

Growing Up Poet
By Julia McKeown



Senior Honors Thesis
Anthropology
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

April 24th, 2016



							Approved:
									
							Christopher Nelson, Thesis Advisor
							Patricia Sawin, Reader
							Glenn Hinson, Reader

Introduction


The room is dimly lit and full of strangers. Little pockets of people speaking softly to each other as they wait for the next poet to take the stage. It is clear that some of them have come together, but there are so many of these little groups and, strangely enough, most of these faces are foreign to me. The familiar few are clustered up in the very front row or else hanging back by the bar and talking in a respectful whisper. These are the fellow facilitators, the ones who have sponsored and helped to set up the event or those who have come out to show the host support. They have a certain authority over the space. The bar is the closest thing to the door and these facilitators and other adult poets welcome friends in with hugs and greetings which are either muted or full volume, depending on whether the stage is occupied.
 The rest of the poets are in the first two rows, right up by the stage. It’s easy to tell who they are, even before I see them. They are the lifeblood of this event, the loudest cheerers, the most consistent snappers, the first to remind people to “respect the mic” or offer a fist bump or a high five as poets ascend and descend the stage. The host is a blur, up on the stage between performers, telling jokes and personal stories, bringing the audience into the warmth of the space. While people perform, she wanders or participates, depending on whether the audience needs encouragement to be appropriately responsive. At one point she finds me in the back, writing in my notebook, and takes the opportunity to catch me up on the details of her life that I have changed since the last time I saw her. 
	Tucked somewhere in the middle section, next to an older woman (presumably her mother) is a familiar face. Her name is Victoria, and the last time I saw her was behind a classroom desk, one town over. She said she might come tonight, but she has never performed her work on stage before and I can tell how nervous she is. After every performance, she claps but rarely remembers to snap during them. Her eyes are fixed on the host every time she returns to the stage, tensing in case her name is the next one to be called; I can see her muttering to herself.  About halfway through the list of names, hers is called and she cautiously stands up and makes her way toward the stage. She shakily holds a laptop and looks nervously into the too bright spotlight. Victoria tells the room this is her first time reading on a stage and a chorus of voices erupts into different forms of support. “You got this!” “Go in poet” and just general cheering are among the most common and well-heard responses. She fidgets for a minute more and begins, her voice tremulous. The audience is locked in; she is the most important thing in the room right now. Even those who were whispering during other performers have swiveled their attention to center stage. It would appear there is something especially sacred about this new poet, something worth making room for, something worth paying attention to. Almost as if by magic, Victoria’s voice slows, her hands steady and she begins to read the words louder, with more confidence. 
I recognize the poem; it’s the same one she read in her poetry club last week, hunched over a desk with her hands balled into the sleeves of her sweatshirt, barely squeaking it out. She is not spitting (performing) about the subjects many would expect a high school student to write about. There is no mention of school, a boyfriend or mean girls. The poem is about her troubled relationship with an absent father, and although this audience is not shocked by its subject matter, I know many who would be caught dumbfounded by her handling of such an “adult” issue. She finishes the poem and quickly dismounts from the stage, keeping her head down as she moves quickly through the rows and back to her own seat, but as she passes me I can see a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. 
The audience is still clapping as the host returns to the stage to announce the next performer; again the audience cheers, claps, says, “Go in poet.” I look over and see Victoria joining in, more enthusiastically than before. She may not have believed she was a poet when she was the one on stage being cheered for, but her behavior, on stage and in the audience, indicates she is well on her way to realizing that identity. 
*	*	*
	In my few months of research and many years of participation in the spoken word poetry community, I have seen this phenomenon more than once. My question is: how are these experiences created? Why does the audience respond so often and so encouragingly, especially to a new poet? How does this response encourage the poet to come back, keep coming back, and support other poets on the stage the same way they were supported? I was once a first timer, a girl with a shy smile and a quick walk off the stage. Now I teach spoken word workshops in my spare time, and I have no doubt that Victoria could end up the same way. In order to begin to answer any of these questions, it is important to have an idea of where the art form, spoken word poetry, comes from. 
The oral tradition of spoken word poetry is considered a relatively new art form. Although it’s exact inception is difficult to trace, spoken word poetry flourished in the nineteen-sixties. At this point in history there were two traditions emerging. A construction worker named Mark Smith started, as a bar game, competitive spoken word, which would eventually evolve into what we know as slam. This increased interest in the art form, especially within the white community. The black community has long been familiar and responsible for creating many variations of spoken word in this country. In the sixties, especially, with the Black Panther Movement revving up spoken word became a vehicle for social justice within the black community. The men featured in Last Poets: Made in Amerikka, discuss this. They came together to speak about the systematic injustices they were experiencing (Andana Films 2012) The vehicle they chose for this movement was spoken word poetry and they still identify and perform as spoken word poets today. Their form of spoken word poetry often involves background noises, multiple voices and some choreography. This does not dilute their performance of the art form; it simply demonstrates spoken word poetry’s relationship with and borrowing from other art forms. For example, spoken word poetry is intimately associated with the oral traditions that came before it and the writing that is so important to its written cousin, page poetry. 
Oral poetry scholar, John Miles Foley, in his book How to Read an Oral Poem, differentiates spoken word poetry from the oral traditions it hails from by describing it as a voiced text (2002: 5). The poetry that is now called “spoken word” is typically first written down and then performed. Although the convention is for the pieces to be memorized before they are performed, the art form allows performers to read as well. However, even when being read from paper, a spoken word poem, unlike a page poem, does not achieve closure on the page, but through the act of sharing it with an audience. 
Spoken word poetry is a story of relationships, the relationship between the written word and the spoken one being only one of these. Hip-hop and spoken word poetry also have a relationship. As what has been referred to as an acronym ‘rap,’ or rhythm and poetry, indicates, these two art forms are constantly intertwined and borrowing from each other. Some of the most famous and talented spoken word poets of this era are either also hip-hop artists or were introduced to spoken word through their relationship with hip-hop. Spoken word poets emphasize cadence—not the only the meaning of their words but the rhythm with which they are delivered—much as hip hop artists do. Due to its relationship to hip-hop and its revolutionary history, spoken word poetry has often been studied as a locus for empowerment and voice within marginalized communities, especially African American ones.[footnoteRef:1]   [1: For more information on the beginning of spoken word poetry as a revolutionary art form its relationship with hip hop, and its confluence with marginalized communities, see Hoffman’s work American Poetry in Performance: From Walt Whitman to Hip Hop.  See also ““Taking it to the Mic”: Pedagogy of June Jordan’s Poetry for the People Partnership with an Urban High School” by Korina M Jocson and “Open Mics and Open Minds: Spoken Word Poetry in African Diaspora Participatory Literacy Communities” by Maisha T. Fisher.] 

