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Jaki Shelton Green (the first African-American Poet Laureate of North Carolina) visited La Crosse, Wisconsin (via 
zoom, November 5, 2020) to read from her work and to deliver the keynote address for the 4th Annual Great River 
Writes Literary Festival. The author of eight collections of poetry, her work has been published in over eighty national 
and international anthologies and in magazines such as Essence and Ms. Magazine. On Juneteenth 2020, she 
released her first LP, poetry album, The River Speaks of Thirst, produced by Soul City Sounds and Clearly 
Records. She has taught Documentary Poetry at the Duke University Center for Documentary Studies, and she is the 
2021 Frank B. Hanes Writer in Residence at UNC Chapel Hill. What follows is the text version of Ms. Green’s 
keynote address, slightly edited, published with her permission.   
  

On Literary Citizenship   

  

   A conversation with Audre Lorde in St. Croix Virgin Islands about six months before her 
death turned me upside down and sideways. For several days we’d run into each other at a party, a 
lecture, bookstore, the ocean, or restaurant…and always, she fed me questions. But this one 
question was unsettling and became the clear map that I needed to self-actualize as literary citizen.    

   “When was your epiphany that the act of writing is internal, that it pulls out your relationships with 
experiences that become the vehicles that you need on this journey…for going  
deep into the unknown landscapes of literature that is growing inside of you.”       

I wrote the question on the hem of my white linen dress for fear of forgetting.  
   That question unlocked not answers but all the necessary questions that I needed and was 
grappling with as a young Black southern woman mother daughter wife lover sister who dared to 
write poems living in New England… Who dared to show up as the only one in alien spaces in 
North Carolina long before many of my literary contemporaries called North Carolina home.  

That journey was challenging but I am grateful for the blessings  
 
from writers who nurtured me and were always open and accessible for guidance, reassurance, lifting 
me up, accountability, and love. Many of these writers in the 60’s and 70’s were community-centric, 
and generous of heart and intellect… Gwendolyn Brooks, Alice Walker, Lucille Clifton, Ahmos-
zubolton, Amiri Baraka, Robert Hayden, Gary Johnson of the famous Blind Beggar Press Carolyn 
Forche’, Lance Jeffers, Doris Betts, Robert Hayden and later Wanda Coleman, Gerald Barrax, 
Reynolds Price, Randall Kenan and Nikkey Finney… all ancestors now except for Nikkey Finney, 
Alice Walker, Carolyn Forche’, Gary Johnson.   
   I remain personally guided by all of them and several more who taught me the art of taking 
risks, to be masterful with form, how to show up as literary citizen tackling the human condition 
through a variety of perspectives, how to survive and navigate this citizenship as other, marginalized, 
survivor, how to do the work of moving readers to journey inward in order to understand things, 
how to stretch the ideas and visions of what we understand and cultivate literary citizenship to be.  
   When Joseph Polisi was the President of Julliard, he wrote a book titled The Artist as Citizen. 
I’d like to quote him here for additional context: “In titling this volume The Artist as Citizen, I have 
wanted to emphasize my belief that artists of the twenty-first century must rededicate themselves to a broader 
professional agenda that reaches beyond what has been expected of them in an earlier time. Specifically, the twenty-first 
century artist will have to be an effective and active advocate for the arts in communities large and small around the 
globe. These artists must be not only communicative through their art, but also knowledgeable about the intricacies of 
their society--political, economically, socially--so that they can effectively work toward showing the power of the arts to 



nations and their people who are often uninformed about the arts and view these activities with suspicion, occasional 
disdain, and frequently as being irrelevant.”  

   This quote delivers me to many questions, especially for myself as a literary citizen where 
much is required in my service as NC Poet Laureate. That word required has truly influenced and 
instructed how I show up as literary citizen.  
    Do we understand that witness is a generative act? How does how we witness make the 
world?   
      How are we changed by what we witness as literary citizens?  
   How close can we listen? How do we listen each other into being and how do we attend to 
the ways we make ourselves possible?    
   How do we develop new work that speaks to the great issues of our time? How do we work 
with each other in pursuit of that goal? How do we work as literary citizens to create a healthy, 
supportive, respectful literary community with tenets of accountability, without gatekeepers, without 
power-plays, without meanness, that has a mission of eradicating bullying, racism, sexism, 
homophobia, xenophobia, ableism, classism, and ageism wherever it continues to thrive and 
threaten?  

   Over the past few months I’ve been actively engaged with a variety of regional, national, and 
international discussions and performances with artists and cultural leaders across arts disciplines to 
reflect on ideas and issues that shape our lives and challenge our times. At the center of this 
engagement has been the question…are we in a golden age of storytelling? Iconic and next generation 
storytellers are discussing, exemplifying and embodying the art of the story in the 21st century.  
      As literary citizens, whose stories are we discussing, exemplifying, and embodying? Audre Lorde 
once wrote, “Without community, there is no liberation…but community must not mean a shedding of our 
differences, nor the pathetic pretense that these differences do not exist.”      

     Many years ago, Audre Lorde, Toni Morrison, Amiri Baraka, and countless others challenged the 
concept of citizen author within the publishing industry. In order to understand what positions the 
citizen author currently, and potentially could hold, it begins with a historical understanding of their 
rise, including concepts of their eighteenth-century antecedents. There has been tremendous growth 
in the industry especially credited to social media platforms. This emphasizes and has allowed for 
drawing out relationships between genres, publishers, and the citizen author which provides a more 
full understanding of the power dynamics involved when publishers, social media, and the citizen 
authors mix in the current industry, political, and social climate.   

