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Introduction

he production of this book was made possible by the British Academy
NAF2R2\100048 Newton Advanced Fellowship that funded both the

workshop and the production. As a fellow I was generously hosted by The
African Centre for Migration and Society at the University of the
Witwatersrand and The Centre for African Studies at The University of
Edinburgh. I am indebted to both centres for providing intellectually
challenging spaces. I also have immense gratitude for the administrative
support without which none of the work could have been undertaken. Lastly
the contributors to this book constitute a community that has ignited so
much hope in my work. Thank you to SJCK the Co-PI in this grant for co-
creating this mutually nurturing research partnership and valuable
friendship beyond the research.
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Introduction: Poetry In/As Research
Duduzile S. Ndlovu

his book is the result of a Poetry In/As Research workshop funded by
the Moving Words Project.1 The workshop was hosted at the

University of Edinburgh in June 2019 to explore how participants were
using poetry in research as a method of inquiry, a research communication
strategy, and/or as a form of self-care in the research process. The vibrant
discussions in the workshop led to this e-book project. You will note that
the contributors are researchers based in South Africa and the UK. We are
grateful for the conclusion from Dr Dill based in North America. The
workshop funding guided the geographical focus of the contributors. We
acknowledge, learn from, collaborate with, and hope to inspire work that is
similarly powerful and engaging in other locations.

This book does not seek to put forward a set of instructions and should
not be read as a manual of how to use poetry in research. In these
reflections, we hope that you will find inspiration for your own way that
honours your process and all those involved in it, a way of doing what
Ojibwe Elders call ‘good work’. 2 The path to this work is not discovered; it
is built, collaboratively. This act of collaboration is, in turn, only possible
when we acknowledge the power dynamics in which our research is
embedded. As researchers and as participants, we are involved in a delicate
power dance with shifting roles. Researchers aim to be aware of the power
our different positions imbue us with at different moments and to use it in
the best possible way. This is how we can do good work in our research.
For Celeste Pedri-Spade, this collaborative path-building called her to work
with, in, around, and against the power relations, engaged in her creative
role as Anishinabekwe (story sharer) and drummer.

In this book you will find reflections from researchers seeking to do ‘good
work’ and grappling with ways to do this using poetry. In some contexts,
poetry has provided space to include participants in the analysis and writing
of research. In others, it has given the researchers space ‘to human’3 – that
is to engage with the ‘lifelong process of life-in-the-making with others’.



Several of the authors in this volume have found refuge in the deep,
forgiving folds of this art form, from which they were able to reflect on
‘humaning’ – a compelling but uncertain endeavour in which neither the
process nor the destination is singular or static. Through poetry, they have
been able to reflect on the multiple identities they occupy in their different
roles of being a researcher, son/daughter, lover, teacher, or parent.4

I would like to thank the contributors for their generosity in sharing these
very personal yet important reflections about their work first in the
workshop and then in this book. As a scholar who engages with narrative
theory, I am constantly reminded that we live life forward but only
understand it backwards. This is the joy of writing: we are able to put
together in a straightforward way ideas that come to us disjointed and not
always in the order in which they should. Research training tells us the
sanitised unidirectional story, which begins with crafting a question, finding
participants, generating data, and then writing up our research. This gives
the impression of an orderly process moving from one step to the next. In
practice, this is rarely the case. And yet, poetry is able to meet us in the
midst of this process: as I scroll through twitter and find resonance with a
particular thread; as Govinda navigates the merging of her research and her
pedagogical practice; and as O’Gorman dwells on silence and the unspoken
in her search for an ethical way to represent her findings to an academic
audience.

This book lays bare the tentativeness of the processes that we write about
and represent in academic texts as if they were always set in stone. Through
their reflections, the authors share their complicated research journeys in a
way that we can follow and through which we can learn. In doing so, they
help us as we chart our own course. Regardless of whether we engage with
poetry ourselves, there are lessons for us here: to listen more intently to the
ways we are going through the world; to question if the words we are
writing are ours alone or gifted by the friend that we heard earlier, as
Chanza shows us; to allow the poem that wants to be written to come
through us even while it is breaking the rules of the logical objective world
we live in, as Rees goes before us to do.

The chapters that follow present a level of honesty about the gaps in the
work we do as researchers, the incompleteness of our understanding of life
and what is happening around us. They represent the reluctance to be sure
about our experiences and the comfort that poetry offers in holding these



indeterminate spaces. Chanza, for example, refuses to call his experience a
spiritual awakening, and yet the poem captures something that happened
and allows us to partake of it, which a different text could do but not in the
same way. Research as a way of getting to life’s truths needs such a tool
that allows us to see the tentativeness of what we are saying when we write.

Each of the contributors in this e-book encountered poetry at different
moments of their life. Some were familiar with writing poetry long before
their entry into academia; others met poetry as a stranger in the midst of
their studies, stumbling over it in surprise within their research or finding
within it a refuge from the challenges that research raises. My own
encounter began when I was writing my PhD thesis and my father, who had
been ill for a while, passed on. I was heartbroken but wanted to honour his
life by completing my thesis. Poetry was a place of comfort as I reminisced
on everything my father represented to me. Translating my findings into
poetry also allowed me to reconnect with the women and men who had
entrusted me with their stories and their hopes of what participating in the
study could do for them.

I realised the power of poetry long before I felt I had the permission to
conduct and write research in this way. I knew it could help me to do the
‘good work’, but I did not know whether it would be acknowledged as
‘good work’ in the eyes of the academy. When I sent my supervisor the
poems and asked her if I could include them in my thesis, I was unsure
what her response would be. I still do not know what I would have done
had she refused my request: would I have fought for it or would I have let it
go? I did not have many examples to present as justification. My hope is
that this e-book gives you permission to walk familiar paths or forge new
ones as you find your own good way of doing your work. Perhaps you will
write poetry or maybe you will choose another way.
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‘Journeying Through’:
Poetry as a Way of Knowing

Eleanor Rees

hat is there in the silence? The sea and the edges of the land, a desire
to feel the comfort of the in-between, have it take me in its arms and

away on the wind; or how the storm needs to cover and carry me up and
away from the shoreline, how the salt of the sea needs to bathe me, how I
am looking for something new in the sea salt but cannot find it; only the
yawning exhaustion of what has been left behind, the residue of what has
been taken. What can I see in the water today? A face floating on the
surface, no depth, just a losing, a shimmering, a peeling away to find
something not made and not certain, something not identified or even made
of clay, but made of light and fluid like the ocean as it comes for me on the
shore, wanting to walk into its arms and not have to manage the walls of a
self, always finding her in need of protection, yet too firmly held. Am I
going to the sea today?

O definition, how violent you are.

The village of Llanrhidian on the Gower Peninsula rises towards me, a
place I have never been before though my DNA lies somewhere in the
churchyard – Rev. George Edgar Rees, 1812–1895. How did he become
me?

I am here to research my father’s family as I have inherited the Rees
archive of diaries, vicars’ ledgers, paintings, photos, and a large Victorian
bible which also functions as a family tree; four generations of vicars
beginning in Carmarthen, South Wales, via Worthing, Llanrhidian,
Yorkshire, Nottingham, to Haslingden, Lancashire. One of my earliest
memories is running around the wood-panelled rooms of St Peter’s
Vicarage then on the edge of the moors. I can remember the oval eyes in the
grain of the wood. Today, I scramble over graves in the grounds of St
Rhydian & St Illtyd’s church, trying to tread softly and with respect. I do



not find you, but I do write a draft of a poem, sitting on a wooden bench and
looking out at the marsh.

I discover the location of your grave through serendipity; missed you
when I came alone and still have not stood beside your grave under the yew
tree. Friar Ardouin replied to my email asking about grave plots to say the
church warden had just that week, following my exploratory visit, found a
wooden wall plaque in a drawer with your name engraved upon it. He sends
me a photo of your memorial stone. There it is clear as the present, beneath
the yew tree like my grandparents always said. Friar Ardouin meditates
beside you, plays his digeridoo. He sends me a film of his playing there, the
images blur – and it is mesmeric. Have we disturbed you?