This study recognizes and honors the work that has been done to examine spoken word poetry’s relationship with communities of color, urban youth, and many other groups that have been systematically disadvantaged. However, this study is more interested in examining other aspects of the poet identity and group behavior, which are either not as heavily emphasized in these works or absent from them. For example, this work is more interested in the creation of safe spaces mentioned in the study of “‘Taking it to the Mic’: Pedagogy of June Jordan’s Poetry for the People Partnership with an Urban High School” than it is in the relationship between urban youth and spoken word (Jocson 2005: 141). In Jocson’s work, “safe spaces” are viewed as places/situations where youth can be comfortable discussing their experiences and feel as though their voices are “just as valuable as adults” (139). For the purposes of this work, ‘safe spaces’ will refer to both physical and temporal spaces. Meaning that although there may be certain physical spaces in which youth are more willing to express their vulnerability, the atmosphere of these spaces, which classifies them as safe, is created and maintained by the community of spoken word poetry. One example of this is the venue where the Sacrificial Poets’ monthly open mics take place, a comedy club. Students may, in general, find this a safer space to express themselves, than, say, a school. However, both before and after poetry events, the space may not qualify as a safe one because the community occupying it will have changed from one accepting of difference as a tool for understanding to one playing off of it for comedic purposes. 
To refer back to my earlier point of this being a project focused less on race and more on overall characteristics and mechanisms of the spoken word poetry community, Professor Maisha T. Fisher’s work “Open Mics and Open Minds: Spoken Word Poetry in African Diaspora Participatory Literacy Communities” will be included for its discussion about participation, “whether on the mic or not”, rather than the insight that spoken word spaces are most utilized by people belonging to marginalized communities (2003: 373). This concept will be further explored in regards to the relationship between the audience and the performer and how they work together to co-create the spoken word performance experience. 
Overall, this study aims to examine how the qualities of spoken word poetry, and the communities correspondingly created from and creating these qualities, allow a space for individuals to form the identity of spoken word poet. More specifically, it will explore what causes this identity to transcend the barrier from youth to adulthood. Since identity is a highly contested concept, it is worth examining its history and where this study’s use of it comes from. To examine the history of this term, I begin with Erikson’s psychoanalytic conception of identity as “an interaction between the interior development of the individual personality, understood in terms derived from the Freudian id-ego-superego model, and the growth of a sense of selfhood that arises from participating in society, internalizing its cultural norms, acquiring different statuses, and playing different roles” (Gleason 1996: 464). I like this notion of identity, but it has since been re-interpreted and diluted to the point where the word itself does not invoke one coherent meaning but rather several. So much so that it occasioned both historian Phillip Gleason’s work “Identifying Identity” and Brubaker and Cooper’s (a sociologist and a historian respectively) work “Beyond ‘Identity,’” which try to unravel the term identity (1996) (2000). Among some of the names they mention are Goffman and Berger. 
Sociologist Erving Goffman’s conception of identity, often described as “dramaturgical approach,” is rooted in impression and expression (1959: 135,136).  The individual is said to both give and give off expressions, which are then interpreted as impressions by those the individual interacts with (Goffman 1959: 136). Another sociologist, Peter Berger, believes that the definition of identity is dependent on the corresponding reality (1970: 7). He asserts that, “Men not only define themselves, but they actualize these definitions in real experience--they live them” (Berger 1970: 7). All of these different definitions in one way or another describe identity as something formed on both the inside and outside of an individual. Although they are all, to varying degrees, relevant to this study, none fully capture the interlacing groups and processes that create the identity of a spoken word poet. 
My use of the word “identity” here refers to the individual playing the role that is co-constructed by the individual and the community based on shared beliefs about what constitutes said identity. This understanding is based on the tri-fold idea of identity discussed by anthropologist Levi-Strauss. Levi-Strauss’s work is not considered to be one of the seminal works addressing identity, but through his work with sorcerers and shamans of North America he introduces the idea of the shamanistic complex (1963: 173). This is a trifold model of identity in which the individual, those directly interacting with the individual and the surrounding community, work together to co-create the characteristics of the identity and monitor its maintenance. The individual must choose to perform the behaviors associated with the identity and then the immediate and larger surrounding community confirms whether the performance is successful (1963: 173). In Levi-Strauss’s example, these three roles are embodied by the sorcerer, the person the sorcerer is healing and the community who chooses to either believe in or dismiss the sorcerer’s powers (1963: 174). In the poetry community these roles would translate to the poet, the poet’s immediate audience, and the poetry community. Taking this idea further, the gradual process of the creation of a poet identity is influenced by how the individual is introduced to the art form, how their relationship with the art form is reinforced by other poets and public events, and the moment when they, themselves realize the identity of “poet.”   
I was drawn to Levi-Strauss’ conception of identity, as demonstrated in the shamanist complex, because of its relationship to belief. In my work I have found that spoken word poets build their identity not simply from repetitive behavior, but also from convincing others and themselves that they are genuine in their performance of this behavior. I recognize that all forms of identity require a convincing performance of the behaviors associated with that identity, but I believe that spoken word poets, much like sorcerers and shamans, are potentially more dependent on belief than other forms of identity because they have less tangible external markers to draw on.
Levi-Strauss’s analogy is helpful not only because it recognizes a threefold creation of identity, but also because the identity it discusses is such a tenuous one. It is clear from Levi-Strauss’s two accounts with the boy sorcerer and Quesalid that a sorcerer or shaman can be discovered as one or exposed as a fraud equally as quickly. This identity is not built around tangibility but perception and belief. Thus the identity is questionable by both the individual and the community. The identity of a spoken word poet is equally dubious. Like Levi-Strauss’s sorcerers and shamans, there are certain criteria for spoken word poets, which can vary somewhat based on a specific community. However, in both cases disproving the identity is often easier than proving or defending it. If someone was to accuse a doctor of not being a doctor because they believed him not be, he could call on so-called objective criteria, such as his medical license or his technical skills to defend himself. If a shaman is accused of not being one, he in some ways has already stopped being one (Levi Strauss 1963: 172). From examining the accounts in Levi-Strauss’ work it would seem as though a shaman only exists as one as long as the community continues to believe him to be one. 
The reality for a spoken word poet is slightly different. A spoken word poet has some “objective” criteria to call upon, such as the fact that they write down and perform original poems or have an understanding of meter, rhyme or metaphor, or can demonstrate an understanding of group knowledge, but all of these can be argued. Like a shaman, a spoken word poet can cease to exist if the community does not believe they are one and therefore does not allow them the space to act out the role of a spoken word poet. However, the poetry community cannot make an individual a poet simply by believing they are one.  
 I argue that a spoken word poet cannot truly be one until they believe they are one (Levi-Strauss 1963:168, 173). Rather than becoming one by going through the motions and having it confirmed through external criteria and people, a spoken word poet must enter the arena believing that they are one because, as Craig argues, they must give “the most valuable thing they can offer” (Craig, 2007: 261). This is what differentiates someone performing the role of spoken word poet from someone who actually is one. Since the specific situation of the poetry community defines what that most valuable thing is, it is important to examine the context surrounding it. However, I will say that what a poet is asked to give is not as simple or easily alienated as money, and to be willing to give it one must have trust in the community. 
Life is not lived in a vacuum, so certainly art cannot be created in one. It can fairly be said that every art form is reactionary; that it responds in some way to the universe it is created within. In much of the same way, it is also interactionary, both because it incorporates aspects of the world in order to comment on the world and because in one-way or another it elicits a response. Spoken word poetry’s real-time feedback dynamic includes the response as part of the original reaction. This salient feature differentiates it from page poetry and other similar art forms. A page poem can be considered finished once its creator has made their final edits, but a spoken word poem cannot be considered finished until it is performed. By this I mean that no matter how a reader may react to a written poem, its author does not have the opportunity to alter the poem’s creation in anyway in order to respond to that reaction. Spoken word poets, when performing, can incorporate the audience’s reaction into how they choose to perform the piece. All poets respond to the issues they face in their daily lives. Spoken word poets respond to the world around them with an expectation of receiving a rather immediate response to their own work in turn. In this way, the spoken word poetry community can be understood through one aspect of Bakhtin’s examination of language. 
Bakhtin was a linguist and philosopher who was interested in researching patterns in everyday language, as opposed to literary language (1953: 60). He argued that conversation could be examined by breaking it down into utterances, which represented one speaker’s turn (1953: 61). Much like Bakhtin’s speakers, no spoken word poet believes their poem to be the first utterance to “disturb the eternal quiet of the universe” (1953: 69).  However, importantly, spoken word poets and their poems relate to Bakhtin because they are not constituted of the speaker and the object of their speech alone (1953: 67). Bakhtin believes that “any understanding of live speech is inherently responsive” (1953: 68). Spoken word poetry is certainly a type of speech, but it is one that acknowledges the responsiveness of speech especially well because it constructs its conventions around performance, a space of sharing where feedback is immediate. 
If we look to Schieffelin’s work among the Kaluli of Papua New Guinea, we can see the importance of the performance aspect of spoken word poetry because, “through performance, meanings are formulated in social rather than cognitive space, and the participants are engaged with the symbols in the interactional creation of a performance reality” (1985: 707). To translate this to the spoken word poetry community, the meaning of a poem is not created inside a poet’s head alone, but through their interaction with the audience. Further, the identifying aspects of the community, those which can be said to symbolize it, such as snapping rather than clapping during a poem, are created by interaction in the performance space. Performance can therefore be understood, as anthropologist and folklorist Richard Bauman put it in his work with Texan oral narratives, “as a mode of communication” in which the poet expresses and the audience evaluates (1986: 3).  Thus the community is constantly validating and enforcing, critiquing and refuting in order to shape the individual and provide the context for the individual to shape themselves into the appropriate behavior patterns for the identity of poet. 
In attempting to get a better understanding of this “mode of communication,” I approached this community in a variety of ways. My first method of entry was through auto-ethnography. I examined my prior knowledge of the community and the features of it I found to be most salient in my journey of becoming a poet. By doing this, I had a base to begin asking questions from and to search for evidence to prove that not all of my experiences were unique but instead have been consistently replicated for other people. 
In search of this evidence, I began to attend poetry events not as a participant, but as a spectator. I took extra notice not just of the crowd being supportive, but of how they were being supportive and how those who identified as spoken word poets were acting to either encourage or undermine this support. During this participant observation, I took note of many other things as well but, as most anthropologists are, I remained concerned that my own perspective may have been skewing the way I interpreted what I saw. To infuse other voices into my analysis and gain a larger perspective, I also conducted interviews[footnoteRef:2]. These served as a space where others either expressed their own versions of opinions I also held, or exposed me to experiences in the community, which differed from my own. By comparing these interviews with participant observation and my own previous conceptions, I was able to discover certain trends, threads that ran consistently through all my various methods of research. [2:  I have not included the transcripts from any of these interviews for two reasons. One, because I was interviewing minors and the IRB I applied for guaranteed their anonymity, to the best of my ability, so I did not want to risk providing identifying information. Two, as much as poets are viewed as open books on stage some are less comfortable taking about themselves in conversation than they are in performance. By guaranteeing that they’re recordings would not be included, I was able to have a much freer discourse with my subjects.] 

	All of the subjects I interviewed were engaged with the spoken word poetry community in one way or another. Some were making their living through performing, some were teaching it in high schools, and some had barely gotten their feet wet[footnoteRef:3]. This is where this analysis will begin. Whether near thirty and traveling the globe or sixteen and getting on the stage for the first time, all of these spoken word poets started somewhere.  [3:  These performances are also not attached in appendix to my thesis. Again, there was a question of minor’s safety even in regards to public performances. Certainly, I could have included the work of some of the more established poets (although the community has become very wary of having their work stolen or taken advantage of). However, in an effort not to make any one group of poets appear as more important or of more significance in my analysis than any other I didn’t feel it was right to include the works of professionals when I could not do the same for the high school beginners. ] 

Recognizing that it is impossible to exactly predict one person’s future life trajectory from another’s past, it was clear that a cycle existed. Those adults who were living their lives as spoken word poets or in relation to spoken word poetry began it much the same as those who had just recently been introduced. From this pattern emerged questions about The Birth of a Poet and at what point, if any, such point exists, poetry transitions from being a hobby to being an identity. Moving on from this, this study attempts to examine how poets interact with each other and what is so special, or as some interview subjects characterized it, “strong”, about the relationships they have. Therefore, the section A Family of Poets delves into what aspects of the community and the art form have led so many of the interviewees to describe their fellow poets as just that, “a family”. Thus far it could be argued that many other creative forms offer the same place of expression and growth for youth, that perhaps sports teams or school bands form this same kind of family atmosphere. I do not mean to discount those experiences; I have not studied them and they have not been my own. However, to refer back to Levi-Strauss’s three-fold model of identity formation, I believe that the larger community surrounding spoken word poetry, the final aspect of the identity triangle, interacts differently and more immediately with the individual than many of these other forms can claim to. The reactionary and interactionary nature of the spoken word poetry community will certainly be woven throughout this analysis, but specific discussion of how poets respond to the world around them and how the world, represented in the immediate by the audience, responds to them will be primarily addressed in Poets and the Larger Community. Overall, this study aims to investigate how a spoken word poet becomes one, stays one, and uses the art form to reach beyond themselves. 
























Chapter 1: Birth of a Poet


A classroom, a Black History Month Event, a documentary, and an international festival may not seem to have much in common on the surface. However, each one of these proved to be the scene of a beginning, the start of someone’s or multiple someone’s relationship with spoken word poetry. To be clear, many of the individuals I spoke to interacted with more than one of these forms of introduction. However, all could describe how they were introduced to spoken word poetry and how long after that introduction that they really began to practice and correspondingly embody the identity of a spoken word poet. 
I know many poets who owe their careers, their emotional health, and their favorite pastime to a high school English teacher. Straying from the traditional poetry curriculum, these teachers either show poetry videos in class, rather than requiring students to read page poems, or encourage students to perform their more traditional page poems out loud. In fact, the most successful ones combine both. In my research I came across at least three educators who were incorporating spoken word into their English classes. These techniques can manifest themselves in different ways. Victoria and Anne[footnoteRef:4], a few of the current high school students I spoke with, were inspired to start their own poetry club after being shown the film Louder Than Bomb at their Pittsboro high school. They believed they could emulate the behavior of the youth in the film, that they too could write their own poetry and perform it out loud, so they found a teacher to facilitate the space and after- school time.  [4:  All names have been changed to protect the subject’s anonymity. I chose to use first names alone, as this is how most of the spoken word poets I worked with identity themselves. ] 

