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Dan S. Wang Dan S. Wang/王念華 lives  
and works in the global Midwest. He lectures 
widely, works alone and in groups, and splits 
time between organizing, studio production, 
and writing. His printmedia work circulates 
through both art networks and functional 
activist situations, and his writings have  
been published internationally in journals, 
exhibition catalogues, and book collections. 

René de Guzman is Director of Exhibition 
Strategy and Senior Curator of Art at  
the Oakland Museum of California.  
De Guzman’s work is marked by an  
ongoing commitment to experimentation 
and the creation of community around  
cultural activity.

Erica Mena is a poet, translator, and  
book artist. She graduated with an MFA  
in literary translation at the University  
of Iowa, and with an MFA in poetry at  
Brown University. 

Rose G. Salseda is a Ph.D. candidate  
in Art History at the University of Texas at 
Austin. Her longstanding interests in the  
parallel and intersecting histories of black 
and brown peoples have led her to develop 
scholarly backgrounds in the art of the  
African Diaspora in Latin America and  
the work of Chicanx, Latinx, and African 
American artists in the United States.

Anthony Stepter works at the University  
of Illinois at Chicago where he is both  
the graduate program coordinator for  
Museum and Exhibition Studies and the  
coordinator of public programs and  
community engagement at Gallery 400. 

Paul Ramírez Jonas currently lives,  
works, and teaches in New York City. He  
has received numerous honors, exhibited 
internationally, and lectured at universities 
across the country.

Heath Schultz is an artist, researcher,  
and writer currently based in Austin, Texas, 
where he is a lecturer in the art department 
at the University of Texas at Austin.

Katie Hargrave is an artist and educator 
based in Chattanooga, TN, where she is  
an assistant professor and foundations  
coordinator at the University of Tennessee  
at Chattanooga.

Jen Delos Reyes is a creative laborer,  
educator, writer, and radical community  
arts organizer. She is also the director and 
founder of Open Engagement and Associate 
Director of the School of Art and Art History 
at the University of Illinois Chicago.
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There is a fierce urgency of now for artists 
and cultural workers who audaciously  
believe in the immense capacity of art  
to help shift our sense of what is possible,  
to unleash our radical imaginations, to 
model and experiment with new ways of 
being in the world, to enact social change. 
With this sentiment in mind we have  
invited a handful of artists, writers,  
activists, and cultural workers to reflect  
on a “historical” text that they feel remains 
important to our contemporary context. 

In some cases, the original sources and our 
contributors’ reflections feel as if they could 
have been written contemporaneously.  
The urgency of now could in fact be  
decades old. What does this tell us? Does  
it remind us, like the old adage says, that 
history repeats itself? Does it remind  
us of the ground we have failed to cover?  
We prefer to believe that our predecessors  
remain present; they are with us in our 
struggle, able to collaborate with us as  
we work through the problems we are  
facing in the fierce urgency of now. René  
de Guzman’s reflection on the Black  
Panther Party’s 10-point platform under-
stands the Panthers’ urgency as present  
but also identifies the limited scope BPP 
founders Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale 
had available in to them 1966 when this  
essential document was produced in  
Oakland. In doing so, with the help of 
Bobby Seale himself, René’s writing offers 
what might be an ‘eleventh’ point in the 
10-point platform, heralding the Panthers’ 
into our contemporary conversations. Other 
writers identify an almost spiritual connec-
tion with those that have been resuscitated, 
those that came before. Erica Mena, for 
example, describes so eloquently that part 
of the Young Lords’ practice was a recovery 
of lost and violent histories. That recovery 
is part of a decolonial effort. Mena suggests 
for us that what we need is not just a  
revising of these theses but a continual  
resistance to the violence of history, the  
violence of colonial erasure. Similarly,  
Rose Salseda’s writing suggests that we 
collaborate, necessarily, with our past 
generations. After Huey Newton, she calls 
working with the past for future generations 

revolutionary suicide. Is this what it means 
to commune with the dead? To embody I 
am we? 

