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Introduction 
What is “empowerment?” While intricately concerned with answering this question, at its 

core, this interdisciplinary research project was about more than defining a term; it was designed 

to empower the people and communities who took part in it. Directly engaging individuals and 

the LGBTQ+ poetry community in Albuquerque, New Mexico, the project grappled with 

questions of identity, self-representation, group membership, queer intellectualism and academia, 

poetry, interdisciplinarity, and intersectionality.  

In working to conceptualize the word “empowerment,” I developed definitions for three 

kinds of empowerment (personal, community, and public). These types were used as my 

hypotheses, explored through interviewing and photographing ten poets who identify on the 

spectrum of gender and sexuality diversity (hereafter referred to with the acronym “LGBTQ+”1, 

or umbrella term “queer”2 or “queer and trans”3).  

Through this process, I developed a broader understanding of the term “empowerment” 

by comparing the information provided in interviews with the three definitions, endorsing two of 

them and building a few more basic tenants into the conceptualization. Throughout the project, 

interdisciplinarity and methodology were key, from the literature review to the combination of 

sociology, photography, poetry, and psychology used throughout the process. This essay is only 

part of the complete thesis. In its entirety, the complete thesis should be looked at as emphasizing 

a process, rather than simply an outcome. The thesis is comprised of: the development and 

interview processes, this essay, a series of triptychs (photographic portraits, interview quotes, 

and poems), a showcase and reception with live poetry, and a website. 

Project Development and Foundations 
“There is a sense in which we are all of us always at the hub of things for we seem to ourselves 

to exist at the unturning center of our turning experience. But Lu Chi[’s]… position at the hub 

of things is a position a [person] takes explicitly and for a purpose… it is from this hub that the 

complexity of the world… can be observed… [It] is not a special center, such as the one illusion 

tells us we occupy, but a center of awareness, a center of receptivity” (MacLeish 6-7). 

                                                           
1 LGBTQ+ stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Asexual, Pansexual, Gender 

Nonconforming, Nonbinary, and many other identities outside of hetero and cisnormativity. 
2 There are some LGBT people who reject the term “queer” as a slur. Every person should be referred to as they 

identify and desire. The term “queer” has been reclaimed by LGBTQ+ individuals and movements for more than 

four decades (Oxford University Press), and has many benefits as an umbrella term. Some of these will be addressed 

in this paper but a full exploration of the term should be sought elsewhere.   
3 “Queer” can act as an umbrella term for the whole LGBTQ+ community. In other circumstances, it might be useful 

to distinguish between diversity in sexuality and diversity in gender, in which case “queer and trans” might be used.  
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Conceptualization: Theoretical Foundations 

Empowerment 

Empowerment has become quite the buzzword in anti-oppression movements, but when 

asked, very few people can quite explain what it means. To begin with, community psychologist 

Marc Zimmerman explains “empowerment is more than the traditional psychological constructs 

with which it is sometimes compared or confused (e.g. self-esteem, self-efficacy, competency, 

locus of control)” (Zimmerman, “Empowerment Theory, Research, and Application” 570). This 

project uses three categories of empowerment: personal, community, and public. I developed 

these categories in part from Zimmerman’s empowerment theory, which studies empowerment at 

three levels of analysis: psychological, organizational, and community (Zimmerman,  

“Empowerment Theory: Psychological, Organizational and Community Levels of Analysis”). 

Empowerment, even at the psychological level, does not happen in isolation. In exploring the 

three levels of analysis, Zimmerman promotes the importance of understanding the ways each of 

these categories interact. The content of each category is interesting in itself, but it is the border 

space, the overlap between categories, the interaction between individual and organization, or 

organization and community, that gives a more well-rounded view of empowerment. In more 

concrete terms, these levels of analysis influence one another; an organization can contribute to 

the psychological empowerment of an individual, for example. Though they are different, my 

definitions of empowerment are not necessarily contradictory with Zimmerman’s. However, 

while taking into account environment and context beyond individual psychology, my definitions 

and categories allow for an understanding of empowerment that can be explored through direct 

contact with individuals, rather than needing to studying multiple levels of analysis (individual, 

organizational, and community).  

The first type I define is “personal empowerment,” which is the better understanding of 

oneself and one’s place in community and society. This type is closely related to Zimmerman’s 

“psychological empowerment,” a person’s combined willingness, ability, and desire to take part 

in the public domain (Zimmerman, “Citizen Participation, Percieved Control, and Psychological 

Empowerment” 746). However, whereas Zimmerman requires a desire to engage with something 

public, my definition does not necessitate this desire. I think it is likely that an increase in 

understanding will lead to an increase in engagement or desire to engage, but it is not mandatory 

for personal empowerment. Like me, political theorists and authors Bachrack and Botwinick see 
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empowerment as developing an understanding of the state of the political world, and a feeling of 

confidence in one’s ability to act in this arena (Bachrach and Botwinick)4. The interaction 

between the outside world and the self is important and complicated, and was one of the primary 

concepts explored in the concept of empowerment, and in my interviews. 

While personal empowerment is strongly entrenched in existing definitions of 

empowerment, the other two branch off a bit. The second type is community empowerment. 

“Community empowerment” is about empathy; it occurs when two or more individuals develop 

a stronger sense of shared identity and experience. The third type, “public empowerment,” takes 

place when someone outside a group develops sympathy and compassion for the group, and 

becomes more likely to advocate for that group. In his lecture on the balance of attention to 

individual and community needs, educational and psychological academic Isaac Prilleltensky 

defines “well-being” as “a positive state of affairs brought about by the simultaneous satisfaction 

of personal, relational, and collective needs of individuals and communities” (Prilleltensky), 

almost exactly matching my categories of empowerment. Importantly, Prilleltensky also 

emphasizes the necessity of a balance between these three categories, as well as the reflexive 

way each level of measurement affects all of the others. It is impossible to completely separate 

them.  

While they are separate processes and outcomes, the three types of empowerment operate 

together. In practice it is difficult to draw an exact line of where one type of empowerment ends 

and another begins. When looked at closely, it’s difficult to define where an individual ends and 

community, or society, begins. There is no individual identity without groups to identify with or 

differentiate from. There is no language without shared symbolic understanding, no way or need 

to communicate when an individual is removed from social groupings. Additionally, all social 

groupings, and therefore all individuals, are placed at different positions in social power 

hierarchies. Failing to understand this, or understanding it and failing to address it, is an issue 

that arises in liberal democratic theorizing; the idea of a universal standard individual or basis of 

existence to par down to, has problematized to be a person on top of the hierarchy (male, white, 

                                                           
4 Bachrach and Botwinick’s work is an example that much of the existing literature on empowerment relates to 

politics, which makes sense since politics are the wielding of power (the root of the term “empowerment”). 

However, as the feminist adage tells us, “the personal is political.” Any statement on politics contains, explicitly or 

implicitly, ideologies and values that affect people based upon their personal identities and social positions. 

Additionally, many ‘non-political’ statements or actions contain the same information and influence. 
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able-bodied, cisgender, Christian, straight, etc.) by many feminist scholars (de Beavoir) 

(Pateman, Introduction: The Theoretical Subversiveness of Feminism). Not all people’s needs are 

the same when it comes to empowerment. This idea of marginalization as intricately tied in with 

empowerment is explored in detail in the interviews. In general, here, we must understand that 

“we cannot just foster individual thriving, individual well-being in the absence of positive 

nurturing relationships and all of those happen in a context, in the context of collective well-

being” (Prilleltensky). Rather than looking at the three types of empowerment as separate 

phenomena, they must be viewed as intertwined concepts and processes, constantly pushing and 

pulling against one another.  

Linking Poetry and Empowerment 
“Empowerment embodies an interaction between individuals and environments that is 

culturally and contextually defined. As a result, interdisciplinary approaches, paradigm shifts, 

and creative research strategies may be required to fully understand the construct” 

(Zimmerman, Taking Aim on Empowerment Research: On the Distinction Between 

Individual and Psychological Conceptions).  

One way empowerment has taken place in feminist movements is through consciousness-

raising, sometimes achieved through poetry. Specific consciousness-raising groups during the 

late 1960s and early 1970s took place with “women meeting in small discussion/action groups to 

share their personal experiences in order to turn them into analyses of common political and 

structural sources of inequality for women” (Reed 85). Poetry fits into this structure perfectly. 