In another case, a teacher in the Chapel Hill school system brought in spoken word as one of the learning units in his English class and then approached African American students, who seemed to have enjoyed and excelled at the unit, and asked them to write poems for the Black History Month event. Jerrel was one of these students. For him, the experience gave him the chance to write because he wanted to, not because he was told to. He also mentions preforming in front of the entire school as a terrifying but ultimately rewarding experience. He began with shaking hands, but by the end of the poem his eyes faced forward confidently and he barely glanced at the piece of paper he held. He had memorized the words without even realizing it. 
Watching the Black History month event inspired John. Before seeing this tangible example of poetry being performed out loud, he thought poetry was stupid, but after he began to have a new appreciation for it. He described watching his teacher and others perform at the event as an almost magical experience. Afterwards, he asked for a paper copy of the poem the teacher had read. Although he no longer believed poetry to be dry and boring, he described how his self-confidence issues convinced him that he didn’t have the skills to produce it himself. 
Years later, the same Chapel Hill English teacher brought some of the students who had performed in that Black History month event back as performers during his poetry unit. It was through these events that poets such as Jane and myself were introduced to spoken word poetry. Jane describes this experience as “bumping into poetry,” at a time in her life when she was questioning so much about her own existence and desperately needed a healing outlet. 
Watson also began his introduction to spoken word poetry thanks to his English teacher in Asheville. His teacher encouraged him to start writing and performing, and it made poetry real for him instead of academic. He believes that it is easier to do spoken word as a high schooler when such a consistent support system exists. 
Michelle learned about spoken word in an English class at her Durham high school. However, for her, it was the school’s poetry club and, more specifically, the other youth who ran it that served as her introduction to spoken word. As someone who characterizes herself as being originally more focused on prose, she was more interested in the community aspect that spoken word offered her, than the competition aspect. She is currently struggling to maintain her interest and involvement with spoken word, now that some of the club’s strongest poets have graduated and left. 
There were also those poets who, although potentially encountering spoken word in educational settings, trace their beginnings with the form to outside performance-centered events. Like many of the poets I spoke with, and certainly many more I didn’t, Felicity says she’s always been someone who wrote. However, it wasn’t until she was prompted to attend a slam, which she won, that she even knew what spoken word was. 
Although John started writing in high school he didn’t really begin working with the art form until college, when he came back into town and performed at an open mic.  He identifies the poem that he read that night as the first time he’d been proud of something he’d created and received genuine acknowledgement and participation for it. 
Asher, a contemporary of John and Jerrel, was given a week to write a poem about race relations and then asked to perform in an inter-high school show. This was his first experience outside of hip-hop where he wrote something poetic, not for an assignment. 
For John, Jerrel, Felicity, and Asher, their performances led directly into their participation in the international youth poetry competition known as Brave New Voices. Brave New Voices is a five day competition/festival held in the summer and organized by Youth Speaks, which rotates around the country and gives youth the opportunity to participate in workshops, competition and community service events, all while connecting with other poets from around the country and globe. It was from these performances that their talent and voices were recognized. Jane, Watson and I also made it onto competition teams, but less so because of a single impressive event and more from consistent participation. 
Brave New Voices certainly meant something special to all of us who were able to attend throughout the years. It began with Jerrel in 2005, Asher in 2006 and John in 2008, then Felicity and Jane in 2009, 2010 and 2011, then myself in 2011,2012 and 2013 and finally Watson in 2013 and 2014. However, there were some for whom this was the first time they really felt as if they were part of something larger. It was the first time Asher had ever competed, the first time he’d met people from all over the world. After winning her slam, Felicity was amazed that people wanted to hear her again, that the larger audience present at BNV really cared what she had to say.   
Here we see the beginning, the smallest version of Levi-Strauss’s identity triangle, the individual who is enacting the behaviors associated with the identity, the individuals who are providing support and an interactionary space in which to perform these behaviors, and the larger community which is validating the performance of said identity as correctly conforming to the behavior patterns which make it so. Levi Strauss’s sorcerer Quesalid began with a curiosity to understand a common practice in his community, which he doubted the validity of, and thus he began to perform the behaviors of a sorcerer (1963: 169). He began pulling the sickness out of people and demonstrating its departure by a bit of fluff and blood he had stored in his cheek. By doing this convincingly, meaning by performing the behaviors he was supposed to and “curing” the sick person, Quesalid earned the approbation of the community (169). Then he traveled more broadly and learned which conventions of ‘sorcerer’ conformed to those in his community and either adapted or held strong accordingly. Due to his success in performing as a sorcerer, the larger community, represented by these other villages, further confirmed his identity (170). In the end, despite his initial belief that sorcerers did not exist, Quesalid had such strong ideas about how to perform the identity of a sorcerer, and such conviction that he was correctly enacting this performance, that there are indications he began to believe he was in fact a sorcerer (173). 
The journey Quesalid took can be compared to that of a poet who is introduced to spoken word and follows their curiosity to writing and eventually performing their work. When they do so, the community then confirms or critiques their performance of this identity, which can then introduce or solidify their own perception of themselves as fulfilling that identity. The example of Victoria from the opening vignette demonstrates the beginning of this process at work. The final piece of the triangle is to travel outside of one’s community to negotiate and cement the identity of spoken word poet by interacting with a larger context. Many of the poets I spoke with experienced this through BNV, but a poet does not have to attend an international festival to make this transition. For some, it’s as simple as performing the next town over or moving from a classroom surrounded by peers to a stage surrounded by strangers.    
In trying to address how youth make the transition from adolescence to young adulthood, Cote and Levine identify what they call, “optimal types of identity formation” as ones which “allow people to maximize their inner potentials by finding interpersonal and social contexts in which these potentials can be brought out and nurtured relationally” (2015: xi). Although this sentiment may seem to promote a kind of positive normativity, my interpretation of this idea is not that there is one coherent, enduring sense of self or potential, but rather that there are types of identity formation that provide the individual with a larger range of opportunities and thus a wider scope of possibility for where they may thrive. Since the identity of spoken word poet can be identified, in a Levi-Straussian way, as the embodiment of negotiations between the individual, the other poets, and the community that surround them, I argue that the formation of this identity has the potential to be considered ‘optimal.’ 
Interestingly, all but one of the poets I spoke with latched onto spoken word poetry during their high school years. So, why is spoken word poetry so appealing to individuals at this time in their lives? According to Cote and Levine’s book Identity Formation, Youth and Development: A Simplified Approach, this is a particularly difficult time for questions of identity as youth are coping with “issues of moral and personal responsibility facing people in relations with family and friends, coping with educational and work requirements, and finding a place in society as fully functioning, contributing members” (2015:xi). 	
These were certainly some of the issues Jane was battling when she “bumped into poetry.” When she first encountered spoken word, she was battling an eating disorder. Not only did she meet other people in the community facing the same issues, but poetry also gave her a space to creatively process what she was dealing with. It allowed her to get it out of her own head and onto a page and even out into an audience where her pain could be visible and validated. Although there are other spaces where this sort of healing is possible, such as group therapy, the potentially unique and cathartic aspect of airing trauma in a spoken word setting is the presence of strangers. Open mics[footnoteRef:5] and slams are not formal therapeutic events, but they create an opportunity for empathetic and sympathetic identification among seemingly disparate individuals.  [5:  More informal events, which rather than being organized around competition are designed for sharing of poetry and other creative forms. ] 

