Billie Whitelaw was still alive she could have
given Anna that precipitous Camille-like decline and tragic illness inherent in the part. And having Jonathan Groff as Kristoff doesn’t help the situation much. Luckily here the
little Snowman and the big Reindeer come in and steal the show with their heroics. That snowman, "Olaf," is the most original cartoon character in eons, and his big oblivious
number about “Summer” is more surreal than anything Man Ray ever made in or out of Hollywood. Suffice it to say, me and my wife were like two seven year old girls
watching this film and for the first time in forever we burst out into applause and clapped until our palms grew raw and chapped. | wouldn’t say that the cold never bothered
me anyway, but | felt pretty heroic after watching “Frozen" and look forward to at least fourteen other sequels—fingers crossed!

14 people found this helpful
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Yo v v The man who wrote, "only connect,” and the connections he made in underground gay life

Reviewed in the United States on September 10, 2018

Wendy Moffat taught for thirty years at Dickinson College before publishing her life of English novelist E.M. Forster, and she must often have thought of the coincidence that
Forster admired a Cambridge don and friend, philosopher Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, whom his intimates called “Goldie,” presumably because Goldsworthy wasn’t a real
first name, not in the social circles inn which Forster, almost a charity boy, grew up in with his widowed mother Lily. In the spring we went to Cambridge to visit the grave of
“Goldie,” and the porter was almost embarrassingly glad to see us, for nowadays the grave people want to see there is that of Wittgenstein, whom Forster thought little of.
The graveyard also has the grave of James Frazer, once famous for writing The Golden Bough, but now as easily dismissed as "Goldie,” who once in the day, especially after
Forster’s work on his life, was on his way to becoming a hot topic, but then the craze for Wittgenstein took over the peaceful, vine-and-bracken covered English landscape, and
it was Goldie who? Forster himself, not a believer of any sort, except in gay liberation and the secret understanding between liberal men and women, had himself cremated
after his death in 1970, having long seen his contemporaries like DH Lawrence and Virginia Woolf die much younger and more romantic deaths.

Moffat begins her story in the dramatic days after Forster’s death when Christopher Isherwood and John Lehmann lift the lid in Santa Monica on the multiple manuscripts of
Forster’s novel MAURICE, which he wrote in after Howards End but found himself unable to publish it due to its Whitmanic gay themes. It was his fifth novel, but the world
knew nothing of it, except for a tiny handful—well, maybe about thirty people—a cocktail party’'s worth of gay men and their female allies, to whom he had entrusted it over
the years. T E Lawrence refused to read it, but everyone else loved it. As the Wolfenden Report came out and the laws against buggery were lifted in England, Forster added a
late postscript imagining what would have happened to his beloved characters had they lived under today's more open society (more open for some, that is).

I enjoyed the book all the way through. Just when it looked as though Forster would die a virgin, he went to Egypt and met Cavafy and some sparks blew between them, and a
compliant railroad conductor had sex with him and then, well I'll tell you, in middle age he began to have sex like crazy. I'm sure he wound up having more sex than I, when you
count up all his conquests and just the ones we know about! It was the age of cottaging and John Gielgud arrested and public ignominy, but Forster as an older man was the
object of much adulation among the young creative set, and his new young friends either offered themselves or introduced him at studio parties to willing compliant trade.
Cops or robbers made no real difference to Forster and that was refreshing. Auden and Isherwood, Benjamin Britten, J R Ackerley all took him up, and then he went to America
where even more hip and worldly artists made him the toast of their dinners and socials, people like Paul Cadmus, Glenway Wescott, George Platt Lynes, Donald Windham and
Sandy Campbell. Moffat perks up every time a new crew of gay supporters shows their hero the sort of good time one thinks of in Paul Cadmus paintings like “The Fleet's In,”
or “What | Believe,” in which Forster himself, a nude old man, stands tall in a garden filled with windblown acolytes and worshippers. Of course he loved America! England was
drab, no cakes anywhere, rationing still on, and snobbery against the police career of Forster's longterm boyfriend, Bob Buckingham.