O definition, how mercurial you are.

I am thinking about poetry and how I came to think about poetry, through
this exploration of my ancestors. I look at your face in the digitised family
photo from the 1880s, your druid’s beard and wilful stare – patriarchal? I
know that energy, or presume I do, ‘The force that through the green fuse
drives the flower’.5 Has something of this look become my poetry, almost
without my consent?

And in the small village by the marsh in a harsh winter when the crops
fail or illness arrives, how did you survive? What was needed then that we
need now? Or need now to know?





I invoke you from my grandfather’s handwritten notes. What did your
father, the tallow chandler, learn in a turbulent Carmarthen during the
Rebecca Riots, after migration from the village of Llanboidy, the place
name a church settlement, early church, monastic? How far back can we
go? Were you also looking for stability through change, a move away from
struggle towards structure and security; form? Was your honouring of the
force of life as a god a way to acknowledge the primary indeterminacy of
all things; the Celtic idea of ‘neart’ as an energy that moves through the
world to channel and balance the force; immanence not dialectic, becoming
not identity?

You are also conduit, as am I.
Am I then, partly, a fallen-through-the-cracks-of-history subjectivity in

which an old ontology survived in full sight of the new? Your journey from
Carmarthenshire Independent Minister to Worthing to Oxford Movement
Priest then back to Carmarthen and then Llanrhidian, a Welshman become
English to become British, embodying a Celtic-Christian fluid immanence
which became inarticulate, silenced by orthodoxy and colonial dominance,
fell into muscle memory, dream. Until waiting again for a chink in history
remerges through me as poetry from beyond the self – my own poetry’s
remarked upon ‘otherliness’.

O definition, how fervent you are.

Your son, my great-great-grandfather, Rev. William Davidson Wood Rees,
writes about ghosts in his book The History of Barmby Moor, an account of
the small East Riding village. Wood Rees writes as if a part of him still
believes in the pagan, though he worries about the ‘heathen’ parts of the
self: ‘let us thank God that we have been brought out of heathen darkness
into His marvellous light’.6





If Wood Rees truly felt these experiences were invalid, why write a book
documenting their existence: the Hoar-stone, exorcism, the will-o’-the-
wisp, church music before the organ heard in Cornish churches as a boy?
What is it that he wants us to remember? ‘Why must the modern displace
the ancient’, he asks.

Was he a shaman? Or druid, unbeknownst?
I google Rev. W. D. Wood Rees to see what I can find, and I am

astonished. The third entry is from Phantasm of the Living, a Victorian
compendium of psychical research.7 In it Wood Rees writes an account in a
letter from 1885 of an event in October 1875 included in the chapter
‘Dreams which may reasonably be regarded as Telepathic’. Wood Rees
writes about the death of one of his Llanrhidian ‘ministrations’:

I had a most vivid dream. I seemed to hear the voice of the above-
named William Edwards calling me in earnest tones. In my dream I
seemed to go to him, and saw him quite distinctly. I prayed with him
and saw him die. When I awoke the dream seemed intensely real, so
much so that I remarked the time, 3 a.m. in the morning. The next
day I received a letter from my mother, with this P.S.: ‘The bell is



tolling; I fear poor William Edwards is dead.’ On inquiry I find that
he did die between 12 and 3; that he frequently expressed a wish
that I was with him.

Wood Rees’s brother Rev. Glyn Rees corroborates the tale. Wood Rees
continues, ‘I have sometimes dreamt I saw a person dying, and then heard
they were ill.’

O definition, how immanent you are.

What poetry knows – if it is understood that there are no divisions between
matter and mind, and man is not at the centre of all thought, that time and
space are absolutely and literally in flux – is that ‘vivid dreaming’ or
‘visioning’ is a way to connect these worlds, to find activity across time and
space. In writing this essay, I am reimagining and connecting with what is
thought lost and silent and giving resonances conceptual shape, communing
with my ancestors. In writing a poem, I do the same but also give shape to
embodied thought, to movement, to sensation. The poetic way of knowing
is fulsome and non-reductive. The poem is often ahead of my conscious
knowledge. A poem is not a representation but a virtual action, played out
in the synapses, drawing on all the complex layers of matter and time which
form the embodied mind. Poetry has always been something that I do, a
form of interaction with the living world, a becoming, a journeying through.

O definition, how lively you are.

I have come to find you here in Barmby Moor, a commuter village outside
York. The church-door rattles. This is the threshold space I saw in the poem
when you led me through this door and to Llanrhidian. Now I sit here in
your path. The door is locked today.

Your gravestones are listed as ‘unstable’ on the noticeboard by the side of
the gate. All four of you lie in the wild grasses, unmown I presume to
protect the stones, and unpassable. I squint to see the names on the base of
the stone, spot Gwen, Ellen, and then your initials, W. D. The cross which
would have marked you has fallen and lies to the right in the wheatgrass. I
check closely to see if you have a Celtic cross like Glyn, your bother, who
lies parallel to you just across the path which is slippery now with
thunderous rain. But the cross in the grass is simple and square-edged,



Anglo? Now some distance from the perpendicular, it waits for the time
when it is no longer forever and life transforms to light. Today, however, is
frequent warm showers of rain. My scramble to find shelter in the what-I-
thought-was-a-door led me to you. But the door of the church is locked
today and the only liminal place in this well-kept village is this long grass
flecked with yellow which I watch intently as if I might find an answer to an
unformed question.



O definition, how liminal you are.

I dreamt there was a woman outside my front door. She lunged at me as I
walked down the steps. She was gaunt, like an addict, had cropped brown
hair, pale skin. She was a Christian woman. I almost recognised her. She
entreated me to help her, but in a way which seemed aggressive. When I
refused, she lunged towards me and bit my neck, just where the pain of my
strained shoulder had begun. I woke terrified, deep in the dark. A little later
a heavy rain began, or maybe it was already raining. Dawn arrived, rising
from behind the curtains, and lightened the room. Isaac, feline, leapt out of
the window into the rain but returned soon after and came, meowing, to
sleep on the pillow behind my head. Has something been released? At
lunchtime, I go to buy milk. On the front door is a handwritten sign. In
black letters it says, ‘Descend the steps with care, the middle step is
broken’. I stand on the well-worn stone steps, and, although slippery, they
are sturdy. Later, I try to find the broken step. I cannot see it. It must have
mended. When I open the front door again, the note has gone.



O definition, how more-than-human you are.

Late summer and I visit Gwydir Castle in the Conwy valley: a fourteenth-
century stone manor house built by a Welsh prince. I stand in a grey hall
which hosted bards. The house is damp and smells of time, ginger, dust. In
spaces like this room, Welsh humanism was imagined, influenced by
Renaissance Italy, but as historian John Davis writes, some bards still
believed that their muse was ‘of divine origin’ and that the bards
themselves were concerned that ‘their distrust of the values of the
Renaissance and of the printed book were signs of closed minds …’. Maybe
these court bards foresaw what was being lost, that the centring of the
human male as a source of knowledge, his words powerful now on the
pages of a printed book, would change the power relations between Man
and the more-than-human forever? In the Welsh language poetic tradition,

The Taliesin poems insist … that such disenchantment is simply a
way of settling down into a drab and reductive version of who we
are and what our world is. We hardly need these days to underline
the practical effects of this reductive approach, in the devastation of
our environment, the brutal erosion of the rights and dignities of
indigenous peoples and the sheer frantic hollowness at the heart of
the so-called developed world. In such a world, poetic imagination
is no idle luxury: the poet is the person who is most intensely and
fully aligned with the hidden energy and spirit that pervades our
world, and we are poorer and less human, if we try to side-line or
ignore this truth.8

In our current crisis of humanism, where the dominant definition of
humanness is dissolving, we are both pre- and post-human. The centre
cannot hold.9 The porosity of time and space reveals glimpses of other
worlds through the bushes, or unvalued forms of thought in the silent
burrows of ourselves, dusty volumes now outdated; all knowledge as
potential kept in waiting for the moment when time shifts irrelevance to
necessity. Our storehouse is the space of our enchantment. This is what
poetry knows.