Gleason asserts that identity crises are common in adolescence (1983: 464). As Aristotle once said, “the more you know, the more you know you don’t know,” and at this time in their lives youth are often being bombarded with so much new knowledge that it causes them to question who they are. Jane mentioned spoken word being a place for her to process new ideas. In high school, kids are awakening into young adults. By this I mean that they are beginning to learn more, both through the classroom and outside of it, about the real world rather than the protective world of childhood innocence they may have previously inhabited. During this time new knowledge causes children to question their group affiliations and sense of self. The construction of the identity spoken word poet and its corresponding relation to the art form provides a space to negotiate the disillusion, adoption, or reconfiguration of other identities. It provides a space where, according the Gleason quoting Allport, “the sense of emotional merging of oneself with others” can occur (465). When a poet is on a stage, especially a new poet, they get to experience this phenomena first hand as the audience shows with snaps, murmurs, and other gestures that they are absorbing and receiving the individual’s emotions and experience. 
Every performance is a conversation because, as Bakhtin would say, “any understanding of live speech is inherently responsive” (1953: 68). Therefore this emotional merging is the result of the performer putting forth cues in word choice, metaphor, pausing, intonation, gesturing, facial expressions, etc. that evokes an audience response. This response is usually auditory, because the performer often cannot see the audience members, so it takes the form of snaps, stomps, hand-rubbing, noises of comprehension and approval (i.e. mmm, whhhhoo), and occasionally a few words. By receiving this immediate feedback during the performance, the poet can alter how they choose to perform. Victoria’s case is an excellent example of this. She began quietly and full of nerves and thus communicated that to the audience through her shaking hands, wavering voice and lack of eye contact. The audience’s corresponding participation can be characterized by an attentive silence, broken only with snaps and other, punctual sounds of approval. Victoria was able to alter her performance to a more calm and confident one. Through the conversational exchange, the audience was able to express their empathy or sympathy (a topic which will be explored further later) for the experience represented in Victoria’s poem. All of this, communicated to Victoria through the audience’s actions, made her feel as though she was not alone on that stage and that what she said had value. 
This is an extremely empowering moment, especially for youth who, according to Jocson, have a recurring fear of being in the public eye because they have been socialized to be silent (2005: 144). In my interviews I heard over and over again, almost like an echo, “but I didn’t think I was good enough to do that,” “but I didn’t think anyone cared what I had to say,” and after they wrote and performed spoken word poetry, “they listened to me,” “I felt like I could do this, like anyone could do this,” “suddenly what I had to say mattered.” These last phrases, or variations of them, were almost always uttered with astonishment, even from those individuals who were in their late twenties, some of whom are currently making their living as spoken word poets. They all still considered that moment of realization with wonder because it made them feel important, made them feel heard. So youth take these personal trials, these new realities they are being introduced to, and they bring them to a space that values their contribution. With this idea we begin to point towards the reasons why so many individuals continue with spoken word poetry after high school and why there is such a high likelihood that those involved in it now will do the same.  
Jocson theorizes that youth enjoy poetry because it allows them an opportunity to break the rules and gives them a space where they can both analyze and criticize (2005: 132). Here, the rules she is referring to are mostly those of grammar or the conventions of more “traditional” poetry. However, I would argue that by allowing youth to analyze and criticize their world out loud, they are being taught to break another rule, that of socialized silence. There are certainly other forms of expression that can be considered transgressive. Certain types of dance and visual art break the rules of what about that art genre is supposed to be correct or appealing. I am not arguing that spoken word is better or more enjoyable than these forms, but that its basis in language makes it potentially more transformative. Language is so fundamental to our understanding of the world, of ourselves. An art form that allows one the ability to manipulate it to better express their individuality may be more enduring than other transgressive forms of expression.  
Jocson expands further on what learning spoken word poetry can do for youth: “this ability as a formulation of identity influences how we think, feel, and act or on the basis of everyday interactions, how we live our lives in the very contexts we occupy. Embedded with meaning and experience, this ability is essential in validating as well as building upon knowledge and skills we already possess, whether we openly claim the title of poet or not” (2005: 133). Much as it allows a manipulation of language, spoken word allows an imaginative transformation of reality, which can only help to cope with the changing and harsh realities youth must face. Being at the crux of childhood and adulthood, it may be difficult for youth to handle traumatic or challenging events in the same detached, clinical way adults are often (poorly) advised to process them. Youth may have trouble facing the actuality of an event at all. I have seen this most clearly in youth grappling with instances of childhood sexual abuse, especially when it involves incest. One poem in particular that stands out to me was a group piece about a brother and sister where the refrain was, “we played superheroes.” Here, the young adult who wrote the poem was able to access the experience by transforming it into a metaphor and thus process it from a skewed perspective rather than straight on. 
Poetry is inclusive of ordinary people. This means that everyone is given a voice; in Jocson’s case this especially important because “poetry gives voices to youth who embody perspective rarely heard before and makes their experiences important and necessary for understanding the world in both public and shared spaces” (2005: 134). For her, poetry is a site of struggle. Students are given a space where their voices are held to be just as valuable as adults and where they can work out and process the struggles they face in their everyday lives. This is why spoken word poetry is so appealing as an identity and a stage for processing the world, because everyone’s struggles are treated as valid. In Jocson’s context, this means that minority youth are not silenced or dismissed, but on a larger scale it means that youth are given a space to hear from their peers and gain other perspectives. In this space they hear about the struggles of others, and rather than being taught to put them in competition with their own, they are taught to honor them as differently valuable. 
Another reason spoken word appeals to many youth is that it honors the language that youth use to communicate with each other, which may not be viewed, as “proper,” according to educational settings. In poetry youth are allowed to swear, use slang, speak in the vernacular particular to their communities, and are not required to strictly adhere to the rules of grammar. Essentially, they are allowed to tell stories of their everyday lives, using their everyday language, while also learning the language of the spoken word poetry community. Anne Has Dyson recognizes the importance of this. “In naming and articulating the everyday, young people take responsibility for ‘answering to life’ as experienced in their social and cultural surroundings” (2005: 149). Students are often given very specific and rigid models for how to respond to and interact with their world, but in spoken word the form itself allows for the freedom to borrow and speak in others’ voices, with others’ words in order to better illuminate their own truths. To clarify, this does not mean that the spoken word community encourages or allows one to tell a story that is not theirs, but instead provides a template that teaches a more creative way to interact with and borrow from the surrounding world in order to better interpret and process their own story. In a spoken word poem, it is entirely possible to have AAVE, interacting with words created by Shakespeare and including allusions to earlier works of literature or even to current events of the past week. This mixing of forms allows the individual to better express the nuances of their experiences than they would be able to by staying in one language style or responding to only one specific event or work. 
One of the workshops I teach involves getting students to pick a topic represented by a broad noun and then list all of the words they can think of associated with it. They then take a recent experience and describe it using those words they listed. It is in this way that many students use particularly associated language to talk about a topic not usually associated with that language and thus create a metaphor. For example, a poem that describes a marriage, using terms associated with war, or the same poem but using terms associated with spring. Both poems are addressing the same topic, but through their language choices have vastly different metaphoric representations. Spoken word provides a space where two disparate concepts that may make no sense together, such as a sprouting bruise or the kiss of genocide, can have meaning.  Dyson agrees, saying, “spoken word poetry helps interrupt normative assumptions about oral and written language use and, moreover, illuminates the artful composing of even the very young” (2005: 151).  
There is a difference between writing and performing spoken word poetry as a behavior and embodying the identity of a spoken word poet. Although I recognize that a large percentage of being is repetitive doing, I believe that spoken word poetry is a more complex form of identity because it involves a fundamental reshaping of how an individual sees the world. To unravel this statement, I call once again on Levi Strauss and Quesalid. It took Quesalid repetitively performing the behaviors of a sorcerer (doing) to begin to feel as though he might actually be a sorcerer (being) (1963: 173). It took repeated proof of Quesalid’s performance as a sorcerer for people to believe he actually was one. The takeaway from Levi Strauss’s example then being, that to embody an identity one must continuously practice the behaviors of that identity and that it is the amalgamation of these repetitive acts that creates one as that identity. I have previously compared Victoria’s example to that of Quesalid, but on this point I come to a different conclusion about my poet’s identity than Levi Strauss did regarding his sorcerer. Levi Strauss left it up to speculation, based on his examination of Quesalid’s journal, whether or not the sorcerer had fully embraced the identity he once believed to be hokum. I cannot, in good faith, make a direct correlation here because Levi Strauss seems to believe that even without accepting his identity, Quesalid could be considered a sorcerer because his actions proved him to be so. However, in relation to the spoken word poetry community, I maintain that belief is fundamental to the spoken word poet’s identity. 
Levi Strauss claim’s that, “the efficacy of magic implies a belief in magic,” but does not make explicit that this belief must be both internal and external (1963: 162). His first story is about a boy who is accused of cursing a girl when she falls ill after her interaction with him (166). The boy at first insists he is not a sorcerer. When this defense does not work, he changes his tactic and instead describes how he placed the curse upon the girl. The village is pleased that the boy has finally admitted his sorcery, as they believed him to be lying previously, and therefore punishes him less harshly (167). For this community, it was easier to accept the boy’s acts as sorcery than as something foreign and intangible, such as disease, which challenges their belief system. However, what is important is not just that the village believed the boy to be a sorcerer, but that the boy grew to believe that he was a sorcerer. For this scenario to be possible, the boy would first have to accept that sorcerers are real. This seems plausible enough since he is situated within a culture where this is an accepted belief. Then the boy would have to recognize the cause and effect of his actions and the girl’s sickness as being explainable only through sorcery, thus making him a sorcerer. I would argue that it is important that the boy believes because he cannot affect a convincing performance as a sorcerer, and ‘cure’ the girl, if he does not. Although, since this scenario is based on Levi-Strauss’ research and not my own, this is simply a supposition. 
In terms of my own research, the story of the boy sorcerer is not directly transferable to the spoken word poet and poetry community, but it does express a similar relationship to belief. Much like the boy, the poet must believe they are one in order to affect the vulnerability necessary for a convincing performance as a spoken word poet. Paradoxically, a spoken word poetry performance cannot appear to be “performed” in the colloquial sense of the word. Thus to effectively perform the behavior of a spoken word poet, in the anthropological sense, the poet must not seem to be performing, in the colloquial sense of putting on a falsehood, at all. This phenomena is similar to that demonstrated in the story of Quesalid and the false shaman (Levi-Strauss, 1963: 172). When Quesalid uses his technique to cure the sick and exposes the community’s shaman as a corrupt fraud, that shaman is forced to leave town in shame because the people refuse to acknowledge him as a shaman any more. Before his great disgrace, the shaman tells Quesalid that he does not believe in the power of shamanism and does not know what he is doing. Thus he is not able to perform as a shaman when confronted by Quesalid, who’s increasing belief in his own powers of shamanism make him a more convincing performer. 
	Many of the poet’s I interviewed identified the importance of internal belief in being a poet and when it occurred for them. For Michelle, it was when she went out of her way to include it in her life. Instead of it being something she did when she had time, it became something she made time to do. This is when she began to self-identify as a poet, and now she carries at least one notebook with her at all times, in case she gets inspired. For Anne, the realization came after she’d been doing it consistently for a while. It took a few readings in her after school poetry club and a few times on the stage for Anne to convince herself that anyone, even she, could be a poet if she just believed she was and kept writing. 
A lot of the more experienced crowd identified the spoken word poet identity as being an unalienable part of themselves; something they’d done for so long that it was how they processed their world. John, interestingly, considers his poetry identity to be a spectrum, which on some days he feels very far along and on others not so much, but which he is never fully separated from. Perhaps Watson put it best when he said that the second you walk away from writing or performing a poem and you feel changed in a significant way, and you know that you want to pursue the catalyst of that change, that’s when you know you’re a poet. A lot of these responses to the question of when poetry transitioned from a hobby to an identity, focused on the amount of time spent doing it[footnoteRef:6]. However, almost all of the interviewees recognized that this time spent writing and performing spoken word poetry affected an internal change that convinced them they were poets. They were also careful to mention that, although they felt they were poets no matter the context, it was a lot easier to maintain the identity when surrounded by the support and identity validation of the poetry community. Identity then, is clearly not the product of one individual or one force, but of many.  [6:  All interview questions can be found in appendix 1. ] 

To corroborate the tri-fold structure of identity espoused by Levi Strauss, we can turn to The Politics of Identity by Kwame Anthony Appiah (2006). His idea of identity hinges upon meeting the criteria of a certain identity, being identified as that identity, and being treated as that identity. He also discusses the corresponding norms of identification, which can predict the behavior corresponding to the identity. His theory lays out key terms for the understanding of identity, including ascription, identification, treatment and the aforementioned norms of identification (2006: 16). Ascription refers to the criteria that confirms or denies the ability to identify an individual as part of a certain identity. For a spoken word poet, some of these criteria might be, whether they write and perform original work, whether they understand the conventions of performer and audience member, and if they behave towards others in the community as they are expected to. Treatment refers to treating someone as a certain identity, meaning that either/both those within the group and outside of it believe the individual to be successfully performing the role of spoken word poet and thus treat them as one. This would include the assumption that an individual will get up and perform an original poem and a correction if they do not, the assumption that the individual will expect and participate in audience interaction, and the assumption that the individual will expect the same of other poets. Identification occurs when an identity, either discovered or ascribed, begins to figure into a person’s thoughts, feelings and acts. Appiah’s understanding of identity is that “we use identities to construct our human lives” and ultimately strive for eudaimonia (2006: 18, 19). This Greek word, means ultimate contentedness and well-being. So if spoken word poetry in its ascription, treatment and identification as an identity can lead to eudaimonia, I would argue it could be considered an “optimal form of identity production” (Cote and Levine, 2015: xi).  










