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Introduction
Note About Accompanying CD

Because I am defending the importance of the spoken word in contrast to the colonizer’s
written word, I have created a CD to accompany this paper. Throughout the essay, there are
italicized instructions telling the reader which track to play while reading. I feel that this more
accurately honors the artists and their messages than if I were simply to transcribe their words
onto the page. It is also important to note that even these audio selections are limited, as each
performance of each poem differs so greatly. This CD certainly does not serve as an all-
encompassing representation of the Black Arts Movement, but instead provides a few examples
of the power of orality in maroonage.

Origins and Definition of “Maroonage”

The Century Dictionary and Cyclopedia lists the origins of the word “maroon” as
stemming from the Spanish cimarron, Portuguese cimmardo, and/or the French simarron, all
taken to mean “wild, unruly, fugitive.” The term also recalls the Spanish word cima, which
means ‘“mountain-top,” an appropriate association as the word cimarron was originally used to
describe cattle that escaped to the hills before being ascribed to the so-called escapees of slave
systems. Hills and mountains proved to be an integral part of maroon guerrilla strategy and
continue to be a symbol of revolutionary spirit in oral and literary discourse and artistic
representations of the tradition of maroonage.

After providing five definitions of “maroon” as relating to color, chestnuts, and
pyrotechnics, Century defines the word as,

“One of a class of negroes, originally fugitive slaves, living in the wilder parts of

Jamaica and Dutch Guiana. In both of these localities they were often at war with

the whites, but were never fully subdued; and in the latter country, where they are
called bush-negroes, they still form a large independent community professing a



mongrel species of paganism. Maroons are found also in some of the other West
Indian islands.”

While providing a vague idea of the concept of maroonage, this definition is cripplingly
limited, confining the revolutionary spiritual practice of maroonage to a specific group of people
in a specific location. Defining maroons as “fugitive slaves” is adhering to the very colonial
ideology that maroonage uproots. Maroonage also transcends colonial geographic boundaries, as
I will expand upon below, rendering the geographical delineation of such practices to Jamaica,
Dutch Guiana, and “other West Indian islands” futile. Further, describing the religious and
spiritual practices of maroons as a “mongrel species of paganism” reinforces the racist and neo-
colonial traditions that spring from the West’s xenophobia of any non-puritanical practice and
trivializes the African cosmology that serves as a backbone of revolutionary spirit throughout the
Black World.

In her book Noises in the Blood, Jamaican scholar and practitioner of maroon ideology
Carolyn Cooper instead defines maroonage as, “that tradition of resistance science that
establishes an alternative psychic space both within and beyond the boundaries of the enslaving
plantation” (4). By defining maroonage as a “resistance science,” Cooper is recognizing
maroonage as more than the physical act of flight from and revolt against enslavers; this
expanded notion that transcends the physical can include anti-colonial ideology and action on a
more rhetorical level. Cooper’s “resistance science” may refer to the concept of scientific
method, an approach to solving problems and answering questions using empiricism. In addition,
by using the words “psychic space,” she is giving clout to the cosmological discourse that drives
maroonage theory and practice. Maroonage, like science, is not a physical act confined by a
particular place or time. Instead, it is an ideology and an approach to dismantling colonial

frameworks and fighting for Black Liberation. In fact, these alternative and expanded notions of



maroonage will be the center of the vast majority of the following discussion; I will argue that
maroonage manifests itself in the works of the Black Arts Movement writers, poets, and
performers. Through these guerrilla artists, maroonage can be grounded in a lyrical praxis that
serves as a starting point in a continuing conversation. Confining these ideas to a single piece of
writing is almost the antithesis of this ideology; the concept continues to change as people
interact with it and influence it through various mediums. Orality and artistry in performance
provide a platform for engaging in this discourse that is not only more flexible and often more
powerful than writing, but also more directly connected to African cultural tradition.

This is not to say that all writing is eurocentric and all orality is maroonage. To assume
this would be to ignore essential written products that come from the continent of Africa and to
ignore the fact that the very origins of writing come from the continent. Ultimately, in my
assertion of orality as a key platform of revolutionary Black creative expression, I intend to
emphasize and analyze the value accorded to various forms of production rather than the tangible
products themselves. The rich body of written literature that comes from the continent is
continually in conversation with, and profoundly connected to, oral tradition and production.
White western value systems of knowledge production disconnect from orality altogether,
devaluing it in a scriptophilic worshipping of writing and written texts. This euro-scriptophilia
masks written production that does not come from a place of white eurocentrism. Further, as I
will describe in my analysis of poetic maroonage, through this scriptophilia the white west
constructs a hierarchy in which orality is distinctly dehistoricized and devalued as “primitive” or
“folk” while writing is thus positioned as a uniquely “legitimate” and most “civilized” objective.

Maroonage itself can be a limiting term. Some scholars and revolutionaries use other

terms, including but not limited to cumbé, cimarronaje, palenque, quilombo/quilombismo, and



mocambo. Each term comes with its own set of origins and particular meanings that allow the
pan-African variations of this vast tradition to come alive. For example, cimarronaje, a term
used by Afro-Venezuelan revolutionary Chucho Garcia, stays closest to the roots of the word and
thus maintains a more obvious reference to hills/mountains (Garcia 2004). The term quilombo is
sometimes said to have originated from canhembora, a Tupian (indigenous South American)
word meaning “runaway” or “the one who took refuge in the woods” (Correia de Lira 1999).
However, other examinations of the word claim it came from the almost identical
Angolan/Kongolese Kimbundu term kilombo (Anderson 1996). Similarly, mocambo is often said
to have come from the Kimbundu mukambo, meaning “hideout” (Anderson 1996). It can also
stem from the Afro-Christian religion macumba (Wynter, 1998, 275). The various African and
indigenous origins of these terms is fascinating and clearly significant in that these movements
were driven by African revolutionaries who often had complex collaborative relationships with
indigenous peoples. Unfortunately, a close examination of each term is beyond the scope of this
particular work, but these etymologies should be considered despite my moving forward
primarily employing the term “maroonage.”

Through this paper, I will argue that maroonage is embodied through the Black Arts
Movement, a concentrated revolutionary uprising of Black revolutionary intellectuals, artists,
and other figures who called for the uprooting of backwards, institutionalized, white male
bourgeois supremacism. First, I will briefly outline the history of maroonage as physical revolt
and an ideological revolution. Both maroonage and the Black Arts Movement, as the antithesis
of western conventions of knowledge, defy commonly conceived notions of time and geographic
space. Then, I will investigate how, through poetic maroonage, which is similar to Cooper’s

verbal maroonage/deliberate politics of manipulated language, The Black Arts Movement



emphasized and embodied the essentiality of orality and performance in overturning the ideas
and institutions of the western, bourgeois, white, male superiority complex. Poetic maroonage
takes so-called “standards” of form and language and turns them upside down in a creative
rebellion that invalidates such “standards” as serving a very specific set of oppressive ideas and
institutions. I will then explore Carolyn Cooper’s notion of erotic maroonage, the idea that what
is often misconstrued as vulgarity or “slackness” is, in fact, a source of “subversive freedom in
the condition of marginality” (Cooper 1995, 7). I will incorporate Ifi Amadiume’s complex
redefinition of “matriarchy” in examining how many Black Arts poets employed erotic
maroonage to further a grassroots Black nationalism as opposed to a “respectable” bourgeois
Black nationalism. All forms of maroonage are in fact powerful political tools that destabilize the
very foundations of neo-colonial systems of white, western domination.
Maroonage Beyond Time and Space

Resistance, rebellion, and revolt have been documented since the beginnings of trans-
Atlantic slavery. Books like Richard Price’s collection Maroon Societies provide a glimpse into
maroonage throughout the Americas, while Robert Taylor’s If We Must Die chronicles some of
the rebellion that occurred on the trans-Atlantic ships, and other scholarly works reference
maroonage on the continent itself. There is much scholarship concerning major instances of
rebellion during the years of slavery throughout the Western hemisphere. However, being
preoccupied by the time frame in which rebellion occurred is counterproductive to a meaningful
understanding; Time is a living, dynamic character that is not to be bound by conventional
Western, narrow conceptions of its rigidity. Ghanaian writer Armah’s 1973 novel, Two
Thousand Seasons, demonstrates this concept and deftly connects these ideas to their roots in

African cosmology and cultural tradition; interacting with Time and Nature as “co-characters” is



“The Way” of life, and it becomes suddenly and violently interrupted by the individualistic and
exploitative colonizers and enslavers.

History, capital “H,” is a system of chronicling plagued with periodizations that frame
events in a distinctly eurocentric way. Western intellectualism’s exclusive legitimization of the
written word and other western styles of knowledge production create a top-down version of
events that ignores the reality of the majority and masses of the world. Alioune Diop, at the First
International Congress of Black Writers and Artists in Paris in 1956, asserted, “History with a
capital ‘H’ is a one-sided interpretation of the life of the world, emanating from the West alone”
(Diop in Thomas 2007, 3). Although slavery and colonialism had their “endings” according to
History, in reality they have not ended at all; they have instead manifested in different forms,
namely in the neo-colonial systems of inequity that pervade with disregard to chronological time
and geographical border. Thus, rebellion has also not truly ended. The legacies of pan-African
resistance continue to drive Black Liberation struggles, making this tradition of resistance
“timeless” and continually relevant in today’s global discourse. Just as conventional science
adapts and evolves to interact with the larger world, the “resistance science” of maroonage is
dexterously deployed to raze the many explicit and dangerously sly manifestations of
imperialism and injustice.

African resistance to White invasion and domination clearly transcends geographical
boundaries, as evidenced by the revolts from the coasts of Ghana to the islands of the Caribbean
and the rivers of New York and Montreal, including (quite literally) everywhere in between.
Connecting all these seemingly distant places in the name of a single revolutionary spirit is
essential, and it is one aspect of Véve Clark’s “diaspora literacy...the ability to read and

comprehend the discourses of Africa, Afro-America, and the Caribbean from an informed,



indigenous perspective” (Clark). This idea is not to fall into the colonizers’ “essentialist tale of
shared experience” throughout the diaspora, but instead is to “[reclaim] the differences and
rhetorically [redefine] unity in transnational terms” (Clark). This tension between difference in
experience and unity among those of African origins is complex; Walter Rodney addresses it in
his 1969 piece “Upper Guinea and the Significance of the Origins of Africans Enslaved in the
New World.” Rodney notes the tendency among colonizers and neo-colonial academics to
exaggerate stereotypes in an effort to distinguish various ethnic origins of Africans in the
Americas and/or to justify practices of slavery and domination. One such stereotype, for
example, maintains that certain ethnic groups were “very happy since they were given to music,
song, and dance” (Rodney 1969, 341). Rodney asserts that, contrary to such notions, “the resort
to song and dance was an important survival technique of all Africans transported to the New
World” (1969, 341). According to Rodney, this technique “spring[s] from a common fount of
African practice during the slave epoch” (1969, 343). Despite their varied origins and particular
traditions, enslaved Africans joined forces to utilize music as a guerrilla weapon. In fact, this
very fusion of various musical traditions is a backbone of understanding the Black Arts
Movement and its pan-African aesthetic. As will be explored throughout the following analysis,
the Black Arts Movement’s assertion of Black Nationality can be characterized by a powerful
African musical and cultural influence that appears in almost all of its creative manifestations.
Black Arts Movement Beyond Time and Space

The term “Black Arts Movement” was coined by the Movement’s so-called fathers,
Amiri Baraka and Larry Neal, who described the Movement as tlhe “sister of the Black Power
concept” (Bracey et al. 2014, 1). While there does not exist a single or universal aesthetic,

according to Baraka the idea of Black Art was to be “1) Identifiably Afro-American” in that it



would “express [the Black Nation’s] lives and history...needs and desires,” “2)...a Mass

Art.. .distinct from the tedious abstractions [the] oppressors and their negroes bamboozled the
‘few’ as Art” and “3) an art that was revolutionary...a Malcolm art, a by-any-means-necessary
poetry” (Baraka in Bracey et al. 2014, 16, original emphasis). The Movement blurred the lines of
various artistic mediums, as the artists utilized innovative combinations of poetry, drama, music,
dance, and visual arts in their revolutionary arsenal (Bracey et al. 2014, 6). Its mission was to
unite Afro Americans in a cultural revolution against the oppressor(s), a revolution in which
Black identity and self-determination could be asserted. Stokely Carmichael described this self-
determination as the “right to create our own terms through which to define ourselves and our
relationship to the society” (Baraka and Neal 1968, 119).

For many in the Black Arts Movement, the path to self-determination began with
thorough introspection that would ideally result in an “[emancipation of their] minds from
Western values and standards™ (Stewart in Baraka and Neal 1968, 10). This theme of self-
examination transcends the individual level to span the Movement as a whole; intra-Movement
criticism was the essence of what made the Movement develop and become so multi-faceted,
relevant, and robust. In her 2005 book After Mecca: Women Poets and the Black Arts Movement,
Cheryl Clarke highlights the role of the Movement’s women in critiquing the dominant discourse
and asserting an alternative and militant sexual politics. Clarke claims that “the new Blackness
demanded sexual submissiveness from women,” and thus the “women poets make the Black Arts
Movement the stage for a foray into a liberated black women’s sexuality” (2005, 71). Through
this intra-Movement revolution, women like Jayne Cortez, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni,
Audre Lorde, and others made the Movement relevant for not just Black men but Black people.

Further, these women’s revolutionary criticism and self-assertion exposes the flaws of some
9



Movement critics who claim there exists an oppressive homogeneity in the Movement’s
construction of a new Black Nation. These intra-Movement conflicts proved productive even
beyond the Movement in opening spaces for continued criticism and development of Black
creative expression in an assertion of Black liberation.

Like the years of slavery, the Black Arts Movement has its “boundaries” in History,
generally accepted as running from the mid-1960s to the late 1970s (Bracey et al. 2014, 1).
However, the Movement implicitly and often explicitly, as will be seen below in the analyses of
Black Arts Movement works, interacts with the living Time of African and pan-African origins.
Its influences clearly spring from well before the mid-60s; much of the Movement’s ideology
and rhetoric sprang most directly from the words of Malcolm X and the musical innovation of
John Coltrane, though clearly these were not the only influences (Bracey et al. 2014, 1). It would
be impossible to pinpoint a definitive list of influences, but countless Black revolutionary artists
and intellectuals, combined with the geopolitics of the Cold War, African and Afro-Caribbean
Liberation Movements and leaders, and earlier movements such as Négritude and the Harlem
Renaissance, also notably influenced the development of the Black Arts Movement (Bracey et al.
2014, 1-4). Jamaican novelist and scholar Sylvia Wynter, in “Black Aesthetic,” denotes the
Black Arts Movement as just the “emergence and flowering” of the larger so-called Black
aesthetic (1998, 273).