In some instances, our contributors illumi-
nate the experience of being present with 
a text, or even the writer of the text. Grace 
Lee Boggs pressed the copy of “A Job Ain’t 
the Answer” into Dan S. Wang’s hands  
a few years before her death in 2015. This 
puts Wang directly on the path began by 
the both Grace Lee and Jimmy Boggs in 
Detroit, picking up on their contemplation 
of why the revolutionary movements of the 
60s and 70s had failed. In other instances, 
our research allowed us, separated by  
distance from our contributors, to feel  
connected to their reflections, as we 
scanned pages from the same edition of 
Palante that Erica Mena references, or we 
hold our own worn copy of Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed with our hands mirroring Paul 
Ramirez Jonas’ hand. Texts can connect  
us across distance, time, and context.  
While the conditions of writing might  
have been different, we can learn specific 
lessons within our own. 

Anthony D. Stepter’s reflection on Roque 
Dalton reminds us of the power we have  
as cultural producers. His text, which is 
equal parts poem, letter, and reflection on 
a political life, is above all a conversation 
between poetry and revolution. Stepter’s 
writing posits that movement between the 
two is both both cyclical and not. There is 
and there is not, to use a word borrowed 
from Stepter, an “order” to making art  
and political engagement. This leads us  
to the title of this newspaper—Looking Back, 
Looking Forward. You’ll note the design of 
the cover reflects not two trajectories that 
might suggest backwards/forwards, left/
right, up/down—instead we’ve opted to 
think of this process of looking back and 
looking forward as a cyclical one. Wait, 
maybe this isn’t quite right, either. We  
debated the title, we debated the design,  
because the process isn’t an infinite loop, 
but it’s not so simple as “progress,” either. 
We think of these essays, and project,  
not unlike Freire’s praxis— which insist  
on action and reflection as symbiotic.  

We think it is about study, about struggle, 
about history, about embodiment. Because 
the fierce urgency of now is what, and who, 
comes before it.

— Jen Delos Reyes, Katie Hargrave,  
and Heath Schultz, 
Published April, 2017 on the occasion of the 
Open Engagement Conference held at the  
University of Illinois at Chicago

the fierce urgency  
of now
a few introductory notes from  
tHe editors
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no  
answer 
in 1981
dan s. wang 
on Jimmy 
and grace 
lee boggs
Racism. Exploitation by gender. Corporate 
power and globalized labor. Environmental 
catastrophe. War. 

The year was 1981. The leaflet is dated  
February, less than a month after the  
inauguration of Ronald Reagan.

How did things get so bad?

By the time this question was asked directly 
in literature disseminated in the Detroit 
area by the National Organization for an 
American Revolution, the explosive anger  
of Detroit’s 1967 rebellion had faded into  
a dull despair. White flight was a done  
deal. Business was on the move, first to the  
suburbs, then to the Sun Belt states, and  
in the decades that followed, to the econo-
mies of the global South. Coleman Young,  
one of the first of a generation of African 
American big city mayors, proved himself 
powerless but for the capacity to entrench 
his own corruption. Waves of layoffs and 
plant closings dominated the news—and 
would for years to come. 

The Great Society, the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965, the Immigration Act of 1965, and 
other progressive initiatives from the Sixties 
were in place, but seemed the product of  
a different age, though only a decade and  
half earlier. The militant mass movements  
that forced government and corporations  
to bend policy had disintegrated, due both 
to internal fragmentation and external re-
pression. Jimmy Carter, the “human rights” 
president, had been deposed by a telegenic 
right winger who first usurped power within 
the mainstream of the Republican party 
and then went on to dominate coverage  
in the national news; in effect, Reagan  
mastered the media. 

It is important to recall the context  
not because the pamphlet seems dated  
otherwise, but rather for the reason that 
without it the text reads as an impressively 
on-point picture of our twenty-first century 
situation. But for a few adjustments of  
terminology and updating of issues, this 
might have been written six years ago  
instead of thirty-six. The basic analysis 
remains totally relevant. 

Getting jobs, keeping jobs, making jobs— 
that’s all most people can think about. 

That is certainly all the Democrats can  
talk about, even now, seven decades since 
employment and population peaked in  
Detroit and other midwestern industrial 
centers. Ever since at least the first Bill  
Clinton campaign a full generation ago, 
when he turned the pressure up on George 
Bush Sr. with his quip “it’s the economy, 
stupid,” the Democrats have sunk their 
whole strategy into the Good Jobs barrel. 
“Good jobs”—a pablum of false humility 
and magical thinking—has become a  
political orthodoxy. 

