
Aude Lorde, "Poetry is Not a Luxury" (1985)

The quality of light by which we scrutinize our lives has direct bearing upon the

product which we live, and upon the changes which we hope to bring about through

those lives. It is within this light that we form those ideas by which we pursue our

magic and make it realized. This is poetry as 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. That distillation of experience from which true poetry

springs births thought as dream births concept, as feeling births idea, as knowledge

births (precedes) understanding.

As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny, and to flourish within it, as we learn to

use the products of that scrutiny for power within our living, those fears which rule

our lives and form our silences begin to lose their control over us.

For each of us as women, there is a dark place within where hidden and growing our

true spirit rises [...]

These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they are ancient and

hidden; they have survived and grown strong through darkness. Within these deep

places, each one of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power, of

unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman's place of power within

each of us is neither white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep.

When we view living, in the european mode, only as a problem to be solved, we then

rely solely upon our ideas to make us free, for these were what the white fathers told

us were precious.

But as we become more in touch with our own ancient, black, non-european view

of living as a situation to be experienced and interacted with, we learn more and

more to cherish our feelings, and to respect those hidden sources of our power from

where true knowledge and therefore lasting action comes.

At this point in time, I believe that women carry within ourselves the possibility for

fusion of these two approaches as keystone for survival, and we come closest to this

combination in our poetry. I speak here of poetry as the revelation or distillation of
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experience, not the sterile word play that, too often, the white fathers distorted the

word poetry to mean — in order to cover their desperate wish for imagination without

insight.

For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It

forms the quality of the light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward

survival and change, first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible

action.

Poetry is the way we help give name to the nameless so it can be thought. The

farthest external horizons of our hopes and fears are cobbled by our poems, carved

from the rock experiences of our daily lives.

As they become known and accepted to ourselves, our feelings, and the honest

exploration of them, become sanctuaries and fortresses and spawning grounds for the

most radical and daring of ideas, the house of difference so necessary to change and

the conceptualization of any meaningful action. Right now, I could name at least ten

ideas I would have once found intolerable or incomprehensible and frightening,

except as they came after dreams and poems. This is not idle fantasy, but the true

meaning of "it feels right to me." We can train ourselves to respect our feelings, and

to discipline (transpose) them into a language that matches those feelings so they can

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

fashion it. Poetry is not only dream or vision, it is the skeleton architecture of our

lives [...]

The white fathers told us, I think therefore I am; and the black mothers in each of

us-the poet-whispers in our dreams, I feel therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the

language to express and charter this revolutionary awareness and demand, the

implementation of that freedom.
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