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Everything is in the language we use. 

- Layli Long Soldier 

 

When it comes to erasure, this very form of palimpsest, the ghost is not only death or the 

degradations of time—the ghost is the state itself. 

- Solmaz Sharif 

 

What three things can never be done? 

Forget. Keep silent. Stand alone. 

- Muriel Rukeyser 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 



 
I. Introduction 

 

As an educator, I spend a lot of energy considering what values I press upon my students. 

The love I feel for them is fierce, hopeful, and loaded with responsibility. I am conscious of the 

variety of struggles, heartbreaks, and disappointments that lie ahead of them, as well as the potential 

they have, in spite of this, to introduce newness and change into our world. What are the stories they 

carry with them about themselves and one other? What examples are we, as educators, putting forth 

in our lessons, curricula, and rhetoric that reinforces openness, diversity, and critical thinking?  

With the rise of this recent administration, the urgency with which disruption of dominant 

narratives around systemic oppression has resurfaced. This is not to imply that work around equity 

and social justice has ever been put on pause; there are those who have been dedicated to these 

issues long before the 2016 election. Nonetheless, I do think the unexpected positioning of this 

administration has re-awaked a vast number of citizens in our country, myself included, to the 

constancy of the inequalities that plague it and to the danger of what Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

calls the single story. In this case, the single story would be the idealization of American values, the 

“American dream,” or the myth of “life, liberty, and justice for all.” Powerful countries and the 

people who lead them have a long, carefully doctored history that exposes how inconvenient and 

unprofitable it is to preserve the life of the other. Instead of seeking connection, they repeatedly 

marginalize the other and cut off access to the inner community. Without equitable access to 

resources, the other in question has struggled and suffered in attempts to attain the same status of 

social and economic equality as their counterparts. The United States, despite its repetitive narrative 

of spreading democracy and goodwill, is far from an exception.  

However, it is deeply uncomfortable to question concepts that, culturally and politically, 

have been deemed sacred. To love and respect one’s country to the degree of never questioning its 



motives is a product of nationalism, a tool used to inculcate citizens to obey, believe, and act on 

principles of loyalty to the nation-state. I use nationalism, here, in the way that George Orwell does 

when he writes,  

By ‘nationalism’ [. . .] I mean the habit of identifying oneself with a single nation or other 

unit, placing it beyond good and evil and recognizing no other duty than that of advancing 

its interests. Nationalism is not to be confused with patriotism. Both words are normally used in so 

vague a way that any definition is liable to be challenged, but one must draw a distinction 

between them, since two different and even opposing ideas are involved. By ‘patriotism’ I 

mean devotion to a particular place and a particular way of life, which one believes to be the 

best in the world but has no wish to force on other people. Patriotism is of its nature 

defensive, both militarily and culturally. Nationalism, on the other hand, is inseparable from 

the desire for power. The abiding purpose of every nationalist is to secure more power and 

more prestige, not for himself but for the nation or other unit in which he has chosen to sink 

his own individuality (3).  

Through this use of nationalism, we decide, often but not exclusively without realizing it, 

who we humanize and who we other. In her lecture “Why Preserve the Life of the Other,” Judith 

Butler says:  

Asking whether we seek to preserve the life of some particular group presumes what we 

might well call a bio-political consideration. It not only asks that we consider what counts as 

a life, but whose lives count as worthy of preservation. [. . .] What seeks any of us to seek to 

preserve the life of another? It is a question that in some forms needs to be asked not only 

of individuals, but also of institutional arrangements, economic systems, and forms of 

government. 

In order to ask this question, however, it is necessary to unravel and pick apart the story  



we’ve digested about who we are and where we come from, and it is impossible to do this without 

thinking critically about those very same things. In much of our political rhetoric, the idea of country 

as parent is ingrained in an ongoing narrative to obtain and secure our devotion. A lack of patriotism 

translates as a lack of gratitude to said parental figure. Most often, this particular figure is gendered 

feminine to symbolize a mother. Pablo Neruda employs the motif of woman as country through 

much of his work, most notably in his 1938 collection General Song. This text uses the physicality of 

Latin America as a metaphor for a woman - sometimes mother, sometimes lover – with the speaker 

often placed in positions as a faithful servant, defender, and son. In “America, I do not invoke your 

name in vain,” Neruda writes:  

When I hold the sword to my heart, when I plug the leaks in my soul, when through 

windows your new day penetrates me, I am in and of the light that has produced me, living 

in the shadow of what determines me, sleeping and waking in your essential dawn, sweet like 

grapes, terrible driver of reward and punishment, soaking in the sperm of your species, 

nursing on the blood of your legacy (8).    