Long before capital needed to invent  
climate liars, the conventional political  
wisdom of Good Jobs forced leaders to  
deny evidence. A politician today risks  
excoriation for stating the obvious, that  
the jobs of the post-WWII economic  
expansion that were automated out of  
existence or outsourced to international 
labor markets are not coming back. To say 
that the typical factory job, even at the 
height of American manufacturing, hardly 
qualified as desirable work by any human 
standard is practically a heresy. 

A heresy to capitalism is a revolutionary 
statement. 

James and Grace Lee Boggs were the pri-
mary authors of “A Job Ain’t The Answer.” 
Unflinching in their assessment and hav-
ing already gone through remarkable turns 
in their political thinking, both together 
and separately, the Boggses faced an ugly 
truth with the honesty of true revolutionar-
ies: that American workers collude in their 
own exploitation, that blacks collude in 
their own oppression, that women collude 
in their own relative powerlessness. Having 
lived and worked in the heart of the indus-
trial beast, Detroit, through the peak years 
of industrial growth and into its decline,  
the Boggses understood that the capitalist-
imperialist powers reduce human beings 
profoundly. Through working in and  
observing the city and factory floor environ-
ments, they could see that reduction of  
humanity was not only a matter of alien-
ated labor, not only a matter of racialized 
exploitation, and not only a matter of  
gendered wage theft. Modern capital even 
reduces peoples’ capacity to dream, peoples’ 
capacity to desire more than what industrial 

society can supply. For NOAR the small-
ness of workers’ demands, of black people’s 
notion of freedom, of women’s understanding 
of equality—these were part of the problem, 
too. Because a job ain’t the answer. 

As we fall further everyday into the morass 
of fascistic overreach by conservative forces, 
the stakes are finally becoming clear. It is 
all or nothing. The reactionaries now wield 
the full arsenal of the most powerful securi-
ty-surveillance-incarceration complex ever 
known—and even then, not fully known, 
precisely because of its tentacular structure. 
Aggregate global indebtedness nears four 
quadrillion dollars, an amount that will 
never be repaid. Climate change in the  
form of extreme drought, floods, pests,  
and viruses will create mass insecurities 
never before weathered by modern capital’s 
monocultural food and health systems.  
The grabs are underway for scarce water, 
fossil fuels, arable land. Rising virulence  
in ethno-nationalism exacerbates strife 
already constant due to social inequalities. 
For the mean and depressingly unimagina-
tive architects of policy, war is the solution. 

Years later, Grace said in an interview that 
she thought the NOAR project had held 
up well. Having struck an ideological path 
with the Johnson-Forest Tendency, then 
having worked in tandem with Black Power 
and radical Black labor groups, and seeing 
the trends of industrial capital up close in 
Detroit, the Boggses helped to found  
NOAR to renew the project of addressing 
root problems. But this time they assimi-
lated into an overall analysis all the insights 
of earlier experience. Their conclusion, put 
simply, was that none of the problems of 
inegalitarian distribution of resources or  
political power—no matter the priority 
framework, eg anti-sexism, labor struggle, 
racial justice, or whatever—can ever be  
resolved by merely demanding “good jobs.”  
It is built into the structure of production 
that any such jobs will only further advance 
oppressions, inequities and social break-
downs elsewhere. 

The shifts in the global economy and  
political climate since 1981 have been huge. 
Today’s mediascape, economy of precarity, 
proliferation of subcultures, technologically 
lubricated global mobilities of every sort, 
and not least the revanchist Trump regime, 
together demand a new analysis. But  
NOAR’s arguments from that year read  
as the foundations for a new synthesis. 

“The time has come for us to challenge  
everyone we know and meet to repudiate the 
individualistic and materialistic values that 
have made us collaborators with capitalism 
in destroying our own humanity.” 

The above passage was part of their conclu-
sion. Let us use it as our starting point—this 
time asking, If a job ain’t the answer, what is?



1.   We want freedom. We want power to determine  
the destiny of our Black Community.

 
2.  We want full employment for our people.

3.    We want an end to the robbery by the capitalists of  
our black and oppressed communities.

4.  We want decent housing, fit for shelter of human beings.

5.   We want education for our people that exposes the  
true nature of this decadent American society. We want 
education that teaches us our true history and our role  
in the present day society.