Chapter 2: A Family of Poets 

I’d like to begin this chapter by discussing the interesting and relevant work of Alisa Craig, as demonstrated in the article Sustainability, Reciprocity and the Shared Goods of Poetry. Although Craig’s focus is not directly on spoken word poets, many of the insights she offers into how a community of poets functions can be helpful in analyzing the spoken word poetry community. Her main focus in this article is how a community of poets is able to sustain itself without much external support. For her, sustainability “includes components of adequate encouragement and a context that fosters creative vitality” (2007: 257). I would argue that this definition applies to the spoken word poetry community. 
As discussed earlier, the identity of spoken word poet is not one that involves very many concrete external markers. Thus, at all but the most “famous” iterations of spoken word, much of the encouragement must come from within the community, ditto the creative vitality. Craig even says, “anything gained in the field of poetry is predominantly only of worth in the poetry world” (2007: 266). Individuals within the community no doubt have their own internal and external impetuses towards creation in their everyday lives. However, spoken word poetry is not a ubiquitous art form and therefore, in order to interact with individuals creating in the same way, the association must be purposeful. Even those who have spent enough time learning and practicing spoken word to be able to write on their own admit difficulty staying motivated or involved when isolated from the community. This is why youth who do not have spaces to continue with spoken word, especially after high school, can drift away from it. I do not make this point to undermine my earlier assertion that the identity of spoken word poet has longevity and appeal that others may not. Rather, I mean to emphasize the importance of the immediate community of like-minded individuals, the second leg of Levi-Strauss’s triangle, in the maintenance of this identity. 
	Craig conceives of the poetry community as a gift economy where the three categories of poets interact by giving “the most valuable thing” they have to offer (2007: 261). She believes that by willing to give this “most valuable thing,” individuals “express and reinforce commitment to the communal aims and values of those involved” (260). The three categories of poets she identifies are, emerging (or un-established), established, and well established (261). It is her belief that the “most valuable” thing a poet can offer depends on their place in this hierarchy. Beginning poets have little more to give than their words. For the page poet community that Craig studies, manuscripts, chapbooks, books and other material texts represent these words. More established poets are said to have “affective resources,” such as sociability, commiseration, etc. (261). Finally, well-established poets can offer invitations to read, connections to publishers, and positive association, what Craig refers to as effective resources or resources of opportunities. 
While I find this analogy interesting, and potentially partially applicable to the spoken word poetry community, I would argue that all of these “most valuable things” can be viewed as stemming, in some degree, from one highly valued quality. That quality is vulnerability. Each gift occasioned by a poet’s position in the hierarchy puts them at risk; as Craig states, “each donation is an act of social faith” (2007: 262). The well-established poet’s fame can still be considered tenuous and thus every poet they recommend to a publisher or invite for a reading puts their own reputation on the line. The established poet makes themselves vulnerable to rejection every time they reach out to someone better known than themselves. They further make themselves vulnerable to losing the community they currently have every time they socialize with a new member. Emerging poets are potentially the most vulnerable, not just because their membership in the community is not yet cemented, but also because what they have to offer often represents deeply personal stories and struggles. Craig recognizes the importance of these beginner poets because they are the constant influx into the community that keeps it relevant and thriving, and thus asserts that higher status poets ultimately cannot survive without contributing to lower ones (267). After speaking with, John, one of the better-established poets I know, and hearing him echo this statement, I am inclined to agree. 
This community of continuous vulnerability is maintained through the mutual obligation to reciprocate vulnerability. Meaning that the way that spoken word poets relate to each other and help to build a safe space is by assuring each other, through repetitive practice, that any vulnerability exhibited by an individual will be repaid in kind by the vulnerability of another member of the community and so on. In my research I noted that this behavior appears most strongly among poets who regularly interact, such as in an after school club or at repetitive monthly open mics or who are otherwise friends or peers. One way I observed this behavior was in the subject matter of the poems being shared. For example, the students in the Pittsboro afterschool poetry club began the year sharing poems that were more surface level. These works dealt with non-traumatic topics, such as a hatred of math class, and therefore demonstrated a lower risk level and expressed a lower degree of vulnerability. However, once one student was willing to share a piece about his daily and fear and trauma as a dark skinned black man, one student after another began to share poems of the same caliber, the same level of vulnerability. 
This is a small-scale version of what the community attempts to cultivate at events such as open mics. Since not everyone who attends an open mic is previously known to each other, one cannot expect the same, somewhat equal exchange of vulnerability. At one open mic I attended there was a woman who performed a break-up poem directly followed by one who described an incest-rape. While neither myself, nor those who I have encountered in the poetry community, are in the business of placing value judgments on people’s emotions or traumas, one could argue that the second performer offered more vulnerability than the first based on the subject matter she was discussing It is impossible to know which woman was putting herself at more emotional or mental risk without straying into the field of psychology. However, the way the audience reacted to each of their offerings can offer some insight into what is most valued in the community. 
Both poets were applauded onto and back off of the stage and received non-verbal interaction from the audience within their pieces (i.e. snapping, noises of approval, etc.). From this observation I would argue that both were judged as presenting the acceptable base level of vulnerability simply by getting on the stage and being willing to share their story. I observed the audience responding more attentively and enthusiastically to the second poet, as well as attempting to comfort her after she left the stage, which would seem to indicate that they viewed her piece as expressing a higher level of vulnerability and thus being more valuable. However, it is difficult to know this for sure because along with subject matter, audiences respond to emotionality of delivery, strength of writing and clarity of oratory. So perhaps poet two performed a riskier and more vulnerable poem and thus the audience connected with her more fervently; but it is also possible that it was the way in which she performed it that allowed the audience to connect.
This is where we begin to delve into the murkiness of poets who have learned how to perform, in the colloquial sense, their vulnerability. I have seen this phenomenon much more often in slam settings than at open mics and never witnessed it in a classroom. It occurs when established and well-established poets have performed long enough to learn what the audience wants to hear and will tailor their pieces and performances around more sensational topics and more dramatic expressions of emotion. These poets, although they appear to be performing all of the behaviors associated with the identity of a spoken word poet and receiving confirmation on their identity from the larger community, are frauds waiting to be unmasked.
Much like the sorcerer Quesalid encountered who did not believe in his craft and was eventually exposed and run out of town, these imposters are often identified by their peers (Levi-Strauss, 1963: 172). Many of my contacts in the community are fellow poets, so I was privy to conversations about such dubious characters. At one slam, some of these fellow poets were watching a white man perform a piece regarding the injustices that black women face everyday, by trying to put himself in their shoes, with an emotional voice crack and everything. They murmured to each other throughout the performance and after it. They doubted the lived experiences the poet was performing, and accused him of trying to gain points by addressing a hot button issue. One of them chimed in with a confirmation that he had seen this poet perform before and witnessed the same sort of audience pandering. Unlike the example from Quesalid’s tale where the false sorcerer was thrown out of town, the poet was not forced to leave or even directly addressed (although from the tone of the commentators, some of them would clearly have enjoyed that).  
In most cases I have seen of performing vulnerability no one has directly addressed the individual. However, from their willingness to talk during the piece, and lack of positive participation as audience members, it is clear that the poets have removed this individual from their community. They do not allow him the same respect or conform to the same behavior as they would for someone they considered a recognized member. Although the general audience may have viewed the performance as genuine and scored the poet as high as they liked, the poet’s supposed peers refuse to acknowledge his identity as a spoken word poet. It seemed from their comments as though they felt the poet did not demonstrate genuine vulnerability and thus did not offer anything close to his “most valuable thing” (Craig, 2007: 261). This is why I disagree with Levi-Strauss and this is why I find belief so essential in the triad that makes up the identity of a spoken word poet. The individuals who know what it means to be a spoken word poet, and accept themselves as one, must offer genuine vulnerability; otherwise their peers and maybe even the larger community will catch them pretending.   
	I have used the term ‘peers’ to refer to fellow poets, but it is important to examine the different status levels of the well-established, established and emerging poets. To translate Craig’s categories over to the spoken word community doesn’t take too much effort, but it is worth noting the nuances. In the spoken word community, beginning poets would be those who have just started to write and perform. Having both of these elements together is very important. To illustrate this, I would like to introduce a fourth group that I will call the pre-poets. These individuals may have attended spoken word events and write in their free time, but have never performed in a community space. I call them pre-poets because, as previously stated, I believe spoken word poetry is not fully realized as such until it is performed and interacts with the audience’s reaction. Much like Craig’s poets, these beginners have very little besides their words, although their offerings are made in a verbal rather than a textual form. Established poets, in the case of spoken word, would be those who consistently perform, have a community who recognizes them as one of their own, and have maybe attended a festival or performed out of town. Well-established poets are those who consistently attend festivals, are paid to feature at events, or have a large Internet presence. 
The numbers of poets in each category, not forgetting those who may fall into more than one, is best represented by a pyramid, with very, very few at the top, or in the well-established poets category. Also, like a pyramid, it is the strong base that keeps the rest of the structure standing. 
One thing that Craig did not mention is the ways that the beginning poets serve as a reminder to the more established ones. Not a reminder of how far they have come, but of why they started in the first place. As someone who could be considered an established poet, maybe even a well-established poet by some, I often find that it is not my accolades or opportunities that keep me involved with this art form, but the high schoolers I interact with. When I originally made my observations of Victoria’s performance and the extra attention the audience paid, I wondered, what it was about this new poet that was special; I think this is the phenomenon I was witnessing. All the poets in the audience, who often sway the general behavior of the audience, could remember being in her place and feeling that vulnerable. 
It has been my observation that as individuals, especially individuals of my own generation, we are extremely focused on protecting ourselves. The spoken word poetry community, however, places value on being vulnerable and exposing oneself through self reflection, or as they would say it, “keeping it real.” This sort of voluntary public secret sharing can only occur in an environment where poets feel safe and supported. Poets facilitate these spaces for each other. Korina M. Jocson, in her article, “‘Taking it to the Mic,’” offers an example of this creation of safe spaces through her discussion of student-teacher-poets (2005: 141). 
	Before they are put in a classroom, student-teacher-poets (or STPs) are said to “undergo a learning process” which seeks to “affirm the poet in them” (Jocson, 2005: 141). This is an important part of their training process because it is the common ground on which they and the students connect, allowing them to open up. The STPs appeal to the high schoolers because they are seen more as peers than adults, but they may come from vastly different backgrounds and have different life experiences. Thus the youth are often not fully able to identify with the STPs without the bridge that poetry creates. The connection of this art form allows them to share their stories across their assumed differences. It is for the STPs, as those in an authority or more powerful position, to open the space for this sharing. For this reason, they often perform before trying to get the kids to perform or even write. Performing a personal poem gives a STP credibility with the youth as it demonstrates their willingness to be vulnerable with strangers and even while occupying positions of authority. The goal here is to begin the dialogue, the back and forth conversation that is spoken word poetry sharing, in a way that demonstrates that youth’s voices are just as valuable as those of adults. My experience as a workshop facilitator in the Pittsboro high school began with performing an initial personal poem about being a fat queer woman to establish the space as a safe one for sharing vulnerabilities. After the initial personal poem, STPs, and myself, often tend to perform less and less, spending more of their time offering writing prompts, answering questions and serving as a role model and conduit between youth who are just beginning in spoken word and the larger world of spoken word poetry. 
Jocson’s analysis of Jordan’s curriculum, and her discussion of STPs especially, can offer insight beyond their specific context. I, for example, was never taught the Jordan curriculum or put through specific training as a student-teacher-poet. However, the way the roles and responsibilities are described are very reminiscent of how those who came into my high school poetry club and taught me acted and are very similar to the way I facilitate in the afterschool club. Therefore, there must be an impetus related to the community spoken word creates that produces this reverence for and facilitation of safe spaces. 
This phenomenon is not confined to schools or poetry workshops alone. At poetry slams, there is always a first poet, one that gets scored by the judges but is not a part of the actual competition. This poet has two names. One is the ‘calibration poet,’ meaning that it is this poet’s job to give the judges something to score and develop a baseline for the poets who come after. The other name is more telling. As a ‘sacrificial poet,’ this poet is the first to share their story on the stage and to open up and warm the space. This role is held in high esteem, and a slam will not occur until there can first be a sacrificial poet, even if that means having the host sacrifice. Although open mics are much less high stakes, the first poet of the night is still considered to be extremely important. They are the first to bring vulnerability into a space that may not have previously been welcome to it, depending on what other events have taken place at the venue that night or the audience’s mood, and because of that the host will often ask a more experienced or frequent poet to perform first. This poet has the practice and knowledge of the art form to know how important it is to demonstrate real vulnerability but from their experience they can also be assured of the audiences support and acceptance of that vulnerability. Thus their performance models how to express vulnerability and how it will be received to potentially lessen the fears of poets who have never had this experience. 
	The first poet is only one of the ways in which poets strive to create a safe space for each other. For example, during all the slams I attended, the host instructed the audience that they may boo the judges but never ever to boo a poet, and after every score is read would say, “give it up for the poet not the points.” In my research, none of the audiences I encountered ever booed a poet. While there may be a natural inclination not to boo performers I have certainly witnessed other occasions, such as sporting events, or band shows, where the audience boos. In my experience, this is meant to indicate a failure to perform the expected role in a satisfactory manner. Aside from the judges at a slam, the audience members at poetry events tend to show their displeasure with a performer by lack of participation, i.e. not snapping during the piece. 