The motif of nation-state as mother figure is not new. According to Kristen Stirling, “the 

representation of nations in female form can be traced back to the seventieth century, and earlier 

instances of woman as goddess of place can be found in the classical and the Celtic traditions” (The 

Image of the Nation as a Woman in Twentieth Century Scottish Literature, 2). The use of this trope, however 

tried, is undoubtedly problematic in its gendering of political discourse. When the nation is 

personified as a woman, the state becomes a space within which all citizens exist but also “casts men 

only as citizens, as the nationalist sons of the mother nation” (Stirling, 3). Anne McClintock quotes 

Elleke Boehmer when she writes, “Women are typically construed as the symbolic bearers of the 

nation [. . . while] the male role in the nationalist scenario is typically ‘metonymic’, that is, men are 



contiguous with each other and with the national whole. Women, by contrast, appear in metaphoric 

or symbolic role” (Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism, and the Family, 62).   

Despite the ethical implications of using this trope, mothers remain, arguably, one of the 

most important figures in any individual’s life, if for the very fact that without them our lives would 

simply not be. Adrienne Rich writes, “Probably there is nothing in human nature more resonant 

with charges than the flow of energy between two biologically alike bodies, one of which has lain in 

amniotic bliss inside the other, one of which has labored to give birth to the other. The materials are 

here for the deepest mutuality and the most painful estrangement” (Of Woman Born, 226). Our 

connections to our mothers, whether real or imagined, are complex. On one hand, we owe our lives 

to them and are physically constructed - every limb, every organ - within their bodies. On the other, 

we are often reluctantly pulled to feelings of obligation, duty, or debt in their shadow.  What makes 

this motif of mother state so successful, therefore, is the placement of this very loaded archetype at 

the center of political identity and allegiance.  

In his essay “Supernovae and Dark Stars,” Joseph Fasano highlights the power of archetype 

to bridge the distance between the personal and the universal. 

He writes: Undoubtedly universal-to-particular is a term that risks implying a kind of fall 

from transcendent heights of the lyric to a navel-gazing of the closed ego. What I mean by 

this mode, however, is not the kind of writing that seeks to reveal universal truth in a 

particular experience, whether that experience is lived or imagined, but the kind that takes as 

its landscape the archetypal world of impersonal forces and locates the speaker in that 

primordial, original space (3). 

In Allegiances, I am drawing on language from the United States’ citizenship test and deconstructing 

it, pulling it apart, and re-envisioning it in ways that run parallel to the much more personal story of 

how members of my immediate family, myself included, came to be citizens of the United States. I 



am also featuring the figures of my grandparents, both from different countries on which the 

Spanish empire pressed its colonial power. With this juxtaposition, I mean to question what it means 

to be faithful, in what ways do we claim our loyalty to institutions that have proven, time and time 

again, to dehumanize the other in its pursuit of power, wealth, and self interest. Essentially, my voice 

interrupting the dominant language means to queer the spaces occupied by power structures and 

render them quieter, secondary, and therefore easier to question. 

In order to do this, I begin at the source of my first lessons: childhood; specifically, my 

mother. To echo Dorothy Allison, “it is when you use characters in small ways that you betray 

them.”  I think about these words as I reconstructed certain moments, whether real or imagined, in 

which my parents attempted to instruct me on how to be. Many of these lessons centered around 

gender, language, and sexuality, but others circled concepts about faith, love, and memory. The 

dichotomy means to both bring to surface the lessons I ingested and then was forced to reject, and 

others I still carry with me today as truth. Rendering what my personal truth is, of course, has taken 

me years of experience, exposure, and sharing with the experience of others who are not like me. It 

has taken me much critical analysis, discomfort, and ultimately – choice.  