O definition, how enchanted you are.



On a cold weekday afternoon, I go to the sea on the edge of the Wirral, the
peninsula on which I was born. I sit at the red rocks and watch the tide,
Hilbre Island, the Clwyd Hills beyond. I open my notebook and write a
draft of some thing. This poem intercedes in the writing of this prose.

…I open my mouth in the body
of a man, a voice like song licks
out into the room – I am heavy-set, bearded
but my tongue is gilt, a sword in the light
as the men turn to me, eyeing up my
pronouncements over the top of their
beer-fug, burnt ash, residual blood
on cloth, backdrop of damp, rain
beyond the thick, grey stone thunders –
horses in stables stamp steps over their straw beds,
a peahen trembles back into the cover
of the yew as the winds build
as a procession of lights turns across the far garden,
on the grassy terrace by the gate
a torch held high struggles in the rain, but bright,
a star which threads a string
back towards the lead-lined,
small-glazed window of the room
in which the men are listening to this note
of song which is a myth circling from my lips
and back across the bay, to the mountain’s top,
a kite’s bold flight into the cloud, into rock
and sand at my feet on this August afternoon.
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Laverite: Treasure and 
Meaning at the Surface

Mairi O’Gorman

vening went across the island, west to east. In the beautiful house near
the western shore – in the kitchen in the courtyard in the heart of the

house – Mervyn paced, stirred the pot, sweating into its steam.

At the sound of Charles’s name, Rayna said, ‘But you know,’
there is someone from his family who found treasure on the beach.
It came up from the sand and
when they asked for help to carry it
it turned into shells.

After several months of fieldwork with the Seychellois community in
London, I travelled to Seychelles (where my mother is from) in February
2016 to ‘collect ethnographic data’ – a phrase that anthropologists use, and
which I diligently used, to cover everything from interviewing a lougarou10

to helping my cousin with school pickup. The rationale for hanging out with
people, living alongside them, and later writing it up is that it makes these
everyday experiences compatible with theories of human behaviour, human
understanding. It is an act of translation, and like all such acts it implies
authority.

Many ethnographers would now argue research is not one-sided and is an
act of co-creation between the researcher and research participants which
brings something into being that was not there before.11 But tensions persist
– the thing that is brought into being is couched in academic language often
inaccessible to the participants whose knowledge was so crucial. In
Seychelles, I was surrounded by people speaking Kreol, only recognised as
a language in its own right in the 1980s, as well as English. They switched
languages and modes frequently, understanding that one language (or one
kind of language) cannot hold every meaning.



In Seychelles, I kept exhaustive fieldnotes recording the words of my
interlocutors and the things I saw and experienced, as well as a personal
diary. These notes documented my observations in a systematic (even
scientific) way. But the notes app on my phone also began to fill up with
fragments of writing, half-articulated thoughts and bits of rhythmic speech
(my own and other people’s): field-poems.

Kreol speech is not just a question of words or of grammar, but also
innuendos, silences, repetitions, juxtapositions, and misdirections. These
elements are part of its history. If I wanted to understand anything, I had to
notice what was not said. I never felt this more keenly than when I heard
the story of a woman, Josette, who discovered treasure. This treasure
presented itself to her one day when she was walking. It bubbled up, like a
secret; like a secret, it could not really be described or explained. It lost
something when clarity was sought too aggressively. In this essay, I present
Josette’s account along with some field-poems. But I have to tread lightly,
or risk turning the treasure into something else entirely.

A treasure chest, Helda told me, in the dream of a man
who’s been poor his whole life.
This man dreamed of treasure and he never questioned. He never
told. He went straight to the place he had dreamed and there, on the
beach, was the chest.
He took it back up the mountain and never told a soul.
He spent the money quietly, on a house for his family. There are
many improper uses of treasure
and putting it in words is one.

Beneath the surface of the Indian Ocean there are so many stories. There is
the old fiction of the continent Lemuria, sunk beneath the sea with only its
peaks emerging as the Mascarene Islands, the Maldives, Sri Lanka,
Madagascar. But in fact, the human history of the region exists closer to the
surface, in the criss-crossing routes taken by traders and slavers – each boat
leaving Madagascar with a cargo of enslaved people from across Africa,
bound for the settlements of Ile Bourbon, Ile de France, les Iles de la
Bourdonnais (which became Seychelles). And pirates – their way of life the
shadow of the then-legitimate trade in people – followed, bedevilling them.



Labourers and merchants embarked from South and East Asia, trading their
wares or the strength of their bodies. In the islands, these misplaced people
from Africa and Asia spoke a French-English language with a new
grammar. On the plantations, they learned to speak without speaking – to
use grammar defensively, to communicate by innuendo and glances and
avoiding eye contact at all. The Kreol language lacks ‘“natural” continuity
[…] but, rather, bursts forth in snatches and fragments’.12 Some things must
always be left unspoken.

In Seychelles, after Independence in 1976 and the socialist-led coup d’état
in 1977, the old plantation houses still stand even as the land around them
has been divided up among the descendants of those who were enslaved.
People talk about the beauty and the décor of the houses and, when
someone digs up chains, wonder aloud if this is ‘evidence’ of slavery in a
way that they would not wonder about the colour of their skin or the
language they speak. This way it can be acknowledged, but at a remove;
anyone observing the evidence is left to draw their own conclusions, and
what’s unsavoury may go unsaid. Things always turn up in the foundations
of old houses: coins, shells, chains, bones, buried treasure.

Coins turn up in foundations or at the limits of your land.
In my vegetable garden on Hangard Street, I found
a small cache of rupees
and guessed
the neighbour kids were playing pirate.

I did not learn Kreol from my mother, who came from Seychelles to
London in 1976 (just before Independence) to work and send money back
to her family in the islands. I learnt it in the field, in pieces, bit by bit. When
I was a child, Kreol was the language of adult secrets and hushed phone
conversations, for saying what you really thought about British racism, for
expressing anger and frustration with others in your community, for family
feuds, for articulating the unthinkable – but always so that only a select
audience could hear it. In the field, it was much the same; even as a
common language spoken among countrymen, it was full of holes and
hiding places. I knew that part of what I had set out to do was to make these
secrets understood within a context – Western, academic, privileged – that



was hostile to them. I thought a great deal about the politics of this, and
about the optics of someone like myself – half-British and usually passing
for white – doing this work. But I had not yet considered that some things
are meant to be secret, to be understood only by certain audiences.

The secret of Kreol is: no one can harm you like the people who
know you.
Sometimes to know at all is a kind of harm.
Lovers fight, families fight, neighbours fight and always
in a way you can’t tell anyone about
because you sound mad.
If you say (Helda told me) the neighbours
play music too loud, they leave trash, they bury coins
They bury coins?
Oh yes, that’s grigri, malfesans13 – to bury coins around the
property of one’s enemy.

The next time I saw Charles, I asked him about his family story of treasure
and found, to my surprise, that it was a very recent story and his relative
was still living. He was excited that I knew about it. ‘No one,’ he said, ‘no
one have a story like this one.’ Sure, there was the tale of the D’Offays,
who had discovered gold coins that had magically turned to copper, but they
had been digging, looking, for treasure. His relative had literally stumbled
upon it.

He drove me to the South to visit the lady, Josette. She reminded me of
my late grandmother – the same maternal stooped posture (a grandchild was
clutching at her skirts), the same politesse that cloaked an iron resolve. Her
little house was clean and neat, and we sat on the veranda in front of her
shrine to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and she brought us glasses of
orangeade.