Poetry of this kind is “illumination[;] for it is through poetry that we give name to those ideas 

which are—until the poem—nameless and formless, about to be birthed, but already felt” (Lorde 

36). This quote expresses personal empowerment: the process of a person putting language to the 

experiences they have in order to gain a better self-understanding and knowledge of context for 

this ‘self.’ Writer Richard Rodriguez says, “Such is the benefit of language: By finding the 

public words to describe one's feelings, one can describe oneself to oneself. One names what was 

previously only darkly felt” (Rodriguez 187).  

This is not to say that poetry comes from, “a man lost in himself… not capable of 

outward vision but only of inward”5 (MacLeish 5). Pure self-reflection and production is based 

upon the romanticized ideal of an individual with rights, liberties, and selfhood completely 

                                                           
5 The male-dominated language of this quote is intentional; though his ideas of poetry conflicted with the “sterile 

word play that, too often, the white fathers distorted the word poetry to mean” (Lorde 37), MacLeish was a white, 

cis, male academic of the 60s with seemly no thought to gender equality in his language.   
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separate from the world around him6. However, feminist theories emphasize the need to 

contextualize oneself before any real meaning can be found. Thinking about poetry this way, the 

ancient Chinese poet Lu Chi theorizes, “A poem begins… in relationship… [and is] achieved in 

the space between— that space we all look out on— the space between ourselves on the one side 

and the world on the other” (MacLeish 6). This quote emphasizes again the complexity between 

self and others, self and world. Community empowerment occurs when others experience (read, 

hear, etc.) the poem and understand and feel the space between themselves and the world in the 

same way that the author described it. Another way of thinking about this concept is the four-

stage formal consciousness-raising group, as defined by feminist theorist Pam Allen: “opening 

up (revealing personal feelings); sharing (through dialogue with other group members); 

analyzing (seeking general patterns by comparing to other experiences), and abstracting (creating 

a theory)” (Reed 87). 

This four-step process makes poetry the perfect opportunity for consciousness raising and 

empowerment. Step one (opening up): poets examine something in themselves, their life 

experiences, the space between them and the world. The carnal feelings and experiences of life 

are written down; “poetry is the way we give name to the nameless so it can be thought” (Lorde 

37). Step two (sharing): the poet’s words are distributed to everyone else, vocally or on paper. 

Step three (analyzing): the poems are privately (in the group members’ heads) or publicly 

(vocally) critiqued, with possible clarifications and changes to language to ensure the poem can 

be understood. Here, processing takes place regarding shared and differing experiences. People 

grow to understand one another and help each other discover new and more poignant forms of 

expression. Feminist theorist and poet Audre Lorde says, “there are no new ideas. There are only 

new ways of making them felt… of battl[ing] the old warnings and fears of being silent and 

impotent and alone while we taste new possibilities are strengths” (Lorde 39). This space is 

where shared identity and outlooks form. These shared viewpoints are then taken to step four 

(abstracting). From abstraction, theories are transformed into tangible action (Lorde 37, 112). For 

this transformation, poetry is the perfect form. Poems are memorable and “[take] far less time to 

write than books, and they [are] far easier to reproduce and circulate” (Reed 89).  

                                                           
6 This “him” is intentional to denote the male-ness of this Western liberal individual. 
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While much of feminist theory (Reed) focused on poetry and consciousness-raising as 

forms of creating shared theory and identity, it is also important to incorporate ideas of 

difference. While shared identity formation leads to movement growth, a movement is nothing 

without an attempt to change the society around it. It is necessary then, to be able to movingly 

demonstrate whatever injustices (usually in the form of difference in treatment) are present in 

society. At this point, public empowerment comes into play. To form compassion, one must 

understand the disparate ways different bodies and people experience themselves in the world: 

“Difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is forged… 

[W]e have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as causes for 

separation and suspicion rather than as forces for change… [But] In our world, divide and 

conquer must become define and empower” (Lorde 111-112). 

Seeing one another as entire beings, and finding the ways that each person or group of people are 

different, allows us to deconstruct systems and borders that separate us. Further understanding 

ourselves and one another allows us to see the ways power structures shape our views. We don’t 

always understand the positions we’ve been socialized into, and indeed they are often invisible 

until directly challenged: 

“… differences are never just ‘differences.’ In knowing differences and particularities, we can 

better see the connections and commonalities because no border or boundary is ever complete 

or rigidly determining. The challenge is to see how differences allow us to explain the 

connections and border crossings better and more accurately, how specifying difference 

allows us to theorize universal concerns more fully” (Mohanty 538-539). 

Confronting these differences, putting name to these parts of our experience that make us who 

we are, is not always easy. Often times it requires actively unlearning the ways we’ve been 

taught to think about ourselves and the world. Because of that, feminist theorizing contends that 

poetry is the perfect format to develop this kind of understanding:  

“‘Nonanalytic’ and ‘nonrational’ forms of discourse, like fiction or poetry, may be better able 

than other forms to convey the complex life experiences of one group to members of another. 

One can also hope that being part of one oppressed group may enable an individual to have a 

more sympathetic understanding of issues relating to another kind of oppression—that, for 

instance, being a woman may sensitize one to issues of race and class even if one is a woman 

privileged in those respect… we can at least try to foster such sensitivity by focusing on 

parallels, not identities, between different sorts of oppressions" (Narayan 375). 

The opening up of an individual’s view point comes from the understanding of theirs as only one 

of many experiences of the world. 

 While a person alone might experience a poem and not “merely ‘understand’ it, and… 

file it in the memory to be forgotten, [but rather] feel it, face it, live it” (MacLeish 38) for the 
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moment they are reading the poem, actual empowerment cannot occur in isolation. It is not 

enough to have a glimpse into another’s world, whether that world reflects or refracts one’s own 

viewpoint, one must delve into those other experiences, and both accept from and offer support 

to others in this endeavor. It does no good to simply understand the ways in which our lives are 

similar, because, as Audre Lorde put it: 

“Racism and homophobia [and many other forms of injustice] are real conditions of all our 

lives in this place and time... [We must] each one of us… reach down into that deep place of 

knowledge inside herself and touch that terror and loathing of any difference that lives there. 

See whose face it wears. Then the personal as the political can begin to illuminate all our 

choices” (Lorde 113). 

Feminist (and Chicano/a, Black, and other) movements of the 1960s and 70s reshaped poetry, 

moving it “from polite lecture halls and quiet living rooms out into the streets,” (Reed 86) using 

whatever poetic form was needed to convey the lives they were living. Communities form and 

change society through collective action, which is impossible without shared groundwork and 

understand of who we are and what we can do. This action is the process of empowerment: the 

process of becoming, being, proclaiming. Poetry is a reflexive form of empowerment, forming 

the structure for personal, community, and public growth and understanding. To build these 

movements, poetry calls for a sense of self and community discipline. Treat this paper not as a 

mere theory, but as a call to action (as many feminist and queer theories before it). The call is 

this:  

“We can train ourselves to respect our feelings and to transpose them into a language so they 

can be shared. And where that language does not exist, it is our poetry which helps to fashion 

it. Poetry is not only dream and vision; it is the skeleton architecture of our lives” (Lorde 37-

38). 

Claiming our experiences for ourselves, proclaiming that we are here and we are real; these are 

empowered actions. They begin with finding meaning in our own daily lives, the spaces where 

poetry lives, here, between us and the rest of the world.  

Queering Poetry and Empowerment 

It is difficult to write specifically about the implications of poetry to empower LGBTQ+ 

individuals. Intersectionality is the concept, coined by sociologist Kimberlé Crenshaw, that each 

of our lives and selves are immensely more complicated than just one identity. Instead, every 

person has many different identities and social positions. These intertwine in different ways in 

each person, so that each identity is modified by the others. LGBTQ+ identities and people are 

intersectionally entwined so that we are part of so many other identities and frameworks, 
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including feminist and ethnic movements and theories already discussed. As with different types 

of empowerment, it is impossible to separate these identities, movements, and theories 

completely from each other. There is no neat way to separate people.  For example: Audre Lorde 

was a black feminist lesbian, so should her theorizing be included in this (queering poetry and 

empowerment) section, or in writing on the feminist movement, or in writing on black ethnic 

movements? All, clearly. However, since this project looks specifically at LGBTQ+ poetry and 

poets, it’s important to at least briefly touch on a few specifics of some of the history and 

meaning of past LGBTQ+ art and artists, acknowledging all the while the intersections and 

connectivity of different identities, literatures, and movements.  