Additionally, its impact continues to resonate long after the 1970s (Bracey et al. 2014, 1).

299

It “demolished the distinction between popular culture and ‘high art’” as it demonstrated that
“’high’ art can be popular in form and content and popular culture can be socially and artistically

serious” (Bracey et al. 2014, 9). Wynter writes, “the [M]ovement served both as a critique of the

mainstream criteria on the basis of which all modes of evaluative criticism of literature, art, and



music were carried out and as a vehicle for the introduction of a set of countercriteria” (1998,
273). Further, not only do the “core” artists continue to produce work into the present day (or
produced work until their deaths in the past few years), but also new artists have risen from the
influence and mentorship of those artists and have begun to carry on their legacies and their sets
of so-called “countercriteria” for evaluating aestheticism (Wynter 1998, 273). For example, the
progressive and unapologetic sexual politics of Black Arts Movement women such as Sonia
Sanchez and Jayne Cortez is a core component of the work of Hip Hop and R&B women such as
Lil’ Kim and Erykah Badu. To limit an analysis of the Black Arts Movement to a specific range
of years would trivialize its revolutionary spirit. Rather than limiting these concepts in a
narrowing chronological notion of time, one should look to the so-called father of the Black Arts
Movement, Amiri Baraka, and shift the frame of discussion to reflect an understanding of Nation
Time. Baraka wrote and performed several pieces that served as a call to revolutionary action; in
“It’s Nation Time,” Baraka proclaims, “Time to get together time to be one strong fast black
energy space one pulsating positive magnetism, rising” (Baraka 1991, 240).
PLAY TRACK 01: “It’s Nation Time” — Amiri Baraka

In light of Baraka’s declaration of a Black Nation rising, it is important to emphasize that
my grounding in Cooper’s definition of maroonage as “resistance science” carries its own
limitations. The creative production of the Black Arts Movement and beyond is not only in
response or resistance to white domination of aesthetics and knowledge production; it is also
grounded in a distinct politics of self-determination. In the foreword to the seminal Black Arts
Movement anthology, Black Fire, Amiri Baraka writes, “These are the founding Fathers and
Mothers, of our nation. We rise, as we rise (agin). By the power of our beliefs, by the purity and

strength of our actions” (Baraka and Neal 1968, xxiii). This continued assertion of a Black,
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autonomous nation rising demonstrates the nature of the movement beyond simply a response or
resistance to white supremacism. Further, the audience of this autonomous Black creative
production is not white; this is art by and for a rising Black Nation. In continuing conversations
beyond this piece of writing, it is essential to remember the importance of analysis that considers
this assertion of autonomy completely outside of any white frames of reference.

This idea of a Black Nation rising also serves as a rebuttal to the Western imperialist
imposition of arbitrary borders in Africa. The white oppressor created the current-day borders of
the countries of Africa while ignoring existing networks of kingdoms and states, so Black
revolutionaries formed a Nation of Black liberation while ignoring those imperial borders in
favor of a global, pan-African diasporic network. The Black Arts Movement exhibits
quintessential diaspora literacy, incorporating meaningful references to Africa and Afro-America
in a way that strengthens Black unity in defiance of oppression and white, Western domination.
One example of this is Jayne Cortez’s poetic tribute to Nicolds Guillén, a Cuban revolutionary
artist, writer and poet, titled “Adupe.” Adupe is a Yoruba word, and although it is used in
greetings to respond to, “How are you,” its literal meaning is “we give thanks.” So, Cortez shows
diaspora literacy even in the naming of her poem, evoking a Yoruba expression of gratitude to
celebrate a Cuban comrade.

It is difficult to describe spoken word poems in a singular sense, because each
performance evokes a different experience through varied tempo, inflection, and variation on
repetition; sometimes artists will even add or remove entire sections of poetry to shape and give
character to a certain performance. This is one of the key aspects of oral performance; unlike
written work, which is rigid and concrete, performance and orality can adapt to the

circumstances, interact with the audience, and therefore become more accessible to the masses.
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For analysis purposes here, the version of “Adupe” analyzed will be the version from Jayne
Cortez & The Firespitters’s album Find Your Own Voice: Poetry and Music 1892-2003.

PLAY TRACK 02: “Adupe” — Jayne Cortez & The Firespitters (2006 Find Your Own Voice:
Poetry and Music 1892-2003)

The music throughout the piece is a unique funk/jazz blend characteristic of much of
Jayne Cortez and the Firespitters’ work. The instrumentation and overall sound reflect elements
of funk, but the composition and unconventional time signature sound like contemporary or
experimental jazz; this is only fitting considering the influence of experimental jazz artist John
Coltrane on the Black Arts Movement and Cortez’s own marriage to Ornette Coleman, another
prominent experimental jazz artist. The drums are fairly prominent throughout, which is
characteristic of much Black Arts Movement music and poetry and reflects the importance of
drums in African musical tradition and subsequently in African-influenced musical genres. It is
no coincidence that it is nearly impossible to pinpoint a specific genre that encompasses Jayne
Cortez and many other Black Arts Movement poets, as their deliberate blending of genres
reflects a musical literacy of the whole Black World.

The opening lines of “Adupe” are, “Nicolas Guillén / Nicolds banjo guitar mbira Guillén”
(Cortez 2006). The line, “Nicoléas banjo guitar mbira Guillén” becomes a repeated motif of the
piece. The banjo, though perceived as an essential instrument of the United States, actually
originated in Africa and was brought to the Americas during slavery. The guitar is said to have
originated in Spain, making it a prominent aspect of Guillén’s home country Cuba, formerly
dominated by Spain. The mbira is a distinctly African instrument, originating in Africa and
developing into different forms, such as the marimba, when brought to the Americas during
slavery. The origins of each instrument create a musical pan-Africanism representative of

Guillén’s and Cortez’s own diaspora literacy. Cortez goes on to proclaim that Guillén improvises
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“like the great instrument he is,” reinforcing the Black Arts Movement’s blurring of lines
between music, singing, and poetry through innovative performance (Cortez 2006). Humans
become instruments and instruments become a member of the band in that the interplay between
sounds and words is what drives much of the Movement’s artistic innovation. Cortez again
emphasizes Guillén’s and her own diaspora literacy when she says he improvises “in Yoruba, in
Spanish, in Son” (Cortez 2006). His identity is expressed through the African language of
Yoruba, the reclamation of the colonial Spanish, and the uniquely Cuban Son style of music and
dance.

The next few lines are critical, as Cortez goes on to clarify that the diaspora literacy is not
only about diverse pan-African geography, but also about the Black revolutionary ideology that
connects these places. She says, “not exotic but zotico, not Miami but Havana, not tweet-tweet
but Mau Mau” (Cortez 2006). Zotico refers to a Cajun/Creole style of dance; the reference to
Havana instead of Miami is exposing the gusanos, the rich white counterrevolutionaries who fled
to Miami after the Cuban Revolution; and “Mau Mau” is in reference to the uprising and
rebellion in Kenya during British colonization that lasted about 10 years (Lonsdale 1990, 394)
and contributed vitally to the wave of anti-colonial struggles across Africa. This poem is an
important representation of the Black Arts Movement’s diaspora literacy, linking North
American revolutionaries with their comrades in other parts of the Western hemisphere and in
Africa via their shared commitment to destroying neo-imperialism and neo-slavery.

Conclusion

Maroonage arises from a multidimensional history of resistance to and revolt against

white domination of Black bodies. On one level, maroonage describes the physical flight of

enslaved Africans into the hills and mountains and their guerrilla warfare against colonial
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regimes. It defies conventional notions of geographic boundaries, appearing in any space of
oppression or domination, and its complex and varied origins mean that there are many different
words to describe similar phenomena across the Americas (i.e. cumbé, palenque, quilombo, etc.).

However, maroonage transcends the purely “physical.” Maroonage can be viewed as the
broader anti-imperial, revolutionary ideology that arose from, and in fact was a driving force
behind, the physical acts of rebellion. It is articulated through music and oral performance,
mediums which defy the white, western fetishization of the written word as the only legitimate
form of innovation or knowledge production. Because it is an integral part of African culture,
orality is an ideal form of anti-imperial discourse. Music and lyricism often allow for a more
potent delivery of these revolutionary ideas, as creativity facilitates a distinct departure from
western conventions of language and this playfulness serves to effectively deconstruct white,
puritanical frameworks of expression.

I propose that the Black Arts Movement ideology and artistic production expertly
embodies this verbal (Cooper 1993) or poetic maroonage, but this should not serve as a limiting
notion. The Movement, rather than an isolated phenomenon, sprang from a multitude of
influences throughout the Black World and its impact continues to inspire and shape Black
revolutionary art and ideology. Contemporary poets and musicians across all genres and across
geographic boundaries project the revolutionary connectedness that strengthens the fight against
racist and imperialist systems of oppression and inequality. Ultimately, this is not at all different
than or disconnected from physical maroonage: imperial, racist domination appears in various
forms, from slavery and explicit physical domination to more systemic oppression embedded
within political, economic, and social systems. Thus, the responses vary in form but serve the

same anti-colonial cause. Further, physical acts should not be separated from the spiritual,
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cosmological, and ideological systems that drive them. Rather than being categorized as separate
developments, physical revolt and rebellion and the Black Arts Movement and poetic maroonage
should be recognized as a holistic marooonage. The Black Arts Movement serves as an artistic
encyclopedia in the process of understanding maroonage as a whole, as a “resistance science”

(Cooper 1993) of the Black World.
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Poetic Maroonage
Introduction

The poetic maroonage of the Black Arts Movement involved an assertion of a powerful
Black aesthetic through the development of revolutionary form and language that defied any
notion of a white superiority in the realm of cultural production. Carolyn Cooper, in Noises in the
Blood, introduced this concept when she wrote about the verbal marronage of Jamaican
dancehall DJs. The terms are nearly identical, and surely not contradictory, but I aim for a more
all-encompassing notion with poetic maroonage that not only refers to the anti-colonial language
of the Black Arts Movement poets but also to their maroonage of poetic form and their
innovation in blurring the lines between music and poetry. I also refer to the process by which
the Black Arts Movement drastically overturned the standards of beauty in poetics imposed by
colonial hegemony, rejecting the association of Black, working-class language as “ugly” or
“primitive” and the association of White, bourgeois language as “civilized” or “advanced.”

In her 2004 book Sound Clash: Jamaican Dancehall Culture at Large, Carolyn Cooper
writes about a “pyramid of aesthetic forms and practices” constructed by the west’s dominating
discourse (217). “At the top of which,” Cooper writes, “is the ‘classical.” The center is occupied
by the ‘contemporary/popular.” At the very base is the ‘folk.”” (2004, 217). She also asserts that
the pyramid is “color-coded,” with classical as white/eurocentric and folk as Black/Afrocentric
(Cooper 2004, 217). The terms “classical” and “folk” run the risk of taking for granted the
formation of these categories within a white-dominated hierarchy of knowledge production.
They fall into the eurocentric assumption that the only truly “civilized” discourse is written and
dominated by upper-class white men, while anything outside that realm is “underdeveloped.”

The “folk,” with roots in oral tradition of the masses, becomes the devalued “primitive” form of
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cultural production. In this devaluation, the scriptophilic fetishization of the written word in the
“classical” white western tradition becomes the sophisticated “endpoint” to which all societies
should aspire. In the words of Houston Baker, this obsession with “belles lettres” is a
confinement to “Literature with a capital and capitalist ‘L’ (Baker 1987, 88).

Although Cooper’s terms may not challenge the neo-colonial status quo, her pyramid
metaphor is appropriate in terms of structure. The base of a pyramid is what supports the entire
structure, but the top of the pyramid receives the most attention and praise. Neo-colonial
aestheticism ignores the value of orality while stealing elements for its own benefit. For example,
many mainstream western children’s stories and cartoons can be traced back to African
“folktales” passed down orally (Roediger 1995, 664). Bugs bunny has multiple African roots;
first, the name “Bugs” comes from the Wolof term bug, meaning “annoy” or “vex” (Roediger
1995, 664). This is associated with the rabbit as trickster, which originated with Brer Rabbit tales
of the coasts of West Africa (Roediger 1995, 664). As Roediger writes, “Brer Rabbit inspired
creators of Bugs and prepared audiences for his arrival” (1995, 664, original emphasis).

Amiri Baraka, in his essay “The Changing Same (R&B and New Black Music),” shows
just how deliberate the deculturalization and dehistorization of the African peoples was during
slavery: “The slave ship destroyed a great many formal art traditions of the Black man. The
white man enforced such a cultural rape. A ‘cultureless’ people is a people without a memory.
No history. This is the best state for slaves; to be objects, just like the rest of massa’s
possessions” (Bracey et al. 2014, 124). The creation of Cooper’s so-called aesthetic pyramid was
no accident; the white colonizers’ deliberate delegitimization of African cultural production
served to dehumanize the humans they deemed slaves. The assertion of a Black Arts aesthetic

serves as a re-historicization and re-humanization of the Black experience. Larry Neal has
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argued, “Black music...was the expression of a ‘memory’ born of both Africa and the Middle
Passage, the slave trade, slavery, and segregation” (Wynter 1998, 275). This is not a memory
fueling pity or sorrow, but instead a memory fueling a powerful reassertion of a Black humanity
with its own elaborate systems of cultural production and aesthetic criteria.

We must reject the deliberately constructed, imperial, and ahistorical hierarchy of cultural
and intellectual production and examine the poetic maroonage that serves as its antithesis. This is
where revolution lies, in the form of the chronologically and geographically boundless and
diasporically literate intellectualism and artistry of the Black World. In the Black Arts
Movement’s poetic maroonage, this revolution takes the form of both subversive writing and the
full rejection of writing in favor of song and performance. Artists consciously utilize particular
aspects of form, language (verbal and non-verbal), and music to pose an attack on so-called
“classical” (read: imperial and neo-colonial) cultural production.

Mastery of Form, Deformation of Mastery, Reformation of Form

Houston Baker provides a poignant examination of discursive strategies in his 1987 essay
(and book) Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance. He re-visits the binary imposed on the
ideologies of Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois and redefines the polarized dichotomy
as instead consisting of different points on a single “Cartesian plane” or “a discursive field”
(Baker 1987, 94). The axes of this plane are “mastery” and “deformation” (1987, 94). Baker
identifies two primary points on the plane, Washington’s “mastery of form” and Du Bois’s
“deformation of mastery” (1987, 93-94). “Mastery of form” is characterized by a clever use of
the oppressor’s discursive tools with the aim of creating a space for revolutionary ideas and
speech. Baker writes of Booker T. Washington, “Washington employs sounds of the minstrel

mask, or form, to create a space and audience for Black public speaking. That public speaking, in
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turn, is employed to secure philanthropic funds for a black vocational educational institution
[The Tuskegee Institute]...His mastery of form is, in fact, signified by the transcendence of
minstrel non-sense represented by Tuskegee” (1987, 94, original emphasis).