	I would like to take a moment here to speak on the role of competition in spoken word poetry, most clearly demonstrated by slam competitions. It may be difficult, after reading so much about the vulnerability of poets and the importance of safe space to understand why spoken word poets would ever willfully pit themselves against each other. To this I would say that poets still ask themselves this question. In fact, I have yet to meet a spoken word poet who does not have a love-hate relationship with slam or with having their poems scored. Competitions force poets to either put aside their own egos or root against fellow poets whom they have called family, or find a balance between both. So why continue to play the game. I do not have a complete answer but I will say that competition is often accepted as a necessary evil because it drives poets by giving them goals and opportunities. Poets who slam can become more well known, can be selected for competing teams and can sometimes even win money. Competition also creates a sort of legitimacy and interest with the world outside of the community, as it taps into that human urge to take sides or pick favorites, to have someone to root for. Surely these are not the only pros or cons to competition but they do somewhat explain why spoken word poets engage in such an aggressive form of sharing. However, despite acknowledging the benefits or necessity of competition poets and audience members often remain uncomfortable watching people’s experiences be judged and this is where the role of the judges come in. 
The judges serve an interesting purpose in an atmosphere where it would seem that if you do not have anything nice to say about a poet’s performance, then you should refrain from saying anything at all. Judges are allowed to bring judgment into the space and, far from threatening the atmosphere of safety, they serve to reaffirm the group’s commitment to it. By giving the audience a group of five, randomly selected, supposedly objective individuals whom they can collectively dislike, disagree with, or dismiss, a sense of greater unity is fostered. At one slam I attended, there was a poet who spit a piece about mental illness which the audience very clearly identified with--as evidenced from their snapping and foot stomping during the performance. The judges returned lower scores than they had for the previous poet, and the audience erupted in a chorus of loud booing. Thus, although slams are in some ways radically different from open mics, the safe space of the relationship between the audience and the performers is maintained. The judges are both the only ones allowed to clearly apply a ranking to the poets and the only ones to whom the audience directly addresses their criticism. The numerical assessment applied to the poets by the judges is also seen as less threatening because the judges have been so othered. Thus it feels that no matter how good or bad a poem might be, the criticism is neither personal to the individual or of particular value in the community. 
Audiences are also taught the ritual of rubbing hands together if a poet stumbles, so that a poet is not bombarded with different voices offering encouragement while they are struggling with memorization or emotions on stage. Spoken word is not censored, even in high school settings, but the community does not allow any kind of hate speech. The values of the community discourage racism, sexism, homophobia and other discriminatory rhetoric, so it is rare that anyone choosing to perform in this setting would express such views. My evidence for this claim comes from observation of both explicit instructions and implicit atmosphere. In both classroom settings and performance settings, I witnessed the authority figures in those environments instruct the group to be tolerant. The host of the monthly open mics begins her events by reminding the audience that, “this is a safe space and tonight what we are creating is a community of love and understanding.” Similar are the values emphasized teaching the poetry club youth the parameters of their pieces, such as being allowed to swear but being encouraged to do it productively. One facilitator likes to say that, “you can write your poems about whatever you want, but they cannot focus on hatred of a specific group, so none of the isms or obias (sexism, racism, ableism, homophobia, etc.).” 
Aside from being directly told how to treat others in the context of a spoken word community, I believe that the art form itself, which fosters a creative re-imagination of reality, promotes understanding across boundaries of difference. This would seem to be evidenced by the sheer diversity of open mic and slam crowds and participants, as well as that of students who self-select to join afterschool poetry clubs. If the community did not actively discourage racism, sexism, homophobia, etc., then certainly its participants could not represent such a variety of these identities because they would not feel safe existing as vulnerable individuals in this space.  
However, sometimes, problematic poems do occur, and depending on their severity, the individual will receive low scores and lack of audience support. On one or two occasions I even witnessed individual poets or the host approaching the poet after their performance to discuss why their piece was problematic.  After poems that deal with extremely personal topics or where the poet gets very emotional on stage, the host will often remind the audience that this is a safe space and thank the individual for sharing. This is done in open mic as well as slam settings without being considered favoritism by the host for a certain competitor. In fact, if a poet does end up disturbed by their own poem and the emotions it has evoked through its performance, the audience will expect the host to make a comment showing support for the poet and all the poets who share their personal and difficult stories on stage.  
My interview subjects also supported this interpretation. In discussing what drew them to the community and what they think encourages membership, many of their answers were in the same vein. Multiple people described it as an inviting space for youth. According to Jerrel, this is because it gives youth a space to share their beliefs and experiences with each other and to learn to have love for each other despite their differences. Felicity expands upon this by saying the community is all about acceptance and that poets believe that if it comes from your heart, it should matter. Anne, a high school student new to spoken word, says that she learns new ways to express herself and gets helpful critiques from being around a group of poets. 
The community is not without both internal and external challenges. Anne has had trouble building a group of poets in her school because a lot of her classmates think of poetry as boring or righteous or inaccessible to the everyman. In trying to understand a little bit of where this attitude might come from, I turn to the insight Asher offers about performance vs. page poetry. Page poetry, as a community, often looks down on performance poetry for being free verse rather than focusing on established patterns. Although Asher characterizes spoken word as being more accessible because of its style, he also acknowledges that the poet only has one shot to get the message across and therefore might seem to be grand standing. In discussing factors that might dissuade someone from joining the poetry community, which all respondents agreed was very rare; Jerrel mentioned the idea of judgment and Felicity talked about self-gain. Each believed that individuals who pursue such things do exist in the poetry community, but are rare and often ostracized by the larger community as being involved for the wrong reasons. Watson acknowledged that it is hard to live off of spoken word. However, he asserted that the only reason an individual would be directly discouraged from joining the community would be if they represented an emotional or physical threat to the community or safe space. 
	Despite recognizing the challenges and potential issues both within and surrounding the community, all of the individual’s I spoke with are still involved, in one way or another, with the spoken word community. In order to understand why, I asked them what it was about their experience that made them want to continue. For Victoria, it was about having people be able to connect to her and see her through her poetry. She also mentioned how the audience encouragement from her first performance made her want to write more so she could get back into that space. For Michelle, it was about getting to explore her community through the poets that were a part of it and the bond she formed with the people in her club. Asher’s relationship with spoken word is linked to the deaths of local young women, one of whom was a part of his poetry family and another whose death rattled the university. He said that these events made real to him the way that separations within a community can lead to violence and conflict. Spoken word has provided him with a vehicle for community building because it has shown him what we all have in common to share, a story. Felicity has been doing poetry since high school, but it wasn’t until she had her son that she truly realized her commitment to continue in the community. She wants to help kids become better versions of themselves and believes that through spoken word we can positively effect the world that we will pass on to the next generation. 
	Many interviewees echoed this sentiment, saying that what they want to pass on about the spoken word poetry community is its accessibility. Victoria believes that if you aren’t a poet, you can become one just by starting to write. John believes that everyone can practice storytelling through spoken word and that it is a medium of communication that can fundamentally change and connect all of us in this world of disconnects. Asher believes this accessibility allows people to reach across lines of difference. Jerrel says that spoken word poetry creates a space where you can heal yourself, get support, and help others at the same time. Felicity wants people to know that it’s a place where someone will always clap for you just for being yourself. Watson says it promotes open and honest communication, and that it fights for things that need to be fought for. 
This chapter focuses on the importance of the immediate poetry community to the individual who is forming the identity of spoken word poet. To this end, much of the analysis so far has been focused on the internal dynamic and has come from a lens from within the community. However, it is also important to take a look at the community of spoken word poets from the outside, to understand how even individuals not part of this group might be able to identify it. Of great help here is Robert K. Merton’s work Insiders and Outsiders. For Merton, “group affiliations (reinforced social identities) find expression in symbols of distinctive speech, bodily appearance, dress, public behavior patterns and, not least, assumptions and foci of thought” (1972: 327). Perhaps not all of these markers are clearly visible in the poetry community. For example, I have yet to find any cohesion in manner of dress or bodily appearance since the community is so varied in its membership. However, this list is, in general very helpful in enumerating and then analyzing the markers of group affiliation among spoken word poets.  
In terms of distinctive speech, spoken word poets have a unique lexicon. It is not simply demonstrated in how poets speak at events, but also in how they speak about them. All those who are truly members of the spoken word community know what ‘slam,’ ‘spit,’ ‘open mic,’ ‘snaps/props,’ and many other words mean and those on the outside not familiar with them can identify the group by their use of this vocabulary. The community certainly did not create these words and they may have meanings other than those they hold within the community, but the fact is that these words signify something specific for this group that marks them as a community. These words and many others used to discuss the art form of spoken word and its events are extremely important to the community, so I will take a minute to go more in depth with their meanings to the community than I have previously done.  An ‘open mic’ is a non-competitive spoken word event that has no rules for who can perform or how long they can speak for, often resulting in artists who are not spoken word poets also performing. ‘Snaps/props,’ aside from their well-known meanings as nouns, also stand in for the word ‘praise’ in phrases such as, “give em’ some props” or “let me hear your snaps for the poet,” often uttered by the host. ‘Spit’ is a verb mostly closely equated to ‘perform’ and can be used in either the context of a formalized event or as a way to describe any sort of performing of a spoken word piece or related utterance. ‘Slam’ can be either a noun or a verb. As a verb it is similar to ‘compete,’ and as a noun it is an event. A ‘slam’ is a poetry competition, invented as a bar game in the 1980s by a construction worker named Mark Smith. Members of the slam community all know this fact, mostly, because at the beginning of many slams the host will announce it, as a way to introduce new audience members to the history of slam poetry. Insiders to the community also know that the proper response to this announcement is “so what,” because Mark Smith asked that “so what” be said after every mention of his name as a reminder that it’s not about him, it’s about the poetry. So in the poetry community the sentence, ‘There’s an open mic this month and a slam next, I’m gonna spit in both so I expect to hear you in the crowd giving me some props,” makes perfect sense. 
The ‘so what’ occasioned by the host’s mentioning Mark Smith’s name is an example of the call and response behavior common in spoken word settings. Here, tracking the distinctive speech can begin our discussion of public behavior patterns. As with the ‘so what’ response example, there are certain known language patterns, cue phrases that produce a certain consistent corresponding response. Another example of this occurs when a host announces a time penalty, as poems in slam cannot be over three minutes and thirty seconds for adults or three minutes for youth. The audience response to the time penalty is “you rat bastards, you’re ruining it for everyone, but it was well worth it.” Admittedly this is more common to hear in the adult slam setting than youth ones, but again the point is to emphasize the poetry over the game. 
Then there are responses not elicited by specific language but through an understanding of expected ritual. For example, when a poet is making their way to the stage, the audience is expected to clap until they reach the microphone. The fellow poets in the audience, or those who have been a part of the community longest, will often add to this with “go in poet,” “leave it all on the stage,” and “remember what the words mean,” and know to fall silent when the poet gets behind the microphone to give them time to collect themselves before they perform. Unlike the call and response with the host, this behavior is not explicitly taught, but adopted through continued exposure. The more time poets spend with each other, the more cemented their language behaviors become, even in their communication with each other. Poets are often more metaphoric in their speech in general, but I have noticed that when together, poets tend to riff back and forth in an almost metaphoric shorthand. Often the referential material for this shorthand will come from each other’s poems or the works of well-known poets. 
Public behavior patterns in the poetry community are not limited to performances or verbal interactions. Spoken word poets, as a group, tend to greet each other with embraces rather than handshakes or merely verbal acknowledgment. This behavior is not only common among poets who know each other, but is the assumed method of greeting when meeting new poets in a poetry setting, such as an open mic, slam or festival. Hugging is so expected that poets in new settings who do not like physical contact will often make a point to mention it on first interaction and will be known in the community as a poet who prefers to be greeted with hellos or handshakes. The nuances of knowledge within the community can vary greatly. By examining them one can discover what assumptions and foci of thought this group hold to be true. 
As an established poet with an anthropological lens, it’s easy for me to spot the newbies. The behaviors do not come to them as quickly because they are not yet immersed enough to share the same assumptions or foci of thought automatically. They may not have been taught to rub their hands together when a poet starts to stop and stutter and forget their poem on stage. They are also more hesitant to snap during performances, as Victoria was, especially before she herself performed. They may not have the problem that more established poets do with poets performing stories that are not theirs to tell. In this case I mean a fabricated situation that a poet responds to without having experienced it or without acknowledging where their knowledge of the experience comes from. An example would be a poet who has not experienced rape performing a poem about rape from the first person without providing context, which is frowned on in the poetry community However, new poets may not know this and they may even be the ones performing these stories. These new additions to the community stick out precisely because their behavior is not in-sync, often because they have not had the experiences that cause them to align with the assumptions and foci of thought. 
The poets in the audience were so extra-supportive when Victoria, a clear first-timer, performed because they remembered when they too were nervous and unknowing. As clichéd as it sounds, practice makes perfect, and with their first foray into the community the beginning poet begins to make the transition from outsider to insider and to understand what it means to be a spoken word poet; as Merton says, “you have to be one in order to understand one” (1972: 330). He also says, “the outsider has neither been socialized in the group nor has engaged in the run of experience that makes up its life, and therefore cannot have the direct, intuitive sensitivity that alone makes empathetic understanding possible” (330-331). So perhaps those not part of the poetry community cannot understand it on the same visceral level; but to quote Craig, “for no matter how doubting the world may be about the practical uses of poetry, it is a resource from which we draw, individually and collectively, often when facing the indescribable: great faith, beauty, love, loss, crisis and devastation” (2007: 267). .   




