The camaraderie he found among these young guys did inspire him to write a series of short stories more or less homoerotic all of them, some of them quite frank, which like
MAURICE also were published after his death. Since then Merchant and Ivory filmed all of his books, or just about, so in a way we still live in his world, as distant as it seems
today from the moment when the little boy Edward Morgan Forster was sexually interfered with as a child at boarding school, which forever left him in a frenzy of PTSD, fear,
and blackmail. It was not altogether a happy life, but Wendy Moffat encourages us to feel that lucky breaks gave Morgan the last laugh, perhaps. Highly recommended.
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4689. Talk to Her, But Let Her Sleep
(An Introduction to Public Speaking)

Lay youwr sleeping head, my love,
Human on my faithless arm;
Time and fevers burn avay
Individua! beauty from
Thoughtful chitdren, and the grave
Proves the child ephemeral:
But in my arms Ul break of day
Let the Iiving creature lie,
Mortal, guilty, but to me
The entirely beautiful (Auden, “Luliaby”)

You remember (or you will) the first time you were in bed with someone else, wide awake while
she was fast asleep. You remember how you really wanted to let her sleep, but you also really
wanted to talk to har. You remember how you have so much to tell her about the things you're so
scared about (how the grave gets evenyone, how sickness destrays most before that). You see
how the sum of your fears feels frozen in the time that she’s asleep while you're awake (like her
Wake). You remember how, with your mom, when you were this scared, you found a way o wake
her up--at least in your own mind, get into her dreams-—even though she was sleeping in a
different room, with the docrs closed, with or without your father, Now though, the cradle is for
the other head. It's your tum to watch over someone while he sleeps. I's your turn to tell how
someane’s had a hard day, learning the limits of love, life and ary lucid thought. If anyone's gaing
to do any waking, it's you, And since you're main job now is to let the person you're nearest get a
decent night's sleep, you have to figure out a way to shield him from news of your waking, at least

for the time being. You can talk to him a little, just so bong as it helps him sleep. And maybe others
who can't.
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4905.Dean Donne on how to be pro-
sex in today's climate

For God's sake hald your tangue, and fet me love {(John Donne, "The Canonization™--first kne)

If you've never read this poem, or haven't read it for a while, you may first hear the speaker above
as st one more man who won't take no for an answer. But there's a difference. The spaaker here
't trying to shut-up the party he wants to be with, but rather the outside world that would shut
down his party just when it's getting started. The speaker goes on to build a pretty fancy castle
(and canon) of love out of thin air. By the end, the whole poem is a shrine to them and its speaker
foresees a time when al of us vall want to emulate them:

Countnes, towns, courts: beg from above
A pattem of your fove!

But his message to us (turns cut that it's us whose no he won't take for an answer) starts out
pretty modestly: We're consenting adults and pose no threat to the business of society. It's safe
to leave us alone.

Soldlers tind wavs, and lawyers fnd out stilf
Litigious men, which quarrels move,

Though she and [ do fove,

Sometimes not taking no far an answer is good grounds for prosecution. Sometimes it's the only
good way to escape it

Note: Baraly tolerated, (iving an the margin [Ashbery, *Soonest Manded”)
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Let's get this party started!
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4858. Introduction to Pain

They are and suffer; that is all they do;

A bandage hides the place where each is living,

His knowfedge of the world restricted to

The treatment that the instruments are giving.

And lie apart ke epochs from each other (Auden, “Surgical Ward")

Everyone knows that the best thing about being hurt a little is that you can suddenly see a little
more about people who are hurt a lot. Say you break a foot while running and what with the
crutches and the mild cast they put you in (nothing that'll keep you off the plane home, where
you know you'll get better soon), you're suddenly slowed down to less than normal pedestrian
speed and you suddenly notice all kinds of faces you usually fly by. (Like that boy yesterday,
sitting in a wheelchair out on the sidewalk: he looked like he couldn't see straight: mayhe he'd just
gotten used to how people couldn't look straight at him.) Everyone knows that there’s more to
people in pain than their pain. But first pain first.

Note: Who is this in pain! (Dickens, "Qur Mutual Friend”)
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THIS IS HOW MANY FUCKS | GIVE WHEN MY EDITOR TRIES TO
INTIMIDATE, THREATEN AND SILENCE ME WITH HiS LETTERS FROM
HIS LAWYERS. | won't be taking shit down from my wall or maybe | will. Don't
forget me when I'm deported. ¢
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| REMEMBER ONCE YOU WORKED HARD TO BUY ME THAT WHITE DRESS
WHY DID YOU WORK HARD TO  BUY ME THAT WHITE DRESS

INSERT IMAGE OF JENNIFER IN THE WHITE DRESS
INSERT NOTES ON PUNCTUM
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THIS ONE ALSO CALL SONNET

Be kiasu: put the couplet before
the sonnet. Buang the rhyme. Rhyme

is ruse, like when you are handed a napkin with
buttons. Nice right? But useless. Also tak perlu:
your footnote, your traffic light, your crystal

scry. Love zhen de mei you instruction, like when
mat hands you a hammer and tells you to make ice-
cube. Tau takpe. But you still get free hammer lah.
No need to Shakespeare Shakespeare, zuo bo

at void deck wherefore art thou xiao mei mei.
Everything must go—but don’t go courthouse.
Sonnets don't live there. Look under a fern at
Botanic Garden. Check your napkin, the one

with the button. The button needs a hole.