Following feminist and ethnic movements of the 1960s and 1970s, the Queer 

Renaissance was a boom of art created by and concerning LGBTQ+ folks in the 1980s and 

1990s, deeply concerned with intersectional identity and politics and rooted in the “Chicano/a, 

African American, feminist, and working class history, and hence these earlier literary and 

political movements” (McRuer 17). The Queer Renaissance has been depicted as directed by the 

“New Queer Writers,” a mostly white group, but historian McRuer shows writers of color to 

have influenced the movement in ways previously unacknowledged by white academia; he tells 

us to “look back to the various liberation movements… [and] draw… commitment to the 

representation of boundary crossing and systemic critique from them” (McRuer 29). Queer 

Renaissance writers showed that writing is a critical component of constructing new, wider and 

more comfortable collective identities with which one could personally seek solace, as well as 

collectively fight for social change. Also connecting the individual and community, 

sentimentality in LGBTQ+ writing “can serve as a therapeutic response to suffering, as a 

recovery as much as an insistence on the deep emotions experienced in the face of a social 

structure that would den legitimation to such emotions” (Foster 179-180). Working from 

feminist understandings of poetry as a nonlinear and nonnormative way of knowing, queer 

writers were able to use their art to critique the systemically and physically violent systems of the  

white supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy, all the while building up their communities and 

themselves. 

Relationship to personal and group identity, as well as a culture beyond one’s generation, 

is a crucial component of empowerment. Contemporary queer poet/teachers in This Assignment 

is so Gay: LGBTIQ Poets on the Art of Teaching express pain at the need to hide their queer 



11 
 

identitities, especially with the promise this carries of disconnecting them from queer students. 

Most of those who write about being out write about the ways this personal identity, and action 

relating to the identity, helps them connect to and help queer students through supporting group 

identity (Volpert). Along with this desire for connection to younger generations, a craving for 

connection to elder (or predecessor) LGBTQ+ poets and people, is an important part of much 

LGBTQ+ identity development (and poetry). Queer Chicanx poet Fransisco X. Alarcón brings 

into his writing past generations of queer and/or chicanx writers, especially those who share both 

identities, including Gloria Anzaldua, Cherrie Moraga, Elias Nandino, and Federico Garcia 

Lorca (Alarcón 159, 161, 163). Poetry is a way of sustaining, remembering, and recreating 

culture and existence in the face of colonialism and other forms of violence. Alarcón invokes his 

forbearer’s fervor and spirit when he says   

“poets from Central America committed to the struggle of liberation; they showed me the 

subversive possibility of bringing together poetics and politics, and that writing poetry could 

be indeed a dangerous undertaking that often led its practitioners to persecution, 

imprisonment, exile, disappearance, or death” (Alarcón 160). 

Poetry, then, for Alarcón and his LGBTQ+ poet ancestors, is revolutionary and radical. He tells 

us that poetry is “a necessity… I cannot separate poetry from life… Yes, poetry is generous, 

whimsical, demanding, jealous, full of tenderness but also fury, just like any lover” (Alarcón 

159). Poetry is who we are. Poetry is experience; poetry allows: 

“[O]ur feelings and honest exploration of them [to] become sanctuaries and spawning 

grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for difference so 

necessary to change and the conceptualization of any meaningful action… The poet— 

whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the language to express 

and charter this revolutionary demand, the implementation of that freedom” (Lorde 37-38).  

We are, thankfully, beyond a time where an undergraduate thesis could name all 

important LGBTQ+ poets who have ever written, or even those currently writing. This 

connection to queer, feminist, and ethnic movements and poetry is the basis from which 

LGBTQ+ poets write today. The legacies of academically-defined important LGBTQ+ poets 

flow into our contemporary poets. These contemporary poets are also influenced by personal 

lineages, LGBTQ+ and otherwise, which are nowhere near famous enough to be counted among 

the history books, but in many ways equally or more important. It is into this realm that this 

thesis now moves. Having so far broadly defined empowerment as a concept in existing feminist, 

poetical, and social psychological literature, we now turn to a project aimed at exploring the 
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intricacies of this concept; understanding the meaning and history of poetry as empowerment for 

a collection of local poets LGBTQ+ from Albuquerque, New Mexico.  

Origins 
This project changed shape many times throughout its conception. At first, I planned to 

lead a series of poetry workshops for queer and transgender youth with empowerment as an 

explicit desired outcome. Already aware of feminist theorizer T.V. Reed’s notions of poetry as 

feminist consciousness raising (Reed), I planned on engaging in a similar process with a group of 

queer youth, being explicit about the steps of the consciousness raising process as we went 

through it. However, after facilitating similar workshops with the youth at Casa Q (a living space 

for unsheltered queer/trans youth), I decided that it was important to not only flesh out a more 

structured set of workshops before teaching them, but that a more solid foundation and 

conceptualization of “empowerment” needed to be built before any curriculum was developed.  

There were some core components that remained important as I developed a new idea of 

what my thesis project would look like. I knew that I didn’t want the results of my work to be an 

essay that would be read only by my advisors, and then end up on a shelf forever. I wanted it to 

be more widely accessible, and hopefully make an impact on the communities it engaged. 

Specifically, I wanted to work with LGBTQ+ folks and I wanted to focus on poetry. I decided to 

look at what empowerment was, at its essence, as well as the ways that the concept interacted 

with poetry, specifically for LGBTQ+ poets.  

Interviews and Triptychs 
 With the understanding espoused by Zimmerman that conceptions of empowerment are 

necessarily specific to each community, and not generalizable (Zimmerman, “Taking Aim on 

Empowerment Research: On the Distinction Between Individual and Psychological 

Conceptions”). I decided to focus on the conception of empowerment held by LGBTQ+ poets 

here in Albuquerque. To do this, I conducted in-depth qualitative interviews with these poets. 

Qualitative research is an especially powerful tool when it comes to learning about the in-depth 

conceptualization of something within a community. Additionally, qualitative research tends to 

be undervalued in sociological spheres but is highly valued in feminist and queer ones. The 

differences in values also played a role in my decision to approach the project qualitatively rather 

than quantitatively; this difference between queer community values and scientific educational 

institutional values continued to show up throughout the project, and will be discussed later. 
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 The interviews were potentially the most empowering part of the project. They 

necessitated that both the poets and I think about the questions being posed, and learn how to put 

words to our experiences and understanding (personal empowerment). As a discussion, our ideas 

were shared, we found places where our experiences and identities were similar (community 

empowerment), as well as ways in which they were different, which allowed us to further 

develop ideas of the self and of community. As one of the aspects of the project most directly 

tied in with empowerment, the interviews were one of the most important components. 

In addition to these interviews, I wanted poetry to be a part of the project. I knew from 

the beginning that I would want some type of live poetry performance,7 if possible. In a previous 

class, I had engaged in an interdisciplinary photographic and sociological project for which I 

interviewed and photographed someone, and then presented a diptych of the work. The 

combination of text and image was powerful. The photograph was so clearly able to 

communicate an emotion, a sort of essence, that gave whatever information was conveyed with 

words a depth they would have otherwise lacked, and the information was able to provide a 

context for the photograph that gave the emotion meaning. I decided to incorporate this format 

into the thesis project, but as triptychs rather than diptychs, so as to also be able to include a 

panel of poetry by the poet. In this way, poetry (the preferred medium of the people I would be 

interviewing) could remain a poignant part of the exhibit, even after any live poetry had 

concluded.8 Each of the poems would be written in the poets’ own handwriting, allow them to 

put even more of themselves into the project, as well as allowing the poem panel of the triptych 

to be a direct overlap between words and image, balancing the two in the series. 

In exploring locations for the exhibit, I decided upon Winning Coffee Co. (usually 

referred to as simply “Winnings”). Winnings is a hub for local poetry. Specifically, it has been 

supporting queer poetry for as long as there has been specifically queer scene in Albuquerque, 

having hosted the OUTSpoken Queer Slam and Open Mic for the past seven years since it’s 

conception (Northern). Having the showcase in this space was perfect; not only could I help 

support a local business with my work, it’s a space already comfortable for the queer poetry 

                                                           
7 See Appendix D for photographs of the exhibit and opening reception, including live poetry. 
8 See Appendix A for examples of the triptychs.  
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community the project focuses on. This helps make the work more accessible than having the 

showing on campus or in another off-campus gallery. 