6.  We want all Black men to be exempt from military service.

7.   We want an immediate end to POLICE BRUTALITY  
and MURDER of Black people.

8.    We want freedom for all Black men held in federal, state,  
county and city prisons and jails.

9.     We want all Black people when brought to trial to be  
tried in court by a jury of their peer group or people from 
their Black Communities, as defined by the Constitution  
of the United States.

10.   We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing,  
justice and peace.
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eleven
renÉ de 
guzman  
on tHe 
blacK  
pantHer 
party 10 
point  
platform
I curated All Power to the People: Black 
Panthers at 50 at the Oakland Museum of 
California to commemorate the founding 
of the Black Panther Party in Oakland on 
October 1966. This exhibition included 
contemporary art, music, film, artifacts, 
interactive media, and photography, among 
other things. We also worked closely with 
the Panther community. Consequently, 
we were able to gather insightful personal 
statements by former Panthers to enrich the 
gallery experience throughout.

The most upsetting object in the show— 
unadorned and encased in a wall—was  
one of the first things you saw. It was a robe 
from a local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan 
that was collected by one of Oakland’s city 
fathers. Even in its banal state, the robe 
exuded dark malevolence and threat.  
We presented it to highlight the cruel  
racist attitudes that the Panthers faced  
in the Bay Area.

Immediately after the robe, one saw the 
Panthers’ Ten Point Program written large 
across an expansive wall intended to evoke 
a memorial monument. The Ten Point  
Program was written by Bobby Seale with 
Huey P. Newton in creating the Party. It 
laid out the organization’s rationale and 
political demands. It was their constitution 
of sorts. Not surprisingly, the Ten Point 
Program is structured after the American 
Bill of Rights. Bobby Seale stresses that 
the Panthers were invested in gaining full 
rights as citizens of American democracy.

Many have remarked how relevant the  
Ten Point Program still is today despite the 

long passage of time. In particular, point 
number seven demands the “immediate 
end to police brutality and murder of black 
people, other people of color, all oppressed 
people” directly connects the ongoing pat-
tern of police shootings of unarmed black 
people that continues to plague us today. 
Point number nine predicts the scourge  
of mass incarceration that Michelle  
Alexander writes so compellingly about  
in the seminal book The New Jim Crow. 
Point ten’s reference to the need to control 
modern technology prophesized the con-
temporary struggle to resist the surveillance 
state, defend civil liberties, and assure open 
and fair access to information. In various 
ways, the remaining points describe the 
unfinished project towards a more fair  
and equitable society that lives in peace 
with its neighbors.

I once asked Bobby Seale the hypotheti-
cal question if there was an eleventh point, 
what might it be? Without hesitation, he 
said it would have been one related to the 
protection of the environment. Knowing 
that Mr. Seale was raised by his father as  
an outdoorsman, I understood why a  
conservation goal would be close to his 
heart. Growing up Seale had a fascination 
and identified with the Lakota people. He 
explained that they were the only tribe to 
have won a telling victory against America’s 
imperialistic adventures. He respected the 
Lakota’s strength as well their connection 
to nature. Had there been an eleventh point 
then another connection to our times would 
be that of climate change.

The visionary Ten Point Program outlined 
the political goals for the Black Panther  
organization and predicted the ongoing 
concerns we face. The greatest lesson  
however is not that we haven’t made  
progressed but rather the struggle for a 
more just society continues and we have 
every right to demand change, even radical 
change no matter who is in power. In  
explaining point ten, Seale appropriates  
language from the U.S. Constitution, “We 
hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
all men are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with unalienable 
rights… that, whenever any form of govern-
ment becomes destructive of these ends,  
it is the right of the people to alter or to 
abolish it, and institute a new government.” 
Let’s heed these words.
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Point 7 from the Young Lords Party  
13-Point platform reads: “WE WANT  
A TRUE EDUCATION OF OUR AFRO-
INDIO CULTURE AND SPANISH  
LANGUAGE. We must learn our long  
history of fighting against cultural, as  
well as economic, genocide by the spaniards 
and now the yanquis. Revolutionary  
culture, culture of our people, is the only 
true culture. JIBARO SI, YANQUI NO.”

