
“Since we started dating, I realize that I like poetry a lot less than I 
thought I did,” she said, causally, as we were doing the washing up after 
dinner, and I had to admit she was onto something. Just a few hours 
earlier, we attended a poetry reading in which a young man read one- 
and two-syllable words while varying their pitch, duration, and volume; 
naturally, he took long pauses between words, and naturally we were, as 
he said, only being treated to selections of a much longer work, although 
I think he managed to convey its scope superbly. Liz, the woman who 
confessed to poetry’s downgrade in her affections would shortly become 
my wife, and although I did not marry her for her taste in poetry, it is, 
I think, quite good. She loves Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens; she 
also has a PhD in American literature and is not inclined to dismiss dif-
ficult texts of any kind—so I took her comment to suggest more than her 
personal evaluation of the quality of the poems we had just endured. It 
was not just that they were bad (which they were), but that they were en-
tirely recognizable—they were experimental only in the sense that sim-
ilar poems had once been thought so; true, their lack of narrative might 
surprise the casual reader of poetry, although it is equally true that no-
body at the reading that night had likely heard anything approaching a 
story at a similar event in years. Standing there, I would have liked to 
have mentioned to her John Cage’s remark about trying something that 
is boring for four minutes, then eight minutes, then sixteen minutes, 
then thirty-two minutes, until you discover that it is not boring at all, 
but I didn’t think that was fair. The poem was boring in the most boring 
sense: dull, but crafted, and mind-numbingly familiar.

And it is this word familiar that often emerges as one of the more 
cutting or condescending adjectives to let slip when reading a recently 
published poem, or talking to a contemporary poet, who claims affinity 
with the avant-garde, or employs self-defining adjectives such as innova-
tive or disjunctive. That is at least the impression I get from my fellow 
literary professionals who, when they encounter such confused zombies, 
casually remark that more than a century has passed since  Marinetti 
published his first manifesto. And you can hardly blame them. If what 
we might call the avant-garde is merely a collection of well-known 
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literary gestures, then it does seem strangely pompous to continue to 
talk as if those techniques are remarkable in any formal way or exclusive 
to a particular set of contemporary poets; and for the simple manner in 
which such claims reflect back on them, poets and critics whose social 
and aesthetic allegiances lie elsewhere are, understandably, less than ea-
ger to validate their peers who take up the mantle of poetic experimen-
tation as a personal possession.

It only makes matters worse that a significant number of poets and 
critics who do explicitly undertake their writing projects under the sign 
of radical modernism now also go out of their way to express their relief 
that the avant-garde is useless as a critical term in the present—if these 
established, celebrated, influential writers will not defend the avant-
garde as a real and useful cultural phenomenon, then we might expect 
that nobody should. Much of the trouble, from this quarter, resides in 
the historical simplification and inaccuracy the idea of a general avant-
garde produces. Jed Rasula explains: 

Almost as pervasive as the usage of “surrealism” as a synonym for 
bizarre or casual, reference to the “avant-garde” has rendered it 
ubiquitous but vague. Insofar as avant-garde generally means “out 
there,” “inventive,” or “unique,” it reflects—however fitfully—the 
historical legacy of the avant-gardes, plural.

It is this concrete history of particulars to which Rasula suggests we 
attend, for

Despite the fact that references to the avant-garde generally include a 
shortlist of isms … there has been no systematic attempt to enumer-
ate all the avant-garde movements by name. A tantalizing footnote 
in Henri Meschonnic’s Modernité modernité (1988) lists fifty-one in 
alphabetical order.

(“Ahead of Time” 47)

Such an accounting, much of which Rasula goes on to provide, illuminates 
the degree to which “the avant-garde” is “an umbrella term sheltering local 
initiatives” that were not “organized movements intent on securing some 
aesthetic beachhead by means of strategic aggression” (47–48). Instead, 
they were small groups of artists with their own tendencies and practices; 
all that we can assert about what they share is their related desire to dis-
rupt “cultural inertia.” Or as Rasula puts it, “vanguard movements were 
like weathervanes pointing steadily into a future emancipated from the 
past. And the future welcomed all the arts, privileging none” (48).

A number of contributors to The Force of What’s Possible: Writers on 
Accessibility & the Avant-Garde, a collection of essays edited by Lily 
Hoang and Joshua Marie Wilkinson that considers questions of avant-
garde form and history, including their involvement with empire, make 
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related points, focusing on how the avant-garde’s familiarity mixes with 
its tendency to obscure our view of the cultural, artistic, and political 
landscape we occupy. In an exchange that serves as an introduction, 
 Hoang and Wilkinson describe their impetus to put the collection to-
gether as a dual response to Marjorie Perloff’s essay “Poetry on the 
Brink,” in which she argues, among other things, that the avant-garde 
“by definition” rejects the status quo “and hence cannot incorporate it,” 
and Alain Badiou’s “thesis on contemporary art” that “It is better to do 
nothing than to contribute to the invention of formal ways of render-
ing visible that which Empire already recognizes as existent.” To build 
their collection, Hoang and Wilkinson contacted hundreds of writers 
and asked them to “contribute a short piece on what” they “believe to be 
elemental about” their “work as a poet/writer” with “these two claims 
in mind” (I). Hoang responds herself by writing that Badiou is shaming

an art that is not only mere reproduction but also immobile by choice, 
by personal preference…. To render visible what is already existent is to 
produce a sameness, closer to Benjamin’s mechanical  reproduction—
objects without aura—than invention. I think Badiou would be dis-
appointed with art that follows Pound’s directions, in part because 
Pound—despite the impact he may have made to his contemporaries, 
to our contemporaries—is now a member of the existent.