“Deformation of mastery” is a more complete rejection of neo-colonial discourse and
convention. Baker defines “deformation” as “the putative bondsperson’s assured song of his or
her own exalted, expressive status in an always coequal world of sounds and soundings” (1987,
93). Baker explains that W.E.B. Du Bois “de-forms illusions of such equality through the lyrical
brilliance of his prose and his deliberately ironical and satirical mockeries of such illusion”
(1987, 93). Unlike Washington, who used “the sounds of minstrelsy” to create a Black space, Du
Bois refused such sounds and instead “instituted black song...as the carrier of a black folk
energy” (Baker 1987, 94). Rather than mastering the colonialist “classical” form, with “mastery”
itself being a colonial term used mostly in institutions of higher education (Baker 1987, 93), Du
Bois deconstructs the very idea of a “masterful form” in favor of a discourse more closely
connected to Blackness and pan-African discourse.

Baker’s conceptualizations are valuable, but one can look beyond Washington and Du
Bois to see a more genuine assertion of a grassroots Black discursive space for the masses.
Clearly Washington and Du Bois created spaces for young Black scholars to thrive, but their goal
was for those elite individuals to eventually enter the neo-colonial, capitalistic mainstream U.S.
society without altering the structures or institutions that directly oppress the Black masses.
Further, as Sylvia Wynter explains, Du Bois’s “double consciousness” meant that “in order to
realize himself as an “American” [the “American Negro”] had both to see and evaluate his
“Negro” self in terms of the negative criteria of the dominant world” (Wynter 1998, 274). This

“double consciousness” in fact entails a “negation of blackness,” so we should instead look to the
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more revolutionary “transformation of the mode of consciousness” sparked by maroons like
Marcus Garvey, Négritude thinkers Aimé Césaire, Léopold Senghor, and Nicolas Guillén, and
the Black Arts Movement pioneers like Amiri Baraka, Larry Neal, Jayne Cortez, and Sonia
Sanchez (Wynter 1998, 275). They aimed for a “revalorization of black being, its skin color, and
Negroid physiognomy [i.e. racist pseudo-sciences aimed at equating African peoples with apes
and Europeans with humanity], as well as that of the equally stigmatized black cultural forms”
(Wynter 1998, 275). They represented the so-called “Negro-to-Black conversion” most notably
embodied by Baraka’s shift from Beat poet Leroi Jones to Black Nationalist Imamu Amiri
Baraka (Wynter 1998, 275). The driving force of the Black Arts Movement was Neal’s call for a
“radical reordering of the Western cultural aesthetic,” which called for a powerful and proud
Black aesthetic and Black nationhood (Wynter 1998, 275).

Baker does look to expand his plane of mastery and deformation beyond specific
examples when he writes, “Perhaps the eternally modern in Afro-American discursive and
intellectual history is not so much signaled by the single “Harlem Renaissance” as by a more
inclusive “renaissancism” defined as an ever-present, folk or vernacular drive that moves always
up, beyond, and away from whatever forms of oppression a surrounding culture next devises”
(1987, 96). This renaissancism in a pure, unapologetic, revolutionary form manifests in the Black
Arts Movement and in much of so-called “true school” hip-hop. Thus, we can use Baker’s
concepts outside of his limited framework and apply them to a more relevant maroon context.

Veéve Clark, in her 1991 essay “Developing Diaspora Literacy and Marasa
Consciousness,” moves one step beyond Baker’s discursive theories to propose an additional
coordinate for his so-called plane: that is, the “reformation of form” (42). She defines the

“reformation of form” as “a reduplicative narrative posture which assumes and revises Du Bois’s
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double consciousness” (Clark 1991, 42). This is an even more decisive departure from any
conception of a hierarchy of aesthetics in which the white, western, bourgeois male-dominated
“classical” discourse is more legitimate than a discourse grounded in orality, performance, and
Blackness. Form itself, dictated by strict and often puritanical conventions, becomes dismantled
by guerrilla artistry that makes meaning and creates knowledge through a revolutionary
discursive strategy delivered through a decidedly African-rooted orality.

In an interview with The Visionary Project, Sonia Sanchez talks about her relationship
with poetic form, most notably the haiku. She explains how, when she first read a haiku aloud at
a poetry reading, she received pushback from comrades who asked, “Why are you writing haiku,
Sonia? You’re not Japanese...it’s not Black” (visionaryproject 2010). She responded with,
“When I think about the haiku, and how I see it, I see porkchops, and greens, and moonlight, and
a river, and dogs, and tobacco...this litany of stuff...I see Coltrane playing “My Favorite
Things”...I never paid attention to “My Favorite Things” when Julia [Julie Andrews]...sang
it...it’s a little diddy...Coltrane took “My Favorite Things” and went [mimics unconventional
sax sounds]...I saw him and Alice play it together...and I knew they were each other’s favorite
things, and I knew that we were also their favorite things, the audience...I picked up the haiku
and started to breathe, and I knew it was my favorite thing” (visionaryproject 2010). This is a
prime example of “mastery of form,” as Sanchez takes a rigid and “classical” poetic form and
reclaims it in the name of Coltrane and all that his revolutionary ideology and music represents.
She uses a specific form to deliver her anti-colonial messages and thus, in a way, “outsmarts” the
repression and oppression of such “classical” conventions.

Sanchez goes on to explain how she values the exploration of various forms when she

teaches poetry. She teaches several types of poetic form, and has the students make up their own
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syllabic verse (“I’ve written the Son-ku. You can make it up.”), before she lets them write free
verse (visionaryproject 2010). Her goal is that they understand that “free verse has form...it’s not
obvious...just like life has form” (visionaryproject 2010). Here, she wants her students to
understand that all poetic decisions are conscious, and it’s more effective to understand the
various rigid forms so they can be manipulated and more effectively countered in a freer, more
revolutionary poetic context. Echoing this sentiment, Black Arts poet Kalamu ya Salaam wrote,
“People who know of my proclivity to use blues and jazz forms and influences in my writing
sometimes express surprise that I use the haiku form. I laugh. Why not? I'm African American,;
we'll use any and everything in our own way and make art out of it” (Salaam 2005). This is
analogous to efficient guerrilla war strategy; the guerrilla fights the oppressor with the
oppressor’s own weapons. This theme is apparent throughout Black World artistry, observed
through deliberate use of “classical” elements in a guerrilla context that proves lethal to the
supremacist complex of the white, western, bourgeois, male-dominated aesthetic.

Amiri Baraka also played with the haiku, albeit in a more outwardly rebellious way. He
wrote a series of poems called Low Coups. This is clearly a poetic jab, and it suggests a clever,
sneaking attack; Baraka’s Low Coups are clever, but certainly not subtle in their anti-colonial
messages. The use of “low” suggests a critique of the aforementioned aesthetic hierarchy that
deemed white western bourgeois cultural production that of “high society” and Black cultural
production crude or “low.” Using “coup,” Baraka clearly asserted that his aim was to subvert so-
called “classical” production and to clear a space for revolutionary poetic maroonage. He also
demonstrated his rebellion through his syllabic divergence; rather than stick to the 5/7/5
configuration of the Japanese haiku, Baraka instead wrote his Low Coups as short, stabbing

pieces with varying syllabic patterns and lengths. For example, his “Low Coup for Bush 2”
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reads, “The main thing/ wrong/ w/ you/ is/ you ain’t/ in/ jail” (Baraka 2002, 10). His Low Coup
titled “Culture” reads, “european jews/ say the devil/ speak perfect/ german/ black/ americans on/
the other/ hand say, he/ speak pretty/ good english/ too!” (Baraka 2002, 14). Baraka’s Low
Coups became a platform for him to both defy the strict conventions of many western poetic
forms and deliver a particularly potent jab at the neo-colonial social and political schemas of his
time that still prove relevant in today’s environments.

While Sanchez, Baraka, and other artists of the Black Arts Movement exhibited a
mastery of form and a deformation of mastery in their guerrilla subversion of so-called
“classical” form and convention, they also contributed to the reformation of form in much of
their work. They completely diverged from much of the poetry that existed at that time, paving
the way for innovative and distinct discursive strategies that asserted a Black cultural production
previously delegitimized by white, western, bourgeois, male conventions and aesthetics. On the
page, they ignore the colonizers’ rules about capitalization, punctuation, syllable patterns, line
positions, etc. Their departure from the page is also a reformation of poetic form. Clark notes
that the reformation of form involves the “deformation of mastery,” which is exactly what
happened when Black Arts Movement poets rejected the hierarchy that defined the written word
as more “sophisticated” or legitimate than poetry as performance.

I vs. i, Man vs. man

One particularly poignant and widely used guerrilla tool is the lowercase “i.” This is
found in the vast majority of Black Arts Movement written poems and, notably, throughout
Assata Shakur’s entire 2001 autobiography, Assata. This represents a few different ideas. First, it
serves as an attack on the hyper-individuality present in white, western, capitalistic societies.

Capitalism, especially as framed by the U.S.’s notion of fulfilling the “American Dream,” is
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based on the idea of competition and individual pioneering and success. This is often contrasted
to a sense of communalism that is found in the structures of many African social systems (if they

31
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have not succumbed to capitalistic order). Leaving the “i” lowercase demonstrates a commitment

to minimizing the individual ego in favor of an emphasis on mutualism and communalism.
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Second, an analogy can be drawn between the capitalization of “i”” and the capitalization
of “man” as seen in much of the white, western, bourgeois, male-dominated school of
philosophy and intellectualism. In her powerful 2006 essay “On How We Mistook the Map for
the Territory, and Re-Imprisoned Ourselves in Our Unbearable Wrongness of Being, of
Deésétre,” Sylvia Wynter tackles this idea of “Man” versus “human” and her reflections are
potent. She lays out the process by which the european bourgeoisie created the idea of “Man” as
a humanist rejection of the former conflation of “Man” with “Christian,” as a “political subject
adhering to the prescriptive behavioral pathways laid down by the State as a function of attaining
its this-worldly goal of ensuring its order, stability, and territorial expansion” (Wynter 2006, 139,
original emphasis). However, this new concept of “Man” represented, in reality, a bourgeois-
capitalist conception that perpetuated the notion that the white european bourgeoisie was an
evolutionarily superior “genre” of human and relegated all non-white, non-western humans as
“’...amere stage’ in the slow process of evolution from monkey into man, and, as such, totally
dysselected” and therefore sub-human or Other (Wynter 2006, 127). The problematic
consequences of such a conception became exacerbated as the “specific ethno-class attributes” of
“Man” were veiled and the process of this deliberately exclusive categorization ignored in “the
projection of...agency and authorship onto extra-human agencies” (Wynter 2006, 134). “Man,”
capital “M,” became a falsely neutral and universal notion that concretized white supremacism in

a biologically rationalized, but completely fabricated, and thus dangerous, hierarchy of humanity
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that has dictated much of mainstream “knowledge” and “scholarship.” Wynter also explains how
this conception of “Man” has fueled colonialism (and neo-colonialism), slavery (and neo-
slavery), and capitalism: this “new bio-humanist formulation of a general order of
existence...would reliably serve to legitimate this dialectic of enrichment of the relatively few
and the correlated systemic impoverishment of the many...” (2006, 143).

“Man,” capital “M,” dictated humanhood in a hierarchically racist, classist, sexist,
imperialist framework. Suddenly, within this framework, a “true” or “absolute” man or woman
(or human, if we seek to also move beyond western conceptions of gender) must be white and
middle- or upper- class. Wynter outlines a new point of view in opposition to this invention of
“Man,” which she calls the “Human Project” (2006, 163). She explains the “Human Project” as
“one necessarily based on the recognition, for the first time in human history, of our collective
agency and authorship of our genres of being human, and, therefore, of the production of our

31
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societies” (2006, 163, emphasis mine). The decapitalization of “i” in Black revolutionary writing
aligns with this collectivity that is ignored and actively rejected by the white west’s
individualism and imperial dehumanization of African peoples. It calls into question the ideology

9% ¢

behind the bio-humanist conception of “Man,” “over-represented as if it were that of the
Human,” and “[separates] discursively as well as institutionally the notion of the human from the
notion of Man” (Wynter 2006, 161).
Decolonizing Language

Recognizing that the english spoken by the white western bourgeoisie is in fact not a
universal “truth” or objectively “correct” set of standards but instead is a particular construction

based on a particular history (i.e. that of “Man” and western intellectualism and knowledge

construction) and set of values is invaluable in the effort to decolonize such a language. This was
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a primary tenet of the Black Arts Movement’s poetic maroonage as artists “turn[ed] both toward
the speech patterns of the hitherto despised African inflected vernacular of Black English, and
toward the dynamic of its fast-paced urban street colloquialisms” (Wynter 1998, 275). Cheryl
Clarke, in After Mecca: Women Poets and the Black Arts Movement, recognizes the deliberate
use of this decolonized language when she writes, “Almost any Black Arts poem represented
black regional, rural, urban, southern, northern vernacular speech — without apostrophes or
apologies or glossaries” (2005, 68).

Ntozake Shange, author of the pivotal choreopoem for colored girls who have considered
suicide/when the rainbow is enuf, wrote an essay entitled “my pen is a machete” in which she
writes about her conscious deconstruction of the so-called english language:

“although 1 rarely read reviews of my work/ two comments were repeated to me
by ‘friends’ for some reason/ & now that i am writing abt my own work/ i am
finally finding some use for the appraisals of strangers. one new york critic had
accused me of being too self-conscious of being a writer/ the other from the mid-
west had asserted that i waz so involved with the deconstruction of the english
language/ that my writing approached verbal gymnastics like unto a reverse
minstrel show. in reality, there is an element of truth in both ideas/ but the lady
who thought i waz self-conscious of being a writer/ apparently waz never a blk
child who knew that blk children didnt wear tiger skins n chase lions around trees
n then eat pancakes/ she waznt a blk child who spoke an english that had evolved
naturally/ only to hear a white man’s version of blk speech that waz entirely made
up & based on no linguistic system besides the language of racism. the man who
thought i wrote with intentions of outdoing the white man in the acrobatic
distortions of english was absolutely correct. i cant count the number of times i
have viscerally wanted to attack deform n maim the language that i waz taught to
hate myself in/ the language that perpetuates the notions that cause pain to every
black child as s/he learns to speak of the world and the ‘self.’/ yes/ being an afro-
american writer is something to be self-conscious abt/ & yes/ in order to think n
communicate the thoughts n feelings i want to think n communicate/ i haveta fix
my tool to my needs/ i have to take it apart to the bone/ so that the malignancies/
fall away/ leaving us space to literally create our own image.” (2011, 18-19)

Shange is doing many things with this passage, one of which is subverting “conventional” forms

of writing through her use and omission of capitalization and punctuation and her decisions
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regarding spelling. She is also making a profound statement about the colonization of language
by the white western elite. In claiming that she “wrote with intentions of outdoing the white man
in the acrobatic distortions of english,” Shange exposes the west’s version of “english,” taken for
granted to be a universally accepted system of conventions, as a deliberate construction. The
reality is that all forms of language involve “verbal gymnastics,” but the white, western, male-
dominated gymnastics is not recognized as such, and is instead recognized as the golden standard
in a sea of illegitimate “alterations.” When one version of language becomes the frame of
reference, it creates an inherent and unnecessary hierarchy that reinforces the race-/class-/gender-
based hierarchies of neo-colonialism at large.