Next year will be 50 years since the  
founding of the Young Lords Party. Next 
year will make 120 years that Puerto Rico 
has been held as a US colony. Add the 405 
years as a colony of Spain before it was 
given to the US, and you have 525 years of 
colonial subjugation, making Puerto Rico 
by most estimations the oldest colony in the 
world. Maybe you already knew that since 
the invasion of the Antilles by Spaniards in 
1493, Puerto Rico has never had economic 
or political autonomy or self-determination. 
Maybe you already knew that the Taíno 
population—a rough estimate is 600,000, 
though some scholars estimate as many 
as eight million across the Antilles at the 
time of the Spanish invasion—declined to 
only 500 in 55 years. The genocide was one 
of the most complete: they were killed with 
disease, with famine, with war, and with 
enslavement. This was the first genocide. 
The second has been slower.

Maybe you knew, but I didn’t, not until  
I found an original edition of Palante!  
“borrowed” from the Puerto Rican  
Cultural Library by my father, a 1st  
generation Puerto Rican who grew up  
in New York City. The book is stamped  
“Property of P.R.Y.M.” and the binding is 
crumbling, and the Puerto Rican flags in 
the black and white pictures have been  
colored in. I read this book and felt as 
though an empty place in my heart had 
been opened, a place that had haunted me 
but that I hadn’t even known how to name. 

How can we resist when we don’t know 
our history? How can we fight when we 
are erased and erased and erased? I finally 
learned to fight by fighting to teach myself 
what had been witheld: the culture of our 
people, 500 years of resistance. 

OUR IGNORANCE IS NOT  
AN ACCIDENT. 

There’s a doubling here. We have to contend 
with being the ongoing colonial subjects  
of a neo-imperialist power; in that sense  
we who are making Puerto Rican art in 
whatever language, in whatever country,  
in whatever body are doing something  
resistant. But we cannot pride ourselves  
on being mestizaje, o la raza cosmíca,  
without contending with the legacy  
of spanish colonial violence, including  
especially the kidnapping and murder  
of Africans brought to the island as slaves, 
and the violent and intentional genocide  
of the Taíno people. We must resist the 
great erasure that is white supremacy as 
much as we resist our current cultural,  
political, and economic subjugation.  
Being a white or white-passing Puerto  
Rican requires of us a further recovery: a  
recovery of the AFRO-INDIO CULTURE 
that has been suppressed and stripped from 
our cultural and academic institutions. 
Without that, we are nothing, and we can 
become nothing, and we will continue  
being erased. 

OUR IGNORANCE IS NOT  
AN ACCIDENT. 

The demands of being an artist are  
the demands of becoming. Of becoming  
un-erased. Of un-erasing ourselves. Of  
becoming a people, because creation  
requires community. Requires a tradition. 
And as coerased and invisible colonial sub-
jects, our tradition is necessarily self-taught. 

our ignorance iS  
not an accident
erica mena on tHe young lords  
13 point platform
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i am we
rose  
salseda  
on Huey p.  
newton  
& Juan  
capistran

I, we, all of us are the one and the  
multitude. —Huey P. Newton

In 2014, while viewing new photographs by 
the Los Angeles-based artist Juan Capistran, 
I realized that the reverse-silhouettes they 
depicted were nearly life-sized. The series,  
entitled I am We, had originally contained 
pencil drawn portraits of Black Panther Party 
members, such as the only woman party 
leader Elaine Brown, Communications  
Secretary Kathleen Neal Cleaver, and  
the Southern California chapter founder  
Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter and Deputy  
Minister of Defense Geronimo Ji Jaga Pratt. 
Yet, the artist cut out the hand-drawn por-
traits, discarded them, and photographed  
the remaining plain newsprint—a mate-
rial chosen to reference the newspaper The 
Black Panther (1967-80). As I centered myself 
in front of a retracted portrait of the Black 
Panther Party co-founder and Chairman 
Huey P. Newton, I immediately encountered 
my reflection in the plexiglass. I filled in 
the “blank” space behind it. Although I had 
known that the name of Capistran’s series 
was the title of the epilogue for Newton’s 
autobiography, Revolutionary Suicide (1973), 
I hadn’t realized the direct link the artist 
intended to make between this history—the 
activists, the struggle for liberation—and his 
photographs’ viewers. It is a connection that 
one could only truly make while experiencing 
the artist’s work in person.  

