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“Try to Praise the Mutilated World”: 
Poetry as Instrument of Advocacy  

  
“A form of secular prayer.”  This is how Elizabeth Coleman, in her preface to this 

ambitious anthology, refers to poetry.  It’s a provocative claim, one that dignifies poetry with a 

spiritual dimension, even if it’s a “secular” spirituality.  Acknowledging the spiritual potential of 

poetry promises that this anthology not only addresses the perilous condition of our planet but 

also offers a kind of balm.  But Coleman goes even further, asking of this poetry to "galvanize" 

us, to use her term, into action.  The use of poetry for political advocacy, however, raises many 

questions.  When a poetry anthology addresses a complex subject like climate chaos, how best 

to entice readers weary of this grim topic?  How can the structure of the book create in the 

reader a desire to take social and political action?  In other words, what type of poems should 

be featured, and what order should they be presented?  Finally, what is lost and gained by 

asking poetry to advocate for a cause, even a worthy cause such as acting to preserve our 

planet? 

One recent poetry anthology that promotes poetry as advocacy is Bullets into Bells: 

Poets and Citizens Respond to Gun Violence (published in 2017).  The editors—Brian Clements, 

Andrea Teague, Dean Radar—not only selected moving poems on the subject of gun violence, 

they also included a short essay following each poem by people directly affected by an act of 

gun violence.  These essay writers, often having experienced the loss of a loved one due gun 

violence, connected the poetic with the social and the political realms.  They brought the poem 

out of the literary world and into the world where we live and love and hurt.  Combining poem 

and personal testimony not only creates a powerful text (causing the reader to synthesize the 

poem and prose), but it also empowers the readers to act.   

  Here likewise hopes to inspire action, but approaches it in a different way.  Containing 

128 poems from a diverse body of poets (some of the translated languages include Basque, 

Faroese, Mapudungun, Parsi, Quechua, and Urdu), the anthology seems at first to be a 



traditional gathering of poems.  However, after the poetry, there is a thirty-three page section 

entitled “A Guide to Activism by the Union of Concerned Scientists.”  Coleman writes in her 

introduction to this section, “Let’s let Here: Poems for the Planet—this chorus of diverse voices, 

urgent and hopeful—galvanize us to address the environmental crisis with fresh eyes and 

renewed courage.”  But how can a poetry anthology do this?  

The strategy of the editor can be seen in the way the poems are presented to the reader 

in the five sections: 1. “Where You’d Want to Come From: Poems for Our Planet,” 2. “The 

Gentle Light That Vanishes: Our Endangered World,” 3.” As If They’d Never Been: Poems for the 

Animals,” 4. “The Ocean Within Them: Voices of Young People,” 5. “Like You Are New to the 

World: From Inspiration to Action.”  A close look at each section can clarify the editor’s 

strategy.   

The first section offers poems that celebrate the beauty of our planet.  In fact, the very 

first poem is titled “Planet,” where Catherine Pierce, the author, confess: “I’m ashamed / to say 

that most days I forget this planet.”  An honest concession that most of us are guilty of, no 

doubt.  “Shook Foil” begins with the line “The whole earth is filled with the love of God,” yet 

goes on to reveal how humans have treated the planet: “silver innards of discarded / cigarette 

boxes, the anemic pale of tossed / condoms, the mashed brown sparkle of Red Stripe / bottles, 

a mélange of bones and rotting fruit.”  The complex task of the editor can clearly be seen here.  

The poems here must remind us of the beauty of this place we call home, and yet at the same 

time honestly assess the damage we humans have done, while not causing readers to feel 

overwhelmed by hopelessness. 

The second section continues to reveal this tension.  The title of a poem by Adam 

Zagajewski, translated from the Polish by Clare Cavanagh, perhaps best captures the tension 

that runs throughout the book: “Try to Praise the Mutilated World”: praise and yet 

acknowledge the “mutilation.”  The last four lines of the poem show us the difficulty of this 

praising: 

 Praise the mutilated world 
 and the gray feather a thrust lost, 

and the gentle light that strays and vanishes 
and returns. 



It’s hard not to ask further questions after reading this lovely poem.  Will this “gray light” 

continue to return, even if the gray feathers continue to fall?  Even if there are fewer and fewer 

thrushes?  And if we continue to abuse the planet the way we are?   

Such questions come to the fore in Craig Santos Perez’s “from understory.”   The poem, 

dedicated to his pregnant wife, Nalani, asks the reader: 

. . . how will 
 
open air 
pesticide drift 
 
affect our 
unborn daughter, 
 
whose nerve 
endings are 
 
just beginning 
to root? 

Chilling questions like these must be asked if we’re honestly going to confront our role in the 

devastation of our planet  and how this threatens the lives of our children and their children.  

Maura Dooley, in her poem “Still Life with Pinks and High Tide” reminds us how little time we 

have to deal with these issues: “Our melting, shifting, liquid world won’t wait / for manifesto or 

mandate . . . .”  The poems in this section, however, threaten to overwhelm the reader into a 

state of despair.   The editor must have felt the need to change the focus to something more 

hopeful, and that’s what happens with the next section, “Poems for the Animals.” 