The normalization of this hierarchy of language becomes an internalized self-
consciousness among “every black child as s/he learns to speak of the world and the ‘self””
(Shange 2011, 19). They are told that their language is “wrong,” and no attempt is made to
understand it. Instead, they are faced with “a white man’s version of blk speech that waz entirely
made up” and perpetuates both the racist subjugation of any culture other than white bourgeois
puritanism and the exploitation/exoticization of Black culture in mainstream U.S. media (Shange
2011, 18-19). The resistance to this hegemony of language lies in Shange’s reclamation of self-
consciousness from being self-conscious in an insecure sense to being conscious of the power of
Blackness and resistance. In fact, this might be a subtle reference to the Black Consciousness
movement that arose from apartheid South Africa and shared key values with the Black Arts
Movement about Black pride and nationhood. Being “self-conscious” becomes a source of
power for rebellion as the term is reclaimed in true guerrilla style. Language is the weapon, the

“tool” that Shange has to “fix...to [her] needs” and “take...apart to the bone/ so that the
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malignancies/ fall away” (2011, 19). This epitomizes the Black Arts Movement’s approach to
deconstructing the linguistic colonialism of eurocentric tradition.
Decolonizing on the Page

Many artists decolonized language through oral performance; almost all Black Arts
Movement oral poetry utilizes the so-called vernacular, a language that is not only accessible but
also singularly appropriate for maintaining a genuine anti-colonial strategy in form and content.
Clarke writes in After Mecca, “Black speech was used to authenticate the lesson of the poem,
which, most often advanced black nationalist teachings...for the Black Arts women, black
vernacular speech was the always already, essential signifier of a black poem” (2005, 68-70). As
explained previously, this orality clearly constitutes a significant revolutionary strategy in
defying the fetishization of the written word. However, I think it is worth noting that many
important figures expertly delivered this unapologetic vernacular on the page. By using the
written word, they challenged the White oppressor in the very domain that was most often used
to oppress. They perfected the art of writing in the Black vernacular, reclaiming the white-
dominated environment of the page to reflect the language and experiences of the Black World.

Trinidadian novelist Merle Hodge is one such figure. In her 1970 novel Crick Crack,
Monkey, Hodge uses the eyes, ears, and thoughts of Tee, the young, Black, female protagonist
growing up in Trinidad, to show how little sense european/american english and the cultural
capital that comes along with the language makes to many Blacks in the global diaspora. Tee
struggles to solidify her identity while being torn between her poor, Black immediate family and
her extended family with whom she is sent to live; this bourgeois family is a classic example of
the Black elite who play into the framework of white supremacism by striving to emulate white

culture in terms of language and materialism. Tee’s aunt, Auntie Beatrice, scolds her daughter
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Jessica, who is darker-skinned than her ostensibly angelic sister, Carol, for saying “don’” instead
of “doesn’t” (Hodge 1970, 92). Beatrice says, “If you want to talk like any old ordnry market-
people then you can go and live with the market people! ... What you don’t have in looks
[because you’re dark] you have to make up for otherwise” (Hodge 1970, 92). Beatrice is
reinforcing the idea that Jessica is inferior because of her blackness, fitting into the Black
social/political/economic hierarchy at the bottom with the so-called “market people,” and that in
order to get closer to the white ideal, she must conform to the language of whites and reject the
vernacular that is familiar and comfortable to her.

Tee clearly feels apprehension about her aunt’s striving for artificial whiteness; Hodge
demonstrates this in an ingenious way within the context of church when she writes the prayers
and hymns exactly how Tee hears them: “Our father (which was plain enough) / witchartin /
heavn / HALLE / owedbethyname / THY / kingdumkum / THY / willbedunnunnert / azitizinevn”
(Hodge 1970, 29). This prayer is supposed to be in so-called english, but because Tee does not
understand the meaning of the words, all she hears are nonsensical syllables smashed together.
The churchgoers, though they may not understand what they are saying, are supposed to be
devoutly dedicated to these rituals and belief systems imposed by the colonizer as a mode of
domination and a justification for such dominance. Hodge is exposing the absurdity of this blind
religious fervor, a dangerous commitment that contributes to the solidification of Black
subordination in colonial and neo-colonial frameworks. English becomes the medium for such
religiosity as these two pillars of domination become especially potent in the maintenance of
colonial and neo-colonial structure. Hodge adeptly confronts both pillars in the above passage,

exposing such powerful prayers as being, in actuality, simple strings of syllables composed in a
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particular arrangement by a particular group of people for purposes of self-advancement and
domination of others.
Moving Beyond Words

Another strategy to decolonize language is to move beyond what are considered “words.”
Part of the impact of oral performance comes from the ability of sounds to convey a message and
an emotion much more intensely and intimately than conventional (or even vernacular) words.
One of the best examples of the powerful integration of sounds and words comes from Sonia
Sanchez in her performance of “Middle Passage,” also called “Improvisation,” at the 2008
Interdependence Day in Brussels.

PLAY TRACK 03: “Middle Passage”/” Improvisation” — Sonia Sanchez (2008 Interdependence
Day)

The beginning of the poem starts with an eerie laugh that sets the tone even before the
first words. Most of the poem consists of this initial suggestion, which is that of being on the
borderline of insanity. Her stuttering and repetition throughout the piece invoke a franticness so
that, at times, it seems as though she is trying to pinpoint a particular horror of the Atlantic slave
“trade” that will help her make sense of the monstrosity of its entirety. Her words become sounds
as she cuts words into stuttered consonants and vowels that interact with the accompanying
guitar’s sporadic notes and chords. Sanchez intersperses her stuttering with guttural moans (i.e.
“baaaaaaad,” “pleeeeeeease,” “Olukuuuuuuuuuun,” etc.) that convey her desperation and agony
more genuinely and strikingly than actual words ever could. She also uses a maniacal, almost
spiteful, and surely desperate and frantic laughter to convey her descent into anguish and
insanity. Later in the poem, around 4:25, Sanchez again merges words and sounds as she turns

“I” and “am” into desperate calls for a humanity that has long disappeared in the massacres of
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slavery and colonialism. At the end of the piece, she repeatedly asks, “How to live? How to
love?” until those words become sounds and she ends with “lalalalalala...”

Throughout the whole poem, Sanchez alternates between audible, “formal” words and
guttural, emotionally charged sounds; she also shows just how fine the line is between the two as
she often turns her words into sounds and vice versa. This interplay is what allows the audience
to feel what Sanchez is saying rather than just hear it. At the very beginning of the performance,
she declares, “I know the most important question we must answer in the 21 century is, ‘What
does it mean to be human?’” This makes the listener acutely aware of the gross dehumanization
of slavery; Sanchez’s hysteria reflects the inconceivable experiences of so many humans
subjected to and trying to make sense of such treatment. She brings individual suffering and
human emotion to the forefront of an atrocity that is so often faceless, nameless statistics of how
many Africans were enslaved over a certain number of years in a certain number of countries.
Words would not do the emotion justice, as they so often do not in History textbooks and
classrooms; Sonia Sanchez better exposes the true horrors of slavery and the Middle Passage by
moving beyond words in her revolutionary poetry.

Amplifying Poetic Revolution with Music

Another hugely important factor in the Black Arts Movement’s poetic maroonage was the
interplay between music and poetry. Very rarely did a poetic performance not involve some sort
of musical interaction with the speaker. A poignant example of the interaction of music and
poetry comes from Jayne Cortez’s 1994 poem “I Got the Blues”/”I Got the Blue-Ooze”.

PLAY TRACK 04: “I Got the Blues” — Jayne Cortez & The Firespitters (1994, Cheerful and
Optimistic)

This piece is characterized by a distinct call and response between Cortez’s words and the

saxophone. Each of her phrases is echoed by a saxophone phrase that reflects her tone and
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message. The line between words and music is blurred as her words become part of the music
and the music speaks just as strongly as her words. Jayne Cortez’s poetry is a striking indication
of the potential power of music in amplifying the revolutionary politics of Black Arts Movement
language and ideology. Cheryl Clarke writes of Cortez’s musical poetry, “Jayne Cortez is
perhaps one of the most artful poets of what Henderson defines as ‘forcing the reader to
incorporate into the structure of the poem [her] memory of a specific song or passage of a song,
or even of a specific delivery technique...Cortez considers poetry and jazz as complementary, if
not symmetrical, in their ability to transmit black culture and consciousness” (Clarke 2005, 72).

The relationship between various musical traditions and the Black Arts Movement was a
point of contestation among artists. There existed a tension between blues and jazz traditions in
terms of asserting a revolutionary Black aesthetic outside of the white, western hegemony of
cultural production. As John H. Bracey Jr., Sonia Sanchez, and James Smethurst write in SOS —
Calling All Black People: A Black Arts Movement Reader, “Some BAM members...essentially
rejected the blues tradition and modern Black popular culture, positing instead the jazz avant-
garde, especially John Coltrane, and a neo-Africanist construct of precolonial African culture as
the basis of a new Black counterculture” (Bracey et al. 2014, 6). In Black Fire, Amiri Baraka and
Larry Neal’s pivotal 1968 anthology of the Black Arts Movement, James T. Stewart claims that
the blues and jazz of the 1940s and 50s was “misguided by white cultural references” and thus
“driven to willful self-destruction” (Stewart in Baraka and Neal 1968, 8). Stewart argues that
jazz, particularly the experimental jazz of John Coltrane, Ornette Coleman, Grachan Moncur,
and Milford Graves, is the true site of the “experiences of black individuals in [the U.S.]”

(Stewart in Baraka and Neal 1968, 8).
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Cheryl Clarke uses Sonia Sanchez’s poem “liberation/poem” to show how Sanchez
rejected the blues as “’sounds of/ oppression,’ as only responsive to ‘the white man’s/ shit,” as
‘struggle/ strangulation/ of our people’” (Clarke 2005, 65). According to Clarke, Sanchez is
“exploiting the notion of the blues as a reflection of black people’s depression, a fatalism that
prevents concerted action, and a lack of agency that inhibits self-determination” (Clarke 2005,
66). Sanchez sardonically counters her understanding of blues ideology with the notion of Black
revolutionary nationalism in “liberation/poem”: “am I blue? sweet / baby / blue/ billie./ no. i’'m
blk/ & ready.” (Sanchez in Clarke 2005, 65). Here, Sanchez is suggesting that the blues’ sorrow
is inhibitive to the Black Arts Movement’s call for action towards Black liberation.

On the other hand, prominent Black Arts Movement figure Askia Touré wrote that
spirituals and blues songs are “vessel[s] which carried the message of resistance, escape, or
revolt” (Touré in Bracey et al. 2014, 86). He argued that jazz “was taken over by the racketeers
and moved downtown into the clubs and bars of the middle-class pleasure-seekers, away from
the roots...” (Touré in Bracey et al. 2014, 87). Touré also recognizes the legitimacy of so-called
“new jazz” coming from artists like Coltrane, but in doing so does not reject the blues tradition
and aesthetic. Rather than seeing the blues tradition as purely sorrowful or subordinate to white
domination, like Sanchez as mentioned above, Touré acknowledges the “double-talk™ so
prevalent in disguising the true revolutionary messages of spirituals and folksongs that so
directly inspired the blues (Touré¢ in Bracey et al. 2014, 86). He sees Black singers and musicians
as “priest-philosophers,” directly relating them to the “indigenous African civilizations, where
the artist-priest had a functional role as the keeper or guardian of the spirit of the nation — as well

as the ancestors” (Touré in Bracey et al. 2014, 86).
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Cortez’s “I Got the Blues/Blue-Ooze” is also particularly interesting in this vein because
it bridges the gap between blues and experimental jazz. Clearly, the title itself evokes a reference
to blues while playing with words to make a commentary on the environmental injustice fostered
by neo-colonialism that negatively impacts so much of the Black World. She does not stop at
environmental injustice, exposing the colonization of language (“I got the francophone,
anglophone, alimentophone, lusophone, telephone blues”), health inequities (“I got the
HIV/AIDS epidemic blues”), police brutality (“I got the gang-banging and police brutality
blues”), and more. As evidenced by the poignantly unconventional saxophone sounds, Cortez
was clearly influenced by the experimental jazz of John Coltrane, her husband Ornette Coleman,
and others; she used her own band, the Firespitters, to produce an uncategorizable sound with
jazz, funk, blues, reggae, and traditional African musical influences. Ultimately, it seems Cortez
does not altogether reject the blues as purely sorrowful and counterrevolutionary, but she uses
her musical experimentation and her unapologetically revolutionary poetics to ensure that is not
submitting to any white, western, bourgeois, male-dominated aesthetics.