In Newton’s book, he explains the difference 
between what he calls “reactionary suicide” 
and “revolutionary suicide.” The first involves 
the killing of oneself out of despair or as an 
attempt to escape oppressive forces. This is 
in contrast to the latter concept wherein one 
chooses to live even though she recognizes 
the ever-present threat of death in  
her struggle. Newton’s two-page epilogue  
further discusses revolutionary suicide and 
the commitment and radical hope one must 

find in the face of oppression. He also stresses 
that one must prevail even if she may not see 
the end of oppression in her lifetime because 
this resistance is necessary for the persever-
ance of the generations who will follow.  
The Black Panther Party leader further  
emphasizes this concept with an interpre-
tation of a fable from Mao’s Little Red Book 
(1966). He recounts:

“A foolish old man went to North Mountain 
and began to dig; a wise old man passed by 
and said, ‘Why do you dig, foolish old man? 
Do you not know that you cannot move the 
mountain with a little shovel?’ But the fool-
ish old man answered resolutely, ‘While the 
mountain cannot get any higher, it will get 
lower with each shovelful. When I pass on, 
my sons and his sons and his son’s sons will 
go on making the mountain lower. Why can’t 
we move the mountain?’ And the foolish old 
man kept digging, and the generations that 
followed after him, and the wise old man 
looked on in disgust. But the resoluteness and 
the spirit of the generations that followed the 
foolish old man touched God’s heart, and  
God sent two angels who put the mountain  
on their backs and moved the mountain.”

The old man and his descendants, full of 
hope, desire, and determination, were revolu-
tionary suicides. Newton goes on to explain 
that God is a metaphor for the millions of 
people who carried the revolution on their 
backs. He then reaffirms, “That foolishness 
can move the mountain of oppression; it is 
our great leap and our commitment to the 
dead and the unborn. We will touch God’s 
heart; we will touch the people’s heart, and 
together we will move the mountain.” 

In Albert Camus’ Myth of Sisyphus (1942), 
the French philosopher discussed the Greek 
mythological figure who was condemned by 
gods to eternally push a boulder to the top of 
a mountain. Camus reimagined the figure 
as one who recognizes the absurdity of his 
struggle and it is this awareness that allows 
Sisyphus to revolt against his fixed, never-
ending destiny. Both Camus and Newton 
argued for resistance against oppressive 
forces and identified a tragic consciousness; 
yet, while Camus rejected hope as a means 
of eliminating despair, Newton grasped onto 
hope for it fostered necessary perseverance. 
Recognizing these parallel and paradoxical 
dialogues, Capistran juxtaposed his reverse-
silhouette portraits of Black Panther Party 
members with Anonymous, a series of decon-
textualized and censored passages written by 
Camus, Newton, and other philosophers and 
activists. Similarly rendered on newsprint 
and then photographed, the artist typed  
and then redacted portions of the texts, 
which, if read as stand-alones, would be 
inscrutable or, at best, enigmatic. Yet, when 
read with the reverse-silhouettes, the texts 
and images create paradoxical messages 
about political consciousness and activism. 
One photograph of censored text, which  

the artist placed with the retracted portrait  
of Newton, simply read, “—nothing— 
everything.” Indeed, the space where  
Newton once was appears to be a void; yet 
that emptiness simultaneously encompasses 
the infinite. This limitlessness describes the 
purpose of Capistran’s reverse-silhouettes, 
which aren’t mere homages to Black Panther 
Party leaders, but are also significations for 
those who have and will follow in the image 
of past revolutionaries.  

 
In response to the first executive orders 
signed by Donald Trump on January 25,  
2017, I taught a special seminar for a group  
of cultural producers who participate in the  
at land’s edge fellowship program. at land’s 
edge is an autonomous pedagogical platform 
for cultural producers who are committed  
to social and political transformation. It  
comprises a 9-month fellowship program  
and free public programming that centers  
historically marginalized peoples and histo-
ries. Thus, the decrees are of great concern  
to our community. In fact, the call for the  
construction of a U.S.-Mexico border wall  
and the barred entry of refugees and other 
visa and green card holders from Muslim-
majority countries to the U.S. directly impacts 
our fellows. So, I asked how the program 
could better support our fellows during this 
uncertain political landscape. Surprisingly, 
most simply asked for one thing: more  
opportunities to build a stronger sense of 
community outside of seminars, workshops, 
and lectures. Their request recalls Newton’s 
statement about the intrinsic connection 
between “I” and “we”. The connection of the 
individual to the community must also be 
nurtured holistically, meaning intellectually 
and politically as well as socially, emotionally 
and spiritually. As my colleagues and I began 
addressing this issue, I forwarded our fellows 
a copy of Newton’s essay with the hope that 
it would resonate with them as it has with me 
over the years. 