(II–III)

And it gets worse. To chastise the avant-garde even further, racist is 
the other word that damns it at present—for it is the term an increas-
ing number of poets use to undercut the idea of the avant-garde as a 
relevant creative force in the early decades of the twenty-first century. 
This challenge includes a question about how hostile the avant-garde 
is structurally and historically to identity as a category and to minority 
writers in particular; and it includes a question about the inclusiveness 
of literary criticism devoted to the avant-garde. Timothy Yu points out 
in his groundbreaking book Race and the Avant-Garde that the two 
categories “have been linked” since the latter’s inception as avant-garde 
artists like Pablo Picasso, Ezra Pound, and Gertrude Stein, and later Jack 
Kerouac and Charles Olson, turned to “racial others … as a source for 
the revolutionary breakthroughs” that characterized their work. Citing 
what later comes to be called Language writing as his primary example, 
Yu goes on to observe that in the later decades of the twentieth century, 
avant-garde artists could no longer simply “appropriate the cultural pro-
ductions of nonwhites” as the social upheavals of the 1960s granted “in-
creasing degrees of moral, political, and aesthetic authority” to writers 
of color (1). In Yu’s insightful telling, this shift created significant doubt 
in the minds of white avant-gardists as to their political centrality and 
usefulness for radical social revolution. It also provided them with an 
unintentional foil because their primary interest in analyzing language 
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left them deeply skeptical about identity as a philosophical and political 
category and focus of aesthetic attention. The result of these shifts is 
that over the past fifty years, the avant-garde has never been able to fully 
account for the role of race in its poetic commitments; perhaps not sur-
prisingly, poets of color have increasingly expressed frustration with the 
avant-garde’s failure to do so, even when these poets’ aesthetic practices 
are grounded in the history of literary experimentation.

In March 2015, the Boston Review forum on “Race and the Poetic 
Avant-Garde” turned to this complex and troubling history by asking 
a small group of poets and scholars to consider “the current status” of 
Harryette Mullen’s 1996 observation that within the avant-garde poetry 
community, the “assumption remains … that ‘avant-garde’ poetry is not 
‘black’ and that ‘black’ poetry, however singular its ‘voice,’ is not ‘for-
mally innovative’” (qtd. in Heim, “Race and the Poetic Avant-Garde”). 
In her introduction to the forum, Stefania Heim tells us that they also

asked these writers—all publishing in or alongside various contem-
porary experimental traditions—whether there is now space for and 
openness to the exploration of aesthetics and race; we asked about 
tokenism and our allegedly “post-race” era; we asked them to com-
pare public engagement with these ideas in so-called mainstream 
and avant-garde poetry circles.

(Heim)

Responding to this prompt, the majority of writers in the forum affirm 
the view that racism within the avant-garde is alive and well. John Yau 
writes that “the choice for writers of color” between writing “within 
prescribed notions of acceptable experimentation … or be invisible” re-
mains fully intact. As he opens his essay, Yau expresses his distaste for 
the term “avant-garde” and argues that

Contemporary discussions about the artistic avant-garde seldom ad-
dress race because the term has come to be a force for maintaining 
pedigree, establishing lineage and bloodlines—bloodlines largely pre-
sided over by supervisors and administrators: those individuals who 
control access to the descriptor “avant-garde,” and determine the re-
ception of poetic works through publication, reviewing, and public 
readings.

(Yau)

In her essay, Dorothy Wang (who also helped organize the forum) argues 
that despite the rise of multiculturalism, the increasing racial awareness 
of the avant-garde, and the cultural changes that followed in the wake of 
the 1960s, the presumed whiteness of the avant-garde persists. In fact, the 
turn to language that Yu describes poets like Ron Silliman undertaking 
is that which keeps the whiteness of the avant-garde firmly in place. She 
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also suggests that discussions of race in the avant-garde have only been 
acceptable in the abstract, but “if one dared to call out powerful gate-
keepers in academia, the poetry world, and the world of arts and letters” 
about this standard of whiteness, then one “risked not being published 
in journals and anthologies, not being invited to conferences, and not se-
curing tenure-track jobs or other forms of professional and economic rec-
ognition.” Therefore, only a “few lone voices in the past few decades …  
dared to speak explicitly about the exclusions, tokenism, and double 
standards used to judge poems by writers of color in the ‘avant’ world” 
(“From Jim-Crow to ‘Color-Blind’ Poetics”). To fill out the picture of the 
avant-garde presented in the forum, Heim also cites Cathy Park Hong’s 
essay “Delusions of Whiteness in the Avant-Garde” that begins: 

To encounter the history of avant-garde poetry is to encounter a racist 
tradition. From its early 20th century inception to some of its current 
strains, American avant-garde poetry has been an overwhelmingly 
white enterprise, ignoring major swaths of innovators—namely po-
ets from past African American literary movements—whose prodi-
gious writings have vitalized the margins, challenged institutions, 
and introduced radical languages and forms that avant-gardists have 
usurped without proper acknowledgment. Even today, its most vo-
cal practitioners cling to moldering Eurocentric practices.

The essay ends: 

The avant-garde has become petrified, enamored by its own past, 
and therefore forever insular and forever looking backwards. Fuck 
the avant-garde. We must hew our own path. 

(Hong)

A person more sympathetic to the avant-garde and its many manifes-
tations, or skeptical of totalizing gestures, could reasonably respond to 
such a critique by arguing that framing the avant-garde primarily in 
light of its racist history potentially obscures those racially diverse, vi-
brant elements that do exist within it, and long have; such a response 
would also highlight the large body of critical work done over the last 
few decades to bring more attention to this literary history, scholarship 
that itself counters a simplified narrative that avant-garde writers of 
color have been ignored. More theoretically troubling still, naming radi-
cal modernism as white cultural property elides the blackness that critics 
such as Aldon Nielsen argue makes radical modernism possible. In the 
introduction to Integral Music, Nielsen writes:

African American creators of what we might call innovative works 
or, better yet, “experimental” arts […] engage in a perpetual re-
opening of the question of modernity; reopening the modernism 
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that, through its obsessive primitivism and its racial politics, tended 
to posit black people anywhere in the world as atavistic or as sim-
ply being outside of modernity…. Black poets of the experimental, 
though, find again and again that black arts are at the very heart of 
the modern.

Nielsen’s argument here suggests the artistic and political necessity of 
resisting a reading of radical modernism as a white delusion, regardless 
of one’s motives, for if readers do so, they affirm to a certain extent the 
“obsessive primitivism” and “racial politics” of modernism and incor-
porate it into their critical logic; they, in effect, contribute to writing 
blackness out of modernism by assenting to its control by a racial dis-
course that ejects race from its own logic. On the other hand, if readers 
look to see radical modernism and blackness as fundamentally linked 
together, they join in spirit those black writers whose work demands 
a more complicated picture of the avant-garde and participate in the 
“perpetual reopening of the question of modernity” (xv). I do not mean 
here to begin a full discussion of this complex phenomenon, for I do not 
think there is as much conflict between the writers cited so far as this 
distinction might suggest. Instead, I want to pivot to those critics who 
concern themselves with the complex intersection of the more publicized 
history of the avant-garde and writers of color concerned with literary 
experimentation, in particular those writers associated with the black 
radical tradition. I want to do so because such a shift helps us confront 
the troubling racial and political aspects of the avant-garde while at the 
same time developing a more multifaceted, accurate, and perhaps even 
sympathetic, understanding of what it has meant, and what it means, 
and what it might mean, to engage in avant-garde artistic practice—it 
helps us better grasp the legacy of radical modernism that is our subject.