   How have literary citizens who came before us helped us to think about how we collect, 
process, report, analyze and disseminate? I think about citizen media and user-generated content as 
this, in the words of Jay Rosen, professor of journalism at New York University: “When the people 
formerly known as the audience employ the press tools that they have in their possession to inform one another.”   
   We, you and I, are the people and we are audience to each other, holding the qualities of 
civic-mindedness and social responsibility as we continually underscore the link between our practice 
as writers and its relation to the political and public sphere.    
   Our voices are unregulated to write about and through The Haitian Earthquake, Hurricane 
Katrina, The Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street, the Syrian Civil War, Ferguson unrest, unrest in our 
own communities, the Black Lives Matter movement, Covid-19.   
  

   I’m often reminded of a historical account I read many years ago about Haitian women who 
were enslaved. Apparently, Haitian women were punished, were beaten more severely and more 
frequently than their male counterparts. These women used their only instrument, their only force, 
their only weapon—they used their tongues. They understood the power of their screaming. Over 



and over again in their Creole Patois, they shouted, “We are here, we are here, we are here.” They 
would not shut up. No matter how frequently they were punished, they used their voices.   
   When I was in Brazil, I was reminded of the story of Escrava Anastacia, an enslaved African 
woman who lived in the 19th Century whose owners muzzled her because she would not shut up. 
They masked her mouth. They shut her down. There are statutes of her all over Brazl.      
     And there are stories of women whose tongues were cut out. The power of telling your story—
the power of declaration, the power to be brave enough to stand up and say, “I am here,” and to 
actualize that, even when you’re enslaved—for me that has meant that even though they may have 
been physically enslaved and physically bound, in their spirits they were free. They knew they were 
free. And they knew they would only be disenfranchised, would only be the property of someone 
else if they shut up. I think of these stories often when I’m writing, when I’m asking myself what is 
required of me as a writer, as a poet. And I’m reminded of James Baldwin, who said the writer or the 
artist must make art about the time that they live in.   
   So here we are, bearing witness through our speech, our voice, our tongue.  
      Alice Walker validated my voice over and over again when I was a young writer reading in all 
white spaces and continually being asked Why was I so angry? Didn’t I write about happy things?   
   I understood at an early age that when folks don’t have a point of reference or a “from 
whence to enter” personal perspective then they other, belittle, scrutinize, minimize, disenfranchise, mute, 
erase, and often rewrite and reinvent your story.  
   Alice Walker validated my creative vision because like her vision, I too was rooted in the 
economic hardship, racial terrorism, and folk wisdom of African American life and particularly the 
culture of the rural South. In the beginning of my writing career when white male reviewers were 
writing trivial reductive reviews of my work I realized that there was no frame of reference in their 
lived experiences for an appreciation of poetry fueled by the redemptive power of social, spiritual, 
and political revolution played out through multidimensional kinships among women, among Black 
women and Black men, among humans and the natural world that I inhabited and inhabited me.   
   Alice Walker’s activism as literary citizen has always encouraged, directed, and requires me to 
stand on the side of the revolutionaries, teachers, and leaders who seek change and transformation 
of the world. I only need validation from the work itself and all the collective interweaving of our 
stories and our texts as we tell the bigger stories, the other stories, the crying, nasty, gun-still-
smoking, crooked-elected-officials, twentieth-century-lynching, black-son-still bleeding-in-the-street, 
white-son-hiding-an-arsenal-in-the-woodshed, corporate-America’swife’s-head-in-the-middle-of-the-
night-punching-bag-stories because these stories matter too.  
      These poems we write will remind us that we are criminally unpaid, but we must write anyway. 
These stories we write will remind us that we write for an industry that has been too long dominated 
by white and male gatekeepers, but we must write anyway. These novels we write will remind us to 
be afraid, but we must write anyway in hopes that we bring justice to the publishing industry. These 
essays and short stories we write will remind us of all the ones rejected, but we must write anyway so 
we might revel in and grow through our collective artistry, our collective craft, and all our stories.    
   As literary citizens what do you require of yourself? Should we as writers be concerned 
with how we hold traumas of collective racism as a literal blood sport? Are we required to 
question how we ourselves might contribute to the zombie apocalypse of consumerism?  

     What new revelatory literature will we create about the historical, social, and cultural forces that 
conspire to oppress our humanity and all of our ecosystems?   

   As a literary citizen, can we hear James Baldwin’s question from a long-ago time asking us all 
What does it mean to be American?   



   As literary citizens, are we reexamining our ancestral migrations not just to investigate our 
heritage, but to investigate the deep pains of historical displacement for many just like you or me 
regardless of who we are, where we come from, or who we belong to?    
   As literary citizens how are we using the literature we create to dissect wisdom, loneliness, 
academia, intimacy, and identity. I believe we can imagine answering these questions if they matter at 
all by thinking about what it means to activate our personal literary citizen literacies as practitioners, 
scholars, writers of action, writers of contemplation, resistance, and restoration continually asking 
ourselves what is the currency/the worth of your literacy citizenship?    
   How does your inner and outer, your private and public creative selves become more aligned 
to sustain life in a threatened world? How do we continue to bend history proving that the past and 
the current past can be best experienced and reframed through refracted light rather than under 
harsh glare?   
   We are here now in this world that is marked and spinning away from routines and 
repetitions of the familiar, from the boring and comfortable, to the predictable and disturbing.      
      But it is my hope and steadfast personal requirement to be the literary citizen taking care of all I 
know that must thrive.  I am required as literary citizen to write and sing the daydreams out loud. I 
am required to bring what I see, hear, and read into the center of the page. I am required to be 
everything that I look for in my poetry.  
  
Thank you.   

 