Furthering the Discussion 
In accordance with my desire for the work to not simply end up as an essay on a shelf, 

but live beyond even the month-long period of the showcase, I decided to print zines of the 

triptychs, too. Each of the participants would receive one as a tangible “thank you” for the time 

and effort they had given towards the project. Additionally, the zines could be spread throughout 

the community in the hopes that they would have a broader impact. However, the zines could 

only contain a small amount of information, and they were going to be expensive. In the end, I 

decided against making zines in favor of building a website.9  

The website was a better choice for several reasons. To begin with, it was very difficult to 

select only a paragraph to use in the triptych from an hour long interview, or to select just one 

photo from a number of good ones. A website allows me to include the entire transcript of an 

interview, as well as more than one photo. Additionally, a website makes the work more 

accessible in multiple ways. Primarily, a website will allow for people who cannot attend the 

reception or see the exhibit (whether due to time, geography, disability, etc.) to access the work. 

Secondly, all of the participants and I will have an easily-sharable record of the project to 

provide to others who might be interested, for years to come. Finally, having the information on 

a website will allow for folks to use translators or text-to-voice software, again making the 

information more accessible. Generally, a website is preferable to a zine because it will allow for 

more information to be conveyed to a wider audience for a longer period of time.    

Methodology 
“[M]ost ‘theory’ can be read as a set of stories with a single moral, in particular, a moral that 

counsels ethnographers to ‘decenter’ authority…. [T]heorists suggest, ethnography should be 

offered as a negotiated agreement, play, polyphony, or dialogue among the ethnographer, the 

subjects, and the readers… By some accounts the result is a representation that empowers its 

subjects; by others one that deconstructs itself.” (Horwitz 133). 

The methodology of this interdisciplinary thesis is important both to the ethics of the 

project itself and to its framework within academia and the world. Ethnographic anthropologist 

Mary Petrón suggests a restructuring of the traditional academic research framework, to one that 

is “grounded in [professional and personal] reciprocity in order to form meaningful, mutually 

                                                           
9 See Appendix E or www.namingthenameless.wordpress.com.  

http://www.namingthenameless.wordpress.com/
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beneficial relationships between the researcher and the researched” (Petrón 277). The 

relationship between me (researcher) and the participants (the researched) is already different 

than much sociological and academic research, since I am part of the community being 

researched (LGBTQ+ Poets in Albuquerque), and have personal and professional relationships 

with many of the participants. This personal involvement is encouraged by Petrón and other 

feminist scholars and researchers (Petrón 280).  

 This project aims to be more than academic theorizing and research. It aims to be 

empowering for all involved, ranging from specific poets being interviewed, to the LGBTQ+ and 

poetry communities of Albuquerque, to the spaces that contemporarily and historically support 

these communities, etc. Specifically relating to Petrón’s goals and recommendations for 

reciprocal research, aiming to great an empowering processes and outcome, here are the ways 

that I explicitly planned on following Petrón’s five guidelines to reciprocal and ethical 

interviewing. I completed this list prior to conducting the interviews, and have modified it 

slightly since having completed them.   

1) “Reciprocity takes time” (Petrón 292). I have been a part of the LGBTQ+ poetry 

community in Albuquerque for about four years. I have preexisting relationships and trust 

built with many of the people who were interviewed, based upon years of mutual 

community building and emotional and artistic support.  

2) “Set boundaries defining what you are willing or able to do ahead of time” (Petrón 292).  

I encouraged interviewees to let me know the ways I could support them, and discussed 

forms of compensation for their time throughout the process (specifics provided below, 

after list).  

3)  “Give your participants concrete examples of the ways in which you might be able to 

help” (Petrón 292). Before beginning any interview, while going over consent forms, I 

provided written and oral information regarding the process of the interview, the ways the 

information would be used, and the expected forms of compensation for participation 

(see below).  

4) “Some of the best interviews are unplanned, so be prepared” (Petrón 292). While all of 

the interviews were planned (since I interviewed each poet once rather than Petrón’s 

usual extended participant observation study), the advice still applied. There were a few 
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times when I would pause the interview to save the audio, but the conversation would 

continue and I wouldn’t be able to record it. I was able to include the gist of most of these 

exchanges, but do wish I had used more advanced recording software that didn’t require 

me to stop and save so many times. 

5) “Take time to teach” (Petrón 293). I approached all of the interviews in as conversational 

a manner as I could, while still having set questions to ask each of the participants. 

Conversations, to me, are about an exchange of ideas, meant to expand all participants’ 

knowledge or perspectives. When participants asked what I thought, I was happy to share 

my ideas and bases with them. With this in mind, I did hold off on discussing my 

conceptualizations of empowerment until after each interview was complete. I did this to 

reduce undue influence and ensure that I could evaluate my conceptions/hypotheses 

appropriately.  

I discussed the following with the participants, prior to beginning the interview or photograph 

session. Though the information was covered much less formally than it is written below, we 

discussed it all.  

What is asked of the participant? 

• Participate in one approximately 1-hour long interview session  

o Verbally answer questions and participate in conversation 

o Consent to audio and recordings of the interview for later use in transcription 

o Consent to candid and/or posed photographs 

o Share some of your poetry and consent to its display and publication  

• Attend the opening reception for the showing (optional) 

o Read some of your poetry 

o Speak on your ideas of empowerment 

What will the participant receive?  

• An opportunity to explore your own identity and art 

• Digital copies of photographs, video, and audio (if desired) 
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o promise to credit Jesse whenever these are used  

• A chance to approve or disapprove any media prior to publication or display 

• Your work, photograph, and statement published in a zine 

o + one (or more) copies of the zine, depending on funding. (When plans changed 

to creating a website rather than a zine, I notified my participants the next time I 

was in contact with them). 

• The opportunity to perform and share your work on opening night  

Interview Process 
I interviewed and photographed a total of ten people10,11. Though such a small sample 

size cannot be representative of an entire population, I did my best to include a diverse group of 

people. There was a variety of representation regarding: race and ethnicity, gender, educational 

affiliation, socioeconomic status, type of poetry written, age, and sexual orientation. All 

participants identified as poets and fell somewhere on the LGBTQ+ spectrum, though those 

identities meant vastly different things to the people involved. Unfortunately, one of the people I 

interviewed ceased responding to any of my attempts to contact them and so I did not include 

their responses or information in the project. Consequently, the showcase and analysis are based 

upon interviews with nine LGBTQ+ identifying poets in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

Interview and photograph locations and times were established based upon what would 

be most convenient for the participant, and also work with my schedule. For most of the 

interviews I provided recommendations of meeting at the participants house, UNM, or my house. 

I asked them would make them the most comfortable, also keeping in mind that we would need 

an outdoor space with a decent amount of light to complete the portrait session. Most of the 

sessions took place at the participants’ houses, with one at my house, and three on the UNM 

campus. 

I entered the interviews with a set of ten standard questions to ask the participant12. Most 

of these questions changed slightly in phrasing but the same in essence depending upon where 

the conversation took us. A few questions were removed or majorly edited between interviews. 

                                                           
10 Visit https://namingthenameless.wordpress.com/poets/ to read all of the transcribed interviews.  
11 See Appendix C for participant bios.  
12 See Appendix B for the interview questions.  

https://namingthenameless.wordpress.com/poets/
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Primarily, I took out the question regarding who were some poets that inspired people, since it 

seemed to cause stress for interviewees to respond to that question on the spot. While I am glad I 

removed that stress, it is unfortunate I do not have recorded the influences on each poet.  

 There were a few times participants noted that they would have liked to receive the 

questions beforehand. I considered taking this route, but decided that it was important to 

understand, to the best of my ability, the processing that the participants went through in 

answering each question. Some folks noted that they liked poetry better than interviews because 

they could write everything out and then revise it. I wanted to be able to be there for the first 

response and through that revision process. Whenever this happened, I assured the participant 

that they would be able to look over everything before it was published, and make any changes 

to their responses that they wanted to. When I explained my reasoning, all of the participants 

agreed that the process was important, and they understood and agreed with me.  

I recorded each of the interviews with software on my computer, receiving consent to do 

so from each of the interviewees and letting them know the audio would be used for transcription 

purposes only. I used a quality mic only on the first interview, deciding for the rest that it was 

too much trouble to go to for something only I would hear (for the transcriptions). I do regret this 

to some extent, since I think including audio recordings of interviews or poems on the website 

would be a nice additional medium. However, I did not know that I was going to be making a 

website until after most of the interviews were complete.  