 While the poems in the third section bring wonder—“Crumpled carbon paper” is how 

Betsy Sholl describes a fallen bat—disturbing questions continue.  Sholl goes on to say this 

about the bat: “But there you were, a glimpse of God / nobody wants,” reminding us of our 

distance from and even aversion to many fellow creatures.  Tracy K. Smith’s “A Hunger So 

Honed” writes about seeing a deer in the road one night, a living deer prompting her observe 

how it was “Free in a way that made me ashamed for our flesh . . . .”  Later, comparing the deer 

(“in their Greek perfection”) with humans once again, she writes: “As though we were just 



some offering / The night had delivered.”  Her poem praises the beauty of the deer, yet finds 

humans wanting, revealing once again that Zagajewskian tension. 

 Mary Oliver goes even further, brazenly acknowledging our role as predator, in “The 

Fish,” but does so in a spiritual way.  Yes, she will eat the fish, but it will change both the fish 

and her: 

 I opened his body and separated 
the flesh from the bones 
and ate him.  Now the sea 
is in me: I am the fish, the fish 
glitters in me: we are 
risen, tangled together . . . 

The “separated” fish leaves us feeling how removed the fish killer is from the fish in the first line 

in this excerpt.  Eating the fish culminates this act of separation.  But then the transformations 

begin—she brings the sea inside her.  She becomes the fish, and the fish in a sense becomes 

her.  That “we” speaks for both selves, human and fish, altered by that act of communion.  The 

word “risen” brings to mind a resurrection, with the fish and the fisherwoman both newly alive 

in this regeneration.  The predator becomes one with the prey.   

 While this view of the animal world may fill us with hope and relief, the last poem in this 

section, “The Cricket,” by Krassin Himmirsky, translated from the Bulgarian by Denise Levertov, 

brings us back to the more common human attitude—other creatures seen as pests.   “In vain 

we tried to banish him,” the poem begins.  And while every effort, including “walls of cement / 

and concrete” fail, by the end of the poem “He was nowhere visible. / And only within us / still 

rang his refrain.”  A Poe-like haunting by the creature we’ve managed to destroy?  Once again, 

the reader will need solace of some kind to continue dealing with these uncomfortable 

revelations—and to continue reading this anthology!  The editor now turns to the young to 

provide the reader with hope in “Voices of Young People.” 

 Not much is told about these young poets except that “the poems in this section were 

written when the poets were between six and eighteen years old.”  Many of the twenty-two 

poems here could be placed in “Poems for the Animals” as they focus on creatures, such as a 

cricket, fireflies, a fox, a crane, a hawk, a mouse, and a caterpillar.  And the other poems in this 

section could also easily be placed in other appropriate sections of the anthology.  Yet, if they 



were removed from the “Voices of Young People” section, then that would defeat the purpose 

of section four: “to turn toward the possibility of hope,” to quote Coleman.  To provide the 

reader with evidence that the young deeply care about the health of our planet.  Carlos Price-

Sanchez certainly shows this in “Buck Lane,” when he writes this about fireflies: 

afraid, I used to hold fireflies    with 
my father’s work gloves. 
clutching them    too 
tight, I    hadn’t yet learned 
to be gentle with God. 

That last phrase, “to be gentle with God,” to invest divinity in insects, offers a startling view of 

the natural world, one that indeed inspires hope. 

 One of the most unusual poems in this entire anthology can be found in this section—

“Snapchat Summer,” by Maia Rosenfeld.  While never directly addressing the environment, 

Rosenfeld explores one of the reasons so many of us are removed from the natural world: 

Your summer hides in an app on your phone, and a million 
views won’t make it real 
enough, your picture frame memories will never be as real 
as folk songs and sundresses, 
late night whispers about him and then and what-if. 

In valuing direct experience over the electronic variety, in valuing lived memories of summer 

over “picture frame memories,” Rosenfeld opens the door to humans interacting with the 

environment, once again providing the reader with that precious commodity, hope. 

 The last section of poetry, “Like You Are New to the World: From Inspiration to Action,” 

boldly states the purpose of this anthology in the subtitle.  The editor wishes to make the 

reader into an activist, using poetry as the pivot point.  It’s fascinating to see what poems the 

editor believes are up to this challenging task.  Perhaps reading “After the Removal of 30 Types 

of Plants and Animals from the Junior Dictionary” will spur some readers to action?  Rose 

McLarney tells of the loss of words like “blackberry” and “cheetah” and “acorn.”  How will 

young adults ever fully grasp the natural world if they don’t even have the vocabulary for it?    

“If no bluebell because flowers are fleeting,” the poem inexorably argues, “no beauty to begin 

with for these bodies which wither.”  But perhaps mourning the loss of language is too abstract, 

too “poetic”?  Maybe a more dramatic poem is needed, something more rousing.   