If anything, my thesis means to drive at this very kernel: what is truth? Is there such a thing 

as universal truth? What, exactly, is the nation-state doing when it narrates in this paternalistic 

fashion that lassos deeply personal associations around obligation, duty, and devotion? Orwell notes 

there are three facets of nationalistic thought: obsession, instability and indifference to reality. Of the 

latter, he writes: “All nationalists have the power of not seeing resemblances between similar sets of 

facts. [. . .] Actions are held to be good or bad, not on their own merits, but according to who does 

them, and there is almost no kind of outrage — torture, the use of hostages, forced labour, mass 

deportations, imprisonment without trial, forgery, assassination, the bombing of civilians — which 

does not change its moral colour when it is committed by ‘our’ side” (2). Followers of this creed of 



country become zombie-like in face of certain rhetoric, swallowing whole a narrative that is never 

questioned. There is deep, unsettling danger in this that we must, again, question with a critical lens 

that dismantles narratives about ourselves we believe to be true. 

 

II. Translations 

 

Cristina Peri Rossi is an Uruguayan poet, translator, journalist, and fiction writer. The five 

short stories I’ve included in this thesis come from her collection Cosmoagonias, which was first 

published in 1988.  They depart from the premise of a dystopic city (or a variety of cities) in which 

the citizens encounter unusual opportunities in the civic realm. Among them, there’s a city designed 

to make it convenient for people to commit suicide, a group of people who are born lacking the 

limbs that would grant them integration with inner society, and a club that only accepts amnesiacs. 

These stories all circle around concepts of memory, belonging, and truth. In a 2017 interview with 

El Cultural, Peri Rossi says: “We will never know everything about anything, or any one, and this is 

why interest, intrigue and doubt are permanent, because as Mephistopheles says in Goethe’s Faust, 

we human beings are curious insects sniffing manure” (2).  

The stories also present a queer reading that interrupts dominant narrative around gender, 

expectation, and citizenship. Peri Rossi, herself an openly queer woman, socialized in circles made 

up mostly of male intellectuals, academics, and artists. Due to the influence of the Cold War and the 

political unease that arose from that time period, the 1960s and 1970s were a time of great literary 

production in Latin America, bearing writers such as Julio Cortázar, Gabriel García Márquez, and 

Mario Vargas Llosa. Their work shared common themes of political engagement and the realm of 

the fantastical or the hyperbolic. What sets Peri Rossi apart, in my eyes, is her focus and 

simultaneous liberation from gender expectations. She was a feminist without caring to partake in 



the dialogue about feminism which, at that time, was quite audible with Gloria Steinem’s first 

publication of Ms. in the United States in 1971. In an interview with Carmen Buollosa in BOMB, 

Peri Rossi says, “having is illusory, my dear. Whatever we have is determined by others. Because of 

this, I offer a dream. I’ll be what you want me to be: man or woman” (1). She  was very aware of the 

myths surrounding gender spheres, and, although she considered herself a cis-woman throughout, 

applauded the fluidity with which she entered literature with the realm of her personal and artistic 

life. This has much to do with her sexuality, of course, but it was unusual for a woman in Latin 

America (especially during this time period) to be so outspoken about this. To note, she was exiled 

of her native Uruguay twice for political reasons; she now resides in Barcelona.  

 

III. Organization and Craft 

 

Like Peri Rossi’s short stories, the poems in this thesis revolve around cyclical dichotomies 

of memory versus forgetting, truth versus falsity, faith versus doubt, and preserving life versus 

executing violence. As such, it begins in a personal and lyrical place: a lullaby. There are things about 

ourselves and our upbringing that we will never undo. At its heart, one of these things are our given 

names. To what do we respond, when called? Who was the first voice we heard doing the calling? 

This collection departs from the archetype of the mother and the use of Spanish as the mother’s 

language, one that challenges standard English but also speaks to the intimacy of the speaker’s truth.  

The collection opens with the invocation of the speaker, and by implication the reader’s, 

name. It is an invitation into the realms of instructions passed down by the parental figures of 

mother and state with the intent to directly and indirectly elicit doubt. In “On Classroom 

Management,” for example, the speaker directly addresses the falsities around behavior and 

appropriateness that center the use of language instruction in public education. In “two poems for 



my mother, one for you,” however, the critique is less direct. The speaker’s mother is explicit in her 

instructions regarding gender roles in ways that both reinforce and sustain feminine pride, but also 

otherizes the masculine and any queer deviation from the dominant narrative. The instructions on 

name pronunciation are especially poignant as the mother is teaching language pride, thereby 

identity pride, but one that is rooted in the dominant culture that makes little, if any, room for 

queerness. In the third segment of the poem, the speaker retells the story of her first experience with 

a woman and, thus, dismantles the variety of instructions her mother has given. The closing poem 

ties into the opening poem “mother country” as it creates a full circle; the speaker acknowledging 

the origin narrative, rejecting what they does not believe, and asserting themselves in a space of their 

own experience. 