I’ve read and reread “I Am We” countless 
times. The ideas continue to register today—
I need them to because, otherwise, this life 
would be too much to endure. Already it is 
so fragile. With each new video of a police 
officer shooting an unarmed black youth 
or young man, with each new detainment 
and deportation of brown immigrant adults 
and children, with each new emboldened 
racist and xenophobe who spews hate and 
dismisses—or worse, enjoys—the violence he 
and she imparts on us, my hope is shaken. 
Yet, Newton’s text, Capistran’s art, and the 
fellows of at land’s edge remind me how black 
and brown people endure this life and pass 
that resiliency on to the generations that will 
follow. Realizing and reinforcing such con-
nections between the past and our present, 
and amongst each other, enables us to perse-
vere even when the mountain seems to loom 
especially high. Only together can we move 
the mountain.

xxx

xxx



Querido Jorge,

yo llegué a la revolución por vía de la poesía.
Tú podrás llegar (si lo deseas, si sientes que lo necesitas)  
a lapoesía por la vía de la revolución. Tienes por lo tanto 
una ventaja. Pero recuerda, si es que alguna vez hubiese 
un motivo especial para que te alegre mi compañía en  
la lucha, que en algo hay que agradecérselo también a  
la poesía.

– Roque Dalton

Dear Jorge,

i came to the revolution by way of poetry.
You will be able to come to poetry (if you wish, if you  
feel the need) by way of the revolution. This gives you an  
advantage. But remember, if ever you have any special  
reason to take pleasure in my company in the struggle,  
you have poetry to thank as well.

– Roque Dalton
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Roque Dalton Garcia was a poet, but his 
revolution was not a metaphor. Dalton was 
assassinated four days before his fortieth 
birthday, but during his too-short life, he 
was active in El Salvador, Mexico, Cuba, 
and Czechoslovakia. In these places, Dalton 
saw, or to varying degrees, participated in 
revolutionary movements for social change. 
By all accounts, his political ideas began  
to take shape through the influence of 
thinkers and writers he met while studying 
in Chile, Mexico, and El Salvador. Artists 
and literary figures with well-known names 
are said to have crossed paths with the 
young Dalton, who by his mid-twenties  
had been jailed for opposing the govern-
ment. Details vary, but commentators on 
Dalton’s life generally agree that he was 
scheduled to be executed while in prison  
in 1960. Through divine intervention,  
the fortunate timing of a bloodless coup  
in El Salvador, or a combination of both, 
Dalton made his way out of prison and  
into exile in Mexico where his political 
growth continued. The years that followed, 
1961-1975, were Dalton’s most artistically 
productive. The details of Dalton’s life  
certainly demand greater attention than 
this essay can offer, but it is worth establish-
ing the presence of this coexistence— 
the artist as activist, the activist as artist—
in order to understand why this passage, 
a dedication from his collection of poems 
Taberna Y Otros Lugares, bears special  
significance for artists today.

A quick read of this tender note from  
Dalton to one of his sons, Jorge, might 
tempt a reader to surmise that Dalton sees 
“poetry” and “the revolution” as arising in 
an order subsequent to each other. This 

would be a misreading. That Dalton  
came to the revolution via poetry and the 
revolution, now extant, has made a path  
for his son’s potential engagement with 
poetry does not mean that the two are 
separate and may exist without each other. 
Dalton described a relationship in which 
poetry and revolution are bound by shared 
necessity.  

His message is simple, but one that is easy 
to overlook in moments of urgent need. It 
may seem like we are facing unprecedented 
challenges, that the progress once made  
is being undone, but we owe it to those  
who came before us to keep our struggles 
connected to theirs. Future generations  
may benefit from our protests and progress, 
but they also need our poetry.

Dalton and many other writers of his  
generation gave their lives for causes that 
they believed in. Some historians will argue 
that the revolution Dalton sought in his 
own country was never fully realized, but  
if that is true, his words are even more 
urgent. He left us with poetry so that we 
might know the places he’d seen from a  
perspective other than that of the generals 
and presidents who occupy the traditional 
accounts of history. The poet’s word  
remains to speak for the oppressed, the  
disappeared, the unsettled, and the dead. 