Portraits13  
 Photographs are able to communicate emotion and personality in a fraction of a second, 

but can mean even more upon longer or closer inspection. The relationship between photograph 

and quote is very important in the triptych. Similar to the ways that a person’s identities overlap 

in intersectional theory, the combination of poem, quote, and photograph creates a whole bigger 

than the combination of parts. Additionally, I believe how a person looks can be intricately tied 

in with empowerment. Several participants noted appearance and presentation as related to 

empowerment: 

“I think outfits can empower you; I think lipstick can empower you” (Crespin).  

“‘You need to make sure that you feel confident in the way that you look today, 

commemorate it somehow.’ I took a photograph that morning that became my author photo 

                                                           
13 Visit https://namingthenameless.wordpress.com/poets/ to see portraits of the poets.  

https://namingthenameless.wordpress.com/poets/
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for a little while. So, it kind of was a snapshot of that day, sort of to remind myself that I do 

have this” (Odasso). 

Self-definition is an important part of queer community and culture and was an important 

part of this project. Alongside the chance to verbally portray themselves in the interviews, I 

wanted participants to have a chance to represent themselves visually, through portrait 

photographs. Prior to each of the meetings, I would remind participants to dress/look however 

they wanted to for the photo sessions. When it came time, I asked each of the participants if 

there were any kinds of pictures that they particularly liked of themselves; what type of 

pictures made them feel good. Answers ranged from “I have no idea!” to “I like candid 

photographs of me and my friends laughing” or “I like pictures of me performing.” I did my 

best to take the type of photo that the participant would like. 

A large part of the photography process was helping participants feel comfortable 

during the session. For a lot of people, a portrait session is either unfamiliar or otherwise 

awkward. To attempt to alleviate this, I carried a conversation during the duration of the 

session. I tried to discuss things that made them happy, whether by asking questions about their 

family or exchanging jokes. Additionally, whenever I interviewed someone at their house, I 

offered to take photos of them with their pets. These were my favorite photos to take, and the 

ones in which I captured some of the most genuine smiles and moments. 

 I attempted to maintain similar composition among all the photos, while capturing the 

differences in people’s personalities. I used a fairly shallow to very shallow depth of field and 

focused on participant’s faces, rarely framing more of their bodies than their heads and torsos, 

to create a sense of intimacy. I took all of the photographs outside, in large part for the natural 

lighting, as well as to create another consistency of plants in the background behind most 

participants. I chose to print the photos in color because skin color intimately affects the ways a 

person is perceived and moves through the world, and I wanted to make sure that was not 

obscured by removing color from the photos. Additionally, the brightness and color of the 

photos lends a vivacity central to the feeling of individuality and knowledge of self that comes 

through in each photo.  

Results 
I structured my research around some core questions. What is empowerment? Are poetry 

and empowerment related for LGBTQ+ poets in Albuquerque, New Mexico? If so, what is that 
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relationship and how does it play out differently for each person? What is the relationship 

between self and community, and how does that play into empowerment? For my hypotheses, I 

set my three definitions of empowerment. Hypothesis one: personal empowerment is the better 

understanding of oneself and one’s place in community and society. Hypothesis two: community 

empowerment is when two or more individuals develop a stronger sense of shared identity and 

experience. Hypothesis three: public empowerment is when someone outside a group develops 

sympathy and compassion for the group, and becomes more likely to advocate for that group. I 

conjectured that participants would respond in ways that supported these definitions. However, I 

also allowed for space for other responses emerge. I asked many questions about identity, about 

poetry, about empowerment, about community, and more. I did not discuss my definitions of 

empowerment with participants until after the interview, because I wanted them to respond in as 

unbiased a manner as possible. I then went systematically went through all of the responses, 

reading each several times and looking for key words and ideas that fit in with my definitions, as 

well as other repeating ideas that created patterns beyond my hypotheses as well. During this 

process, I came to wish that I had specifically asked whether the participants agreed with my 

definitions of empowerment. While I believe many of the things they said supported or 

contradicted them, while trying to truly back up or reject the definitions it would have been great 

to have participants’ specific thoughts on them.  

Personal 
My first hypothesis, my definition of personal empowerment (the better understanding of oneself 

and one’s place in community and society) was well supported. Seven of the nine participants 

mentioned at least something backing up this definition, while most of them repeated the idea 

multiple times. Combined in this support is the idea that poetry works cathartically though 

personal empowerment, where the poet can find out about themselves and the world around them 

through the things they write: 

“The almost kind of sneaky way that it [poetry] tells you who you are. It lets you know who 

you are” (Ambrose).  

“I’ve always used poetry to 1) figure out who I am, and 2) try to figure out my place in the 

world” (Wright).  

Poetry helps people find their place in the world, and it helps them to work out the world in 

general. Because of this, poetry in itself was a very important part of many participants’ lives:  
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“Poetry is something that gets me through, that just helps me contextualize the world, both in 

reading it and writing it. So, to me, being a poet is being a person who can’t live without that 

art form” (Alexander). 

This poetry-as-processing affects the ways participants saw their entire lives, past present and 

future. Poetry can help a person figure out how to deal with past trauma:  

“I was just holding up a mirror to myself and through that I was empowered because it was 

healing, it was healing. Like I told you: I’m a survivor. And so I wrote a lot about those kind 

of traumatic experiences I had, but through the lens of poetry, and so it wasn’t quite as brutal 

when I had to go back to that memory” (Lopez).  

In coming to terms with things in the past, they are able to have a firmer and more empowered 

sense of self in the present: 

 “It’s… a very liberating thing to finally realize, ‘Yes, this is who I am’” (Alexander).  

The very act of using language to develop an idea of self helps to solidify this self: 

“The biggest influence on the way I write about my selfhood has been the fact that I both was 

able to conceive of my intersex identity and my autistic identity more clearly with 

terminology attached, with linguistic apparatus to express it, at the age of thirty” (Odasso). 

We are only able to understand what we can think about, and to do that we use language. Poetry 

offers an expansive way to use language to explore and come to understand ourselves and the 

world. It gives the writer the opportunity to decide who they are. In this way, poetry and personal 

empowerment also impacts the future: 

“[Poets use] our art to become who we’d like to be, or who we present ourselves to [be], as 

far as the world” (Wright). 

This sense of understanding and development of self is at the heart of personal empowerment. 

“I realized I hated not knowing… knowledge meant empowerment and why was I ever going 

to go back” (Odasso).  

There is a sense of peace that comes with working something out, with finding how a puzzle fits 

together. This is potentially truer with puzzle-piecing together our lives than with any other 

medium: 

“Knowing that I identify in these ways helps me to just be happy. Just be happy with who I 

am, because I finally am being who I am” (Alexander). 

Community 
Community empowerment is two or more individuals developing a stronger sense of shared 

identity and experience. Community was one of the most discussed ideas during the interviews. 

All nine of the participants spoke to the importance of community, supporting my conception of 
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community empowerment. Community is formed through shared identity, experience, and 

worldview. Poetry offers a wonderful medium for this to happen:  

“Every time I hear and I experience poetry it’s an empowering experience because it’s about 

human connection. And having someone witness through their poetry their own experiences 

that you can identify with, and saying, ‘Oh, okay, you know, I’m seen in this way, I’m not the 

only one having this experience,’ you know? You develop community though storytelling and 

sharing our stories” (Northern). 

This sense of shared experience was emphasized over and over again: 

“Implicit in [every] poem is kind of connecting my personal experience with the community 

that also shares that experience” (Ambrose). 

This establishment of shared experience helps both the listeners and the one sharing the story. 

Participants spoke to be empowered by others’ poetry: 

 “When they’re reading something that I relate to, then I feel really good about it” (Crespin). 

Many participants discussed the importance of being willing to put oneself out there to share 

individual experiences so that this connection can occur:  

“It’s really important that I visibly identify because it will keep happening, it will happen to 

other people. They shouldn’t have to, but if they do, I would like them to know that they’re 

far from alone” (Odasso). 

“And I think too, when you do that, it inspires others to say, ‘I have that story! I’m also a 

mom, I’m also a queer person, I’m also brown, and I feel like I’m marginalized,’ or whatever 

the case may be” (Lopez). 