The poet-critic Lorenzo Thomas offers the image of “The parallel and 
sometimes interflowing streams of Modernism and Afrocentric thought” 
to describe the fraught relationship between the avant-garde and the 
black radical tradition that emerged in the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries (Extraordinary Measures 235). He too looks at the origins of 
“the avant-garde literary world” in the early 1900s and observes that it 
“sometimes reflected not only a lack of sensitivity but also overt anti- 
Negro sentiment. Artists, like the majority of their fellow  Americans, 
were locked into an unregenerate white supremacist worldview” (13). The 
pervasive racial bigotry of the cultural hemmed in black writers to such 
a degree that not only did they face the daily humiliations of racism, but 
they also appeared as a black writer, primarily—white and black readers 
saw a radicalized subject in and around the literary text— regardless of 
whether black writers emphasized race in their own writing. In that social 
context, Thomas observes, race consciousness is the direct result of race 
prejudice. Therefore, a political and social aspect necessarily emerges in 
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the work of black writers at the turn of the century and helps give rise to 
a black radical tradition. We see a racist audience demand that black au-
thors appear black, and we see racially conscious artists of color respond 
to racism through their poetry, prose, music, and other art forms. Here, 
we see the origin of those habits of reading and writing that situate works 
produced by artists of color in a category unto itself—a category that is at 
once coerced and self-determined; we see how it came to be that, nearly 
a hundred years later, Harryette Mullen still encounters a situation in 
which black and avant-garde poetry do not sit easily together.

Building explicitly on Thomas and Nielsen’s thinking, Evie Shockley, 
in Renegade Poetics: Black Aesthetics and Formal Innovation in African 
American Poetry, argues for an understanding of black aesthetics at our 
current stage of literary history as “plural: a multifarious, contingent, non-
delimited complex of strategies that African American writers may use to 
negotiate gaps or conflicts between their artistic goals and the operation 
of race in the production, dissemination, and reception of their writing.” 
For Shockley, such work “might be ‘recognizably black’” or “might not 
seem particularly concerned with issues of race (and, specifically, ‘black-
ness’)”; and it is not characterized by specific aesthetic qualities; instead, it

describes the subjectivity of the African American writer … actively 
working out a poetics in the context of a racist society. Black aesthet-
ics are a function of the writing process, are contingent, and must 
be historicized and contextualized with regard to period and place, 
and with regard to the various other factors that shape the writer’s 
identity, particularly including gender, sexuality, and class as well.

(9)

Importantly, though, Shockley’s theoretical perspective is avant-garde in 
its embrace of the social particularity of the writer and her poems and 
their meaningfulness.

While these histories correspond in significant ways to the critique of-
fered by Wang and others, as well as adjoining scholarship (Wang’s own 
book, for example, considers formal innovation within Asian American 
poetry), they still emphasize the formal, social, and intellectual radical-
ism present in the work of black writers across several generations. Thom-
as’s body of criticism, for its part, repeatedly demonstrates that “artists 
such as James Weldon Johnson in God’s Trombones (1927) and Jean 
Toomer in Cane (1923) shared the stylistic agenda of other modernist 
writers” and that later authors such as Amiri Baraka were “certainly heir 
to modernist poetics,” despite the fact that “modernism” as a literary and 
cultural project “had failed black people” (Don’t Deny My Name 117). 
Crucially, Thomas’s work helps us understand the degree to which writers 
of color clearly partake in the larger project of modernism despite the fact 
that the more dominant culture engines of that enterprise do not often 
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explicitly include them. In their scholarly projects, Thomas and Nielsen, 
while hardly ignoring the realities of racial prejudice, offer extended read-
ings of poets whose writing is at once distinctive in literary achievement 
and suggestive of larger social forces at work in our history and culture. 
Thomas’s image of “the parallel and sometimes interflowing streams of 
Modernism and Afrocentric thought” is especially powerful for the way 
it situates avant-garde writers from a variety of cultural backgrounds in 
relation to one another (Extraordinary Measures 235). Neither Thomas 
nor Nielsen attempt to fit the radical aesthetic innovations of black writ-
ers into the models provided by the European avant-garde—they do not 
establish the latter as primary and then see how various racially mar-
ginalized writers might be made to join their presumed betters. Rather 
Thomas and Nielsen seek to understand and illustrate how poets within 
the black radical tradition understand and define avant-garde poetics for 
themselves, and how such work addresses all readers of the avant-garde 
variously understood; they bring forth the question as to how these two 
distinct and overlapping bodies of work (modernism and Afrocentric 
thought) interact with, depend upon, and refuse one another—how they 
partake in, generate, revise, and highlight one another.

To complicate a whitewashed picture of the avant-garde, highlight 
the literary innovations produced by African American poets, and trace 
these activities as part of a larger tradition, two recent anthologies edited 
by Nielsen and Ramey—Every Goodbye Ain’t Gone: An Anthology of 
Innovative Poetry by African Americans and What I Say: Innovative 
Poetry by Black Writers in America—make “available a broad prospect 
on the more radical poetries of black America from the close of the sec-
ond World War to” the early twenty-first century (What I Say xv). The 
first volume begins with Russell Atkins and Melvin B. Tolson and ends 
with the Black Arts Movement. The editors write that

The contributors to the first volume can be seen as members of or-
ganized poetry groupings, or as independents. Thus we have rep-
resentatives of the Dasein group (Percy Johnston), the Beats (Bob 
Kaufman and Amiri Baraka), The Free Lance group (Russell Atkins), 
the Umbra poets (Ishmael Reed, Lorenzo Thomas, Calvin  Hernton) 
and The Black Arts Movement (Baraka). Alongside these poets we 
have those who belonged to groupings that were predominantly 
white (Steven Jonas, who was part of the Boston New American 
Poetry grouping), or who operated almost entirely independently.

(xiv)

The second volume contains poets

such as Nathaniel Mackey, C. S. Giscombe, Will Alexander and Ron 
Allen […] who came of age during the period of the Black Arts and 
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were greatly influenced by that movement, but whose own experi-
ments took them in newer directions in no way derivative of Black 
Arts influences. Several of these poets came to be poetry-world 
friends of various L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets and participated 
in the broader community of innovative poets that emerged in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, following on the artistic ferment that 
marked the 1960s. […] The key here is that this generation was oper-
ating in parallel to what the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E group was doing 
and is in no way an outcome of it. The associations to be observed 
came about because of common interests, not because one group 
was the instigation of the other.