Chapter 3: Poets and the Larger Community

There is a line, perhaps not a very clear one but a line nonetheless, between those who are inside of the poetry community and those who are outside of it. Since the identity of a spoken word poet is fluid and constantly evolving, it is entirely possible that those who affiliate with the art form by watching and listening to it can become a part of the community. In order to decipher these distinctions between insider and outsider, and examine how an outsider can become an insider, I refer back to my earlier discussion of Robert K. Merton’s work with group affiliations as represented by shared language, behaviors and thoughts. He does not believe that empathetic understanding is possible for the outsider (1972: 330-331). I would agree; I don’t think that an individual can fully comprehend, for example, the fear and bravery involved in performing a spoken word piece on stage, until they have done it themselves. 
However, in the spoken word community outsiders are extremely important. They serve as the final leg of Levi-Strauss’s identity triangle, and although they may not be able to be empathetic, they can be sympathetic. For example, in Victoria’s case the poets in the crowd reacted so strongly because they were empathetic, having been in Victoria’s beginning shoes at one point themselves. The part of the audience not comprised of performing poets could be sympathetic. They noticed her obviously displayed nervousness and could call on their own understanding of the situation as one that must be difficult, especially for someone so young. I believe that this sympathy for the act of performing as well as for individual poet’s subject matter can act as a catalyst, which causes the outsider to increasingly integrate themselves into the community and potentially eventually become an insider through performance. 
It is here that I diverge somewhat from Merton’s assertions. He discusses insiders as having access to knowledge and outsiders as being included from it (1972: 329). Although I accept that insiders do have knowledge that outsiders do not, my experience researching in the poetry community has shown me a culture of teaching. From the host, explaining the rules and history of slam and the importance of showing nonverbal support during performances, to the workshops taught in classrooms. To individual responses from interviewees about how they constantly tell people that anyone can be a poet as long as they start writing, it appears to me that this community of insiders does not exclude outsiders from their knowledge. 
Merton goes on to discuss what he calls “the insider doctrine” as a phenomenon where, “knowledge and change involving an oppressed group can only truly be furthered by those who share that identity” (1972: 329). The spoken word poetry community certainly contains many individuals who represent oppressed identities. I want to be clear—I believe one of the ways outsiders to the poetry community can become insiders is by allowing their sympathy to inspire them to become more and more involved in the art form until they have enough experience to be insiders and thus experience true empathy. However, I only believe this to be possible in the general sense of the identity of a spoken word poet which can be adopted by anyone, i.e. writing and performing original poetry on stage in front of an audience. In order for empathy to be possible, one must be able to feel with a person, and not simply for them (sympathy). The most reliable way to feel with a person is by having lived through the same experiences as they have. Thus my assertion is that the shared experiences of spoken word poetry can inspire empathy.  However, the individual experiences described in poems may or may not inspire empathy from the audience or fellow poets, depending on an individual’s other identity affiliations. All of this is to say that I agree with Merton, that those who are not part of an oppressed identity can never truly appreciate their reality. However, I do not agree that all knowledge and change can only come from those who embody that oppressed identity. Spoken word provides a platform for those who embody oppressed identities to speak out and educate others about the oppressions they face. Then those not facing these oppressions can use their positions of power to cause change for oppressed groups. Certainly this is not the only way to affect change, and I believe that allies should never drown out those they claim to support, but spoken word offers a platform for everyone to speak, and that means both the powerful and powerless can act on what they hear.
In order to make this happen, spoken word poets need their audience. Their performance, their utterance is not complete without its corresponding response. Here is where the understanding of poetry as an art form, which, like language itself, is “inherently responsive,” is useful (Bakhtin, 1953: 68). Spoken word can be considered a secondary utterance because it includes primary utterances, such as other forms of talk, references to literature, borrowed language and more (Bakhtin, 1953:62). This referential nature of spoken word poetry is part of what I have referred to as the reactionary aspect. Similar to other forms of art, spoken word is created in response to the world that surrounds the artist. To emphasize this, spoken word poets often directly reference the original utterance they are responding to. This can be done in a number of ways, such as through references made throughout the piece, by beginning the piece with the original utterance or a reference to it, or alluding to a widely known cultural reference point as an utterance, among others. 
The first time I ever saw Felicity perform, she was utilizing this technique. She sang the lyrics to “Hush Little Baby” at various moments during her piece, both beginning and ending the poem with the word “Hush.” The way she chose to use the utterances in the song, as referential material was particularly haunting because her poem was about child incest and abuse. As an audience member this was an unsettling piece to watch because of how well the poet took the original aspect of the world that she was reacting to (the song) and used it to metaphorically to highlight the way abusers manipulate young children, especially those in their own family. It was really the juxtaposition of the traditionally accepted associations with the song, being that of childhood and innocence, with such traumatic reality that made the piece so powerful. Another example of this integration of referential material is Asher’s poem about the relationship of a young boy whom he tutors with his immigrant father. Rather than simply stating that the relationship is complicated and explaining why, Asher uses the boy’s love of the game Mario as a way to explain his love for his father. He takes language from the game as well as characteristics of the Mario character himself and applies it to the interaction between the boy and his father. Taking this technique even one step further involves performing what is referred to as a persona piece. Michelle says that she performs these sorts of pieces almost exclusively because they allow her to share something about herself without having to do it directly. In persona pieces the poet immerses themselves in the referential material, becoming a character in that world. Michelle especially enjoys doing this with historical figures. 
While this may seem a strange type of performance for an art form that prides itself on authenticity, this form actually allows the poet to shine a new light on their own experiences by identifying with another perspective. For example, while doing a piece in the persona of Joan of Arc, Michelle would not actually be attempting to be convincingly perceived as Joan of Arc, but would be using her story to highlight her own feelings on a subject. This is ultimately the purpose of referential content in spoken word poetry: to make the personal universal by tying it to a person, story or cultural understanding that the audience can identify with. The position referential content occupies in the conversation between poet and audience can be roughly equated to that of the initial utterance that the poet both reacts to and incorporates in their form of answering and thus continuing the conversation. For example, the character of Mario is certainly not an utterance, but may be the first impetus that elicits a poet’s response. 
If viewed as a conversation, this would be similar to rephrasing someone’s utterance in your response to it or borrowing language from their original utterance to make it clear what you are responding to. As Bakhtin asserts, “any understanding of live speech is inherently responsive” because it “agrees or disagrees, augments, applies it, prepares for its execution” and thus the “listener becomes the speaker” in one-way or another (1953: 68). I would like to emphasize here the characterization of the type of speech Bakhtin is referring to as ‘live’ speech. As discussed earlier, this is what separates spoken word from page poetry: that it is not complete until its live execution. So if spoken word poets responding to the world around them can be considered the reaction, then the interaction occurs when those hearing the live speech respond to it.  Although this response is not always a verbal one, it is still an integral part of the conversation. The audience’s snaps, claps and murmurs of support allow them to respond to the poet on stage while still allowing the poet to remain the speaker.
I want to clarify that, like Bakhtin, I do not pretend any of these poets to be the first to “disturb the eternal quiet of the universe,” but in attempting to understand the relationship between the poet and the audience, I have had to explain things as more static than I believe them to be (1953: 69). All poets and audience are engaged in constant interaction with the world and those that inhabit it, and thus are simultaneously speakers and listeners, reactionary and interactionary. In spoken word, this relationship between speaker (poet) and listener (audience) is an especially good one for exploring the speaker being oriented toward an actively responsive understanding audience (69). 
I mentioned earlier in this work how poets give cues to the audience during their performance. My initial discussion of this was rooted in the group affiliations between poets being demonstrated through distinctive speech (Merton, 1972: 327). However, in the context of the conversation, it demonstrates a speaker that is not merely waiting for or expecting a response, but eliciting it. The distinctive speech patterns characterize the way the conversation between poet and audience occurs. Since the poet is the focus of the group attention, it is they who pause or slow down, get softer or louder in order to indicate the important or most salient moments in their piece, which they want the audience to respond to. However, for the poet to do this, they must be assured of the audience’s responsiveness. 
It’s very difficult to make a clear statement about what comes first: the poet’s cues or the audience’s reaction. By this I mean that in my research, I came across situations such as that of Victoria, whose performance grew in confidence and volume as the audience gave her encouragement by positively reacting to her. On the other end, some of the events I attended also had clear examples of the poets being the ones to draw the audience out of their shell and elicit their responses by pausing, volume changes, etc. Much of this often depends on the skill and experience of the performer, but even a great poet cannot always inspire a lackluster or ignorant audience. One slam I went to had a range of performers of different skill levels, but despite some of them being very talented and compelling, the audience was not one pre-disposed to verbally participate no matter how much they may have enjoyed the pieces. Audiences that do not understand the conventions of spoken word are often predisposed to be less reactive, but if the host does a good job of continuously explaining the importance of feedback for the performer, the audience will often improve over the course of an evening. However, the makeup of an audience sometimes means that they will never be inclined to be very responsive. For example, I have performed at both retirement communities and high schools, and while I may have been equally appreciated at both, I certainly felt it more in the high schools because the audience was responsive rather than silent. On the flip side, there are certain performers who, no matter how supportive the audience, will never deliver a performance that directly and deliberately draws response from the audience because they are either new or not confident enough on stage. 
Instead of claiming that it is either the performing poet or the audience that begins the back and forth exchange or conversation, I would argue that this is where the larger community comes into play. The role of the host in prepping and guiding the audience has already been discussed. Often fellow poets or coaches will be the ones to tell performers that they need to slow down or create spaces for pause where the audience can react. Audience members and performers, who are not being told directly by the host or fellow poets how to have this conversation, often learn through observation.
The discussion of spoken word performances as a conversation is corroborated by Bauman’s understanding of performance as “mode of communication” (1986: 3). He sees this communication as involving two main players: the performer and the audience, who each have different responsibilities. The performer is responsible to the audience in the sense that they must communicate effectively and with skill, and highlight the method used to communicate “above and beyond” the referential content (1986: 3). To unpack this statement, the performer’s first obligation to the audience is to communicate in an understandable way. Referring back to Merton’s work, one way of doing this might be to use the distinctive speech patterns characteristic of a certain group. For example, in the spoken word community, communicative skill might manifest itself in a poet speaking and articulating well and pausing to allow the audience to react to certain important moments in the piece. In terms of underlining how the conversation between the poet and audience takes place, the poet both encourages and responds to audience participation in the performance. This is evident when more novice poets are compared to more experienced ones. The new poets will often become startled by audience response, read their work quickly and quietly, and occasionally forget their words. The more experienced poets, on the other hand, use their time on the stage to emphasize the poet-audience conversational relationship by pausing, gaining momentum from positive audience feedback, etc. This in turn may reinforce for the audience, especially new audience members, how the communication works and thus help them learn in what ways they can participate. 
In terms of paying attention to referential functions, I would first like to briefly explain what referential functions, as opposed to referential content, means Roman Jakobson is well known for enumerating what he refers to as the six functions of language. These functions are meant to aid in judging how effective an act of verbal communication is (Jakobson 1970). The purpose of the referential function is to explain the context of a situation. So in this case, it means the poet is responsible for performing the first two tasks of communicating effectively and highlighting the method of communication on a level higher than that of an explicitly contextual one.
In order to do this, performers must make use of the poetic function (Jakobson, 1970: 3). The poetic function, another one of Jakobson’s six, is about the message for its own sake, focusing more on how things are said than what is said. This includes things such as rhythm, meter, alliteration, metaphor and simile, among others. So to demonstrate their communicative skill on a poetic function level, spoken word poets must not simply stand up and tell their story like they’re reading a news report. They must instead include nuance, something for the audience to grab onto. To highlight the method of communication on the level of poetic function, the poet must draw attention to their uses of the poetic function through their choice of where to place pieces of it in their performance. For example, the poet must not just use metaphor but make it cohesive, perhaps by referencing it multiple times or beginning and ending the poem with the same metaphoric language. The refrain, “we played super heroes,” in the poem about incest and abuse that I referenced earlier is a good example of this. According to Bauman, the poet must do all of this to hold up their end of the conversation (1990: 3). 
In return, the audience will evaluate the effectiveness and skill of the performer and assess how they have chosen to enact their performance (Bauman, 1990: 3). The audience may choose not to respond to the poet’s cues if they do not believe them to be executed correctly or if they do not agree with the poet’s use of the poetic function. For example, if the poet were to pause after what they believed to be a great use of alliteration, the audience might not consider their use of the alliteration or the choice of when to pause as masterful enough to respond to. A spoken word performance that is received in silence by a room that has at least some members of the poetry community cannot be considered a successful performance, just as a speaker who fails to engage the listener to respond cannot be considered to have taken part in a successful conversation. I agree with Bauman’s assessment of performance as a, “mode of communication, a way of speaking,” and see the merits of separating the performer’s and audience’s responsibilities in the conversation (1990: 3). However, I think this ascription might be too rigid for the spoken word community, where the audience must also display communicative skill and an understanding of the method of communication in order for the conversation to occur.  
To support this claim we have Schieffelin’s work with the Kalui of Papua New Guinea. He worked with spirit mediums in order to explore the phenomena of séances (1985). In explaining the relationship between the spirit medium (performer) and audience, he observes “the spirit medium and the audience together co-create a new reality that recontextualizes particular problematic social circumstances and enables action to be taken in regard to them” (1985: 707). The work that spoken word poets do to present events or circumstances in a different light, to turn them on their heads, provides a new perspective. Often, issues that were not fully understood or somewhat invisible become clearer when interpreted through devices such as metaphor. When this occurs, people who were previously deaf to the problems presented by spoken word artists can become awakened to them and change their behavior accordingly. I, myself, have a poem that addresses the language of rape culture by describing a rape victim as if they were a shooting victim. I have found that I often receive responses about how the poem has helped people understand how much of a double standard the language surrounding rape culture creates.  
This co-creation of a new reality can also be thought of as an agreement on a particular way to see the world, almost an adoption of a belief system. So when the spoken word poet and the audience work together to create the performance of spoken word poetry, they are agreeing to a certain set of practices that help make sense of the world by giving it a system to be processed through. According to Schieffelin, what the poet and audience are doing is “socially constructing a situation in which the participants experience symbolic meanings as part of the process of what they are already doing” (1985: 709). This means that the poets and audience members create an environment where certain behaviors, such as rubbing one's hands together, can mean more than their simple physicality would indicate. Schieffelin also references Levi Strauss, saying, “The basic thrust of the argument, following Levi Strauss (1967) cited above, was that by assimilating the patient’s suffering to a metaphoric version of a widely significant cultural scenario of resolution, the séance provided a means to make sense of, and to order and resolve his problematic bodily experience” (712). Many spoken word poets deal with the subject matter of trauma, but I would venture that all come to the stage with some outpouring of emotion they need to work through, some problem they need to resolve. The act of performing a spoken word poem can be considered a cultural scenario of resolution that allows the poet to make sense of and resolve their problematic experience. 
Moving on, from what may seem like a sort of two-dimensional relationship between the audience and performer that occurs during a performance, Victoria comments on how the conversation continues off stage. For her, the feedback on stage is both auditory and visual, but she also mentions the importance of the conversations that take place after the event, where people can comment on her work. She also recognizes her role within the audience both as a member and an observer of it. Victoria considers it the audience’s job to hear other people’s stories. 
Michelle thinks the connection between the audience and the poet is based on underlying fundamental emotions everyone can access through the vulnerability of personal pieces. Anne, who is new to performing, has already grasped how modes of expression can emphasize certain parts of the poem as more important than others and cause the audience to think about them. She believes that it is the way someone tells their story that intrigues the listener and makes them want to hear more. Often the poets on stage are not simply connected to the audience members through the conversation of performance, but also know them as friends, family, romantically, etc. Anne performed a poem that thanked her stepfather for being in her life more than her biological father had been while he was in the room. She says that performing to the subject of your poem can impact how you perform and that the emotions it conjures can make one nervous but also have the potential to make the performance better. 
For John, the relationship between the poet and audience can be traced back to ancient oral traditions where poetry existed as a means of relaying information, communicating and passing down history and culture. His focus on community and memory leads him to believe that neither the storyteller and the listener nor the poet and audience can be separated. Thus John believes spoken word de-emphasizes the importance of the creator. Overall, he believes this community form of creation has the incredible power to create impact and push change. 
Asher agrees that the relationship between the audience and the poet can be viewed as a conversation where the audience speaks back in both verbal and nonverbal ways. For Jerrel, spoken word performances are reminiscent of the call and response in the black churches he grew up in. He says that the audience being encouraged to involve themselves with the performers in turn leads them to encourage performers and provides a way to let people know you connect. Felicity believes that you must always be performing to someone or something; even if you’ve created the entity in your mind while you’re performing, you must feel like you are addressing something. She likes to make the audience uncomfortable by making direct eye contact while spitting about difficult issues. For Felicity, it's all about building relationships with people you’ve never met but who—when you leave the stage—believe you were speaking directly to them. She describes the atmosphere of this interaction as an aura of “I got you,” where it is acknowledged that everyone is different but all are accepted. 
For Watson, humility has to be present in both the performer and audience; they all have to accept that they have a stake in listening to other people’s stories and learning from their experiences, that what we have to say can help each other. Jane’s relationship with audience is often not just that of poet and audience, but of host and audience. As a host, she believes it is her job to be relatable to the audience and uses her improv background to be silly on stage. She believes that everyone comes to the space because they have something to say, and she encourages the audience members to talk to each other and to poets who have performed. Spoken word poetry is meant to be understood; it does not hide its tricks, its metaphors or allusions, but instead uses them to process the self and the world and to offer a perspective that anyone can relate to.





