Rain began to come down hard, and its roar mingled with the soft oceanic
lilt of her speech. We seemed to fall into the story. One minute she was
talking about how needed she was within the parish, and the next that she
believed in Jesus, Light of the World, not the Liberation Flame of the
socialist coup d’état. They could never make her teach their biased history.
That was why the teachers at the school resented her and called her mad.



When she was walking by the beach, heading home, her foot struck
something among the roots of the trees – and it was treasure, treasure
bubbling up from the earth. She called a boy to help her, but he saw only
bottle caps lying in the dirt. When she showed her coins to the headteacher,
the woman took them and claimed the discovery for herself. The coins, as
historical artefacts, passed into the ownership of the state. Sometimes
journalists asked to hear her story, but they never told it right. They did not
talk about her enmity with the other teachers, about her belief in God.

Laverite, she said, the truth of the story. This, no one had ever told.

Madanm, Madame,
mon nwanr, mon vilen, I’m black, I’m ill-bred,
mon’n pa n’edike, I’m uneducated,
mon’n napa larzan, mon pov. I have no money, I’m poor.
I annan keksoz ki mon kwar, There is one thing I believe,
mon. Mon kwar de Bondye, me. I believe in God,
mon kwar de son parol. I believe in His word.
Mon kwar e mon kwar! I believe and I believe!
Sa ki son parol Labib i dir mon   That’s His word that the bible told me –
mon kwar! I believe!
E mon kwar! And I believe!

The truth is complicated, sedimentary: the treasure, a pirate history which is
really a history of slave times, of ill-gotten gains, European thievery;

God reveals things – but there are two kinds of coins that turn up in the
earth, the blessed and the cursed;

And there are personal grievances, people who are jealous of you even
when you’re poor, the people who are closest to you and should wish for
your success;

The personal grievances are political, and every feud can be made to
stand for the clash between the plantation elite who would turn back the
clock and the poor people who rose up against them. The roles are always
jumbled, no one clearly belongs to one side, and the bones that are turned
up now and again are indistinguishable either way. Just mark the headstone:
pirate.



Academic authority does not emerge only in analysing data, but also in the
process of writing notes that will be analysed14 and imposing a continuity
that seems natural. ‘Prose is far more trusting than poetry: poetry speaks to
the immediate wound,’ Berger said, and poetry ‘makes language care
because it renders everything intimate’.15 It seems to me that a combination
of distrust and care is a fitting way to approach secrets, gossip, the
circularity of storytelling. I do not mean distrusting what my interlocutors
told me, but rather distrusting my own recording of them – distrust as
research method.

In a Creole setting, among Kreol speakers, what is unsaid and unknown
matters. In this essay, I can show you these field-poems – the stories told by
Rayna, Helda, Charles, as well as Josette – and hint at the continuity
between them. Without these and the coins in my own back yard, I could
not have begun to imagine what Josette’s treasure meant to her. But I cannot
say authoritatively that this is fact; I have not unearthed the truth of what
the treasure was or why she found it. These fragments convey something of
the nature of understanding, which appears for a second only to sink back
into the earth, be carried away, or transform into something new. To go
further in my act of translation, and tell too much, would risk making it
vanish completely.
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Poetic Transcription: Researcher/
Participant Power Relationships

Duduzile S. Ndlovu

he purpose of this paper is to present poetic transcription as a method of
inquiry that disrupts the researcher/participant power dynamics in

research. Knowledge making and representing others is always a value-laden
exercise with significant repercussions. Yet research power dynamics
oftentimes mean participants are at the goodwill of the researcher’s
representations and rarely able to engage with and/or critique the written
outputs of the research. In contexts where research is historically viewed
with scepticism, such as with the formerly colonized, it becomes all the more
necessary to disrupt this dynamic and include participants in every stage of
the research process. Poetic transcription, the production of poetry using
another person’s words, provides some ways of allowing participants access
to the analysis process and writing of research outputs. This paper presents
the poetic transcription process of a Twitter thread and the opportunities it
presented to disrupt the researcher/participant power dynamic.

Research power dynamics are usually steeped in favour of the researcher
who decides on the research question and method and ultimately writes up
the reports. Usually participants have access to the data generation phase of
a research process and can sometimes influence it, but rarely do they have
access to the analysis and writing parts. Participants may exercise power
over the research interaction in different ways, for example, by refusing to
be part of the study. At other times they may want to participate but in a
different way to that prescribed by the researcher’s plans. Participants may
have objections to the way the research is represented; however, rarely do
they have access to this part of the process. Poetic transcription gives an
opportunity for a destabilization of this dynamic and for participation
beyond the data generation phase.

Poetic transcription is the creation of a poem using the words of another
person. Poetic transcription is also called found poetry as poems are ‘found’
in different texts. You can use an interview transcript like this example by



Glesne16 or a book like Makhosazana Xaba.17 I use in this chapter a Twitter
thread. The process of checking in with the author of the tweets allows them
to engage with my representation of their words. In this way poetic
transcription allows research participants to be part of the iterative writing
process.

Social media has to an extent democratized access to media and access to
audiences. This is not without limitations such as data costs and
technological advancements which are not equally distributed to all. As such
social media should not be romanticized as a space that is easy to access for
everyone. For many people, however, it remains an important space for
dialogue. In countries such as Zimbabwe, where the government is
repressive and the culture also remains deeply patriarchal, social media
provides some space for voices that may be marginalized in mainstream
media to speak and engage in conversations that are difficult. There is a
thriving group of feminist Zimbabweans that I follow on twitter and one of
these is Buhle whose Twitter thread is the case study in this paper. Her views
resonated with me: I am a Zimbabwean woman who has travelled, and I no
longer fit back into the Zimbabwe I left. As Sara Ahmed18 writes, home has
become something I carry and not a location to which I can return. As I
reflected on Buhle’s Twitter thread it morphed into a poem, which I
continued to craft as I contemplated her words.

Screenshots of @Buhle_Matsha’s Tweet Thread





I crafted a poem using only the words in the tweets and trying to stay true
to the original meaning I had drawn from the tweets. In the image above I
highlight the words I was choosing to craft the poem. After shaping the
poem, I contacted Buhle and asked for her opinion on the piece. I was
attached to the poem I had crafted. This made me feel uncomfortable as I
invited Buhle to tell me what she thought of what I had done with her words:
What if she decided she did not like the poem? What if she liked the poem
but wanted to change some of its parts? These are questions that rarely come
up when we write in an academic genre. Research participants are unlikely
to read our texts, and we are unlikely to be critiqued by them. My anxiety in
this process was a signal of the shift in the power dynamic; I was opening up
what I had written to scrutiny and change. This is a position that, as
researchers, we rarely allow ourselves to be in. That does not necessarily
mean that we draw the wrong meaning from our interviews or use of other
sources when we do not include the research participants in the writing, but
the possibility remains. There is also the possibility that our interpretations
are correct but incomplete. Enabling people to tell us if they think we are
wrong or missing something enriches our work and allows us to be more
aware of our positionality and our thinking. These factors, which we



unavoidably bring to the research relationship, can go unquestioned when
we maintain the more powerful researcher position.

Image showing word selection from tweet thread to craft the poem









Next step in crafting the poem from the tweet by editing phrases and words
out



Below is the version of the poem I sent to Buhle, inviting her to let me
know what she thought of the poem. Approaching Buhle was important for
two reasons. On the one hand, this was opening up dialogue on how I was
making sense of her words. On the other, the way in which this particular act
of poetic transcription had started was relatively unique, for me. Often this
poetic transcription forms part of a larger research endeavour for which I
have secured institutional approval and individual consent. Here, the
situation was different: the lines between personal and professional, research
and interest were blurred. I had come across Buhle’s tweets whilst browsing
on Twitter, and her experiences as a Zimbabwean woman had resonated. She
had not granted informed consent before I made the decision to craft the
poem. By posting on a public platform Buhle had produced material that I
could legally quote in my research. As scholars of social media remind us,
however, just because something is legal does not mean that it is ethical. In
this case, the matter was also complicated by the fact that I was not simply
quoting Buhle’s words; I was reformulating them. All of this meant that it



was ethically important to gain Buhle’s approval for my act of poetic
transcription.