(What I Say xiv)

The editors go on to write that the volume provides

a much broader context for understanding the poetic innovations of 
the 1970s and 1980s in the United States, permitting readers to map 
the independent routes by which various poets reached their partic-
ular modes of aesthetic experimentation. […] What I Say may have 
the effect of putting a final nail in the coffin of the long-standing 
argument that black poets in America were busy “telling their own 
stories” while white poets pursued a more experimental course.

(xiv–xv)

These experiments in turn “bring us to yet more innovative poetries in 
the following decades,” namely the work of younger writers (such as 
Claudia Rankine, Mullen, and Renee Gladman) who started to publish 
in the 1990s and the subsequent decade; among these poets, “we can also 
see that younger artists, rather than situate themselves in relation to the 
debates between the Black Arts and the so-called New Black  Aesthetic, 
are finding new ways to position themselves within existing commu-
nities of poets” (xv). To fill out the picture of the Black experimental 
writing, we can add to these volumes the now more recognized work 
of writers publishing during the early twentieth century, such as James 
Weldon Johnson and Jean Toomer, as well as other poets associated with 
the Harlem Renaissance, such as Langston Hughes and Sterling Brown.1

Theorizing this complex and often aesthetically divergent work of 
experimentally focused African American writers over the last 100-odd 
years as a tradition turns in significant ways on what terms like innova-
tive or experimental or avant-garde mean, what they signify, when ap-
plied to the work of African Americans, which is itself a cultural name, 
as opposed to a biological category. Literary scholarship and critical 
theory over the past few decades have made belief in the cultural con-
struction of race a commonplace, but putting that knowledge into prac-
tice has proven challenging. We might formulate the trouble thusly: how 
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can readers of any background at once recognize the particularity of 
African American artistic production (or that of any ethnic minority), 
and its social and historical aspects, without falling prey to essentialist 
thinking; on the other hand, how can these same readers address a ra-
cial category like African American as a socially constructed category 
without vanishing what is particular about it (including the ongoing 
history of racial violence), or subsuming it into a larger narrative, be it 
about the avant-garde, America, or capitalism?

In numerous essays and books, Nathaniel Mackey—echoing  Thomas’s 
interest in the poetics running through the black intellectual tradition as 
well as the editorial logic on display in Nielsen and Ramey’s anthol-
ogies—approaches the problem by attending to the innovative within 
the category of African American writing and music and by looking at 
“ being as verb rather than noun,” which is “to be at odds with hypos-
tasis, the reification of fixed identities that has been the bane of socially 
marginalized groups. It is to be at odds with taxonomies and catego-
rizations that obscure the fact of heterogeneity and mix” (Discrepant 
Engagement 20).2 In his essay “From Noun to Verb”—the title of which 
recalls and inverts Amiri Baraka’s description of white appropriation 
of black music as a move to transform “swing” into a noun—Mackey 
develops this notion of being by considering how “other is something 
people do,” it is the way “otherness is brought about and maintained.” 
He considers in particular two forms of othering: “artistic othering” and 
othering “within the medium of society.” He writes,

Artistic othering has to do with innovation, invention, and change, 
upon which cultural health and diversity depend and thrive. Social 
othering has to do with power, exclusion, and privilege, the central-
izing of a norm against which otherness is measured, meted out, 
marginalized. My focus is the practice of the former by people sub-
ject to the latter.

(Discrepant Engagement 265)

Mackey goes on to study specific instances of artistic othering, a number 
of which cross national boundaries (and racial boundaries as well, in other 
chapters of the same book); he cites, John Coltrane, Zora Neale Hurston, 
and the Caribbean poets Aimé Césaire and Edward Kamau Brathwaite, 
and considers how these New World African artists unsettle dominant 
speech and aesthetic norms and privilege linguistic and tonal variation, 
plasticity, and improvisation, or, as he puts it, “The bending and shaping 
of sound, black liberties taken with music and language” (269).

Slave songs are another illustrative example of artistic othering for 
Mackey because editors in the middle of the nineteenth century could not 
“capture the tonal and rhythmic mobility” of these songs by means of 
“Western musical notation” (Discrepant Engagement 269). Such “othering 
practices,” Mackey writes, subject “the fixed equations that underwrite” 
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social othering and marginalization “to an alternative” (267). Toward 
the end of his essay, Mackey discusses how such “troubled eloquence” is 
only a beginning, initiating “a break while remaining overshadowed by 
the conditions it seeks to go beyond”; in doing so, however, it “registers a 
need for a new world and a new language to go along with it, discontent 
with the world and the ways of speaking we already have” (273–274). In 
such creative acts, Mackey tells us, these artists cultivate unique styles 
within their art forms; such an “emphasis on self-expression […] is also 
an emphasis on self-transformation, an othering or, as Brathwaite has it, 
an X-ing of the self, the self not as noun but as verb” (275).

Fred Moten, one of the great readers of Mackey’s work, theorizes the 
ways in which such an active poetics (including a constellation of artists 
and intellectuals) shares in a tradition marked by race and its material, 
social conditions without reducing race to a natural category. In this re-
gard, the opening sentences of In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black 
Radical Tradition is illustrative:

The history of blackness is testament to the fact that objects can and 
do resist. Blackness—the extended movement of a specific upheaval, 
an ongoing irruption that anarranges every line—is a strain that 
pressures the assumption of the equivalence of personhood and sub-
jectivity. While subjectivity is defined by the subject’s possession of it-
self and its objects, it is troubled by a dispossessive force objects exert 
such that the subject seems to be possessed—infused, deformed—by 
the object it possesses. I’m interested in what happens when we con-
sider the phonic materiality of such propriative exertion.