Poetry allows for a type of community building that defies time and space:  

“As someone who’s really isolated because of ableism and lack of access, [poetry has] always 

been a really useful way to connect with people. Even if it’s just through the poem that’s 

existing in space and I’ve never actually had contact with whatever person reads it” 

(Ambrose). 

This connection occurs beyond simply individuals, but also connects generations, through 

culture and custom: 

“We didn’t know it, but we were experimenting with all this tongue-tastic storytelling in the 

vein of oral tradition!” (Lopez). 

Poetry provides the perfect means of conveying experience, with poems as “little anthologies of 

emotion” (Odasso) that can connect people across time and space, showing what an experience 

was like, creating understanding, empathy and connection:  

“Empowerment, while it’s very important for the individual, is also a shared experience and 

something that we can all benefit from—learning from the experiences of other and sharing 

our stories with each other” (Alexander).  
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The Spectrum of Personal and Community 
This last statement also shows that there is much flexibility in the boundaries between types of 

empowerment. In attempting to code participant’s responses, there were several statements I had 

much difficulty classifying in one or another category. Where does the personal end and the 

community begin? The boundaries between self and community were one of the biggest points 

of ambiguity. When it comes to identity especially, ideas surrounding personal and community 

become very complicated. Where does a person’s identity originate? Does it come from them, or 

does it come from the community they interact with? Many people spoke to a feeling that they 

had to first develop their identities for themselves, and then find where that identity fit into 

community:  

“I think it was an evolution from being a personal thing, figuring that out on a personal level, 

and then, because of that, and having community, my identities got broader…  I eventually 

found the community and then through having that community my identity became more 

linked to the groups that I was a part of” (Lawrence-Metzler).  

But if the identity is first personal, then where does it come from? What happens when there is 

no community to become a part of?  

“And a big thing that I’ve struggled with growing up is that I never really learned either of the 

cultures from either side of my family. So, I was never Black enough for the Black side of my 

family, and I was never Mexican enough for the Mexican side, so I kind of existed in this 

middle space. And it was just really weird. So, I think writing and poetry has kind of allowed 

me to figure out what those things mean for myself, and also go into other communities 

where people are very empowered in their identities, and I can learn from them” (Brown). 

If identity is a personal thing, why was community one of the most heavily emphasized topics of 

the interviews? Why was shared experience, understanding, and connection so important? How 

is it that our identities are shaped by the people we connect ourselves to, and why is this impact 

desired? 

“Empowerment is… it’s an individual thing but it’s also something that benefits from 

interacting with others and having that group experience. And I feel that I would be in a better 

place with myself and, you know, feel… How do I phrase this? I would like to be more 

involved in the LGBTQ community. I feel that that’s something that would be really good for 

me in exploring my own identity but also listening to the experiences of other people” 

(Alexander). 

I do not think there are any ultimate answers to these questions. I think the important thing is 

having the conversations, and thinking about who we are in relation to the world. Highly 

emphasized by many of the people I talked to is the idea that there is no clear distinction between 

the personal and the community, or at least, that they couldn’t exist without each other.   
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“A lot of the things that I am when they’re feeling particularly shitty, including when I’m 

struggling with whiteness, and my own fragility and my own defensiveness or aversion, or 

whatever. It’s really helpful then to just immediately connect to the larger community of 

people who share that identity, whether it’s that in a privileged sense or whether it’s like, 

yeah. Being sick. You know. It’s a seamless connection” (Ambrose).  

“But I don’t think in terms of my own identity I could have the personal without the 

community. Or that I could have the community without the personal” (Alexander). 

Public 
From my three original definitions, the idea of public empowerment (when someone outside a 

group develops sympathy and compassion for the group, and becomes more likely to advocate 

for that group) was the least mentioned. While this may be in part because the participants do not 

agree with the idea, it also may have to do with research design. While I had several questions 

directly focused on folks’ view of their individuality and communities, I did not have any 

questions that specifically addressed their relationship with people outside of their communities. 

Nonetheless, several people did mention related ideas. Two comments were made that seemed to 

fit in with the idea of poetry being able to educate people outside of community:  

“I don’t really hesitate to talk about the medical dimension of it because I think it’s important 

for people to know [about intersex people]” (Odasso). 

“I once felt very empowered when I was at a slam and someone had said some very 

inappropriate things about Middle Eastern people, and I was able to perform a poem after this 

person and basically say that all the horrible things that she was saying about Middle Eastern 

people were not the truth for all of us, that they were stereotypes that have played a big role in 

both the hard times that my family has had, and the ones that I’ve had as well. And it felt very 

empowering to see someone say something very oppressive and very negative and be able to 

counteract it with my own truth” (Alexander). 

Another approach was also mentioned: 

“Once in a while [my poems are] more kind of written to people who don’t share that 

experience, in a kind of, ‘Fuck you,’ way. Those are helpful too” (Ambrose). 

Whether or not public empowerment is a viable conception deserves further exploration, as well 

as the ways that poets use their poetry to impact those who they do not share identity or 

experience with. It’s clear from the examples above though that these things are intricately 

related to marginalization and privilege. 

Marginalization and Privilege 
“Empowerment” has the root word “power.” Power, in our society, is organized in complicated 

structures with hierarchy at their core. Some people have more power and other people have less. 

Intersectionality is the concept, coined sociologist Kimberlé Crenshaw that each of our lives are 

immensely more complicated than simply “marginalized” or “privileged” (or “without power” 
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and “with power”). Instead, each of us have many different identities and social positions, some 

of which are privileged and some of which are marginalized. These identities have a lot to do 

with the way we live our lives, including the poetry we write. These intersections, these identities 

and lived realities, affect the way we view power and related concepts. When asked what 

identities were important to the poetry they wrote, most participants named the identities they 

held that hold less power in society. They spoke to their marginalized identities. A few were 

explicit about this:  

“Poetry, for me, is pretty intrinsically linked to my marginalized identities because those are 

the things that I talk about more often than not. So, most of those identities are pretty queer. 

Like, being queer and being trans. And now, more recently, being disabled” (Lawrence-

Metzler). 

Only two participants actively spoke to writing about their privileges. One spoke to the difficulty 

of this:  

“… privilege and poetry is complicated. When we speak of our identities we tend to, 

especially poets, tend to air on the side of the hardship and the things that are difficult and 

we’re less quick to write about, or get in there about where we’re privileged. It doesn’t have 

the same appeal. It’s awkward. And how do you do it? Yeah, whiteness impacts what I write 

about, how I write about it” (Ambrose). 

Marginalization is something that impacts all areas of a person’s life, to greater or lesser extents 

depending upon what they are marginalized for and what other positions they hold, whether 

marginalized or privileged. It makes sense that poets who identify as LGBTQ+ (many of whom 

have other intersecting positions and identities that are marginalized) would speak to the ways 

that it was important for them to use poetry to gain power in their marginalized areas.  

“I remember she got up and did this poem about like, inner city kids and how they kind of 

make something out of nothing. And her and I grew up the same way, you know, we’re 

brown, and we don’t have a whole bunch of money and you make something out of nothing. 

She’s performing this poem and I’m like, crying because I’m like, ‘We did it! Like, we did 

this! We made this happen!’” (Crespin). 

For many, poetry is intricately tied in with social justice, with the claiming of power. Poetry is 

empowerment, so poets empower themselves in the areas they are marginalized.  

“Well, to be in your power, to be enabled, to be given access, to…” (Ambrose).  

“I think that it’s a lot harder for people in marginalized communities to feel empowered 

because systemic institutions and systems of oppression take that power away, so to then feel 

empower you have to actually reclaim it rather than just having it all the time” (Lawrence-

Metzler).  

“It’s the process of growing your own ability to advocate for yourself. So, ‘empowerment’ 

means that you feel strong enough that you can advocate for yourself and strong enough to 
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put your voice out in the world and strong enough to stand up and say what it is that lives in 

your own heart” (Northern). 

“Empowerment” and “liberation” were equated by a few participants. Liberation also related to 

power:  

“‘Liberation.’ It’s kind of a state of being lifted out of oppression. And you get to be all the 

things that are just struggled to be” (Ambrose). 

While many participants did tend to speak about their marginalized identities more, there was 

also a theme of clearly stating that all of a person’s identities impact their poetry, not just their 

marginalized ones. A poet, whether they intend to or not, puts their whole, intersectional self into 

their writing.  