First poem iteration sent to @Buhle_Matsha



I received a response from Buhle asking me to make some changes to the
poem. These were not major changes to the poem, but I found myself
challenged. I had crafted the original poem, and I noticed myself reacting to
the changes she suggested negatively. This is the benefit of this method: it
disrupts the comfort of writing without accountability to those that we write
about. Here is what Buhle had to say about the above poem:

I think maybe remove ‘Taught I mean exactly that.’ I remember it in
the thread, but it seems out of place in the poem. So you start the
stanza with ‘Nothing told us.’
‘Explaining ourselves, apologetic’ seems to be a bit misplaced there.
Not sure what can be done about it. Maybe you can say ‘We start
getting tired of being apologetic, explaining ourselves’.
‘Manje we have learnt. We absolutely love it...the love grows
stronger each day...’
‘...can’t contain us...we’ve created others...we love them...’
Indaba yam’ Istraight ayifun’ Iruler should be on the same stanza.
This can be a stand alone thing actually, if it won’t mess with your
structure.
Thank you for your interest in my rant...
I hope my remarks are useful for you.

The discomfort of having Buhle edit my/our poem is an important place I
believe more researchers need to occupy. Whilst writing might not be
comfortable for a number of reasons, this particular form of discomfort is
one that we can usually evade. This is particularly true when we are writing
in academic books or journals that many of those whom we write about
cannot easily access or critique. This poem further raises questions of
authorship. Whose poem is it? These are the questions we should be asking
more often of all the writing we do in research. To whom should we ascribe
the authorship and why? These questions are particularly pertinent in cases
of poetic transcription, but such questions should also echo through all forms
of research and writing.

In drawing this reflection to a close, I want to turn to the words of Carl
Leggo. Leggo19 once suggested that we should not ask whether a poem is
good but rather what it is good for. The act of poetic transcription always



leaves us with an answer that is (at least) twofold: we are left with a text that
is both an artefact of past interactions and a catalyst for future conversations.
On the page, the selection and arrangement of Buhle’s words were testament
to my processing of her work. This new text – part creation, part curation –
could then be used to take back to Buhle and take forward to new audiences.
And in each act of translation and retranslation the power balance between
researcher and researched shifted; the line between author and subject
blurred. This is the power and the potential of poetic translation – to enable
us to continually reappraise our understanding of a conversation and the
terms on which it is taking place.
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I

‘Mirror, Mirror on the Wall…’ On Poetry
and Decolonising Feminist Knowledge

Radhika Govinda

n this auto-ethnographic account, I reflect on the role poetry has played
in my academic practice, especially in my experiments with

‘decolonising feminist knowledge’. Decolonising knowledge means
interrogating assumptions about racial and civilizational hierarchies which,
despite the dismantling of colonial rule, have continued to inform our
understanding of the world, what is worth studying in it, and how it should
be studied.20 It is also about critically examining whose knowledge of the
world counts, and who is best equipped to teach it. Ensuring that teaching
and research practices are as diverse and inclusive as possible is central to
feminist engagement within the academy. And yet, when it comes to
knowledge production and circulation, feminism too could be said to suffer
from some of the same limitations as the mainstream. In this essay, I offer a
peek into my experiments to address this issue in whatever way I can
through my teaching practice. I do so by interspersing my poetry with prose
to articulate how my own sense of location and subjectivity influence and
guide my endeavour. Moreover, if decolonising feminist classrooms is
about ‘teaching to transgress’21 to ‘Western eyes’22 then, I ask, what
particular dilemmas and challenges confront feminist academics of colour
from the global south, like myself, and how might these be navigated? I
relate how I have tried to address these dilemmas in my attempts to teach,
drawing on my research on gender politics in the Global South to
predominantly white female students at an elite institution of higher
education in the Global North.

I started writing poetry as a child and have continued to do so off and on
over the years. Writing poetry has been primarily about self-care; it has
been therapeutic. Gender and feminism were always the underlying themes
in my poetry, as far back as I can remember, even before I had encountered
the terms ‘gender’ and ‘feminism’ as such. I recall having done a project for
an inter-school competition on gender equality and human rights. I had



collated magazine articles and newspaper clippings and also included in the
portfolio my own poetry on women’s rights as human rights. This was the
first time that I had used poetry in what I recall as a ‘scholarly’ endeavour.
This was back in 1999, when I was about to finish high school. A couple of
years later, my father came home from the office one day and gave me a
journal article to read. I was in college by then, working on my
undergraduate dissertation project. He said, ‘Look, you can use poetry in
your research!’ The journal article he gave me to read had been published in
the Harvard Educational Review and was called ‘Notes from a Marine
Biologist’s Daughter: On the Art and Science of Attention’.23 So I used
poetry in my undergraduate dissertation. The college teacher did not seem
to think much of it, and I moved on. Although I continued to write poetry,
and even maintained a blog in my PhD days, I did not think of including it
in my thesis.

Cut to 2017 when I sat down to write about my experience of teaching
women’s and gender studies at Edinburgh. This was meant to be an auto-
ethnographic reflection as part of a North-South research collaboration,
Teaching Feminisms, Transforming Lives: Questions of Identity, Pedagogy
and Violence (2017–2020). We were 21 academic staff and students from
Ambedkar University Delhi, India, and the University of Edinburgh, UK,
on the project and were going to be writing about our experiences of doing
feminism in the academy in our respective locations. But when I sat down
to write, nothing came – not because I had nothing to say, quite the
opposite. There was too much angst, too much anger for what I had
experienced as a woman of colour from the South, often times the only
person of colour at staff meetings and one of the few people of colour in
several of the classrooms where I was teaching.24 There was also guilt and
some amount of trepidation: I was still relatively new at the University of
Edinburgh when the project began so I was also concerned that what I was
going to say about my experience of teaching on gender-related courses,
especially, my critique and calling out of dominant, Eurocentric teaching
practices, may be taken amiss at my institution, especially in a higher
education environment where appointments like mine were meant to signal
‘the hope and the promise that whiteness [was] being undone’ and ‘as
evidence of commitment, of change, of progress’.25

Burdened by such emotions, I struggled to articulate my thoughts. I would
type and delete, type and delete until I gave up trying to construct them in



prose. I remember taking out a pen and paper and starting to write in verse.
The first poem I wrote was:

‘Who am I’ riddles/
POLITICS OF LOCATION IN THE ACADEMY26

Invisible in curricula, hypervisible in academia
Who am I?
From the majority world, a minority in this part of the world
Who am I?
Neither insider nor outsider, forever on the margins
Who am I?
Difficult to identify with, yet identified by many descriptors
I am
Woman of colour, Asian Indian, political sociologist, postcolonial feminist
I am
Where many lines of difference meet
I am
Embodied intersectionality.

Writing in verse had enabled me to articulate ideas and emotions where
academic prose had fallen short. It had enabled me to engage in reflexive
praxis, that is, standing back and trying to make sense of my location and
emotions, and how these were shaping my thoughts and experiences. After I
had written the first poem, I wrote and I wrote and I wrote. It was like a
stream that kept on flowing. And in that moment, I was reminded of the
marine biologist’s daughter. Like her, I used poetry to open every section of
my paper on ‘De-colonising Feminist Classrooms’.