(1)

Moten’s theoretical sally, to my ear, echoes the suggestion that we ought 
to resist dismissing the avant-garde outright because of its racism; he 
points to how that which whiteness seeks to possess—that is, presum-
ably, blackness—reshapes, reoccupies, and reconstitutes its consumer. 
And for Moten, sound and speech are the catalysts for and facts of 
this reversal as well as for the upheaval of blackness he describes. To 
lose one is to risk the other. Playing off Marx’s discussion of exchange 
value—that is, partly, the idea that value is not an inherent part of an 
object—Moten argues that slave labor produces a kind of impossibility, 
a commodity that speaks. Cutting as this does against Marx’s treatment 
of mute commodities (their lack of essential worth), Moten’s depiction 
of a commodity that talks allows him to formulate it as having “intrinsic 
value,” as “infused with a certain spirit, a certain value given not from 
the outside” (13). As such, this commodity is an interruption,

an irruption of phonic substance that cuts and augments meaning 
with a phonographic, rematerializing inscription. That irruption 
breaks down the distinction between what is intrinsic and what is 
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given by or of the outside; here what is given inside is that which 
is out-from-the-outside, a spirit manifest in its material expense or 
aspiration.

“Blackness” and black performances is/are actively defined not by the 
logic of racial oppression and commodification, but as “fissures or in-
vaginations of a foreclosed universality, a heroic but bounded eroticism,” 
able, in its soundings, to disrupt the logic of a social order dependent on 
its visual (racial) categories (14).

Formulating the aesthetics at work in jazz and black performance in a 
manner that recalls Mackey’s “othering,” Moten writes,

See, black performance has always been the ongoing improvisation 
of a kind of lyricism of the surplus—invagination, rupture, colli-
sion, augmentation. The surplus lyricism—think here of the muted, 
mutating horns of Tricky Sam Nanton or Cootie Williams—is what 
a lot of people are after when they invoke the art and culture—the 
radical (both rooted and out there, immanent and transcendent) 
 sensuality—of and for my people.

(26)

It is surplus that at once links it to the avant-garde, itself a form of cul-
tural excess, and makes black performance unique, material, political, 
and radical. Discussing how In the Break emerges out of these formu-
lations, Moten writes that his interest is “directed toward what this ir-
repressibly inscriptive, reproductive, and resistant material objecthood 
does for and might still do to the exclusionary brotherhoods of criticism 
and black radicalism as experimental black performance.” He continues,

this book is an attempt to describe the material reproductivity of 
black performance and to claim for this reproductivity the status of 
an ontological condition. This is the story of how apparent nonvalue 
functions as a creator of value; it is also the story of how value ani-
mates what appears as nonvalue. This functioning and this anima-
tion are material.

(18)

The innovative is thus not a characteristic of the black radical tradition, 
but is an avant-garde that names itself in its performance of itself—it 
makes itself by making room for itself. That process of black radical 
thought and art is a mode of understanding even as it possesses an un-
derstanding of itself as manifest again and again (thus the tradition) in 
and against, along with and outside, beyond and in excess to, that which 
its ruptures rupture—whiteness, the avant-garde, cultural power.
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Anthony Reed, in Freedom Time: The Poetics and Politics of Black 
Experimental Writing, argues persuasively that one crucial way to figure 
the productivity of such political-aesthetic radicalism occurs when we see

that black experimental writing, at the level of form, advances an 
aesthetic of what Erica Hunt has called “unrecognizable speech” 
and that the hiatus of unrecognizability can spur new thought and 
new imaginings, especially the (re)imagining of collectivities and in-
tellectual practices.

With particular reference to African American and Afro-Caribbean 
writers such as N. H. Pritchard, Suzan-Lori Parks, NourbeSe Philip, 
Kamau Brathwaite, Claudia Rankine, Douglas Kearney, Mullen, and 
Mackey, Reed demonstrates how literary politics are here “rooted in 
literature’s” ability to raise “new questions” and propose “new modes of 
being together,” even “offering new conceptions and theories adequate 
to the complexity of our common pasts and presents” (1). In Reed’s 
formulation,

authors who self-identify as black take upon themselves the task of 
defining and redefining blackness for their own purposes. Producing 
literature that “worries the line,” in Cheryl Wall’s phrase, between 
noise and articulate speech, black experimental writing is “the art 
of saying the impossible.”

(3)

For Reed, “holding open a place for the unthought, for what is unassim-
ilable to the prevailing regime of power and, most generally, its positive 
claims and demands” depends upon “drawing out the political possibil-
ities of literature as literature.” Such a distinction is for Reed a way to 
privilege “literary effects rather than efficacy” and mark the centrality 
of “poiesis as literature’s means of expanding the domain of the intelligi-
ble and thinkable” (5). Encouragingly, Reed departs “from those norms 
of literary analysis that see the work as a reflection of social conditions 
in order to attend to literature as a mode of self-production” (6). In 
doing so he privileges literature that both “interferes with the existing 
forms of thinking and knowing in a given moment” and addresses “itself 
to an emergent community.” With reference to Jacques Rancière, Reed 
offers a powerful vision of the radical literary work woven from the 
sensory fabric of our social lives, work “through which the community 
can recognize itself as community, and through which meanings of the 
human can be contested and reimagined” (22).

Such a shift into the black radical, avant-garde tradition does not, at 
least in simple terms, refute the already highlighted critiques offered by 
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such writers as Wang and Mullen who mark the conflict between the 
avant-garde and racial identity, for they would likely agree with much 
of what Thomas, Mackey, Moten, and Reed argue (just as the claims of 
the latter overlap with the narratives provided by the former). To a cer-
tain degree, the critical difference is one of emphasis. Where Wang and 
 Mullen point to the effects of institutional power and privilege within 
avant-garde communities past and present, and attend to the ways in 
which race plays a secondary or troubling role in the story the avant-
garde tells itself about itself, Thomas and Mackey often stress the work 
of poets of color who produce radical literary texts in conversation with 
the broader concerns of the avant-garde. And, of course, the work of all 
these writers (in a manner that recalls Jed Rasula’s earlier point about 
the sheer number of avant-garde movements) helps highlight the degree 
to which avant-garde poetics are multiple, and how various racial cate-
gories (not just black and white) contribute to this heterogeneity.

Sketching the complex relationship between the black experimental 
tradition and the history of the avant-garde returns us to the dilemma 
I encountered when my future spouse admitted to not liking much con-
temporary poetry, especially of the experimental variety; her problem, 
at least how I understood it, eloquently but substantively questioned if, 
how, or why the avant-garde remains necessary as a critical term, idea, 
or artistic force. The unavoidable questions with which we began—
questions rooted in the avant-garde’s cultural familiarity as well as in a 
recognition of those elements of the avant-garde that make it a vessel of 
racism and repetition, self-deceit and imperialism—lead us to wonder if 
it is useful at all, even as a term to trouble. That question metastasizes 
into others: given the problems that accompany the avant-garde, why 
not simply confine it to literary history? Why not abandon the need for 
such a distinction between the avant-garde and everything else, given 
how quickly it can fall apart in our hybrid present? Why defend the 
avant-garde as a unique and particular undertaking now, or commit 
your intellectual and creative life to it, as Alain Badiou’s statement, and 
Hoang’s response, so powerfully ask?