A relatively small amount of Dalton’s  
poetry has been translated and published  
in languages other than Spanish. This 
means that anyone who is interested in  
his poetry must either speak Spanish,  
or engage in the process of translating. Dal-
ton’s use of language is so creative that even 

readers fluent in Spanish will need to spend 
time considering what the words mean  
in context. This is why Dalton’s work, like 
the work of many other artists is so vital 
now. He demands that we participate in a 
process that requires patience and dedica-
tion. All is offered, but nothing should be 
taken for granted. This process, necessarily 
complicated, is a reflection of life in times  
of upheaval.

When an artist wakes up and has to decide 
between going to a protest, raising money  
to pay an immigration lawyer, or spending 
the day in their studio, sometimes the  
decisions make themselves, and sometimes 
they all seem impossible. Acknowledging 
this challenge is real and important. It  
is also important to remember Dalton’s 
commitment to both poetry and the revolu-
tion. Would he have been such an ardent 
activist if he hadn’t developed his sense  
of pride through studying poetry written  
in indigenous languages? Would he have 
made such impactful art if he had not been 
inspired by revolutionary spirit? 

In every person, a divide between artist 
and activist can only exist if energy is spent 
maintaining a separation. When we set out 
to develop our ideas into action, we bring 
the totality of our experience. Segregating 
our inspiration does nothing to support 
our causes. Though countless people and 
institutions would have us believe that such 
divisions are essential, Dalton reminds us, 
by way of his note to Jorge, not to confuse 
their efforts with a natural order. 

 

the oppressed,  
the disappeared,  
the unsettled,  
& the dead:  
when the revolution  
is not a metaphor 
antHony d. stepter on roque dalton
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i do
paul 
ramirez  
Jonas 
on paulo 
freire 
I find myself constantly returning to Paulo 
Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed. This 
text, now a year shy of its 50th anniversary, 
spans my entire lifespan. The changes it 
has seen in the world are the same changes 
that I have seen in my world. Every time  
I pick it up, I have the underlying fear  
that it might read as a quaint, an artifact  
of a bygone era when we talked about  
concientización. A past that was in some 
ways worse off we are now; but that still 
managed to have optimism. A world where 
education would cure all ills; and where 
emancipation would be achieved through 
consciousness-raising. In short, a world that 
was capable change for the better. But every 
time I read it, I am reminded that the hard 
truths it addresses are still at play; and the 
book continues to demand that I examine 
and challenge my life as a human being, 
citizen, teacher and artist. 

While both humanization and dehumaniza-
tion are real alternatives, only the first is the 
people's vocation.

Over the years I have assigned this text  
to my students, excitedly anticipating that 
they will see that it was written about them 
and for them. But more often than not,  
my students do not think it is addressed  
to them. This puzzles me. Aren’t they 
drowning in student debt? Aren’t they  
entering an art world that sits in one of  
the few truly unregulated capitalist markets 
in the world? One that as a result thrives  
on inequality? One whose institutions  
are remarkably undemocratic and based  
on exclusion?

The oppressed, having internalized the  
image of the oppressor and adopted his guide-
lines, are fearful of freedom. Freedom would 
require them to eject this image and replace it 
with autonomy and responsibility.

Furthermore, for an artist like myself, who 
was raised in an environment that valued 
institutional and social critique above else; 

Freire’s words are a tonic that point to the 
importance of also doing in the world. As 
far as the visual arts go, critique, as long 
as it continues to manifest itself solely as 
objects and images, is easily absorbed into 
the very system it critiques without eliciting 
much change. 

To affirm that men and women are persons 
and as persons should be free, and yet to do 
nothing tangible to make this affirmation a 
reality, is a farce.

Freire repeatedly reminds me that while 
there is lip service, and even some action 
towards a more inclusive and diverse  
acceptance of artists into the world of art; 
the biggest obstacle, and frankly the biggest 
resistance, is towards a greater acceptance 
of a diverse public. 

A real humanist can be identified more by  
his trust in the people, which engages him  
in their struggle, than by a thousand actions 
in their favor without that trust.

Freire is praxis over critique. Freire is a big 
yes to the world. To Freire I say: "I do". 

It is only the oppressed who, by freeing  
themselves, can free their oppressors. The 
latter, as an oppressive class, can free neither 
others nor themselves. 




