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Abstract
Conceived as a word/image essay, “Reasons to Kill a Poet” takes a critical look at how the term
creativity is being mobilized as a key concept of neoliberalism, functioning to repress forms of
oppositional creativity through structures of discursive, and embodied, policing and punishment.
At the same time, counter-hegemonic creativity persists, and the essay foregrounds particular
exemplary works by writers, including Chilean musician and poet Victor Jara, “Estadio Chile”
(1973); US-based Black journalist, writer and activist Mumia Abu-Jamal, “Teetering on the Brink:
Between Life and Death” (1991); and Ugandan queer activist, researcher, and poet Stella Nyanzi,
No Roses from My Mouth (2020). These writings are juxtaposed with visual images to create a
third space between word and image, and elicit historical resonances on such questions as: how
are their creativities conceived, posited and enacted as anti-neo-liberal formations? What threat
does their work pose to the forms of authoritarian impunity that characterize the neo-liberal present? What is the relationship between social critique and arts research?
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As artists and scholars, we are witnessing a discursive drumbeat that posits creativity as
a fundamental component of a triumphal global economic order, a repetition so insistent that it has practically drowned out what should be a cacophony of aesthetically and
politically dissident practices of creativity. The first instance of this was the culture wars
in the US in the 1980s, targeting artists, writers, and musicians, instigated by the administration of Ronald Reagan. This suppression was an attempt to appropriate creativity
for neo-liberal objectives and turn the tide against the creation of sounds, ideas, images,
and objects that communicated critiques of the status quo and dissident visions of social
and economic justice1. These social critiques were borne of anti-capitalist, civil rights,
anti-racist, Indigenous, feminist, and LGBTQ+ movements that began or intensified in
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itarized repression of student demonstrators in 1968 that marked the rise of Reagan’s
neo-liberal regime3.
Neo-liberalism and repression are interdependent. The silencing of dissident voices is not a localized phenomenon. It is a practice of neo-liberal regimes to control the
discursive spaces in which the dissent of the subjugated constructs counter-hegemonies.
Across global cultural landscapes, neo-liberal discourses of creativity silence dissent,
and work to produce consent to capitalist routines of thought and action. Neo-liberal
policies, including the privatization of the commons and the denationalization of resources; an emphasis on individual, rather than collective, responsibility; the de-regulation of corporations nationally and transnationally along with the rolling back of
worker’s rights; and the reduction of social welfare programs, all have concomitant
ideological goals.
These ideologies have aesthetic consequences, including the production of a
neo-liberal form of creativity. As Oli Mould writes:
Being creative today means seeing the world around you as a resource to fuel your inner
entrepreneur. Creativity is a distinctly neoliberal trait because it feeds the notion that the
world and everything in it can be monetized. The language of creativity has been subsumed
by capitalism4.

Figure 1 - An image of the exhumation and reburial of Victor Jara in 2009.
“Velorio Victor Jara” by Cosmopolita (2009). Licensed with CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.5
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Yet, in the midst of its strategy of social destruction, neo-liberalism’s endemic inequality and injustice inevitably become the focus of dissident creativities of artists, writers,
and musicians. Counter-hegemonic creativity, driven by research, persists. When we
engage the creativity that emerges from those who insist on communicating social realities and alternative futures, it becomes clear that it poses a threat. It is a reason to kill a
poet. This fact must inform the framework through which we understand creativity, research concerning it, and its implications as methodology. Three such historical instances will be examined in this essay.
How hard it is to sing
when I must sing of horror.
Horror which I am living,
horror which I am dying.
To see myself among so much
and so many moments of infinity
in which silence and screams
are the end of my song.
(Victor Jara)6

The 1973 military coup d’état in Chile inaugurated what David Harvey calls the “first
great experiment in neo-liberal state formation”7. The democratically-elected government of Salvador Allende and his party, the Unidad Popular, was overthrown with the
semi-covert support of the CIA and the highest levels of US government. In its place,
a military dictatorship led by Augusto Pinochet, with policies informed by economists
trained at the University of Chicago, consolidated power through a campaign of terror
that took the form of mass arrests, torture, summary executions, and disappearances.
Thus began a process of “brutal creative destruction” that dismantled all forms of popular institutions and reasserted private control over every aspect of the country in the
name of a restored, but in fact, new, neo-liberal national identity8. The ascendant “brutal
creative” subject was an essential element in the restructuring of the state, including the
privatization of public assets, dissolution of social welfare, exploitation and extraction
of resources, and unfettered foreign investment.
Victor Jara, singer, songwriter, and university professor, wrote the poem “Estadio Chile” while imprisoned in the first days of the military coup that began the
morning of September 11, 1973 with the bombing and storming of La Moneda,
the presidential palace. Soon afterwards, students and faculty of the Universidad
Técnica del Estado barricaded themselves on campus. Troops surrounded them and
arrested more than six hundred, among whom was Jara. He, along with thousands
of others, was detained at the national sports arena, the Estadio de Chile. According to eyewitness testimony, Jara was recognized by one of the officers, taken, and
tortured. His fingers were broken and he was asked to sing9. He refused and was