Brenda Hillman’s “The Seeds Talk Back to Monsanto” offers a more confrontational 

approach, as can be seen in these shifting  lines from the second stanza: 

The seeds 
talk back to Monsanto.  They talk back to AstraZeneca & 
Novartis.  They know their rot sed turned into sit & they 

refuse to grow.  They fold their spikelets inside & sit 
like Thoreau 

in a Don’t sprout for Monsanto. 

You can almost picture an animated film adaption of the poem. 

 Perhaps the reader prefers something less confrontational?  “Handful of Earth,” Fredy 

Chicangana’s poem, translated from the Quechua and Spanish by Lawrence Schimel, sounds 

like a creation myth: “They gave me a handful of earth for me to live in.”  After various 

creatures—an ant, a cricket, a “bird of night”—claim a right to live in that handful of dirt, the 

narrator concludes: “I then closed my hand, made a fist, and decided to fight / for that which 

others take from us.”  But it’s unclear exactly who the “us” is.  Could it be the ant, the cricket, 

and the bird along with humans?  Or is it strictly the humans who have had their land taken 

away from them? 

 Some may find comfort and inspiration in an older poem included in this section: Gary 

Snyder’s “For the Children,” which concludes with this lovely advice “to you and your children: 

// “stay together / learn the flowers / go light.”  These wise words, given to us in 1974, in 

Snyder’s Turtle Island, still ring true.  And yet if they have been largely ignored since 1974, will 

they empower activism now? 

 For this reader, Ross Gay’s “Poem to My Child, If Ever You Should Be” is the most 

inspirational poem of the closing section.  Yes, this is paradoxical.  Here we are in the age of the 

Anthropocene, and a poet is rhapsodizing about the possible birth of another human.  Yet what 

makes Ross Gay’s poem extraordinary is simple.  It contains the same element that makes the 

“Poems for the Animals” so powerful and effective—the element of awe.  Here it’s conception, 

in his portrayal something mystical, larger than the realm of human reason and logic.  I would 

go so far as to call this awe subversive.  It contains the seed for activism.  It offers a purpose, a 

motivation for putting the anthology down and lobbying and marching and demanding change.  

And not just because we care about the fate of humans, but out of a respect for all life forms.  



How does Ross Gay do this?  With language charged with wonder.  Here’s how he defines the 

seed of his imagined future offspring: “little bubble // of unbudded capillaries, little one ever 

aswirl / in my vascular galaxies . . . .”  That lovely contrast of “little bubble” and “vascular 

galaxies” shows us our small place in the vast realm of creation.  He does this again at the 

closing by calling his offspring “tiny trillion cells trilling and trilling . . . .”  He even brings in the 

“trilling” of an insect to help us hear the miracle of creation, subtly revealing our cellular 

connection to the insect world. 

 After five sections of poetry, the anthology makes a major shift, from an appeal by 

poetry to an appeal by prose with “A Guide to Activism by the Union of Concerned Scientists.”  

In her introduction to this section, which the editor calls “a guide to activism,” Coleman hopes 

to harness the energy created by the poetry and convert it into practical, political action.  For 

the next thirty pages, we learn how to do such things as “How to Write an Effective Letter to 

Your Policy Maker,” “How to Make a Productive Phone Call to Your Legislator’s Office,” and 

“How to Raise Issues at Public Meetings.”  I greatly admire Coleman’s goal, but it brings us back 

to that delicate question: Can a poem be harnessed to lead a reader into political activism? 

 I’m reminded of an Honors composition class on Vietnam War Literature I once taught.  

We read and discussed journalism, essays, novels, memoirs, poetry, as well as song lyrics on the 

war.  One day I brought in Crosby, Still, Nash, and Young’s “Ohio,” the song about the National 

Guard’s slaying of Kent State students, some of whom were not even protesting the Vietnam 

War the day they were slain.  I asked the class about these lines, which I wrote on the board: 

“Gotta get down to it / Soldiers are cutting us down / Should have been done long ago.”  One 

student said that the lines meant the students should have been shot a long time ago.  Others 

agreed. 

I learned that day you can never tell how a song lyric or a poem may be interpreted, no 

matter how clear the lines seem.  Like song lyrics, poems are difficult to harness to a cause, 

given the complexities in poetic language.  Poems are slippery creatures.   Even if a poems is 

read the way the poet and editor intends them to be, and that’s a big “if,” can they actually 

inspire action?  It’s chilling to remember that Timothy McVeigh found William Henley’s poem 

“Invictus” inspiring and chose to have a line from the poem presented as his last words.   Given 



the complexities of this issue of having poetry inspire social activism, I suspect poetry would be 

one small part of a much larger cultural wave that produces change of some kind.   

 Here: Poems for the Planet is an ambitious anthology, one that deserves to be embraced 

by a wide audience, by readers of all ages.   It manages to honestly present “our mutilated 

world,” to quote Adam Zagajewski, and at times inspire a sense of awe for all life forms.  Even if 

I’m somewhat skeptical that poems can serve as a generator of advocacy, and even if I doubt 

this anthology could reach the millions around the world to achieve real change, I’m left 

believing: If just one reader takes action after reading Here, that would be worth the entire 

project.   

 


