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In the Winter of 2020, the Jana Natya Manch (People’s Theatre Platform), an Indian theater group, 
created a new kind of performance in response to current events. The Hindu-nationalist government 
was then implementing a series of discriminatory laws targeting Muslims. The very constitution of 
India, a “sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic republic” (Constitution “Preamble”), was under threat. 
Instead of a conventional street play, the Jana Natya Manch set up a participatory “game” or 
“interactive presentation” which brought together random and diverse audiences to act as a united 
people. This participatory performance, which was entitled We the People of India, made present the 
“people of India” who were paradoxically absent from political discussions on citizenship at the 
Indian Parliament, that is, discussions on their belonging to and making of the nation. The theater 
group set up an inclusive experiment to counter exclusionary rules and address democratic deficits. 
To do so, it subverted the parts of the actor and the spectator and let the latter express itself while 
the former’s part faded away. The participatory performance was not a representation but an 
“interactive presentation,” as the performance’s subtitle goes, where the audience was not involved in 
an “act of imitating” but in an “act of making” which resonates with the original meaning of poetry 
(poesis): they not only turned into actors but also into full-fledged creators. Thus, Indian “people’s 
theater” (log natak) produced a series of performances that lied at the intersection of political theater 
and popular protests and questioned common assumptions about what makes a “nation” as well as a 
“democracy.” Many participants were migrant workers from neighboring countries who did not have 
an Indian citizenship. The Jana Natya Manch’s performances speak to other kinds of political 
performances that involve audiences into a creation that is at once artistic and political, such as 
“street-corner plays” in China (jietouju), German “epic theater” (episches Theater), or French “people’s 
theater” (théâtre populaire). 

 
Aurélien Bellucci (abellucci@aup.edu)is a PhD candidate at Harvard University researching political 
theaters in Europe and Asia and a junior lecturer at the American University of Paris teaching college 
writing and world drama. Parts of his work have been published in The Brecht Yearbook and New 
Theatre Quarterly. 

 





 

[3] 
 

Rukeyser (or Reznikoff) as the originary figure of documentary poetry. (Indeed, it is useful to 
remember that an engagement with historical documents among those who would become “the 
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Using writing on interpellation and encounter by Denise Riley and Franz Fanon, I argue that Eng and 
Vidaver’s archival practices highlight how a collective ‘we’ is blocked by state documents’ insistence 
on individualized metrics, but might be reactivated through a poetics of resistant and dissident 
reading which deliberately re-presents state surveillance (carceral, administrative, educational, etc.) in 
such a manner as to insist on its historicity and depth—its meaning as necessary dialectical, if 
apparently surfeit with surface. 

 
Jo A. Giardini (jgiardi1@jhu.edu) is a postdoctoral fellow in the Johns Hopkins Society of Fellows in 
the Humanities, working jointly with the Program for the Study of Women, Gender, and Sexuality, 
and the Winston Tabb Special Collections Research Center. Their research focuses on twentieth-
century poetics, communalist and separatist movements, literary genre, and the intersection of 
political economy, racial capitalism, and the history of sexuality. They received their PhD from Johns 
Hopkins’ Department of English in 2022, with a dissertation titled Separations: Communalist and Alter-
Urban Imaginaries in 1970s American Literature. As a fellow, they will be pursuing research on the 
closure of Johns Hopkins’ Gender Identity Clinic in the late 1970s, and the importance of this clinic 
to local and global trans histories. 
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The dynamics of rap display a deep-rooted interconnection between notions of individuality and 
collectivity. This may be observed, for instance, in the complex representation of subjectivities within 
song texts in which the “I” behind a speaking voice may stand for individual and collective identities 
simultaneously. Through this individual speaking voice, rap artists often merge representations of 
their personal experiences with collective experiences of the communities to which they belong and 
that may very well have been witnessed by them or other members of their community. In this last 
sense, literary critics could easily be tempted to categorize certain raps as samples of documentary 
literature, if one considers the delineation of this specific genre p
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Moreover, scholars such as Michael Thurston, Walter Kalaidjian, Tim Dayton, and Sarah Ehlers have 
done work focusing on the documentary poem’s relevance for modernist, Marxist, and poststructural 
criticism. In this paper, I argue that Rukeyser’s documentary poem introduces and grapples with an 
underacknowledged problem in the leftist narrative of emancipation: not as Lenin put it, “What is to 
be done?” but rather “What is to be done with the past?” The paper situates some of the key critical 
debates surrounding the poem, beginning with avant-garde poet and Marxist John Wheelwright’s 
1938 review of the poem in the Parisian Review. As I read it, Rukeyser’s poem is not one of a narrative 
of “emancipation” (Wheelwright) which “moves toward a transnationalist vision of socialist 
redemption” (Lowney). Counter-intuitively, the poem and its documentary poetics troubles 
emancipatory narratives, asking readers, critics, and poets to confront not so much a possible future 
as the continued presence of the past. Indeed, for Rukeyser, it is the distinct work of the “life of 
poetry” to revive such forgotten yet persistent histories like that of the Gauley Tunnel Tragedy. As 
she remarks in The Life of Poetry, “There is also, in any history, the buried, the wasted, and the lost” 
and that for these aspects of history “there is and has been a great submergence,” but it is a 
submergence which poetry in particular can help to remember. 