An answer emerges from the aforementioned distinction of empha-
sis produced by Thomas’s, Mackey’s, and Moten’s readings (as well as 
from their own exquisite poetry). Their positive emphasis on and their 
engagements with the literary history of the avant-garde—its cultural 
complexities and its intellectual-aesthetic commitments—help create a 
narrative in which they and other poets can write and write against. 
They demonstrate powerfully that blackness and racial otherness, more 
broadly, are at the heart of the avant-garde, just as the latter is, in turn, 
useful for thinking through blackness and our understanding of cultural 
margins and resistance. These readings both bring forth and continue 
in a vibrant critical history of experimental black writing and, I want to 
argue, point to what it means for the avant-garde to have transformed 
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into a tradition. That is to say, Thomas, Reed, Mackey, Shockley, and 
Moten each in their own way make clear that the avant-garde is no 
long er a set of formal strategies, but a set of poetic concerns that radi-
cally different poets attend to for their own reasons, all of which affect 
one another. We occupy a moment in which the avant-garde’s own now 
long history and artistic and political commitments provide the material 
experimentally minded writers use to produce their work, even if there 
is no broad agreement about what these commitments mean. And this 
long history, this tradition, can, if we better understand it, help us see 
and more productively respond to the degraded and degrading cultural 
moment in which we all find ourselves living; it helps us write poems and 
prose that matter, poems and prose that in turn reinvest the avant-garde 
with creative power.

The ongoing potency of the artistic and intellectual permission pro-
vided by the avant-garde tradition, and the necessary, vigorous, and 
fruitful struggle between its numerous particulars, stands at the heart 
of this book. Part of what I am setting out to argue is that because the 
avant-garde, despite its profound failings, persists in its ability to nur-
ture interesting, infuriating, meaningful, and moving poems, we cannot 
simply cast it away; insomuch as there is a desire for an avant-garde, we 
need to underscore the divergent ways it manifests itself multiply in the 
present; we cannot ignore why and how the avant-garde, as an idea and 
an argument, and as a history of instances, still exerts a kind of intense 
appeal for poets and scholars alike, and remains intellectually, culturally, 
and artistically productive for this reason. The story I want to tell about 
the avant-garde highlights what we might call its humanistic strain, the 
compulsion of its adherents to argue over the meaning of shared, some-
times conflicting, and overlapping avant-garde values, definitions that 
stake claims as to the state and direction of our social and private lives. 
In ways I argue can be productively thought of as religious in structure, 
avant-garde practitioners are able to continuously rejuvenate their cen-
tral, founding poetics within emerging cultural circumstances; in so do-
ing, they radically revise the character of the avant-garde in the present 
and what it means to inherit modernist commitments. With such a con-
ceptual horizon in place, this critical narrative is in a position to consider 
how more recent avant-garde writers have changed it by engaging the 
debate over what the avant-garde is—what it should and does look like 
and what it should and does value. Additionally, I hope to help point a 
direction for an avant-garde future by simultaneously making a case for 
a conversational and socially fluid poetics above one defined by formal 
gestures; it is a story that honors critical generosity in disagreement and 
performative difference and identity.

In “Feeling Brown: Ethnicity and Affect in Ricardo Bracho’s The 
Sweetest Hangover (and Other STDs),” José Esteban Muñoz helps 
make clear how such performative subjectivity can operate within the 
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avant-garde when he discusses a theory of performative Latina/o identity 
built on “excess,” able to redirect stereotypes “in the service of a libera-
tionist politics” (70). He takes as an example Ricardo Bracho’s play The 
Sweetest Hangover and examines how its characters do not “cohere by 
identity but instead by a politics of affect, an affective belonging. All of 
these subjects are unable to map themselves onto a white and heterosex-
ually normative narrative of the world” (75). For Muñoz, Bracho’s ac-
count of cultural difference moves “beyond notions of ethnicity as fixed 
(something that people are)” and focuses instead on “what people do,” 
which provides “a reinvigorated and nuanced understanding of ethnic-
ity. Performance functions as socially symbolic acts that serve as pow-
erful theoretical lenses through which to view the social sphere” (70). 
Muñoz’s discussion of performative Latina/o identity aligns well with 
Mackey’s and Moten’s reading of otherness, even as it helps emphasize 
the degree to which such performance creates a powerful intersection 
between aesthetic commitments, cultural difference, and citizenship. 
Ethnicity, for Muñoz, is “a structure of feeling,” a “way of being in the 
world”; it provides “a path that does not conform to the conventions of 
a majoritarian public sphere and the national affect it sponsors”; conse-
quently, Muñoz hopes “that thinking of latinidad in this way will help 
us better analyze the obstacles that must be negotiated within the so-
cial for the minoritarian citizen-subject” (79). We can deploy Muñoz’s 
discussion of performative Latina/o identity as a model for how citizen 
identity might circulate in the avant-garde’s social interactions and the-
ories of itself, for it marks lived experience as an aesthetic theory capa-
ble of shaping that experience. Such a notion of identity fundamentally 
follows from the logic of avant-garde accounts of subjectivity—despite 
the avant-garde’s more troubled political history and familiar hostility 
to identity as a category—thus making it necessary to see discussions of 
race and cultural difference not as departures from avant-garde poetics 
but a profound way of more fully grasping, perhaps redeploying, the rad-
ical implications of its aesthetics, one that expands the avant-garde even 
more concretely into our understandings and practices of citizenship. 
The burden then becomes the difficulty of living out and evolving our 
poetics, in theory and in books—in our critical and artistic engagements 
with one another—as well as in the moments we bump into each other 
as actual, physical citizens, as actual people involved with our particular 
forms of avant-garde practice and poetics.

Numerous poets and scholars have already begun much of this work. 
Steven Lee’s The Ethnic Avant-Garde: Minority Cultures and World 
Revolution, which considers the alignment of the artistic avant-garde, 
Soviet revolution, and the draw they had for American racial minori-
ties (especially artists and writers) in the 1920s and 1930s, for example, 
sees the avant-garde as a way “to reinvigorate categories like ‘African 
American,’ ‘Asian American,’ and ‘Jewish American’ by revealing the 
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common forms, politics, and tragedies that helped to constitute each” 
and “points to a new model for the comparative study of minority cul-
tures, one that gets around the various binaries that have thus far dom-
inated the field” (183). He calls his own book a “montage,” explicitly 
following the formal practice of “the historical avant-garde” as a way to 
create “new meanings,” estranging and renewing the term “ethnic” and 
“avant-garde”; he sees his project as both enriching our reading of the 
past and as pertinent to our contemporary political challenges (4).