When well-meaning colleagues say that they would have to give up their
whole summer to bring in non-Eurocentric scholars in the reading list for
their courses, I have to wonder because, for me as a woman academic of
colour from the Global South, decolonising feminist classrooms has not
been an option, it has been a necessity! As a feminist of colour from the
Global South, and as someone who started her career in Delhi but is now in
Edinburgh, I am confronted with the challenge of teaching about gender and



marginality in the Global South to a classroom of predominantly white, cis-
gender, heterosexual, able-bodied, middle-class women who have had
limited exposure to the world outside the UK or, at best, Western Europe.
So how is one to expose to the students the dualistic politics of knowledge
production without implicating oneself in it as the only obvious Other in the
classroom? How is one to make them aware of what Donna Haraway calls
the ‘God trick’27 that they are routinely trained to engage in on other
courses, and that problematically assumes that knowledge can be neutral
when in fact in the guise of neutrality it often emerges from the specific
perspective of the white, heterosexual man? And, per chance there are other
visible Others in the classroom, how is one to teach in a manner that is self-
affirmatory for them, and that does not reproduce the very marginalisations
I want all my students to recognise and challenge? All these questions point
to the urgency of decolonising feminist knowledge.28

I have found ‘intersectional pedagogy’ to be quite useful in this process.
What do I mean by this? Intersectionality may have become a buzzword
today, but, in its original, radical form, it was conceived as a mechanism for
understanding that gender does not exist in isolation from race, caste, class,
religion, and ability among others things, that these identities are multiple
and intersecting and therefore the resultant power and privilege, and
inequalities and exclusion, too, cannot be understood and addressed through
single axis frameworks. Intersectional pedagogy as a teaching approach
centres intersectionality in both the planned and the transacted curriculum.
Intersectional pedagogy recognises that students and teachers do not leave
at the door of the classroom the social norms, structures, and processes that
differentially confer power and privilege upon them as individuals. It takes
note that they bring these along with them into the classroom. Building on
the insights from Freire’s liberation theology and Black feminist theory,
intersectional pedagogy offers tools for working with these complexities to
create an enabling space where students and teachers are empowered to
engage in reflexive praxis and to collectively re-think and re-imagine the
‘standard, the norm and the given’29 and construct a transformative vision
of the world.30 The poem below is on my understanding and use of
intersectional pedagogy, imagined as a conversation between myself and my
students.

‘Mirror, mirror on the wall’/



PROMISE AND PERILS OF INTERSECTIONAL PEDAGOGY31

What is Intersectional Pedagogy, Take I:
Calling out the God trick
Changing answers to old questions
Complicating identity
Confronting one another across differences
Cathartic, did you say?

What is Intersectional Pedagogy, Take II:
Admitting power and privilege, fear and rage
Accepting conflict as a catalyst for change
Acknowledging the wounds of struggle
And allowing solidarity a chance

Ah ha, it’s like playing ‘mirror mirror on the wall’!

What is Intersectional Pedagogy, Take III:
Dismantling the canon
Decentring the knowledge field
Displacing the universal self
Dislocating white, First World subjectivities

Dizzying, did you say?

What is Intersectional Pedagogy, Take IV:
Transgressing boundaries
Troubling reflections
Transforming the gaze
Teaching about margins at the intersections

Terrifying, did you say?

Including poems like this in my research paper and sharing these with my
students to orient them to my teaching approach are small ways in which I



am trying to resist the conventional ‘Western’ norms of knowledge
production that have come to dominate the world over. Poetry as a
‘writing/thinking/recording mechanism’ can serve as a tool for challenging
coloniality32 in that it offers a way of seeing and radically re-imagining the
world and locating ourselves in it. It invites us to create and/or reclaim
frames and narratives for understanding the world and ourselves in it by
acknowledging bodies and emotions as sites of knowledge creation33 and
disrupting ideas of neutrality and reason trapped in an Enlightenment
logic.34 When I recently went back to the ‘Notes from a Marine Biologist’s
Daughter’, I picked up on something that my 19-year-old mind may have
only subconsciously registered – the marine biologist’s daughter had written
in her paper that her interspersing poetry with prose as a genre of scholarly
writing was to challenge traditional approaches to represent knowledge.
Indeed, we need to decolonise not only the content but also the form of
knowledge production and circulation.
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Poetry is a Queer Reflex: 
Poetic Spiritual Self-Care in the ‘Field’

Josep Almudéver Chanzà

ueer is an umbrella term that you can use for the rain, but also when it
is sunny. Queer can be unexpected like a summer storm, familiar like

dew, or a constant and reassuring discovery to others, like losing and
finding your way with the stars as guides. In this paper I explore an
unexpected use of poetry: its restorative possibilities when deployed in the
context of ethnographic fieldwork. I do it through my lived experiences of
doing fieldwork at ‘home’, that is, in one of the places where I grew up,
where I developed memories which have become part of my identity as a
gay cis man. In the comfort and familiarity of ‘home’, I discovered poetry
as both reflex and reflective practice. Reflex because poetry came
unannounced, akin to muscular reflex movements, in response to stress, a
risk, or a vulnerability. Reflective because, I find, poetry can be conducive
to reflection, expression, and ultimately (spiritual) self-care. Poetry thus
emerges as a form of contemplation in which, as well as saying things to
and about the divine, we talk reassuringly to ourselves, to the landscapes
that we are, in times of doubt and need.35

1. Preparing

Throughout my first year as a PhD student in the geography department at
the University of Edinburgh (UK), I heard (and read) numerous ‘field’
anecdotes from lecturers, senior PhD colleagues, and other scholars of their
encounters with the unknown and the unfamiliar, stories that sometimes
morphed into narratives of adventure and discovery. Ethnographic
fieldwork lays at the foundation of geography and many other social
sciences. It relies on participant observation to produce thick descriptions36

of the place, the spaces, and the people that researchers immerse ourselves
in and amongst, with the aim of gathering rich qualitative data. Fieldwork
thus affords the ethnographer an intimacy with the topic and the people at



hand that can enrich her experiences at a number of levels: academically,
personally, and professionally.37 As such, fieldwork ‘immersion’ is not only
encouraged but also expected.

Historically, fieldwork as an ethnographic enterprise has been narrated
from the vantage point of a lonely researcher who travels to unknown
places, leaving behind the ‘comfort’ of her own society and culture.
Encountering unknown others will inevitably lead her to self-discovery.38 In
this enterprise, self-sacrifice is encouraged: Erving Goffman’s exhortation
to ‘cut your life to the bone as much as you can afford to cut it down’, that
is, ‘to have as few resources as you can get by with’ in the field, pays
testament to the relevance of narratives of penury and hardship in
ethnographic fieldwork in the name of an ‘authentic’ research
engagement.39 But as well as denoting an underlying assumption that a
‘comfortable’ researcher investigates the lives of poorer, deprived others,
Goffman assumes that a researcher’s own social and cultural parameters
may be of little use in the field.

But soon after I moved to Spain with the aim of conducting fieldwork in
the village where I was born and raised, I realised that the readings on
fieldwork I had done were of little use for my day-to-day experiences.

2. Home

I went ‘home’ for my fieldwork. Home is a kind of pulling, already, and a
kind of pushing too, for me. Although I have lived the latter half of my life
in the UK, I go back to my family and friends in the village to mark the
yearly festivals of Christmas, Easter, and the rowdy summer fiestas. I want
to feel and see how my mother is doing, my brother and his children, my
oldest friends. That is the pull. But growing up gay in a village where
people were constantly preoccupied with gossip about neighbours was not
my idea of living my life openly and freely. That is the push.

Within the push and pull of a concept like ‘home’, within its familiarity
and its queerness, I went back to my mother’s house to carry out research.
The tentative and nervous title of my thesis at the time included words such
as Religion, Tradition, Contestation, and Public Piety. Over previous years,
I had witnessed a resurgence in public demonstrations of Catholicism in my
hometown, and I set myself the task of finding out how and why this had
become so. In particular, I was piqued by the growing interest in public



religiosity amongst LGBTQ friends and acquaintances, some of whom had
sat next to me in religious education classes after school, when we were
kids, and had learnt that being gay was ‘unnatural’ and made God very
unhappy.