Conclusion

	This project began with a question: I wanted to know why people kept coming back to spoken word, why it remained a constant in their lives. I was also curious about the cycle created when those who learned poetry in high school came back to teach poetry to high schoolers. To learn the answers to these questions, I had to step out of the role of participant and into that of anthropologist, observer. I had to question the things I took for granted as fact and search for the why and how behind them. My conclusion is this: spoken word, as an identity created by the individual, their peers and the community, has one of the highest potentials I have ever encountered for creating eudaimonia (contented well-being)(Appiah, 2006: 18).
	When I first mentioned this concept, it was in conjunction with Cote and Levine’s idea of optimal forms of identity production. Their definition of this term is a type of identity production, which “allows people to maximize their inner potentials by finding interpersonal and social contexts in which these potentials can be brought out and nurtured relationally,” (Cote and Levine, 2015: xi). I cannot begin to guess all of the inner potentials of the individuals I interacted with. What I can do is represent, both through their words and my own observations, the aspects of each individual that spoken word allowed them to discover or further explore. 

Jerrel found that he had a talent and a desire for self-reflection and introspection, which he now has the tools to express. 
“It’s the therapy of understanding who you are and what you believe.”

John developed an interest in the roots of the art form and the potential it and he has for the common communication of humanity. 
“Spoken word highlights the power of storytelling. This is why people are drawn to it, because it's so natural, so human, not magical, just a set of skills and practice, attainable and accessible to everyone.” 

Victoria learned to move past her fear of being vulnerable and show the world the confidence she has in her words. 
“When I wrote I felt relief and impressed and it makes me want to write more. When you are writing poetry it makes things come out you, you didn’t know you had and that makes you want to write even more.” 

Watson found that spoken word acted as a catalyst that allowed him to better his creative writing skills and learn how to connect with other people. 
“If you treat words not as just tools but as pieces you give that others will digest, that will affect them, spoken word poetry can act as an incubator for creative writing, performance, spiritual and emotional maturation.” 

Jane was able to embrace her re-imaginations of reality as a way to cope with trauma and uncertainty. 
“It’s the first time I was really born, the first time I felt like I had an identity was with my poetry family.” 

Anne discovered a drive to communicate to others how accessible spoken word can be. 
 	“Like food, everyone should at least try it once to see if you like it or not.” 

Michelle learned how important it is to have a family of poets supporting and challenging each other. 
“I wouldn’t be nearly as close to many people.”  

Asher discovered that through this art form that he has a gift for community building by uniting everyone around something we all have the ability to share, a story. 
“We all have the ability to tell stories, save, and record, and transport wisdom.” 

Felicity grew in her desire not only to survive but also to thrive and to put in the work so that the next generation will have a better opportunity to do both.  
 	“It saved me in every possible way.” 

	If someone had asked me, before I began this project, if I believed embracing the identity of a spoken word poet had lead to my own eudaimonia, I would have answered with an unequivocal yes. However, if they had asked “why?” all I could have offered were my own anecdotes and intangible feelings. Now, I can call upon Levi Strauss’s identity triangle, Craig’s discussion of value, Bakhtin’s discussion of conversation, Bauman’s understanding of performance, Merton’s group affiliations and more. Most importantly, I now know that my experience is not unique, that it is not about the qualities I possess but those that the identity, art form, and community of spoken word encourage that consistently lead many different individuals to eudaimonia. 
*	*	*
The last performer leaves the stage and the host thanks everyone for coming, as people begin to shuffle in their seats. When she dismounts, the audience members get up and gather their belongings. There is a bit of milling about, and some people head out the door while others grab a drink from the bar before the comedy show that’s coming next. Victoria walks over and introduces me to her mother. I thank them both for coming and compliment Victoria on her first open mic performance. She looks down and away, blushing a bit, but still smiling. As they turn and walk out, I am reminded how similar all these events have become for me, how I know the way the roles are played and that I can always count on leaving with a full heart. Watching Victoria leave, I realized how new this must all be for her. It’s always hard to predict whether an individual will continue along the spoken word path, but seeing Victoria find herself on that stage, it felt like I had witnessed the birth of a poet. 
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Appendix 1: Questions posed to interview subjects


Interview Questionnaire Survey

-How are individuals introduced to the poetry community?

-What is it about the community that welcomes or dissuades membership?

-At what point does poetry transition from a hobby to an identity?

-In what ways is poetry a part of or not a part of your daily life?

-The competition route vs. the teaching route vs. the participation/community member route

-Who do you perform for?

-What do you perform for?

-Describe the relationship between the performer and the audience?

-What factors of the community help create this relationship?

-What type of space does poetry create/help make possible? (Maybe focus on safe spaces)

-Where is your poetry home? Why? Is it moveable? 

-Who are your roles models/who (or what) introduced you to the art form/community?

-What about your experiences with the poetry community made you want to continue in it?

-What are the things about the poetry community that you want to pass on? 

-What has poetry done for you (personally, professionally)?

[bookmark: _GoBack]-What are its concrete manifestations in your life currently?
How are these the same or different than they may have been in the past?
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