Likewise, a number of other contributors to The Force of What’s Pos-
sible, including Hoang herself, express, in various ways, a longing for 
the avant-garde, or the creative and intellectual desire to cut against the 
poetic and cultural status quo that the avant-garde, as an idea, helps lo-
cate. Discussing her desire to put the collection together, Hoang writes: 
“I want to believe in the avant-garde. I have this t-shirt from Les Figues 
Press that says: If Jesus can rise from the dead, so can the avant-garde”; 
“But I don’t want the avant-garde to be resurrected; I don’t want it to 
be dead in the first place.” She closes the paragraph by stating: “Art 
should be moving. It should be more passionate than cerebral. It should 
be active and self-questioning, but most of my contemporaries are too 
concerned with irony and ennui. And so, from boredom: reproduc-
tion, stasis, defeat” (III). Hoang here captures a dilemma for the writer 
who finds use in the avant-garde but struggles with its history and feels 
trapped by much of its current formulations. Her desire for a radical 
art that is alive—socially engaged, formally inventive, aesthetically 
moving—comes up against a recognition of the limits of such yearning. 
While the avant-garde, in practice or as an idea, has only fitfully asserted 
its presence in any significant way within American cultural (unable to 
match, for example, music’s ability to at once satisfy mass appeal and en-
able coterie identification), while its utopian politics appear incapable of 
moving beyond aspiration, its adherents perhaps cut off from the world 
of human action and feeling, while its impulse to formal innovation ap-
pears caught in a cul-de-sac, or mired in its troubled history, Hoang’s 
hopes for the avant-garde all the same. She wants the avant-garde to 
both be itself and be otherwise, and she wants it for herself and her 
community of artists, and, by extension, the cultures and countries they 
occupy. It is from and through this unstable avant-garde past and pres-
ent, and from this longing—that Hoang names; that Wang and Mullen 
survey and contest; and that Lee, Reed, Shockley, Thomas, Mackey, and 
Moten variously occupy—I want to proceed.

I have chosen to carry out this investigation by attending to a small 
number of poems and essays written by poets who self-consciously place 
themselves in, and who respond critically to, the avant-garde tradition. 
Chapter 2 centers on the line of avant-garde poetry currently invested 
in matters of embodiment and justice and includes readings of Juliana 
Spahr and David Buuck’s An Army of Lovers as well as Kaia Sand’s 
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Remember to Wave. This chapter considers how the political and theo-
retical concerns of these poets emerge as a response to the avant-garde’s 
failure to realize or sustain its varied political visions during the twenti-
eth century, a fact that leads them to theorize justice in terms of its lack 
or absence, even as they still commit themselves, their embodiment, to 
direct political action in the world. The result, though, is that justice 
takes on a form of mystical authority. Accounting for how this recent 
political attention takes place is important because it contextualizes the 
debate about race within the avant-garde and adds to our understanding 
of its history.

To place this justice-centered strand of the avant-garde within the 
broader avant-garde tradition, the third chapter offers religious tradition 
as a metaphor for the current state of the avant-garde. This thought 
experiment requires a circuitous path. It begins by considering how 
 Kenneth Goldsmith’s performance of “The Body of Michael Brown”  
(a piece that appropriated and rearranged the autopsy report of Michael 
Brown, a young African American man shot by a police officer in the 
summer of 2014) was, in part, an argument within the avant-garde com-
munity over how political engagement is, or should be, defined and what 
other avant-garde values—such as defamiliarizing forms of life and art 
that have become habitual—should be made primary in our historical 
moment. This discussion focuses in particular on the role of race in the 
debate between poets who in the current moment privilege justice and 
concerns with embodiment and poets, like Goldsmith, who seek to em-
phasize the aesthetic foundations of the avant-garde.

This chapter then shifts to Robert Duncan’s notion of derivative po-
etics and to the avant-garde’s animating concern with language, argu-
ing that the latter is a disposition rather than a lesson to be learned and 
moved past. Taken alongside the aforementioned example of internal 
dispute, these foci permit us to see how the avant-garde itself is best 
understood in light of its poetics, that is, through the way it, often 
spurned on by institutional and community crisis, draws the concerns 
and values of radical modernism (specifically, politicized aesthetics, lin-
guistic materialism, the use of source texts, the importance of critical 
prose and theories of poetry, defamiliarization, and hybrid or multi-
genre forms) into our own moment, debating them, revising them, and 
applying them to the political, artistic, and philosophical challenges of 
the present. Chapter 3 ends with a reading of how these values estab-
lish a form of tradition that echoes the workings of sacred tradition, a 
tradition marked by multiformity and the ability to reinvigorate and re-
deploy its core beliefs over generations. It is this metaphor that crucially 
gives us a way to think about the history and practice of the avant-garde 
in a new way, a way that holds on to the avant-garde’s defining features 
while radically revising what we take those features to signify, what we 
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believe it means to use them, and how we think they operate within the 
avant-garde community of writers.

The fourth chapter takes up three case studies for my argument about 
the operation of the avant-garde tradition. They are: Peter O’Leary’s 
Phosphorescence of Thought, Goldsmith’s The Weather, and Claudia 
Rankine’s Don’t Let Me Be Lonely: An American Lyric. In each case, 
I consider how the authors of these dissimilar books self-consciously oc-
cupy places within the avant-garde tradition, drawing its recognizable 
concerns into their own work, staying true to their original revolution-
ary spirit even as they turn those poetic values toward their own creative 
ends. These examples at once testify to the avant-garde’s multiformity and 
reveal the manner in which its internal conversation over its key values 
occurs often less by public confrontation and more by means of individual 
poems putting those values into practice for readers to use and resist.