#SingPoWriMo2016Day8 #SingPoWriMo2016Prompt8 #abdulhamid #bonusa #bonusb
#bonusc #dingdingding

. Desmond FX Kon Zhicheng-Mingdé, lain Lim and 13 others 5 comments

05 Like () Comment > Share
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Joshua Ip » SingPoWriMo cee
18 April 2016 - Singapore -

HELLO EVERYBARDY'!

I'll be prompting you all from Day 19 to Day 24, after which Alvin Pang will be bringing us through
the home stretch. by now people are usually quite exhausted, so my prompts are all really really
easy, (well, unless you do #allthebonuses), especially this one to warm you up.

SingPoWriMo is <50% about creating original poems - the other >50% of it is about upgrading
your poems after the initial burst of inspiration, and providing useful comments for other people to
upgrade their own poems too. many have observed that its really easy to provide a lazy comment,
but really hard to actually do the edits yourself. well...

THE UPGRADER PROMPT

Find a poem in this group written by anyone else.

Rewrite it in half the length. Remember to tag them and link the original piece.

#bonus’ - Delete all their adverbs.

#bonus?Z - Delete all their adjectives.

#bonus3 - Replace all their nouns with better ones (except pronouns like |, you, me, we, us, etc).

#SingPoWriMo2016Day19 #SingPoWriMo2016Prompt19

Day 19 - THE UPGRADER PROMPT (DONE)
Day 20 - THE RIDDLER PROMPT

Day 21 - THE FAMILY PROMPT

Day 22 - THE UNBROKEN PROMPT

Day 23 - THE BLEACH PROMPT

Day 24 - THE LAST TRAIN PROMPT

.O Crispin Rodrigues, Desmond FX Kon Zhicheng-Mingdé and 53 others 51 comments

05 Like () Comment #> Share





OEBPS/images/9876543210000_C006_003.jpg
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ALSO SONNET

Kiasu is this before that.

Buang rhyme. Nice napkin, got
button. But tak perlu, like et cetera.
Love mei you manual, mat say “nah,

free hammer. Make ice cube”. Tau takpe.

Beng Shakespeare zuo bo wherefore
xiao mei meis? Everything must go—
dun go court. No sonnet. Find under
fern. Find your napkin, got button!

Got hole?

#singpowrimo2016day19 #haoguang
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SINGPOWRIMO YOU ARE NOT MY FACEBOOK GROUP

SingPoWriMo you are not my facebook group.
SingPoWriMo you are not a facebook group at all.

You are socialising SingPoWriMo, sadistic SingPoWriMo, solipsistic SingPoWriMo of FAQs in
preferred mother tongue and heteronormative kebayas.

You protest, but without editing, without rewriting,

without Toh Hsien Min,

but through your loud-sharer media, through the

hypnotic like-balls of your feedcaster,

and that Irving Paul Pereira person who | swear is summoning
Cthulthu on my iPhone screen.

SingPoWriMo, what are these notifications in my top right corner?
There are so many pings, | should have upped my data plan.
SingPoWriMo, | assert you are not a facebook group at all.

Do not all caps your type against me,

| am not afraid of your madness prompt

although #allthebonuses are still branded in

the back of my sleepless retinas.

Not because | read Calling of the Kindred pigtailed pinafored
breakfasted chalkshoes in school

But because | used to write parodies till | ran out of phone batt.
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3 Paid partnership with fairmonthotels

@ cleowade @ In this place...
the air is sweet
the flowers are in bloom
there are smiles at every turn there is a feeling of home here
and also
a feeling of newness
a great escape
a grand adventure
within these walls everything comes to life the surreal becomes
real
as | wander,
| wonder, | wish, and | dream
for more days this beautiful
more nights with stars this bright
more of the city glow through my window and sunbeams through
the winding trees more family
more new friends
more excitement
more of this...
this feeling

@fairmonthotels
#FairmontPartner
#ThatFairmontFeeling

1,925,659 views

OCTOBER 10, 2021

@ Add a comment...
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Noel Kabelo "KB" Ringane Sbu Simelane sabelo Ayanda Lushaba
“Juba’

The following artists referred to artists in Luanda Iin their performances. Follow the narrative by
clicking below:

KB

» Antananarivo; Benson
o Yaounde: Lydol
» Luanda: Elisangela Rita

Juba

e Yaounde: r'N
e Luanda: ermildo Panzo