 
Amir Hussain (Huss0200@umn.edu) is an independent writer with interests primarily in 
comparative and transnational approaches to poetry, Oscar Wilde studies, as well as questions of 
poetry's historicity and translatability. He holds a PhD in Comparative Literature from Emory 
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went down to New Orleans”, he evokes African-American culture, as well as events just two 
generations earlier and of great currency for his moment of writing. He also opens a door to 
experiments perpetuating political-romantic poetic usages. By downplaying the overt symbolic 
dimensions of his remarks on geography, and insistently using the documentary tone, John Ashbery 
effectively opens the text up to more interpretive possibilities. Like his rivers, John Ashbery’s poem 
covers more territories and does so in a more whispering mode (compared to Langston Hughes’s 
high trumpets). The critique and the homage dovetail in the later text. And the convergence could 
conceivably be accidental. Ashberian poetics, especially such ambiguities of intention, constitute a 
major source of contemporary innovative poetic practices. As “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” is a list 
poem, it ties John Ashbery in with the poetry of his tribe, the poets of the New York School. It can 
be compared to Kenneth Koch’s “The Boiling Water” or “One Train May Hide Another”. It also 
contributes to setting the stage for list poems containing more explicitly political statements like 
Bernadette Mayer’s 1987 poem “The Tragic Conditi
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has also translated many U.S. and European poets into Spanish and recently published the first 
Spanish-language version of Holocaust by Charles Reznikoff. His work can be found in Otoliths, PEN 
American Center Blog, Capitalism Nature Socialism, P-Queue, Crux Desperationis, The American 
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encompasses critique and resistance. It discusses how this form of political poetry uses appropriation 
and erasure as material procedure, together with themes of injustice that go beyond formalist, 
conceptual or aesthetic trends. By erasing documents, or fictionalizing erasure, authors have been 
writing poems on top of existing material with the aim of drawing attention to social injustice, 
systemic violence, racial profiling, police brutality, state repression or mass incarceration, censorship, 
state and corporate surveillance. These poems become sites of resistance and protest. Erasure 
becomes a political act that seeks to veil and unveil to resist and protest. The talk will contrast works 
by non-Anglophone authors from Chile, China, and Taiwan with Anglophone authors who have dual 
cultural background: Carlos Soto Román Chile Project: [Re-Classified] (2013) and 11 (2017), Winnie 
Soon’s The Unerasable Characters (2020-21), Hung Hung’s “Those Vanished Sensitive Words” (2021), 
Solmaz Sharif’s Look (2016), Reginald Betts’s Felon (2019), and M. NourbeSe Philip’s Zong! (2008). 
Zong! is exemplary in that the material marks left by the erasure of text act in tandem with the 
obliterated human lives and their stories, which NourbeSe’s work uncovers—the author deletes and 
isolates the legal text of the court record Gregory vs. Gilbert, the only account left from a brutal act 
of murder perpetrated in 1781 by the ship captain of the slave boat Zong, who “ordered that some 
150 Africans be murdered by drowning so that the ship’s owners could collect insurance monies.” It 
is at this juncture that the use of erasure in documentary poetry becomes promising, as poets recreate 
the dryness of language in legal (public or secret) documents to unveil poems that hold power 
accountable and rescue hidden histories.  

 
Álvaro Seiça (alvaro.seica@uib.no) is a Portuguese writer and researcher based in Bergen, Norway. I 
am currently an Associate Professor in Digital Culture at the University of Bergen (UiB). Previously, I 
was a Marie Skłodowska-Curie Global Fellow at UiB, a visiting researcher in Information Studies at 
the University of California, Los Angeles, and a postdoctoral fellow in Materialities of Literature at 
the University of Coimbra, 
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things as the relations between fact, feeling and imagination, or between reportage and art; the 
undercurrents of the language we use to represent the world; different ways of perceiving and 
‘knowing’ that world; the participatory role of the scholar/journalist/poet in relation to subject 
matter; and the benefits of transdisciplinary collaboration in the research process. 

 
Lisa Waller (lisa.waller@rmit.edu.au) is Professor of Digital Communication in the School of Media 
and Communication, RMIT University. Her research investigates how the news media shapes society, 
from its relationship with policymaking to its roles in local communities and the justice system. Lisa is 
the co-author of Local Journalism in a Digital World (2017, Palgrave Macmillan) and The Dynamics of 
News Media and Indigenous Policy in Australia (2017, Intellect). 