Chapter 5 brings the book to a close by considering the implications of 
its central arguments, particularly its claim that a constantly rejuvenat-
ing avant-garde emerges from a healthy debate between its members over 
the meaning of their shared poetic values. Participating in this debate 
profitably, I argue, requires both articulating one’s own understanding 
of key avant-garde commitments and becoming responsible for the tra-
dition itself, which means letting the poetics of others within the avant-
garde affect one’s own thinking and practice. Taking my own critical and 
political history as an example, I first briefly return to the controversy 
surrounding Goldsmith’s performance of “The Body of Michael Brown” 
in order to see how those who thoughtfully critiqued that piece helped 
encourage my own critical self-scrutiny. With special attention to the 
work of CAConrad, I then focus on the rhetorical possibilities and pit-
falls of avant-garde poetics in times of crisis, first considering how, under 
great cultural strain, moralism can short-circuit our political and poetic 
discourse and how, alternatively, a poetics based on generosity, empathy, 
and artifice can effectively work to bring forth new social realities, ones 
that emerge from the avant-garde’s necessary and fertile multiformity.

Before moving on, though, I want to make a kind of confession. Crit-
ical and creative projects push their way into our brains, demanding our 
time and attention for any number of reasons, reasons at once obvious 
and oblique; and I believe a writer who produces a critical study has as a 
particular duty, insofar as possible, to give some indication of the former 
to the audience so as to begin in good faith. After all, asking another 
person to spend a small portion of her life, a portion she will never get 
back, reading words one has written is to ask a very great kindness; and 
when that time is given over to considering a critical story about what it 
means to live in the world, what its history is and amounts to (which all 
critical narratives can’t help but do), an attempt at honestly presenting 
one’s framework must be part and parcel of the argument.
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That framework for me, as it is for others, is not entirely rational or ac-
ademic, but personal. As I discussed in an earlier book, Reading as Belief, 
it was the avant-garde (in the form of late twentieth-century  Language 
writing and its reconfiguration of an earlier modernist tradition) that en-
abled me to transform my life. Having grown up in rural Alaska, and later 
suburban Tucson, in the particular cultural and religious circumstances 
that go along with being the son of an evangelical Presbyterian minister, 
I was not, until I was in my early 20s, exposed to the many powerful cur-
rents of leftist thought, language philosophy, and radical art that rose to 
prominence in the twentieth century. It was not that I longed to jettison 
my past—Reading as Belief reveals my reluctance to make myself brand 
new in the more familiar coming of age narrative of the best poets and 
revolutionaries. Rather, as an undergraduate, I was reading poems that 
did not make immediate sense, and, together with the essays that ac-
companied them, the world suddenly appeared to me radically different 
than it had before. Consequently, I needed to remake my philosophical 
foundations and political values; I needed to come to terms with how 
words like justice, truth, beauty, God, and art were meaningful in ways 
I never imagined—and it was avant-garde poetry that gave me the means 
of doing so. When I pursued my PhD at SUNY Buffalo, and its Poetics 
Program in the late 1990s, that project became part of my work as a 
budding poet and critic, and therefore my academic training and profes-
sional life also became inextricably invested in the avant-garde, and the 
more canonical line of it that begins with the modernism of Ezra Pound, 
Marianne Moore, and William Carlos Williams, and moves through the 
New American Poetry and into Language writing. Along the way, I was 
equally drawn to poets like Ronald Johnson who pushed at the seams of 
that tradition, but the avant-garde, in I suppose its whitest and most lin-
guistically focused version, remained central. Equally important, it was 
at Buffalo that I began to make the friendships and acquire the personal 
loyalties that formed my intellectual, creative, and personal life that to 
my mind shaped and now significantly define how I understand myself 
to be in the world and who I seek to be as a poet, citizen, and person. In 
the end, this book emerges from this history. I certainly hope my history 
and loyalties do not keep me from hearing the insightful criticisms of the 
avant-garde in the present, or from thinking carefully, or from forging 
a useful way forward, even as this book must be an attempt to honor 
and argue for what has given my own life much of its coherence. Thus, 
I offer this book as a critical experiment aimed at considering how the 
avant-garde might be read in light of its internal debate with itself about 
itself, as well as at the implications for reading the avant-garde this way. 
It will be up to readers, as it always is, to decide if I have been able to 
tell a valuable story about the avant-garde, one that looks to see how the 
avant-garde sustains itself in ways that it might not even realize, ways 
that suggest it is not so dead after all.
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Notes
 1 To fill out this picture further, Phillip Harper’s Abstractionist Aesthetics ex-

plores a strain running through much of the history of explicitly innovative 
African American writing, and the scholarship on it, which is the tension 
between the need for socially engaged black art that positively represents 
black culture and people and the individual, aesthetic license of individual 
African American artists. Harper focuses in particular on prose and ab-
straction, which “entails the resolute awareness that even the most realistic 
representation is precisely a representation, and that as such it necessarily 
exists at a distance from the social reality it is conventionally understood to 
reflect.” His book usefully expands our sense of how an African American 
avant-garde functions as collaboration between the political and artistic; as 
he explains in the introduction, his book “argues for the displacement of 
realism as a primary stake in African American cultural engagement, and 
asserts the critical utility of an alternative aesthetic mode that it character-
izes as abstractionism” (2).

 2 Mackey opens his essay “Expanding the Repertoire” by observing that a 
counterapproach has long dominated the field. Inside scholarship of the 
avant-garde, there has been “a general tendency to think of innovation […] 
as having to do […] with the pursuit of greater complexity and sophistication 
in technical and formal matters, greater self-consciousness and complica-
tion with regard to questions of mediation.” “Understood in this way,” he 
continues,

these terms have not had a very prominent place in the discourse attend-
ing African American writing. The innovation that’s granted African 
American writing, where there’s any granted at all, tends to be one of 
content, perspective, or attitude. The newness African American writing 
is most likely to be recognized and valorized for […] is the provision 
of an otherwise absent or underrepresented (thus new) perspective, con-
veniently known as the black perspective, its report on the one thing 
 African Americans are regarded as experts on—racial victimization.

(Paracritical Hinge 240)

  In his introduction to Discrepant Engagement, he puts the problem in even 
more damning terms. He writes:

My view is that there has been far too much emphasis on accessibility 
when it comes to writers from socially marginalized groups. This has re-
sulted in shallow, simplistic readings that belabor the most obvious as-
pects of the writer’s work and situation, readings that go something like 
this: “So-and-so is a black writer. Black people are victims of racism. So-
and-so’s writing speaks out against racism.” It has yet to be shown that 
such simplifications have had any positive political effect, if indeed they 
have had any political effect at all. […] Failures or refusals to acknowledge 
complexity among writers from socially marginalized groups, no matter 
how “well-intentioned,” condescend to the work and to the writers and 
thus, hardly the solution they purport to be, are part of the problem.

(17–18)