My curiosity about this set of contradictions and the possibility of
answering important questions about faith, gender, and sexuality together
with friends, relatives, and neighbours propelled me. Unlike Goffman’s
advice, I took with me sets of knowledges and experiences that I had
already: a language and an awareness of cultural tropes and intuitions.
Keenly, energetically, as we all do when we start new research, I began to
attend events with them in order to see, to be amongst, to go with, to
commune with, to parade with, to be part of. My days were so busy with
others that I began to lose track of me.

3. Lost and found

We-as-researchers tend to forget that we-as-humans have emotional and
affective needs, particularly at a time when our established support
networks may be far away. I did miss my boyfriend. I missed my close
friends from my ‘other home’. I missed my supportive PhD cohort. During
fieldwork research, we undergo emotional strains and entanglements that
come in many shapes.40 Sooner or later, the world we have left behind and
the world of our field collide, sometimes causing irritative frictions, other
times loud bangs. Like other rites of passage, fieldwork, and its concomitant
stresses, can be generative, but it can also be painful.

In the field, I came to experience and question myself in ways that I could
not have anticipated. I had left the UK an atheist, firmly rooted in a secular
interpretation of the world. Although I was raised Catholic, the sexually
repressive core of normative Catholic doctrine came to undo my faith
during my late teenagehood. Religious leaders at the time told me quite
clearly that I could not exist as both gay and Catholic. In my ‘new’ life in
the UK, friends and partners seldom spoke of God, or faith; and in
academia, secularism felt to me like the default framework to write and
think about religion. Nevertheless, by the time I returned to the UK after
nine months of fieldwork at home, the epithet ‘atheist’ felt uneasy, itchy,
like that woollen jumper that we find ourselves still wearing on the first



warm day of spring. Although I hesitate to call it an awakening, a spiritual
curiosity had definitely been stirred.

How could it be? I began to wonder. I lacked the courage to talk about
this with my friends and relatives in the field. Just as a teenager I had lacked
the vocabulary and the courage to talk about my sexuality with them, I now
found myself keeping another secret. Could I speak to my liberal, secular,
non-religious friends back in the UK? What would they think? Other
questions materialised: How was this spiritual curiosity going to inform my
research? Would it compromise it? In what ways? These questions started
pulling. I became anxious. But when something pulls, I write. At the
intersection of what we think we should be doing when we are ‘in the field’
and what our bodies need is where instinct kicks in. This instinct pulls us
into ourselves, interrogates what is wrong, and pushes it to the surface. In
my case, this instinct is/was poetry. I began writing loose verses, sometimes
short accounts of feelings or situations and dregs of prayers I had heard
which I re-worked.

Near enough a conversion
I knelt down because I craved a need.
So I held the book close to my chest
and I talked into it looking down first
and then up to the burn of a lamp
on the wall of my hotel bed
hearing neighbours pray
from inside a guitar, preparing
the Eucharist to come, the seal,
the feast. I whispered ‘you know who I am,
you know the end of a star,
the name of my father, the book
I will write’ and then I kept silent
without waiting or wanting
as if I’d greeted myself on a glass.
I got dressed, put some perfume
on my neck, went out, downstairs,
sat and let the salt come to my aid.
After the wine and the bread, I danced.



I soon realised that my words were coming from other people. They always
do. Sometime before I wrote this poem, I had met a number of LGBTQ
Spanish Christians who were actively and literally pulling words and verses
out of the Old and New Testaments in order to find their voices, in order to
push the boundaries of the established Catholic doctrine and practice which
they found sexually suffocating. This felt important to me from the political
and theological point of view. But also I welcomed the writings that they
produced with relief, as a coping mechanism. With the words obtained from
the Bible, my interlocutors were creating their own prayers and invocations,
songs and reflections that spoke as much of the divine as of their own hopes
and aims. Below are a couple of samples from an interlocutor who, working
mostly by himself, had been for decades an important figure in the activism
at the juncture between Christianity and sexuality in Spain.

Here Mary, the mother of Jesus, is interpellated in the name of ‘all
homophiles’, an epithet that was in use earlier in the 20th century to define
and speak about homosexuals. It is a term that my interlocutor preferred to
what he called ‘the Anglo-Saxon gay’. In his work, he refers to AIDS, an
unspeakable issue for the Catholic Church even at the peak of its
devastation. The Church’s silence vexed many, who were compelled to
write, questioning their spirituality in the context of their sexuality.41 Over
time, I also experimented with this form of poetry-prayer in response to the
contradictions that I was experiencing in the field and that I have been
trying to figure out since. Below is an example of an invocation that I wrote
to recite-pray at the beginning of a Queer Valentine celebration. In February
2019, I gathered a group of queer friends and our allies in my flat in the
UK. The poem-prayer was read in turns by me and by the group. Each verse
echoed against the walls and penetrated inside us, a reminder of what we
stand for, what we hope for, who we are. The piece is not necessarily
religious in nature or directed to a divinity, but it works as an iteration, a
litany to ourselves, reminding us that we are resilient, that we are loved and
have a capacity to love and care for ourselves and others beyond
sexual/gender binaries.

4. Queerly, poetry

Queerly and unexpectedly, poetry became a form of self-care in the field.
And readings on positionality and methodology had not prepared me for it.



These readings relegated the vicissitudes of fieldwork to the area of
academic anecdote. Knowledge production was seen as the desired
outcome; whatever made it possible remained either a scholarly black box
or charming (yet irrelevant) storytelling. This ‘fieldwork silence’ has been
linked to masculinist notions of objectivity that end up ‘masking the
relationship between power, knowledge and inequality’.42 As a teenager, I
had been compelled to (sexual) silence by a Catholic heteronormative
education and upbringing, structures that remained largely unquestioned by
those around me. Perhaps similarly Bronislaw Malinowski, considered the
founding father of fieldwork as research method/process, was also
unquestioning of patriarchal power relations at the foundation of
colonialism or imperialism.

Researching ‘at home’ as an adult highlighted for me the queerness of
fieldwork and the entanglements that result from our involvement in it:
emotional, political, and, in my case, spiritual. In this way, poetry
unpredictably brought issues of positionality43 and intersectionality44 to the
fore. Poetry, self-care, and love can then begin to be thought of as instinct,
as a reflex in the context of the entanglements and stresses that we undergo
in our fieldwork research and in the context of our lives. Poetry not only
afforded me the possibility to learn with, from, and about my interlocutors,
it also allowed me to learn about myself, talk to myself. Furthermore,
through poetry my/our research can become a tool for the dis-entanglement
of unhelpful binaries such as home/field, secular/religious, or (thesis)
prose/poetry. Poetry as research may sound queer. Let us embrace it on
account of that.
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Epilogue
LeConté J. Dill

As a scholar and a poet and a scholar engaging in poetry in/as research, I
found myself snapping my fingers and nodding my head in affirmation
while reading each essay. Found myself pausing to look up words and
concepts that were unfamiliar. Found myself searching for and
bookmarking citations that were new to me, tucking them into folders for
safe keeping. Found myself doing these rituals for the decolonising work –
which is not an option but a necessity, as Govinda reminds us – that is
poetry in/as research.

The authors in this collection are fully aware of the liminal spaces in
which they/we dance as researchers and poets, as teachers and learners, as
rigorous and flexible co-scholars. We wander because of the silences. We
listen to fill in the spaces. We end up getting so full from the stories and
secrets that we are gifted. We realize that the silences are filling, after all.
So, we begin to tend to that which is not said, too. We piece together
poems. We offer these poems as protection. The authors in this collection
understand that poetry in/as research is humanizing scholarship. More
importantly they understand themselves as human(s), or as Rees offers,



“pre- and post-human,” with their own emotions to tend to, to pen, to piece
together into poems, to offer these poems as protection.

For the authors in this collection, poems are both archives and portals.
Poems launch and land them to the past, present, and future. Poems lead
them to villages and islands. Across seas and oceans and borders. To Tweets
and Inboxes. Poems have them searching for a home, lead them back home,
lead them towards making a home. Poems are indeed a home. But poems
also are disruptive. Are unsettling. Are meddling. Are uncomfortable.
Ndlovu reminds us that this discomfort is where ‘more researchers need to
occupy.’ Oh, then poetry is a prescription. These authors bring me/us face-
to-face with our my/own practices and ethics and commitments and
contradictions.