“I am a poet, I’m a musician, I’m a painter. I am a father, a husband. I am a son, a brother. 

My poetry is drawn from all aspects of my life, so there is really no part of who I am that it 

does not touch” (Wright). 

Additionally, several participants were explicit in their statements that anyone can be a poet:  

“I think anybody can be a poet as long as you’re willing to sit down and write about 

something that really matters to you. Then you’re already a poet, you’re already a writer. And 

I think that we kind of tend to seek validation and if we don’t get it means that our work is 

invalid and our stories aren’t worth being told, and that’s total bullshit. We’re all here, we all 

have stories that are worth being told, and it’s just a matter of finding a space that’s 

welcoming enough” (Brown).  

While this may seem to contradict ideas of marginalization as tied in with poetry, and poetry as 

tied in with empowerment, it does not. Privilege brings validation, which means privileged 

stories are already believed, already accepted. Privileged voices are not silent. Calls of “anyone 

can be a poet” are speaking to the marginalized folks whose voices are silenced: 

“I think that often times young people, especially young girls, are muted or people attempt to 

mute them, this is the systems that be, and I want her to be empowered enough to at least 

voice what she needs, from individuals or the world or any institution that she might belong 

to” (Lopez). 

Space for Expression / Being Heard 
Empowerment is the opposite of being silenced. Many participants spoke to empowerment 

occurring when folks had space to express themselves and be heard. Many times, this means 

creating the space for themselves:  

“I feel empowered… speaking and using my voice and having people listen, because you 

can talk all you want and it doesn’t mean anybody’s going to take the time to listen to you. 

So being a performer and having people listen is a big deal” (Crespin). 

“I spent quite a long time with some family members in particular saying, ‘You need to be 

more careful what you write about, you need to be more careful what you tell people, they 

will use it against you.’ And I understand it was coming from a place of love, and I think I 
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tried to comply with that for a very long time, but… I’m tired of sitting on what I know 

about myself and what I know is true and what I know a lot of young people in the world—

my age and younger, and people older than I am for that matter—are struggling to articulate, 

and who need positive examples of people who are willing to be open’” (Odasso). 

Here too is a connection between the personal and the community:  

“I think that to be empowered means that you share you experiences and you honor those of 

others” (Lopez). 

“I think sharing my stories makes me feel really empowered, because I’m a survivor of 

domestic violence and other generational trauma, traumatic events, that I or my elders or my 

ancestors have experienced… it feels like I can represent a faction of people who need 

representation because otherwise erasure, otherwise other-ness, otherwise minimalizing, 

muting a voice or an experience, and so I think that, the personal is political” (Lopez). 

This community connection expands into creating space for others to express themselves too: 

“To me that’s what poetry and performance is all about. It’s an interactive experience where 

we witness other people using their voice and, raising up their voice to share their story and 

we’re holding up that space for them as they are vulnerable” (Northern). 

“Whenever I can provide space for others, let’s say to read a poem or to interact in some 

kind of dialogue or whatever the case may be, I feel that’s empowering to the community, 

because we’re lighting the fire of empathy and power and compassion so people are able to 

create social justice in that way, even if it’s just for themselves. It shifts something, so that’s 

empowering” (Lopez). 

In some cases, “community” itself was conceptualized as this space, as a place where one can 

speak their truth and live without being silenced:  

“I lived in community, rurally, when there was… we had a core of us that was really 

committed to access. This was in the mid-to-late ‘90s, and I really haven’t re-created that 

since then, and that was definitely a time I felt the most empowered, I felt like I had people. I 

had people and I had community” (Ambrose).  

“We’re all here, we all have stories that are worth being told, and it’s just a matter of finding 

a space that’s welcoming enough… Within my community there’s just love and acceptance, 

and so there I’m good, and when I’m by myself I’m just like, ‘This is me. This is what I do’” 

(Brown). 

Confident and Capable 
When it comes to taking space, questions of capability arise. When space is withheld, how do we 

take it back? How do we create space? How do we do anything from a place of having our power 

stripped from us? These questions lead to another theme that emerged from the interviews: the 

idea of empowerment as the ability to do something, or as feeling capable of doing something. 

While this may seem simple at first, it becomes more complicated with a few questions. What 

matters more, the actual ability to do something, or the feeling that you can do it? Which is 

empowerment?  
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Many participants spoke to empowerment as a feeling of confidence:  

“You are feeling really good about yourself, you’re feeling like you can accomplish a lot of 

things, you’re feeling like there’s nothing that can stand in your way… I think that, in 

essence, it feels like confidence. Like unmovable confidence” (Crespin). 

“So, it kind of was a snapshot of that day, sort of to remind myself that I do have this. That I 

know my material, that I know how to interact” (Odasso).  

“Feeling like you have the ability and space to do something and be confident in that doing… 

Yeah, I guess I associate empowerment with confidence, in a lot of ways” (Lawrence-

Metzler).  

Other times though, they spoke to empowerment as the actual ability to achieve, or having 

achieved something:  

“It’s taking the reins of your own life and destiny in your own hand, and basically plotting 

your own course. Living by your own rules and making your own decisions and basically 

doing things your way” (Wright). 

“I felt empowered because I was able to take action and create a space for trans and queer 

voices through OUTSpoken, and got a lot of support behind me to make that happen” 

(Northern). 

“I felt really empowered towards the end of those two years, to look back and it had been 

done, it had been facilitated, and it was four different readings over the course of two years, 

and a couple of books were published” (Lopez). 

“‘Empowerment” kind of means giving people peace of mind and giving them agency over… 

something that they’re uncertain about. So, in the case of my work, empowerment means 

letting them know what their status is, whether it’s positive or negative, so that they can take 

the steps to kind of do something about it,” (Brown). 

A question of agency is a complicated one. What is the difference between someone feeling like 

they have agency, and actually having it? In either case, is this idea inherently ableist?  

“I’m editing myself before I speak because… anything I can think of, I quickly realize it was 

a point in my life that I felt really able-bodied. And I want to resist… having those things be 

the same, cause they’re not, you know? There’re not the same thing. Like, I can do better than 

that. Cause I’m gonna say, ‘Oh it’s when I bought that old house that had no windows or 

doors and cows were living in it and I managed to fix it all up by myself,’ you know? Like, 

that was an empowering thing but that’s completely about being still pretty young and able to 

do it” (Ambrose) 

What does it mean to be empowered and unable to do something? In some ways, it’s 

important to remember that there is always something to be done. Several participants 

referenced simply surviving as a type of empowerment, sometimes:   

“Sometimes “empowerment” means that I get up and face the day, and I go to class and I 

teach” (Lopez).  

“And sometimes just being able to live can be its own form of empowerment” (Alexander). 
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Conclusion 
Whether or not empowerment is ablest surely depends upon what definition and 

contextualization of empowerment we are using. If we use a capitalist framework and see 

empowerment as an “American Dream” of elevating one’s position in a social and economic 

hierarchy, there are inherently going to be some people who are unable to move up in this way. 

This nonrevolutionary framework is an empowerment for a few, for those who, due to certain 

intersections of identity, are able to take some power for themselves. If personal empowerment is 

simply “the better understanding of oneself and one’s place in community and society,” there is 

little hope of any type of claim to power for those with many intersecting marginalities.  

What is the point in understanding one’s place in community and society if that place is 

marginalized, without hope? And for community, too, what is the point of developing shared 

identity and experience? The answer lies in the context of the other themes surrounding 

empowerment that emerged through these interviews. To be able to create change in these 

structures, to take space, make space, and be heard, it’s important to first understanding oneself 

and one’s place in community and society. How can we expect to change a structure without 

understanding it? It’s about listening to others and understanding the complexities of power, 

developing compassion and empathy and a desire to improve the lives of the story-tellers and the 

others they represent. It’s about questioning what “being able” to do something means, and why 

it is that we continually create spaces that are inaccessible to others in and outside of our 

communities.  

This project always had an end point, but the end point was not the most important part of 

the process. The same can be said about empowerment. Empowerment is about restructuring 

society so that everyone has access to the things they need to survive, personally and in 

community. Poetry is the perfect means to work towards this end. Poetry embraces the 

complicated and the messy, embraces the spectrums and rejects false binaries and hierarchies. 