Conclusion

The notion of verbal or poetic maroonage is one concept that demonstrates how the
physical acts of anti-colonial rebellion throughout the Black World truly transcend the physical
in a connection to spirituality and cosmology that manifest particularly potently in creative
expression. The radical innovations in form, language, music, and performance of the Black Arts
Movement embody such maroonage, shattering the white western hegemony of written cultural
and intellectual production. The orality of most Black Arts Movement poetry serves as a sort of
base-level challenge to the west’s so-called “classical” ideals, connecting contemporary Black

Art to elemental African cultural practices of orality. Beyond that base level, artists attacked the
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rigid conventions of white western form by either using such form to deliver powerfully anti-
colonial ideas (i.e. mastery of form, deformation of mastery) or by moving beyond preconceived
ideas of form altogether (i.e. reformation of form). Similarly, in their decolonization of language,
artists either subverted so-called convention by expressing vernacular on the page or aloud or by
moving beyond words altogether and creating a new vocabulary of sound. Lastly, they interacted
with music in innovative ways that blurred the established lines between music and poetry.
Voices speak with instruments or more directly become instruments in an improvisation-inspired
spontaneity that makes each unique performance a distinct and intimate interaction with the
audience. With an understanding of verbal or poetic maroonage, we can begin to explore much
of the content of Black Arts Movement poetry that brings us what Carolyn Cooper calls erotic

maroonage.
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Erotic Maroonage

Introduction: Expanding Notions of the Erotic

In examining the erotic maroonage of the Black Arts Movement, it is first essential to
understand the meaning of “erotic.” The term has, within white european and north american
knowledge production, become stigmatized, negatively connoted, and conflated with
pornography; all of this has come about because it represents a powerful threat to the carefully
constructed puritanism of western thought and aestheticism. The term originates from the Greek
“eros,” evoking not only “love” but also “life,” “impulses to protect and preserve the body and
mind,” and “fundamental creative impulse[s]” (Merriam-Webster 2015). Audre Lorde further
clarifies the many dimensions of the erotic in her 1978 essay “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as
Power.” She first defines the erotic as “a resource within each of us that lies in a deeply female
and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling”
(Lorde 1978, 53). The erotic is a “deepest and nonrational knowledge,” (53), “a measure between
the beginnings of our sense of self and the chaos of our strongest feelings” (54). Lorde writes, “It
is an internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it, we know we can
aspire...recognizing its power, in honor and self-respect we can require no less of ourselves”
(54).

Puritanical conceptions of the erotic write it off as so-called “hyper-sexual” theatrics;
Lorde proves that it is a very internal and personally spiritual concept (1978, 56). While it may
very well manifest as sensuality or a sexual connection with others, in reality it is a “power
which comes from sharing deeply any pursuit with another person” (56). The misconception of
“hyper-sexuality” is a failure to recognize (or, more likely, an active refusal to acknowledge) the

truth of the erotic as a channel for connecting with the self and others on a profound level that
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empowers and facilitates “energy to pursue genuine change” and the “[touching of] our most
profoundly creative source...[doing] that which is female and self-affirming in the face of a
racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society” (Lorde 1978, 59). Lorde is arguing here that the erotic
should not always be associated with the sexual; instead, it should be celebrated “in all our
endeavors,” but has been limited to the realm of the sexual because “women so empowered are
dangerous” to the patriarchal white western bourgeois status quo. This expansive and inclusive
definition of “erotic” is central to the discussion of erotic maroonage as an assertion of not only a
revolutionary sexual politics but also a revolutionary vitality and creativity that rejects the white,
western, bourgeois, male-dominated puritanism of mainstream knowledge and artistic
production.

Carolyn Cooper coined the term “erotic maroonage,” defining it as “undomesticated
female sexuality” (1995, 161) and, expanding the erotic beyond the purely sexual, as “an
embodied politics of disengagement from the Euro-centric discourses of colonial Jamaica and
their pernicious legacies in the contemporary moment” (2007, 1). Cooper, like Lorde, expands
the concept of the erotic to signify “a generic, non-sexual bodily pleasure, manifested in the
desire to live the good life, conceived in unequivocally materialist terms: Erotic movement as
upward social mobility” (2007, 2). Cooper’s work on erotic maroonage is based mainly on
Jamaican dancehall DJs who employ so-called “vulgar materialism” (2007, 12) in their verbal
discourse of “slackness,” which is actually a “decidedly political... ideological revolt against law
and order; an undermining of consensual standards of decency” (2007, 1). In her 1995 book
Noises in the Blood, Cooper writes, “Their ‘noise’ can be simply dismissed as yet another
example of the increasing vulgarity of both rural and urban life in Jamaica. Or, it can be

recognized as a profoundly malicious cry to upset the existing social order” (1995, 5). Cooper is
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revealing a vastly important notion: since the erotic is the antithesis of puritanical white western
culture, erotic maroonage can be an extremely powerful tool for subverting the status quo and
asserting the legitimacy of alternate modes of cultural and knowledge production.

Music, Dance, and the Erotic in Physical Insurrection

As evidenced by Jamaica’s Laws for the Government of Negro Slaves, which resembles
several other sets of laws written by oppressive regimes throughout the Americas, masters were
aware that “slaves [assembling] together and [beating] their military drums or [blowing] horns or
shells” was fueling insurrection; they therefore aimed to punish “any overseer...or any other
white person” who sees this with “six months imprisonment.” This history has been erased to a
certain extent, as many of those who analyze slave revolts and maroonage seem baffled by
singing, dancing, drinking, and drumming in the context of insurrection, viewing it in the narrow
lens of recruiting more rebels and/or celebrating perceived victory (Smith 2005). This lens must
be widened to view these actions within the context of erotic maroonage and an “element in the
creation of national culture” counter to slavery and colonialism (Vaughan 2012, 1). In addition,
these actions make total sense if considering Lorde and Cooper’s conceptions of the erotic as
pleasure in all activity; insurrection is something to celebrate, and this enjoyment serves to
energize and empower resistance.

In recalling revolts and maroonage throughout history, it is clear that “slaves used to
rebel more frequently on days of leisure” (Reis 1993, 73). Often, this meant using “celebration to
prepare a real turning upside down of the world the masters had made” (Reis 1993, 73). In
several insurrections, this also meant embodying erotic maroonage through music, dance, food,
and drink in preparation for and during a revolt. Almost all accounts of the 1739 Stono Uprising

include some reference to “dancing, singing, and beating drums” (Smith 2005, 15). In Urubu
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candomblé in Salvador de Bahia, Brazil, colonial officials found “’dance paraphernalia’...inside
three huts” in preparation for an 1826 Christmas Eve insurrection plot (Reis 1993, 57). Similarly,
during the 1835 Bahia uprising, colonial soldiers found that where the final plans for the revolt
were being discussed, “there was a supper, a ritual meal in the Muslim calendar” (Reis 1993, 77).
The “testimony” (often, testimonies of maroons were fabricated by the colonial courts, but this
detail seems realistic enough) of Pompeu, a participant in the revolt, reads, “when they went
below into a large loge, they found many Africans armed with swords and lances. They gave him
food and drink and told him what they were to do later that morning. After Pompeu had eaten
and drunk, the soldiers arrived...the other blacks said: ‘Let’s do it now, there’s no other way’”
(Reis 1993, 77).

A very similar image is crafted of the 1812 Aponte Rebellion(s) in Cuba. Participant
Tadeo Pefialver recalled, ...after they announced the start of the uprising, the rebels engaged in
a ceremony” where they played drums, danced, and “committed themselves to the insurrection
by offering a toast of aguardiente [sugar cane alcohol] and making a pact ‘to fight for liberty, to
kill any body who attempts to stop their hopes...to end slavery, and make them[selves] happy’”
(Childs 2006, 121, original emphasis). The maroons and rebels in Bayamo planned their revolt
during the festivals of La Candelaria, San Blas, and San Blas, Chiquito; they “sang several songs
as part of the festival,” and “only after authorities discovered the conspiracy did judicial officials
regard the songs as having revolutionary connotations” (Childs 2006, 128-129). The rebels also
“celebrated the holiday with a large feast, including the ‘killing of a cow’” (Childs 2006, 130).
These images and themes also appear in the 1831 rebellion orchestrated by Nat from the Turner
plantation. In Thomas Gray’s so-called “Confessions of Nat Turner,” Nat describes a feast in the

woods that involves the slaughtering of a pig; Nat and his comrades “remained at the feast until
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about two hours in the night” (Gray 1831, 12). This scene is also illustrated in Kyle Baker’s 2008
graphic novel Nat Turner (111).

The centrality of music and dance as erotic maroonage in all of these insurrections shows
how powerful art, creativity, and the erotic can be in shattering the infrastructure of white
supremacism. The Black Arts Movement is clearly a testament to this as its mode of
disseminating revolutionary ideas is through poetry, music, theater, and other creative media. In
addition to this essentially revolutionary form, the content of Black Arts Movement poetry also
embodies erotic maroonage. In particular, it brings life to the idea of “scandalous expression.”
Scandalous Expression and Humor

During the Aponte Rebellions of 1812 in Cuba, rebel Pedro Francisco was slicing a
plantain and “announced to others, ‘This is how I will run my machete through the whites’”
(Childs 2006, 124). Colonial authorities frantically poured resources into finding out the details
of this occurrence and punished Francisco with “fifty lashes for his reported ‘scandalous
expression’” (Childs 2006, 124). Not only did this show “how terrified masters and the colonial
government had become of slave revolution,” but also it sheds light on the insurrectionary power
of verbal and erotic maroonage (Childs 2006, 124). “Scandalous expression,” a term used here as
a positive reclamation of the legally punishable term, continues to be an effective tool of
resistance to domination of white culture founded on puritanical values of restraint and what is or
is not “proper.”

In After Mecca: Women Poets and the Black Arts Movement, Cheryl Clarke writes, “The
Black Arts Movement marked the first time black women poets opened a public discourse on
sexuality” (2005, 71). She writes, “the women poets make the Black Arts Movement the stage

for a foray into a liberated black women’s sexuality” (Clarke 2005, 71). This is distinctly
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reminiscent of Carolyn Cooper’s definition of erotic maroonage as “undomesticated female
sexuality” (Cooper 1995, 161). These women used unapologetically so-called “scandalous”
language to subvert male dominance, breaking down the barriers between female sexuality and
expression; Clarke writes of Jayne Cortez, “she considers sexuality and poetry complimentary,
and, needless to say, music and sexuality” (Clarke 2005, 72). She notes that Cortez’s poem “3
Day New York Blues,” a response and revision of “Stormy Monday Blues,” is “a bit raunchier
than Black Arts Movement proponents could stand from a woman poet” and therefore “might
find itself at the margins of the circle” (Clarke 2005, 73). Cortez, not “raunchy” but in touch with
erotic maroonage, writes, “Tuesday through Thursday, the ‘groanin / moanin sanctified dignified
sweetsmellin / hoochichoo’ is on ice in ‘ole possum face new york city’ until Friday” (Cortez in
Clarke 2005, 73). Her “bold expressions of female sexual desire” are not simply sexual, although
confronting female sexual desire does challenge the white, western puritanical silencing of
sexuality, especially female sexuality; to simplify her expression is to simplify the erotic, which
as evidenced above is about more than sex. Cortez’s and other Black Arts women’s “scandalous
expression” shakes the status quo of the sexual politics of poetry and of puritanical male
dominance.

A principle that fits well with scandalous expression is one which Ifi Amadiume
introduces: Nzagwalu, an “Igbo word meaning answering back — when you have suffered an
insult, you have to answer back” (Amadiume 1997, 4). Many Black Arts pieces are in dialogue
with western intellectualism, Black intellectualism or discourse (i.e. Malcolm X), other forms of
Black music (i.e. blues and jazz traditions), and/or other Black Arts poets or poems. Jayne
Cortez’s “3 Day New York Blues” as a response to “Stormy Monday Blues,” as mentioned

above, is a great example, though the instances are limitless. This also connects to the earlier
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concept of diaspora literacy, in that the more literacy an artist or intellectual has, the more they
can communicate with other Black artists or intellectuals. Amadiume also makes a distinction
between “protest” and Nzagwalu, writing, “protest implies powerlessness, while Nzagwalu
affirms confidence and certainty” (Amadiume 1997, 4). The Black Arts women who unpack the
erotic in their politics of verbal and poetic maroonage are certainly confident and certain in their
expression, exhibiting an Nzagwalu that powerfully challenges the puritanical sexual politics of
white western male-dominated intellectualism.

Humor and laughter, closely related to scandalous expression, are also representative of
the vitality that is the erotic in its holistic sense. Négritude leader Aimé Césaire recognizes this in
his call, “rions buvons et marronons” (“let us laugh and drink and maroon ourselves”) in “Le
Verbe Marroner.” The Oakland-based “hip-hop” (not to be confined to one genre) group The
Coup echoes this sentiment with playful yet powerful lyrics full of “scandalous expressions” of
resistance to neo-colonial political and economic structures. The Coup’s song
“Laugh/Love/Fuck” is a quintessential embodiment of erotic maroonage as linked to vitality and
lightheartedness.

PLAY TRACK 05: “Laugh/Love/Fuck” — The Coup (2006, Pick a Bigger Weapon)

The majority of the song consists of the line, “I’m here to laugh, love, fuck and drink
liquor / and help the damn revolution come quicker” (The Coup 2006, “Laugh/Love/Fuck’). This
is almost identical to Césaire’s “laugh and drink and maroon,” acknowledging the power of the
erotic that strengthens common humanity and the liberation struggle of maroons. The title of the
song also relates to Césaire; the words laugh, love, and fuck are only separated by slashes, tying
them together as one cohesive unit. Similarly, Césaire does not separate his words, instead opting

to write “rions buvons et marronons” in one stream. Much like Césaire’s “Le Verbe Marroner,”
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“Laugh/Love/Fuck” can serve as a sort of guiding motto for the holistic notion of the erotic that
incorporates life and laughter with undomesticated sexuality and powerful pleasure.

In their song “Ass-Breath Killers,” they make bold claims about the United States’
political climate that would definitely qualify under Cooper’s notion of a “radical, underground
confrontation” of the dominant discourse.

PLAY TRACK 06: “Ass-Breath Killers” — The Coup (2006, Pick a Bigger Weapon)

The song is full of shots fired at the white western bourgeoisie (and the Black elites
aiming for assimilation), but perhaps the best example is the line “MLK took half a pill —
procrastinatin’ / once he took a whole pill they assassinate him” (The Coup 2006, “Ass-Breath
Killers”). They are not afraid to engage with and challenge a larger-than-life, idolized figure
within the dominant Historical discourse of the United States, asserting that perhaps he did not
live up to his full revolutionary potential until later in his life, when he then became
“unacceptable” to white supremacists and bourgeois Black House Negroes. Although their ideas
are serious and powerful, they deliver them in a creative and humorous way. The song is crafted
as a commercial for “ass-breath killers,” a pill that will combat the “ass-breath” that afflicts
Black “elites” as they try to impress and appease, or “kiss the asses of”” white power structures.
Their entertaining and imaginative framing of this phenomenon that is continually discussed in
academia and popular culture does not detract from their message; rather, it amplifies it through
hip-hop, a medium that is highly accessible and carries inherent revolutionary implications. It
also avoids the puritanical trap of taking oneself too seriously, which all too often plagues the
writers and academicians who approach these topics. Black Panther Dhoruba bin Wahad asserted
in a 2014 speech that there is great power in humor and laughter, as it is the one thing most likely

to completely catch the enemy off guard. When the enemy is confined by a white western
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puritanism that suppresses all pleasure, erotic maroonage in its fullest form (incorporating love,
life, vitality, and undomesticated sexuality) is the very antithesis of this enemy and can fuel a
dynamic revolution.
“Matriarchy,” Dual-Sex Systems, Eshu-Elegba, and Revolutionary Nationalism

In her 1997 book Reinventing Africa: Matriarchy, Religion, and Culture, Nigerian
scholar Ifi Amadiume breaks down the west’s conceptions of patriarchy and matriarchy and
rebuilds them with anti-colonial definitions. This reconstruction and reconceptualization of
matriarchy serves as a valuable framework through which to examine erotic maroonage. As Greg
Thomas points out in Hip-Hop Revolution in the Flesh: Power, Knowledge, and Pleasure in Lil
Kim’s Lyricism, Amadiume first rejects the idea of patriarchy as a total and absolute domination
of women (Thomas 2009, 36). Patriarchy as constructed by western society is a form of male
dominance based on the family structure in which all males and females are subordinate to a
dominating male figure. This absolutism of male power is a false universal, as the presence of
gendered symbols are not always separate and dichotomous; for example, certain so-called
“mother-focused symbols...are also present among male ritual symbols” in a dialectical “system
of checks and balances” (Amadiume 1997, 36-7). Amadiume argues, “patriarchy and matriarchy
have always been contesting systems which have been articulated and manipulated in the power
struggle between interest groups” (1997, 163). There also lies power in female resistance or
complicity to male dominance in so-called patriarchal societies. For example, females who
comply with this power structure can still gain influence by adhering to appropriate bourgeois
standards and/or marrying into the appropriate lines of power.