Poetry in/as research is a communing with participants, interlocutors, kin,
comrades, influencers, maps, photos, spirits. We co-create and translate,
decode and code-switch, dig up and bury. Gorman invokes ‘distrust as
research method.’ Oy! Our communication is complex and complicated.
Chanza refers to this as a collision. To which poetry responds as if a reflex,
as if reflecting, reflected, reflexive.

The essays in this collection are an invitation. Not just for me as poet to
create alliteration and list poems. Not just for me as scholar to engage in
another round of narrative analysis. But for all of us to start/continue to
consider poetry in research and poetry as research. And to deepen that
consideration into a dedicated practice of poetry in research and poetry as
research. If poetry is self-care, let us be rigorous with how we care for
ourselves.



Author Biographies

Josep Almudéver Chanzà is in the last stages of writing his PhD at the
University of Edinburgh. He writes about Catholic traditions in
contemporary Spanish society through the lens of gender and sexuality. He
is interested in the concept of the closet, in women-led spiritual
epistemologies and in religious innovation. He also writes poetry, and you
can read some of his work in Brittle Star, Eye Flash Poetry Journal, and
The Interpreter’s House. He lives in Edinburgh, London and València.

Dr. LeConté J. Dill is a community-accountable scholar, educator, and
poet. She holds degrees in Sociology and Public Health from Spelman
College, the University of California Los Angeles, and the University of
California Berkeley. Dr. Dill engages in ethnographic and arts-based
research methods to document experiences of violence, safety, resistance,
and wellness among urban Black girls and other youth of color. Currently,
she is the Director of Public Health Practice and a Clinical Associate
Professor at New York University. Additionally, since 2015, she has been a
Research Associate at the African Centre for Migration & Society at Wits
University: she can be found @DocDill on Twitter.

Radhika Govinda, Ph.D., is a feminist sociologist who works on gender
politics of development, intersectionality and feminist knowledge
production. She is a senior lecturer at the University of Edinburgh, UK. Her
articles have appeared in Gender, Place and Culture, Modern Asian Studies,
SAMAJ, Contemporary South Asia and Gender and Development. She is
lead editor of Doing Feminisms in the Academy in India and the UK
(Zubaan, 2020) and is currently working on a monograph titled
Intersectionality, Feminist Politics and Knowledge Production. She can be
reached at Twitter:@GovindaRadhika

Duduzile S. Ndlovu, graduated with a Ph.D in migration and forced
displacement from the University of the Witwatersrand in 2017. She is
currently a postdoc researcher at the African centre for Migration and



Society (ACMS-WITS) and a recipient of the Newton Advanced
Fellowship 2018-2020. Find her @mandlods on Twitter

Mairi O’Gorman has a Ph.D in Social Anthropology from The University
of Edinburgh. She is a postdoc on MADAR, an interdisciplinary Network
Plus focused on cross-sector approaches to migration and displacement in
the Maghreb. She draws on her PhD fieldwork in Seychelles for creative
nonfiction (which has appeared in LUNE: the journal of literary misrule),
fiction, and poetry (in Gilded Dirt). She blogs at arockyisland.com

Dr Eleanor Rees is a poet and senior lecturer in creative writing at
Liverpool Hope University, UK. Rees is the author of four collections of
poetry and several pamphlets. Selections of Rees’s poetry have been
translated into French, German, Lithuanian and Slovak (Versopolis 2016,
2019). Her most recent poetry collection is The Well at Winter Solstice
(Salt, 2019) which includes an afterword from Professor Rosi Braidotti.
Rees has also worked extensively as a poet in the community. Eleanor lives
in Liverpool, UK.

http://arockyisland.com/


Footnotes
1 This is a project funded by the British Academy Newton Advanced Fellowship NAF2R2\100048.
2 Pedri-Spade, ‘“The Drum Is Your Document”’.
3 Erasmus, Race Otherwise.
4 Erasmus, Race Otherwise, XXII.
5 Thomas, The Dylan Thomas Omnibus. p.11
6 Wood-Rees, The History of Barmby Moor from Pre-historic Times. p.15
7 Gurney, Myers, and Podmore, Phantasms of the Living.
8 Williams and Lewis, The Book of Taliesin. p.xvii
9 Yeats. W.B., Selected Poems. p.124
10 A werewolf.
11 Clifford and Marcus, Writing Culture.
12 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 68–69.
13 Both terms for black magic in Seychelles.
14 Ingold, ‘From Science to Art’, 218.
15 Berger, Sense of Sight, 250 and 251.
16 Glesne, ‘That Rare Feeling’.
17 ‘[Conversation Issue] Found Poems by Makhosazana Xaba, from Mohale Mashigo’s Novel The
Yearning’.
18 Ahmed, ‘Home and Away’.
19 Leggo, ‘What Is a Poem Good For?’
20 Sabaratnam, ‘Decolonising the Curriculum’.
21 hooks, Teaching to Transgress.
22 Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes’.
23 Sullivan, ‘Notes from a Marine Biologist’s Daughter’.
24 Note that there is a distinction in the composition of classrooms on the courses that I am involved
in teaching at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Despite the increasing internationalisation
of the student body at the undergraduate level, the number of international students is limited, and
they come mostly from Western Europe and North America. There is much greater diversity to be
found at the postgraduate level, with students from both the Global North and the Global South. I
focus here primarily on my experience of teaching at the undergraduate level.
25 Ahmed, ‘Embodying Diversity’, 41.
26 In penning these words, I am inspired by the writings of Ahmed (2009), Ali (2009), hooks (1994),
Minh-ha (1990), Mirza (2014/15), and Mohanty (1984).
27 Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges’.
28 Govinda, ‘Decolonising Feminist Classrooms’.
29 Pujari, ‘Transforming the Sociology Classroom’, 152.



30 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed; hooks, Teaching to Transgress.
31 My understanding and efforts to incorporate intersectional pedagogy in my teaching practice
derive from my engagement with the writing and ideas of Freire (1968), Crenshaw (1989), hooks
(1994), Lorde (2013), Spivak (2008), and Mohanty (1984; 2003) among others, as is reflected in this
poem.
32 Godsell, ‘Poetry as Method’, 7.
33 Hall, ‘On Authoritarian Neoliberalism and Poetic Epistemology’, 298.
34 Olaowula (2016) as cited in Godsell, ‘Poetry as Method’, 7.
35 Ó Tuama, ‘Set My Tongue on Fire’.
36 Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures.
37 Hope, ‘The Importance of Direct Experience’; Wolcott, The Art of Fieldwork.
38 Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques is a paradigmatic illustration.
39 Goffman, ‘On Fieldword’, 127.
40 Laliberté and Schurr, ‘The Stickiness of Emotions in the Field’.
41 Ó Tuama, ‘Let My People’.
42 Sundberg, ‘Masculinist Epistemologies and the Politics of Fieldwork’, 188.
43 Chacko, ‘Positionality and Praxis’; England, ‘Getting Personal’; Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges’.
44 Caretta and Jokinen, ‘Conflating Privilege and Vulnerability’; Ortbals and Rincker, ‘Fieldwork,
Identities, and Intersectionality’.


	Moving Words: Poetry In/As Method
	Copyright
	Contents
	Introduction
	Introduction: Poetry In/As Research
	‘Journeying Through’: Poetry as a Way of Knowing
	Laverite: Treasure and Meaning at the Surface
	Poetic Transcription: Researcher/ Participant Power Relationships
	‘Mirror, Mirror on the Wall…’ On Poetry and Decolonising Feminist Knowledge
	Poetry is a Queer Reflex: Poetic Spiritual Self-Care in the ‘Field’
	Epilogue
	Author Biographies
	Footnotes