With poetry we tell our stories, learn who we are, build community, create connection, and hold 

on to hope.  
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Appendix A: Triptych Examples14 

 

 

  

  

                                                           
14 I have provided three sample triptychs here. Images of all nine triptychs at the exhibit may be found on the 

website.  

Triptych: Erin Northern 
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Triptych: Eva Marisol Crespin 
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Triptych: A. J. Odasso 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

 

1) What does the word “empowerment” mean to you? Please define it in your own words? 

 

 

2) Can you describe a time in your life you felt empowered?  

 

 

3) Have you ever been empowered by poetry? Do different mediums of poetry affect you 

differently? 

a. Reading poetry?  

b. Listening to/watching poetry?  

c. Writing poetry? 

 

4) Do you identify as LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, 

asexual, pansexual, etc.). What does this identity or these identities mean to you? 

 

 

5) Do you consider yourself a poet? What does this mean to you? 

 

6) (if yes to both above) How do these identities interact? Do you consider yourself a poet and a 

LGBTQ+ person, an LGTBQ+ poet? Explain. 

 

7) What role do other identities you have play in this? 

 

8) Are you active in a poetry community? Please elaborate. 

a. Can you name some poets you feel are part of your community? 

 

9) Are you active in an LGBTQ+ community? Please elaborate. 

 

10) Do you think your identities are more personal, or more community based? Can you explain? 

 

11) Can you name some poets or poems that inspire you? 
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Appendix C: Participant Bios 

A. J. Odasso 

A. J. Odasso’s poetry has appeared in a variety of publications, including Sybil’s Garage, 

Mythic Delirium, Midnight Echo, Not One of Us, Dreams & Nightmares, Goblin Fruit, Strange 

Horizons, Stone Telling, Farrago's Wainscot, Liminality, Battersea Review, Barking Sycamores, 

and New England Review of Books. Their début collection, Lost Books (Flipped Eye Publishing), 

was nominated for the 2010 London New Poetry Award and was also a finalist for the 2010/2011 

People's Book Prize. Their second collection with Flipped Eye, The Dishonesty of Dreams, was 

released in 2014; their third-collection manuscript, Things Being What They Are, was shortlisted 

for the 2017 Sexton Prize.  They hold an M.F.A. in Creative Writing from Boston University, 

where they were a 2015-16 Teaching Fellow, and work in the Honors College at the University 

of New Mexico.  They have served as Senior Poetry Editor at Strange Horizons magazine 

(www.strangehorizons.com) since 2012. 

Aaron Ambrose 

Aaron Ambrose is a community educated poet, herbalist and artist. She’s been published 

in a few things and has cranked out a handful of chapbooks over the last 25 years. She’s a 

disabled, working class transfemme who believes beauty is in the cracks and that liberating 

poetry comes from the bottom up and never from the top down; it’s the domain of ordinary folks 

with extraordinary things to say. 

Erin Northern 

Erin Northern lives and plays in Albuquerque, New Mexico as a life-long learner, 

educator, activist and poet. She is the co-founder and organizer of OUTSpoken Queer & Trans 

Poetry created in 2010 to provide performance and workshop space to local LGBTQ community. 

She was a member of the 2011 ABQ Slam Poetry Team and her city’s representative competing 

in the 2009 Women of the World National Poetry Slam. Erin was the editor of the LGBTQ mini-

anthology within the Spring 2015 Malpaís Review and her poems have been anthologized in 

Adobe Walls, The Mas Tequila Review and This Assignment is So Gay: LGBTQI Poets on the Art 

of Teaching. She loves making lists, kicking rocks, discovering and jigsaw puzzling. 

Eva Marisol Crespin 

Albuquerque native, Eva Marisol Crespin is a slam poet and has been writing and 

performing since the age of 12. Eva has been a part of numerous slam teams that have made it to 
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final stage, and in 2016 she and the Albuquerque Slam Team brought home the National Poetry 

Slam Group Piece Championship. She identifies as a Queer, Xingona, Xicana. 

Eva Marisol Crespin’s premiere publication, Morena, was written in Albuquerque, NM 

and spans a 5-year evolution of personal growth and truth. Morena explores heartache, identity, 

love, and loss, with the dream of inspiring others to share, and speak their truth. 

Jessica Helen Lopez 

Jessica Helen Lopez is City of Albuquerque Poet Laureate, Emeritus and the former Poet-

In-Residence for the Albuquerque Museum of Art and History. Lopez is a nationally recognized 

award-winning slam poet, and holds the title of 2012 and 2014 Women of the World City of 

ABQ Champion. She is a member of the Macondo Foundation. Her first collection of 

poetry, Always Messing with Them Boys (West End Press, 2011) made the Southwest Book of 

the Year reading list and was also awarded the Zia Book Award presented by NM Women Press. 

Her second collection of radical feminist poetry, Cunt. Bomb. is published by Swimming 

with Elephants Publication (2014). Her third collection, The Language of Bleeding: Poems for 

the International Poetry Festival, Nicaragua (SWEP) is a limited release in honor of her 

ambassadorial visit to Granada, Nicaragua. A Pushcart Prize nominee, she is the founder of La 

Palabra – The Word is a Woman collective created for and by women and gender-identified 

women. Additionally, Lopez is an Adjunct Instructor for UNM Chican@ Studies Department 

and Institute of American Indian Arts, and a Chautauqua Scholar with the New Mexico 

Humanities Council and the Program Director for the National Hispanic Cultural Center VOCES 

Youth Summer Writing Institute.  

Lilan Lawrence-Metzler 

Lilan is a writer, educator, and intersectional feminist. They moved to Albuquerque from 

Los Angeles in 2007 and deeply love New Mexico.  

Lilan identifies as queer and nonbinary, and has been an active part of these communities 

since they were a teenager. They also identify with the words: trans, transgender, genderqueer, 

pansexual, bisexual, fluid, and demisexual. Lilan lives with chronic illnesses, actively and 

proudly identifying as disabled. They also work with children with disabilities and are bilingual 

in American Sign Language, and have been a part of disabled and deaf communities through 

their adulthood. Community engagement, support, and education is crucial for them, as are all 
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their identities, which help to shape their life, experiences, actions, and understanding of the 

world around them, as well as their writing.  

Lilan started writing poetry young and continued to write intermittently throughout their 

childhood. As a teenager, Lilan found slam poetry and began writing pieces for performance and 

competition. Through New Mexico’s OUTspoken Queer Poetry slam, Lilan found their voice as 

a poet and connected with their community through writing. Becoming chronically ill changed 

Lilan’s experience of writing, poetry, and performance, and they’re still (re)learning how all the 

facets of themself work together. 

Mark Wright  

Born and raised in Belen, NM, Mark Wright is a published and performing slam poet and 

singer/songwriter with delusions of being a painter in addition to being a curmudgeonly rabble 

rouser and general troublemaker/pot stirrer. He lives in Albuquerque, NM with his wife and cat 

and is occasionally visited by his daughter. 

Matthew Brown 

Matthew Brown is a queer Afro-Latino writer and spoken word artist from Albuquerque, 

New Mexico. Matthew’s writing is an open soapbox that questions faith, war, suicide. love, and 

forgiveness. He currently studies Psychology and Political Science at the University of New 

Mexico. 

Matthew is the author of Verbrennen (Swimming with Elephants Publications), a 2013 

Brave New Voices finalist, three-time Southwest Shootout Champion, and the 2015 

Albuquerque Grand Slam Champion.  

Sadof Alexander  

Sadof Alexander is a queer Afghan poet from Albuquerque, New Mexico. Their writing, 

which often takes a personal approach to aspects of identity, can be found on dukecityfix.com 

and various Swimming with Elephants poetry anthologies. Sadof recently graduated with a 

bachelor’s degree from the University of New Mexico, and is currently in the process of 

developing a short collection of poems.   
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Appendix D: Photos from Exhibit and Opening15 

  

                                                           
15 More photographs from the exhibit can be found at namingthenameless.wordpress.com.  

The host of the exhibit opening, Elysia, addressing the audience with an ASL 

interpreter. 

Jesse addresses the audience at the exhibit opening with an ASL interpreter. 
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Three sets of artwork on the walls of Winning Coffee Co. 

Audience members looking at the artwork at the exhibit opening. 
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Appendix E: Website 

 

Visit the website at https://namingthenameless.wordpress.com/ to explore this project further.  

 

  

Screenshot of the top portion of the website home page. 

https://namingthenameless.wordpress.com/
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