Amadiume’s challenge of so-called patriarchy shatters the notion that matriarchy is the

polar opposite of patriarchy, characterized by the total domination over men by women in a
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hierarchical political and social system (Thomas 2009, 36). Defining matriarchy in this way
would also mean centralizing absolute-male-dominated patriarchy as the standard to which other
societal structures are measured against. Misconceiving matriarchy as an opposite of european
male-dominated governance systems also creates a “unilinear developmental evolutionism”
grounded in racist assumptions that place europe and the west at the global apex (Amadiume
1997, 16-17). Amadiume writes, “They [western intellectuals] put european civilization at the
top of their graded ladder of superior and inferior, civilized and savage human beings. At the
bottom of the ladder was savagery, primitive promiscuity and matriarchy; at the top was
monogamous marriage, the nuclear family, and the patriarchy of Greece and Rome. Europeans,
they theorized, had evolved beyond matriarchy a long time ago to the superior system of
patriarchy” (Amadiume 1997, 101). To combat this unilinear notion of development founded on
a completely misguided understanding of matriarchy and African societies, Amadiume
characterizes African societies (particularly that of the Igbo, in which she conducted fieldwork)
formerly labeled as “tribes without rulers, stateless or non-state societies, organized anarchy, and
acephalous societies” as “anti-state decentralized political systems” (Amadiume 1997, 16). She
writes of this new characterization, “it permits the recognition that such societies could be
working very hard indeed to prevent developing a centralized state system” (1997, 16). Rather
than being “behind” or “inadequate” in creating a white, bourgeois, male-dominated societal
organization, these “matriarchal” societies are “consciously structur[ing] state tendencies out of
their social structure” (1997, 16).

Matriarchy as defined by Amadiume and “constructed by African women” consists of
four key elements: “a very clear message about social and economic justice...a very powerful

goddess-based religion, a strong ideology of motherhood, and a general moral principle of love”
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(Amadiume 1997, 101). “Clear messages of social and economic justice” are constantly present
in the work of Black Arts Movement poets as they deliver powerful criticism of the U.S.’s racist
capitalism. For example, Sonia Sanchez writes in “there are blk/puritans”:

“there are blk / puritans/ among us/ straight off the/ mayflower/ who wud have

you/ believe/ that the word/ fuck / u / mutha / fucka/ is evil./ un / black./ who wud/

ignore the real / curse / words/ of our time/ like. CA / PITA / LISM/ blk/pimps/

nixonandco/ C O M M U N I S M./ missane/ rocke / FELLER./ there/ are blk /
puritans among us who must be told that WITE / AMURICA/ is the/ only original

sin.” (Sanchez 1970, 17).

Sanchez accomplishes so much on a single page with this poem. She is clearly exposing
and condemning the U.S.’s racist, exploitative capitalism which was founded by immigrants
“straight off the mayflower” (ironic, considering the exclusion of non-white immigrants in the
U.S.) and fueled by corrupt political and social systems. She is also condemning the Black
bourgeois elite who play into these systems and denounce Blackness and Black culture as “evil”
as they try to whitewash themselves and assimilate into the “respectable” objects that the white
power brokers have requested and tailored. By using the phrase “blk puritans,” Sanchez is tying
this back to notions of the erotic in that the puritanical suppression of the erotic is very much
integral to the maintenance of these racist, exploitative, and white supremacist systems of
political, economic, and social control. This poem impressively broadcasts Sanchez’s “clear
messages of social and economic justice.”

In terms of a “powerful goddess-based religion,” the Movement’s poets, as mentioned in
the earlier discussions of diaspora literacy, are astutely aware of African spiritual belief systems
and are consistently making powerful, potent references. For example, Cortez calls,
“Somewhere, a woman, superimposing her supernatural nest of robins inside nature of singing

‘savoy’ instinctively takes possession of the moon...and flying through porthole of her

shipwreck, kicking in all the subversive signals she has suppressed in self-examination booth of
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ancestral tongues...mesmerizing and signifying to all the stingrays bopping in the savoy
ballroom” (Cortez & The Firespitters, 2003). Cortez is clearly in touch with spiritual references

9 ¢

such as the “moon,” “portholes,” and “ancestral tongues,” asserting the woman as the
supernatural practitioner who has access to all of this spiritual power. A “strong ideology of
motherhood” is also omnipresent in Black Arts poetry and ideology, as evidenced by powerful
“Big Momma” figures throughout the traditions of blues, jazz, hip-hop, poetry, and prose that
“[make] a huge statement about mothering, Black mothering — not as a narrow reproductive
function, but as a whole worldview functioning in the culture at large” (Thomas 2009, 37). “A
general moral principle of love” encompasses erotic maroonage as a whole, as the erotic is the
idea of love and vitality carried out through every day and every possible activity or channel.
These four elements clearly move beyond “matriarchy as female rule,” which is a myth created
by western intellectualism and anthropology and has been “the main reason why the idea [of
matriarchy] was ruled out as non-existent in history” (Amadiume 1997, 73). Moving beyond
female rule and matriliny, Amadiume asserts,” I...have preferred to define matriarchy in terms
of deeper ideological structures which have wider socio-political expressions in a well
recognized viable women’s system” (1997, 112). Echoing this approach to defining matriarchy,
Greg Thomas writes, “This female empowerment is cultural, political, spiritual-religious as well
as economic and sexual” (Thomas 2009, 38).

In her assertion of certain African societies as “anti-state decentralized political systems”
and in her reconstruction of matriarchy, Amadiume incorporates an analysis of “dual-sex
systems” as characterizing African societal structures as distinct from those of the west

(Amadiume 1997, 16). Amadiume explains the politics of this system as originally explained by

Kamene Okonjo: “’each sex manages its own affairs, and women’s interests are represented at
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all levels. In contrast, in the european “single-sex” system, ‘political status-bearing roles are
predominantly the preserve of men...women can achieve distinction and recognition only by
taking on the roles of men in public life and performing them well” (Okonjo in Amadiume 1997,
110). Political manifestations of this dual-sex system range from official power sharing at the
centralized level to “community level...formal and informal women’s organizations...which
controlled or organized agricultural work, trade, the markets, and women’s culture and its
relevant ideology” (Amadiume 1997, 111).

Amadiume expands Okonjo’s dual-sex analytics to include a challenge of western sex
and gender classifications that traditionally conflate biological sex with ideological gender. She
writes that in these dual-sex systems, “men can be reclassified as females and vice versa...[there
exists] in African gender systems a flexibility which allows a neuter construct for men and
women to share roles and status” (Amadiume 1997, 112). Power in european gender systems is
rigidly male, excluding females from power unless they “masculinize” themselves with outward
characteristics like “deepened voices and tailored suits” (Amadiume 1997, 113). In dual-sex,
non-gendered systems, according to Amadiume, “a woman need not be masculinized in order to
wield power” (1997, 113). This distinction between biological sex and ideological gender
manifests itself in what Amadiume calls “male daughters” and “female husbands” in her 1987
book Male Daughters, Female Husbands. “Male daughters” are those who are biologically
female but play the social role of what would be defined in rigid western societies as “sons”;
“female husbands” are, as Greg Thomas writes, “’females’ who marry other ‘females’ or
‘women’ in a specifically African institution of ‘marriage,” which is far from the same thing as

the specifically western institution of ‘marriage’” (Thomas 2009, 49). Thus, as Thomas asserts,
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sex and gender “need not correspond, ever, then or now, in any situation...they are both or all
social, cultural constructs or inventions, shifting according to period and place” (2009, 49).

An additional framework for analysis that is critical to understanding this dual-sex system
is Eshu-Elegba, the Yoruba/Fon orisha of portals, change, and all things erotic. Ogundipe, in her
1978 Ph.D. dissertation at Indiana University titled Esu Elegba, The Yoruba God of Chance and
Uncertainty: A Study in Yoruba Mythology, describes Eshu as “a link between man and the
spiritual world” (231) and “the messenger of the gods, the mediator between God and man,
between order and chaos, sin and punishment, life and death, fate and accident, certainty and
uncertainty” (237). The seventh child of the orisha Mawu-Lisa, Eshu speaks all the languages of
the orishas, serving as the translator and opener of gateways and rituals; offerings are made to
Eshu before beginning any communication with the gods. Often, though, translation comes with
trickery; Eshu is sometimes described as the “divine trickster.”

Eshu is known to teach important lessons through such trickery; in his 1993 book The
Way of the Orisa, Philip John Neimark tells a famous Eshu story of trickery. He writes, “Two
farmers, both neighbors and friends...had failed to sacrifice. Esu, in his tri-colored hat, one-third
red, one-third white, and one-third blue, walked down a road between the two offending
farmers” (Neimark 1993, 74). The first farmer asks his friend if he saw the man in the red hat,
and the second farmer replies, arguing that he did see a man but his hat was blue and white. They
argued about the man and his hat until a physical fight broke out until Eshu finally appeared
before the farmers’ sentencing and explained that he had done this because they hadn’t
sacrificed. Contrary to western understandings of “trickery,” this is far from a negative
characteristic. As mentioned earlier with Brer Rabbit, in African cosmology trickery and cunning

are valuable traits and actually quite powerful. Ivan Van Sertima writes in “Trickster, The
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Revolutionary Hero” about how the physical disadvantages of the rabbit are “counterbalanced by
an extraordinary sensitivity...and a lightning nimbleness,” and thus how the rabbit’s “potential
for outmaneuvering [larger animals] belies his apparent fragility” (1989, 105).

Eshu takes pleasure in this craftiness and in all things, adhering quintessentially to Audre
Lorde’s definition of the erotic as “internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we have
experienced it, we know we can aspire” (Lorde 1978, 54). Philip Neimark writes,

“Children of Esu will enjoy...sex, having fun, large groups of people and parties,

travel, good food, wine or liquor, cigarettes or cigars, dancing, brightly colored

clothes, costumes, many friendships within their own gender, communications,
movies and theater...You will have trouble...functioning in confined
environments, being monogamous, taking orders, working within a large
corporate atmosphere, being on time, being structured, dieting, quitting smoking

or drinking, sticking to a formal exercise program, being bored...You will have a

highly developed sense of...right and wrong, humor, practical jokes, getting even,

[and] sensuality” (Neimark 1993, 72).

While this does include sexuality, limiting an understanding of Eshu-Elegba to the purely
sexual falls short of what Eshu represents. As Greg Thomas writes, Eshu maintains an
“aggressive, articulate refusal of Western bourgeois concepts of sex, gender and sexuality,
whether they are depicted as ‘gods’ or ‘goddesses’ or African divinities free of any such earthly
sexual schisms” (Thomas 2009, 61). Eshu represents the dual-sex system in breaking down the
dichotomy between “male” and “female,” between “masculinity” and “femininity.” So-called
masculine and feminine characteristics are expressed simultaneously with no conflict. In people,
if all so-called “masculine” traits (i.e. aggression, power, etc.) are removed, or vice versa with
so-called “feminine” traits (i.e. compassion, sensitivity), only half a person remains. Eshu
represents a holistic spirit.

Physical depictions of Eshu often display prominent breasts or phalluses, but one of the

most important aspects of humanly depictions of Eshu is that they are not limited to “male” or
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“female.” Some are depicted as “male,” some as “female,” and many as “both,” either through a
“male” and “female” together or through a figure that simultaneously possesses both breasts and
a penis. (Of course, Eshu is not human and so occupies no true sex or “gender,” per se.) Thomas
clarifies this dual-sex character of Eshu: “Eshu’s erotic identity is neither ‘ambiguous’ nor
‘contrary,’ nor ‘indeterminate.” Nor is it ‘bisexual’ or ‘heterosexual’ or ‘homosexual,” neither
‘male’ nor ‘female’ in truth. It simply does not obey the logic of current, colonial classifications
that were spread across the globe by Europe in the culture and history of empire” (Thomas 2009,
67). Many Black Arts Movement poets express Eshu-esque language and ideology, and Jayne
Cortez is a prime example.