The motif of song, too, is one that is employed as a direct challenge to the more militaristic, 

objective language of some of the other poems, in particular the blocked sections that define the 

etymology in the words used for the citizenship oath. Alongside the images of flowers as 

representations of organic life, song and its use as a memory device represents opposition to 

institutions of dominant language and its violence. Victor Jara’s closing song in “Lessons,” written 

before his execution in Chile’s national stadium, is a form a resistance and conservation of life. 

Likewise, the father’s voice in “to answer when called” means to act as sustenance as he is repeating 

the words once his child once sang in harbored breathing through a respirator.   

The inclusion of photographs of the family alongside screenshots of people taking the 

citizenship test or blocks of language from the citizenship test also means to cause a jarring effect of 

disruption. These images and the emotional reaction they erupt is purposeful; I am working not only 

to employ Spanish as a language that occupies the space commonly inhabited by English, but also to 

use a variety of forms in ways that keep the reading from acquiring stillness. In this vein, I’m 

thinking about how to inhabit the space on the page, playing with caesuras and enjambments, and 



toying with both free-verse narrative pieces, prose poems, and more rhythmic couplets.  The goal, 

again, is not to be inventive for the sake of innovation, but to be mindful of challenging a 

comfortable reading and employing an active mode of political resistance. In a 2011 interview with 

The Paris Review, Rich says: “poetry can be direct, it can be colloquial, it can be abrupt or angry, but 

it’s not that vacuous noise; it wants to unseat that kind of language, play other kinds of sound 

tracks.” Poetry can, according to Rich, be meaningful noise. In this vein, I am thinking of how the 

U.S. citizenship oath is a lot of empty noise, employing repetitive phrases around duty and 

allegiance. The final line, “so help me God,” echoes prayer, thereby equalizing the power dynamic 

(and sense of duty) between church and state. In order to interrupt this noise and highlight the 

“vacuous” nature of it, I employ erasure and redaction.  In a piece published in Evening Will Come,  

Solmaz Sharif explains her first encounter with erasure as horrific, and writes: 

The political is not topical or thematic, it is tactical and formal. It is not, as its strictest 

definition supposes, something relegated to legislative halls, but something enacted wherever 

power is at hand, power being at hand wherever there is a relation, including the relation 

between text and reader. [. . .] I believe failure in activism is often a deficiency of lyricism—

an inability to collapse time and distance, a refusal to surprise or “make it new,” a willingness 

to calcify into rigid and limiting expectations, a closure to self-transformation, an 

unconsidered we or you, to name just a few” (2).  

 Erasure is violence, it is power pressed upon a written text that is obliterated, rendered to 

read as the writer intends, and unexpected. It departs from the refusal to keep things status quo. As 

such, it is not normally something applied to poetry. Nonetheless, to quote Sharif again, “erasure 

may well be the closest poetry in English has gotten to role of the state” (2). This loads poetry with a 



weight it often does not receive and herein, I think lies the power and potential of documentary 

poetics. 

 

IV. On Documentary Poetics 

 

In her Kenyon Review Credo A Poetry of Proximity, Sharif describes her work firstly as 

political and secondly as documentary. Sharif writes, “these two things seem to, for some, preclude 

aesthetic rigor. But I am with Forough Farokhzad, who said, loosely translated, in an interview in the 

middle of the twentieth century: ‘what do I care of if no poem in Farsi has yet used the word 

‘explode.’ Every direction I look, I see things are exploding.’” In this example, Sharif is pointing to 

the relationship poetry has to politics. For Farokhzad, there is urgency in using language in all its 

evolving facets to describe, denounce, and enhance the world around her. Forokhzad’s insistence 

that poetry can and should engage these topics reveals their political relevancy.  