PLAY TRACK 07: “Bumblebee You Saw Big Mama” — Jayne Cortez & The Firespitters (1996,
Taking the Blues Back Home)

This poem serves as a sort of ode to Big Mama Thornton and, on a broader scale, the
many powerful Blues women who are aesthetically and spiritually linked across “time” and
“space” to Black Arts and other revolutionary Black women through several channels, one of
which is a strong connection to the characteristics and ideologies of Eshu-Elegba. From Bessie
Smith to Lil Kim, these women reject any narrow classifications based on sexuality or gender
that would limit their erotic potential; they have a strong command of what would be considered
“masculinity” and “femininity” to a point at which the two categories disappear completely.
They refuse to be “submissive” or subordinate, flaunting their eroticism and success in a direct
challenge to white western puritanical norms, and they fully understand and embrace the power
of matriarchy as the four-pronged “clear message about social and economic justice...a very
powerful goddess-based religion, a strong ideology of motherhood, and a general moral principle

of love” (Amadiume 1997, 101).
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In “Bumblebee You Saw Big Mama,” Cortez describes such a woman. She wears both
“cocktail dresses” and “cut-off boots,” “cowboy hat[s]” and “man suit[s]” (Cortez 1996). She is
seen “trance-dancing her chant into...[the] body of a running rooster” and ““scream-shouting her
talk into the flaming path of a solar eclipse” (Cortez 1996). A solar eclipse is particularly
significant in orisha discourse because in this cosmology, the “head” orisha Mawu-Lisa is half
“male” and half “female”; the moon represents the “female” half and the sun represents the
“male” half. In a solar eclipse, the moon and the sun are both present and stacked
simultaneously, symbolizing Eshu’s dual-sex character. Big Mama is “cry-laughing her eyes into
circumcision-red sunsets at midnight” (Cortez 1996). Note how Cortez uses “circumcision-red”
instead of “menstruation-red” to describe the color of blood, navigating across sex/gender
divisions with language that brings Eshu to the forefront. At the end of the poem, Cortez reminds
the listener of the power of erotic maroonage and expanded notions of matriarchy: “You knew
why Big Mama heated up the blues for Big Mama to have the blues with you after you stung
her...after you stung her and she chewed off your stinger...she chewed off your stinger
bumblebee bumblebee, she chewed off your stinger” (Cortez 1996). This notion of the female
having complete control within the context of a bumblebee reference is especially potent if one
examines the significance of bees and their behavior. The queen bee in a colony is in total
control and “is not subject to male domination or strict gender confinement” (Thomas 2009, 4).
She “does not serve, she’s served” by her drones, and when she mates, she castrates those drones
and “takes charge of their genital equipment within herself, to fertilize herself, later” (Thomas
2009, 4). This unique and matriarchal role of the queen bee also resists a strict gender
confinement, the self-fertilizing queen bee reflecting Eshu’s dual-sex system. The significance of

bees does not stop with Cortez’s poem, however. Hip-hop revolutionary Lil Kim, who dons the
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mic name “Queen Bee,” continually references bees in her lyricism and aestheticism. In her
lyrics, she is always referring to the power of the queen bee over those around her; this plays out
in her videos where she is the center around which everything seemingly magnetically orbits (she
is also often swarmed by doting men who are hypnotized by her ultra-erotic power).
Conclusion

As explained throughout this chapter, understanding erotic maroonage requires a
redefinition of several ideas. The first is the erotic itself. Rather than an individualistic hyper-
sexualism, the erotic is a “deepest and nonrational knowledge” of power and pleasure (Lorde
1978, 53), “undomesticated sexuality” (Cooper 1995, 161) and vitality within an unselfish,
communal self. The second is matriarchy, which is in fact not a mirror image of patriarchy or a
utopian society in which women rule absolutely. Its four key elements (“a very clear message
about social and economic justice...a very powerful goddess-based religion, a strong ideology of
motherhood, and a general moral principle of love”) mean that, more than merely matrilineal
female rule, it is a holistic set of principles and ideas that drive a certain set of social, economic,
and political actions (Amadiume 1997, 101). The third is a dual-sex system. This involves a
component of power-sharing between “men” and “women” in a society’s political/economic
organization, but it also extends beyond that to deconstruct white western puritanical notions of
sex and gender; biological “sex” becomes virtually irrelevant as people occupy roles “outside” of
their ostensible position dictated by their biology. Dual-sex societies with a strong grasp of
matriarchy and the erotic are primordial, but not “primitive” or “underdeveloped.” Constructing
them as such creates a false linear evolution that positions european models of society as the

ultimate, refined objective.

53



One of the key implications of this newly defined matriarchy and dual-sex system is that
it breaks down the mythical and constructed barrier between the so-called “personal” and
“political,” a barrier that exists for women in white western male-dominated society but not men.
As Thomas writes, “This is a ‘morality’ of male privilege. Supposedly, it is all fine and good
when men’s sexual and economic power over women coincides, as in (legal or criminalized)
prostitution or (pseudo-monogamous) marriage. Yet it is supposed to be terribly bad when
women...make men ‘pay’ for their oppression and exploitation of women, sexually and
economically” (Thomas 2009, 37-8). (In this context he is writing about Lil Kim, a “sexually
explicit female rapper,” but it is important to remember that confining these concepts to one
particular artist or time frame masks the important fact that revolutionary erotic female
expression originated with this primordial African matriarchy and continues to resonate among
Black expression, unbounded by conventional notions of “time” and “space.”) He goes on to
explain that through erotic maroonage that employs Amadiume’s four essential matriarchal
principles, women can “[make] explicit or clear, therefore, the connection between sex and
economics under male domination as much as [they make] clear [their] right to erotic
satisfaction” (Thomas 2009, 38). What is “political” in a white western societal framework is
bourgeois nationalism, tied up in “respectability” and very much separated from erotic
satisfaction, especially that of women under male hegemony. Erotic maroonage through the
powerful poetics of the Black Arts Movement uproots this bourgeois nationalistic respectability

politics in favor of a revolutionary, grassroots nationalism.
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Conclusion

The word “maroonage” can be traced to several different origins, from the
French/Spanish/Portuguese words for “wild, unruly, fugitive” originally used to describe
runaway cattle to the Spanish word for mountaintop which signifies the hills and mountains that
became the bases for maroons in their guerrilla struggles against slavery and colonialism
(Century Dictionary). Some alternatives to the word “maroonage” provide a more decolonized
conception of its progression, like guilombo from the indigenous South American canhembara
meaning “runaway/one who took refuge in the woods” (Correia de Lira 1999), quilombo from
the near-identical Kimbundu/Kongolese/Angolan kilombo (Anderson 1996), or mocambo from
the Kimbundu mukambu (“hideout”) (Anderson 1996). Most of these etymologies are based on a
fairly literal interpretation of maroonage as a physical resistance to slavery and colonialism, but
it is clear that maroonage is a much more expansive set of ideas and actions that moves beyond
physical revolt and beyond a confined geographical and chronological space.

As described by Carolyn Cooper, maroonage is a “tradition of resistance science that
establishes an alternative psychic space both within and beyond the boundaries of the enslaving
plantation” (Cooper 1995, 4). This means, in the way that science is an approach to confronting
and dismantling the unknown, maroonage is an approach to confronting and dismantling systems
of racism and neo-colonialism. This expanded notion of maroonage warrants an expanded theory
of the word’s origins. In his 2012 book Rebel Dance, Renegade Stance: Timba Music and Black
Identity in Cuba, Umi Vaughan introduces a new etymological possibility, namely that
“maroonage” comes from the Taino-Caribbean “simaran” meaning “stray or ‘runaway’ arrow”
(Vaughan 2012, 3). This connection between maroonage and weapons is extremely powerful, as

the physical, poetic/verbal, and erotic maroonage outlined in the above chapters are all part of a
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revolutionary arsenal of ideas and actions that drive movements toward Black Liberation. When
yielded with deliberate precision, an arrow can be fatal; poetic/verbal and erotic maroonage,
especially in the context of the Black Arts Movement strategy and aesthetic, prove fatal to the
hegemony of white, western, male-dominated knowledge and cultural production. An arrow also
offers a specific counter-penetrative challenge to the (mythical, but widely proliferated)
domination of the white male phallic/penetrative rhetoric. Ultimately, the variability of
interpretations as to the origins of “maroonage” show how dynamic it is and how it should be
viewed not as a static concept but instead as an ever-evolving character in combating ideologies
and institutions of white supremacism.

The physical should not be seen as necessarily distinct from the poetic or erotic; the
connection of physical maroonage to the poetic and erotic shows its truly dynamic nature.
Maroonage as beyond the purely physical guerrilla warfare, as a guerrilla attack via
revolutionary language, ideology, and aestheticism, has been a common thread linking
diasporically literate maroons across chronological and geographical divides. The Black Arts
Movement was the focus of this paper, as it is a quintessential example of powerful and
organized cultural revolution in which Black identity and self-determination were asserted, but it
should not be viewed as an autonomous or isolated instance of resistance. Its influences cannot
be definitively pinpointed, but they range from the words of Malcolm X, the music of John
Coltrane, and the poetry of the Harlem Renaissance to the geopolitics of the Cold War and the
liberation movements throughout the so-called Third World. Its impact should be clear from the
references throughout this piece to poets and artists that came “after” the Black Arts Movement

(i.e. Erykah Badu, Lil Kim, The Coup, etc.).
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In their poetic maroonage, Black Arts Movement figures utilized revolutionary form and
language to overturn the aesthetic and poetic standards of the white west. This is not all too
different from Carolyn Cooper’s idea of verbal maroonage as exhibited by Jamaican dancehall
DJs who challenged white western puritanical aesthetics through their so-called “slackness” or
“vulgarity.” The key difference lies in the insinuation of a slightly broader frame with the word
“poetic” that includes language, form, and the defiance of strict artistic genres. Black Arts
Movement poets, writers, musicians, and intellectuals used poetic maroonage to demolish white
western cultural imperialism’s hierarchy of aesthetics that positioned oral-based “folk™ discourse
at the bottom and the written word (falsely labeled “classical’) at the top. This hierarchy ignores
the fact that much of so-called “classical” culture and modern mainstream culture is based on
stolen pieces of what they deem inferior. Revolution that springs from the base of this so-called
aesthetic pyramid but permeates all its levels serves as a poetic maroonage that uproots the
dehistoricization and subsequent dehumanization of Blackness (delegitimizes the narrative of the
American “Negro” that suggests that Black people were born as slaves in the Americas and
possess no roots or history).

The Black Arts Movement dismantled form as manufactured by white western
conventions in several ways. First, many grounded their poetic maroonage in a discourse of
orality and performance that defetishized the written word as the “highest form” of knowledge
production. Second, many executed what Baker calls the “deformation of mastery” by
strategically deploying the colonizers’ form in a way that makes it clear it is being challenged or
mocked and therefore delegitimized. Third, moving one step beyond the deformation of mastery,
many poetic maroons exhibit what Veve Clark calls a reformation of form; they reject the

colonizers’ conventions of form and move into a decolonized realm of innovation and aesthetics.
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Deformation of mastery and reformation of form occur in both oral and written discourse. When
using the page in poetic maroonage, Black Arts Movement writers and poets used “black
regional, rural, urban, southern, northern vernacular speech — without apostrophes or apologies
or glossaries” (Clarke 2005, 68). They ignored white western conventions regarding spelling,
punctuation, and position of words on the page to assert the fact that english as defined by the
white western bourgeois standards is one version rather than a universal to be blindly accepted.
In oral performance, many poets moved beyond “words” as defined by white western english
and used sounds to convey ideas and emotions for which words would not suffice. They also
blurred the lines between language and poetry and music, their words and sounds becoming part
of the musical accompaniment of their poetry. The Black Arts Movement sought to kick the
western elitist conception of “Art” as the expression of white bourgeois ideals off its pedestal,
asserting a Black identity and a revolutionary agenda through a mass-based and mass-oriented
art that values more than pure aestheticism and serves as an essential instrument in the Black
Liberation effort.

Finding power in the pleasure of revolutionary poetics is a core element of erotic
maroonage, which is partially an “undomesticated female sexuality” (Cooper 1995, 161) but also
a broader “sense of satisfaction” that should permeate all endeavors and provide an “energy to
pursue genuine change” (Lorde 1978 54, 59). Insurrection across time and space shows that
music, dance, and celebration have energized the guerrilla struggles against slavery and
colonialism in almost every context. In the face of white western puritanism, humor and vitality
as the antithesis of such ideals can serve as a formidable weapon. Those who created and shaped
the Black Arts Movement certainly recognized this, as art and music became not only their fuel

for revolution but also it served as their primary channel for liberation.
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Another core element of erotic maroonage is its challenge to male-dominated puritanism
through its sexual politics of matriarchy and dual-sex systems. The conflation of sex and gender
that serves the white male superiority complex’s rigid societal roles is rejected in a flexible
system that turns on its head any notions of societal roles being tied to biological sex. Reflecting
this dual-sex system in individuals, the orisha Eshu-Elegba “embodies” (though Eshu is not
human, and therefore has no true “body”) the wholeness of a spirit unbounded by western
conceptions of “feminine” and “masculine.” A god/dess driven by pleasure, vice, humor, and
cunning, Eshu serves as a sort of “mascot” for erotic maroonage. Black Arts Movement and
other revolutionary artists continually reference Eshu and the Eshu-esque ideals as they find
pleasure in artistically driven power and revolutionary power in creative pleasure.

It is important to emphasize the political implications of maroonage in all its forms
(though its forms should not be seen as distinct or autonomous but instead as parts of a whole).
Physical insurrection was clearly political in its mission to destroy slavery and formal
colonialism. Poetic and erotic maroonage, though directed less explicitly at formal colonial/neo-
colonial institutions and more at the principles, rhetoric, and aesthetics behind those institutions,
are also quite political. This is especially clear when remembering that the Black Arts Movement
was defined as the “sister” or cultural wing of the Black Power/Panther Movement by one of its
key founders, Larry Neal. The separation of the creative and the political is symptomatic of a
limited worldview confined by white western puritanical conventions of societal structure and
knowledge production. Part of the power of poetic and erotic maroonage is that it completely
reconstructs the west’s notions of the value of art; the Black Arts Movement is proof of art as a
revolutionary weapon in a struggle for the liberation of Blackness throughout the diaspora.

Carolyn Cooper writes about this power in the context of Jamaican dancehall: “the very
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acknowledgement of certain distinctly Jamaican ‘noises’ as ‘art’ implies a transgressive
ideological position that redefines the boundaries of the permissible, legitimizing vagrant texts
that both restructure the canon and challenge the very notion of canonicity” (1995, 15). With its
revolutionary poetics and radical politics of poetics, the Black Arts Movement certainly
“challenge[d] the very notion of canonicity” in an assertion of Blackness that is seamlessly
connected to the poetics and politics of movements and artists “before” and “after” it throughout
the diaspora (though we could view these as one single movement if we reject the confines of
western notions of chronology and geography).

I recognize the ironies present in writing an academic paper about a topic substantiated
by the revolutionary implications of orality and performance. I also do not claim to have written
a comprehensive analysis of maroonage or the Black Arts Movement. This piece should not
stand alone as autonomous or sufficient; just as communalism and collectivity characterize these
Black revolutionary social, political, and economic ideologies, this paper aims to be in
conversation with other analyses. It should also not be viewed as static or complete, but instead
as a piece to evolve and shift as it interacts with other voices within a broader discourse.
Maroonage has evolved as scholars and artists have reconceptualized and expanded their
understandings of its influence, so it should continue to develop and challenge white western
puritanical rigidity in the spirit of Eshu-Elegba. To confine maroonage to a concrete definition
would be to discredit its position as a living, changing character in global Black liberation from
the ever-changing faces of racism and neo-colonialism. Maroonage as a “resistance science” will
continue to grow as a key weapon in the arsenal of Black revolutionaries, deconstructing the
white, western, bourgeois, male-dominated frameworks of innovation and intellectual production

and asserting a politics of Black creative revolutionary power.
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Appendix

AUTHOR’S NOTE: Some of these are partial transcriptions, but I feel the included text still
conveys the messages of the respective pieces. Some of them are found in print (i.e. “It’s Nation
Time” and “Improvisation”), but these print versions included are not necessarily identical to the
performances used for analysis above. In addition, these are each just one version of a
transcription, so line breaks, capitalizations, etc. should be seen as flexible and even the words
themselves should not be taken as the final or absolute interpretation. Ultimately, the full
significance of each piece lies in its oral performance and should be listened to rather than read.

Track 01: “It’s Nation Time” — Amiri Baraka (1991, Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka Reader)

Time to get
together
time to be one strong black fast energy space
one pulsating positive magnetism, rising
time to get up and
be
come
be
come, time to
be come
time to
get up be come
black genius rise in spirit muscle
sun man get up rise heart of universes to be
future of the world
the black man is the future of the world
be come
rise up
future of the black genius spirit reality
move
from crushed roach back
from dead snake head
from wig funeral in slowmotion
from dancing teeth and coward tip
from jibberjabber patme boss patme smmich
when the brothers strike niggers come out
come out niggers
when the brothers take over the school
help niggers
come out niggers
all niggers negroes must change up
come together in unify unify
for nation time
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it’s nation time
Boom
Booom
BOOOM
Boom
Dadadadadadadadadadad
Boom
Boom
Boom
Boom
Dadadadad adadadad
Hey aheee (soft)
Hey ahheee (loud)
Boom
Boom
Boom
sing a get up time to nationify
singaa miracle fire light
sing a airplane invisibility for the jesus niggers come from the
grave
for the jesus niggers dead in the cave, rose up, passt jewjuice
on shadow world
raise up christ nigger
Christ was black
krishna was black shango was black
black jesus nigger come out and strike
come out and strike boom boom
Heyahheeee come out
strike close ford
close prudential burn the policies
tear glasses off dead statue puppets even those
they imitate life
Shango budda black
hermes racis black
moses krishna
black
when the brothers wanna stop animals
come out niggers come out
come out niggers niggers niggers come out
help us stop the devil
help us build a new world

niggers come out, brothers are we
with you and your sons your daughters are ours
and we are the same, all the blackness from one black allah
when the world is clear you’ll be with us
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come out niggers come out
come out niggers come out
It’s nation time eye ime
It’s nation ti eye ime
chant with bells and drum
it’s nation time

It’s nation time, get up santa claus
it’s nation time, build it
get up muffet dragger
get up rastus for real to be rasta farari
ras jua
get up got here bow

It’s Nation
Time!

63

(repeat)



Track 02: “Adupe” — Jayne Cortez & The Firespitters (2006, Find Your Own Voice: Poetry
and Music 1892-2003)

Nicolas Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

with poetry dedicated to his two selves
his two sides

poetry in half notes

in eighth notes

in 6/8 time

poetry moving backward and forward like war dances
poetry doing the RA RA in an Afrikan vocabulary
poetry of Nicolas Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

improvising like the Great Instrument he is
in Yoruba

in Spanish

in Son

not exotic but ZOTICO

not miami but HAVANA

not tweet tweet but MAU MAU

e o o [sections omitted]

and i said ADUPE Nicolas Guillen

ADUPE

ADUPE for the cavalcade of leaves and moaning doves and regalia of punching bags
ADUPE for the musky cyclones in bolero jackets and smoke-filled consultation of Yoruba trees
ADUPE for the call and response of collaborating oceans

and the rooster juice splash on feet steeped in rumba motivations

ADUPE for the great poetic confrontations

ADUPE Nicolas Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

ADUPE

ADUPE
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Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
DETERMINATION belongs to Guillen
REVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT belongs to Guillen
SOLIDARITY belongs to Guillen

Gullah Efe Ewe Fula Fulani Twi belongs to Guillen
Mende Mandingo Musi ambandusa belongs to Guillen
fupa lakunga bupa belongs to Guillen

belongs to Guillen

NEGRISMO

SOCIALISMO

belongs to Guillen

belongs to Guillen

completeness of life in poetry belongs to Guillen
belongs to Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

digging up roots and making his mark
making his mark

breaking those chains and making his mark
making his mark

mixing up rhythms and making his mark
making his mark

talking to his people and making his mark
making his mark

working with his work and making his mark
making his mark

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen

Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
Nicolas Banjo Guitar Mbira Guillen
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Track 03: “Middle Passage”/”Improvisation” — Sonia Sanchez (1995, Wounded in the
House of a Friend)

NOTE: Text is from Wounded, but performance analyzed in thesis is from 2008 Interdependence
Day, video found on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P98JZhWUijY

Ha ha.

00000000000 ai yiyi yi yiyiyi

hee hee hee

hee hee hee hee hee hee hee hee hee

II’'m

ITm, ImII'mIImIImII'm

TIITIIIIIIIT am

Hee Hee hee hee hee hee hee hee hee hee hee ah

I was I am

I was [ am

Iam I was

Iam I wasIam

I ammmmmmmm

a ha ha ha

It was

It was the coming

It was the coming that was bad

It was it was it was the coming across the ocean that was bad
It was the coming

It was the coming that was bad

It was it was it was the packing

the packing the packing the packing

the packing of all of us in ships that was bad
it was the packing

it was the packing

it was the packing of all of us in ships that was bad
it was the coming

it was the coming

it was the crossing

it was the crossing

it was the crossing

it was the crossing

it was the crossing

it was the crossing that was bad

it WasSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS
the raping that was bad

it was the raping that was bad
it was the raping

it was the raping
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it was the raping that was bad

it was the the the the the the the the silence
the the the the the the noise

the the the the the the the silence
the the the the the the noise

the the the the the the silence
the the the the the the noise

the the the the the the silence
the the the the noise

the the the the silence

the the the the noise

the the the the silence

the noise the noise

the silence the silence

the noise the noise

the silence

it WassSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

ha ha ha

IlamlamIamIamlamIamIamIam

I was I was I was [ was [ was I was [ was

ItTt It It

It was the boat

It was the boat

It was the boat

It was the ship

It was the ship

It was the landing that was bad

It was the landing that was bad

It was the landing that was bad

It was It was It was

It was the standing on

It was the standing on auction blocks that was bad
It was the standing on auction blocks blocks blocks blocks
Don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t
don’t don’t touch me

don’t don’t don’t don’t touch me

don’t don’t don’t don’t touch me

don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t touch me
please please please please please

ah ah ah ah ah ah ah ah ah ahhhhhhhhhhh
ahhhhhhhhh Olukun Ayo  Olukun

It was the standing standing standing that was bad
It was It was It was It was

It was the giving birth that was bad

It was the giving birth that was bad
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Every nine months, every nine months
Every nine months, every nine months
Every nine months, every nine months
ah ah ah ah ahhhhhhhhh
IlamIamIamIamIamIamIam

I was I was [ was

I shall be I shall be

ITamIam

I was I shall be I was I am

IwasIam

IwasIam

IwasIam am am am

oh oh oh oh oh oh

Mother Mother Mother Mother Mother Mother

Father Father Father Father

They know not what they do here
do there do there do there do there
You want to know who I am huh?
want to know who I am huh?
Huh? Huh?

Can’t you see who I am un huh
Can’t you see who I am huh
Don’t you know who I am

Can’t you see who I am

I ammmmmmmmmmmm

ah ah ah ah

I ammmmmmmmm am am am am am
ammmmmmmmmmmmin

What what what what what what
Where where where where are you?
Where are you?

Where

What

There you are!

There you are!

There you are!

There you are!

Thought I lost you

There you are!

There you are!

Looking at me eee

Looking at me eee

Looking at me eee

Looking at me eee ah

Looking at me
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I’m not looking at you ou
I’'m not looking at you
You’re looking at me
Looking at me

Looking at me

Looking at me

Looking at me

Looking at meeeeeeeeee

Whatever

I remember I forget

Whatever I forget I remember
Whatever I don’t want to remember I forget
Whatever I want to forget I remember
I remember

I remember

I remember

I remember

I remember

I am here

They’re here

They’re here

They’re here

They’re here

I am here here here here

Love love love

love love love

love love love

love love love

What is it

love love love

You don’t know

know know know

You know we know

you know we knowwwwwwwwwwwww

It was

the coming that was baddddddddddddddd

It was the coming that was baddddddddddd

across oceans across seas across eyes staring

It was the coming coming coming coming coming
coming dying living dying living coming dying living
living dying coming coming dying living

linving ing ing
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How to live.
How to live.
How to live . ..
How to live . ..
How to live . ..
How to live . ..
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Track 04: “I Got the Blues” — Jayne Cortez & The Firespitters (1994, Cheerful and
Optimistic)

I got the blue-ooze

I got fishing in raw sewage blue-ooze

I got the toxic waste dump in my backyard blue-ooze
I got the contaminated drinking water blue-ooze

I got the man-made famine blue-ooze

I got the HIV/AIDS epidemic blue-ooze
I got the dead house dead earth blue-ooze
I got the living in a drain pipe blue-ooze

I got the sleeping in a cardboard box waiting for democracy to hit blue-ooze

I got the 500 year Black hostage colonialism never never stops blue-ooze

I got the francophone, anglophone, alimentiphone, lusophone, telephone blue-ooze

I got this terminology is not my terminology, these low standards are not my standards, this
religion is not my religion and that justice has no justice for me blue-ooze

I got the gang banging and police brutality blue-ooze
I got the domestic abuse battered body blue-ooze

I got the ethnic conflict blue-ooze

I got the misinformation media penetration blue-ooze

I got the television collective life is no life to live and this world is really becoming a fucked up
crowded place to be blue-ooze

I got to find a way a way away out of this blue-ooze

Because the blues will make you sorry that you ever ever had the blue-ooze

I got the blue-ooze
I got the blue 00 0o ooze
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Track 05: “Laugh/Love/Fuck” — The Coup (2006, Pick a Bigger Weapon)

NOTE: The chorus is included here because it is what most potently delivers the message of this
song. Full lyrics can be found online.

[Chorus]

I’m here to laugh, love, fuck and drink liquor

and help the damn revolution come quicker

Laugh, love, fuck and drink liquor; and help make a revolution
I’m here to laugh, love, fuck and drink liquor

and help the damn revolution come quicker

Laugh, love, fuck and drink liquor; and maybe make a revolution

Track 06: “Ass-Breath Killers” — The Coup (2006, Pick a Bigger Weapon)

Y-y-y-you’ve got ass-breath (And now a word from our sponsor)
You’ve got ass-breath (And now a word from our sponsor)
You’ve got ass-breath

You’ve got ass-breath (And now a word from our sponsor)
You’ve got ass-breath

Some confuse ass-breath for strong halitosis

It’s been hundreds of years since the first diagnosis
By the African doctor, Mawangi Misoi

Known in the states as Mr. Thomas’ boy

He found that preventing this affliction was lost

With the mention of the phrase, “Um, yes sir, boss”

When that phrase was uttered many stomachs would wrench
Some jumped in the Atlantic to escape the stench

He know that ass-breath came from kissin’ ass a lot
To be the boss’s knight-in-armor like Lancelot
Doctor Misoi, years later, before he was hanged
Developed pills with the taste of lemon merengue

Made from ground gunpowder of Haitian slaves

And swept from Seminoles who just wouldn’t behave
He tested first on young Nat from the Turner plantation
Then sent a batch off to the French speakin’ nation

It should also be noted, a bottle of it was found

In the clenched dead hand of the white John Brown
Every time it went ‘round new people would find it
They would take their essence, put it in and grind it
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In Russia, Africa, Asia too

Mao Tse-Tung made the flavors new

In Cuba, the people make new shipments
Of this pill that is on the FDA shit list

They say it’s not recommended to take befo’ dinner
With supervisors Presidents and such type sinners
Take this pill and say what you wish you said

It hardens backbones, they might wish you dead

And it’s not to be confused with courage juice
Which we drank in chains and we still ain’t loose
These pills really should be taken in groups
‘Cause ass-breath motherfuckers move with troops

MLK took half a pill, procrastinatin’

Once he took a whole pill, they assassinate him
Take ass-breath killers, to really get down
Wherever rocks, fire, and struggle are found

When it’s time to speak up and you can’t make a sound
Take the pills that’ll make you kick the king in his crown
Take ass-breath killers, to really get down

Wherever rocks, fire, and struggle are found

Dr. Misoi’s ass-breath killers
You’ve got ass-breath
You’ve got ass-breath
You’ve got ass-breath
You’ve got ass-breath

The makers of Dr. Misoi’s ass-breath killers
Are not responsible for corporate losses
Or topplings of local regimes and/or governments

So you done took the pill, is it working yet?

Nah, man is yours working yet?

I think mine is about to start workin’ now...there it goes
Hey, what are you guys supposed to be doin’?

Well, I'm, I’'m suppo- I'm sup- check it out
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Track 07: “Bumblebee You Saw Big Mama” — Jayne Cortez & The Firespitters (1996,
Taking the Blues Back Home)

you saw Big Mama

in her cocktail dresses

you saw her in her cut-off boots

you saw her in her cowboy hat and man suit

you saw her as she drummed and hollered out the happy hour of her négritude bumble bee
you saw Big Mama

trance dancing her chant into the body of a running rooster

scream-shouting her talk in the flaming path of a solar eclipse

cry-laughing her eyes into circumcision-red sunsets at midnight

bumble bee, bumble bee, bumble bee
you saw Big Mama

you saw Big Mama

bouncing straight up like a Masaai

you saw Big Mama

falling back spinning the salted bone-drying kisser of music into a Texas hop
you saw Big Mama

and you lapped up her sweat

bumble bee, bumble bee, bumble bee

you saw Big Mama

moaning between ritual saxes

you saw her carryin the black water of Alabama blood
you saw Big Mama

you saw her going through burned weeds and rainy ditches to reach the waxy surface of your spectrum
bumble bee, bumble bee, bumble bee

you saw Big Mama

and you didn’t have to wonder why Big Mama sounded so expressively free
you didn’t have to wonder why she sounded so aggressively great

once you climbed in the valley road of her vocal spleen

and tasted sweet grapes in cool jungles of a twilight

bumble bee, bumble bee, bumble bee

you saw Big Mama

Glowing like a full charcoal moon

you saw Big Mama

Riding down chocolate by your road

you saw Big Mama

Making her entrance into Rock City Bar Lounge

you saw Big Mama

Swallowing that show-me-no-love supermarket thanks-for-signing-up.../some words omitted]
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you saw Big Mama

you saw her get tamped on by the hell hounds

and you knew if she was happy

you knew if she was agitated

you knew what would make her thirsty

you knew why Big Mama heated up the blues for Big Mama
to have the blues with you after you stung her

after you stung her and she chewed off your stinger
she chewed off your stinger

bumble bee bumble bee

she chewed off your stinger

you saw Big Mama

you saw Big Mama

you saw Big Mama
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