This is where the use of documentary poetics can be very illuminating. Mark Nowak, an 

activist and the author of Coal Mountain Elementary, considers documentary poetics not so much a 

“movement but a modality within poetry whose range [he sees] along a continuum from the first 

person auto-ethnographic mode of inscription to a more objective third person documentarian 

tendency” (Documentary Poetics). There seems to be a fine line between documentary poetics and 

poetry of witness, although I’m not sure how important the distinction is. In her essay “Flint and 

Tinder,” Sandra Beasley writes, “I am interested in any structure that helps me understand the 

execution of a concept, and any terms that help me teach that concept to others. So for me, the 

tension between ‘poetry of witness’ and ‘documentarian poetics’ is useful.” In my eyes, documentary 



poetics employs actual documents. Poetry of witness, on the other hand, does not necessarily need 

to employ documents. In both modalities, however, there is a tendency towards the personal.  

In an interview with TriQuarterly, Claudia Rankine also touches on the idea of documentary 

poetics and the value of placing the reader in the position of witness.  

Rankine says:  

I wanted to put Citizen in the tradition of Muriel Rukeyser’s documentary work—work that’s 

based on actual events in the world—in her case, ‘Gauley Bridge.’ Unlike Rukeyser in that 

work, I was less interested in the facts of the event, and more interested in the way these 

historical events have eroded our ability to identify each other as citizens. In terms of form, I 

think that speaks to why Citizen lives within poetry and nonfiction. I was as much interested 

in documenting as I was in documenting something that you can’t document. If poetry 

resides in the realm of affect—within the realm of intimacy and feeling—that can’t be 

documented, really; but that’s found in the moments that can be documented. I’m referring 

to the undocumented inside the documented (6).  

Beasley cites Carolyn Forché, editor of the anthology Poetry of Witness when she writes, “poetry of 

witness occupies a third realm between the “personal” (lyric acts) and the ‘political’ (oratorical acts). 

Forché opts to call this the ‘social’ realm of our lives. While all three realms can house resistance, 

social resistance incites a peer—whether a character in the poem, or its reader—to connect, and 

finds strength in connection.” Again – the importance lies in reaching out and touching the reader, 

in energizing them to occupy the emotional space of the poem and inspiring them to political action.   

In the TriQuarterly interview, Rankine says: “If we’re after a kind of co-feeling around these 

moments of injustice, what’s the appropriate language? There needs to exist between us the space to 

reframe the language in ways that allow both of us to stand, to be present inside whatever is being 

articulated (2).” Rankine seems to be pointing to the necessity for the reader to occupy the 



experiential space embedded within the poem in order to be active in its larger implications. Once 

complicit, the reader is endowed with responsibility. Framing the work in the realm of documentary 

gives it a weight of legitimacy with which it is difficult to argue. Beasely writes, “‘Witness’ occurs not 

in the poet, but in the reader, meaning that the craft emphasizes transitive energy rather than 

mimetic narrative. In poetry of witness, Forché wrote in a 2011 essay, ‘the poem makes present to us the 

experience of the other, the poem is the experience, rather than a symbolic representation…we are 

marked by it and become ourselves witnesses to what it has made present before us.’”  

In an interview with Reed Cooley in Guernica, C.D. Wright says, “poetry takes you into the 

recesses of the language, the neglected corners, cracks and crannies and to the big sky of wonder. It 

opens the door to a critique without which you have rather boring analytical tools by comparison. 

To cultivate poetry means to stay with it. Not to abandon hope, but to abide” (3). I think about this 

idea of hope – how art often carries with it the conviction that change within the confines of a 

system is possible – and I admit how drawn I am to it. In her Kenyon Review Credo, Sharif cites the 

vulnerability of language and our obligation as poets to protect and reproduce it: 

Language, like the other democratic things—freedom of assembly, habeas corpus—is among 

first casualties of war. The maiming and obliteration of language preempts and attempts to 

excuse the maiming and obliteration of bodies. Poets, as the caretakers of language, if by no 

other contested purpose of poetry—to humanize, to emote, to demand a ‘total reaction’ as 

Muriel Rukeyser puts it—are called upon to respond, to defend their medium (1).  

These words place a great deal of responsibility on the act of writing, but also arm poetry 

with a kind of recognition it often lacks in spaces of political and social discourse. I welcome that 

weight, and with it attempt to embed a critical lens of probing and questioning in my thesis. “The 

purpose of art,” James Baldwin writes, “is to lay bare the questions that have been hidden by the 

answers.” Ultimately, I hope my thesis will give the reader pause and question the empty space 



produced by the promises we make to nation-states as citizens. In its place, I  urge the reader to re-

evaluate the value we place on our communities in order to be more present, open, and to hold one 

another up in spaces of joy and recognition.   
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