6
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murdered soon afterwards. His body was hastily buried by his wife in an unmarked
grave a few days later10.
Jara was a leader of Nueva Canción Chilena, a movement that reclaimed indigenous and popular musical forms to address social conditions and make claims for
other futures. Nueva Canción articulated an emergent collectivity of workers, farmers,
students and Indigenous Chileans, the foundation of the Unidad Popular. Jara’s work
provided a soundtrack for the movement. So strong was this sonic influence that the
new regime not only banned performing and recording it, but also the traditional instruments that were identified with it. The campaign of violent repression continued
unabated, undermining resistance to the economic reforms that had the immediate
effect of the impoverishment of the majority of Chileans. In the midst of such devastation, the silencing of dissent remained a necessary aspect of the economic “shock
treatment”11. In contrast, Jara’s sonic intervention amplified a collectivity that sought
to correct injustices and center Indigenous sounds, with their insurgent potentiality of
non-capitalist pasts and futures. When they asked him to, he would not sing for his
torturers.
Figure 2 - Redacted F.B.I. surveillance file of Mumia Abu-Jamal while still known
as Wesley Cook, then a 15 year-old member of the Black Panther Party.
Public domain.

Open your mouthStick out yer tongueYou wear any dentures?
Lemme see both sides of your hands-
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Pull your foreskin backLift your sacTurn aroundBend overSpread your cheeksBottom of yer feetGet dressed.
(Mumia Abu Jamal)12

The US Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), plays a key role in the evolving structures of repression necessary to neo-liberal formations. It enforced a scopic regime, the
Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO), over a 40-year period corresponding with
the rise of neo-liberalism, that criminalized dissent through surveillance, harassment,
imprisonment and murder13. It was a racialized response to social movements in the US,
with Black movements particularly targeted. The claims of these movements were effectively and creatively communicated through written and visual media. Mumia Abu-Jamal, journalist and member of both the Black Panther Party and MOVE, remains one of
their most visible and audible spokespeople, despite having been previously condemned
to death. The magnitude of the repression of Abu-Jamal is in tandem with the magnitude
of his creative revelations of its apparatus.
Abu-Jamal joined the Black Panther Party in 1968 at the age of 14, and was immediately entered into the FBI security index, which began its campaign of surveillance,
capturing his words and images. In 1973, he left the Party, as it was unraveling under
relentless state violence. He continued his work as an increasingly effective independent
journalist, and it was in that role that he first encountered MOVE, a Philadephia-based
majority Black communitarian movement. MOVE advocated self-sufficiency and an insistence on the interdependence of all people and living things. Its members also shared
the experience of racist repression and a willingness to confront its agents, including the
Philadelphia police. In 1978, Abu-Jamal witnessed and reported on the violent confrontation between MOVE and the police that resulted in the death of one police officer, the
arrest for murder, trial, conviction, and long incarceration of eight MOVE members, and
the razing of their home. After this, he joined MOVE14.
Through his writing, he continued to relentlessly reveal the operations of surveillance and racist harassment, even as he continued to be their object. Then, in 1981,
Abu-Jamal was driving a cab, and found himself at the scene of a police confrontation
involving his brother. In circumstances still disputed, a police officer was killed and
Abu-Jamal seriously wounded. He was tried, convicted and sentenced to death for the
murder. Abu-Jamal’s trial was criticized by Amnesty International, who stated that
it was “deeply flawed” and “failed to meet the minimum international standards for
a fair trial”15. After multiple appeals, his death sentence was overturned in 2001 and
commuted to a life sentence. Despite the efforts to silence him, including prohibiting
12
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media access and discouraging the writing and distribution of his work, Jamal’s journalism continues. The carceral state, which epitomizes the scopic regime of racialized
surveillance, is exposed through his gaze upon it, from within. His work galvanizes
transnational activism, and keeps the praxical contributions of MOVE, a community
that was targeted for genocidal erasure, visible to multiple publics. Indeed, their belief
in communal living and the fundamental interrelationship of the human and other
worlds remain urgently relevant.
Figure 3 - “May 24, 2013 - Kampala, Uganda. World Bank Group President
Jim Yong Kim, President of Uganda, Yoweri Museveni and United Nations
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon” by World Bank Photo Collection. Licensed
with CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

I wish that Esiteri’s cursed genitals had pushed out a monstrously greenish-bluish still-birth.
You should have died at birth, you dirty delinquent dictator...
(Stella Nyanzi)16

16
S. Nyanzi, “Yoweri, they say it was your birthday yesterday. How bitterly sad a day! I wish the
smelly and itchy cream-coloured candida festering in Sisters cunt had suffocated you to death during
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Rudeness refuses to accept the silence imposed by a cultural decorum legislated by
neo-liberalism and exposes it as a form of corruption. As Stella Nyanzi states:
I think that in the repressive situation of Uganda, where I write from, polite talk has been
domesticated, has been bashed, smashed, conquered, it is powerless. It doesn’t communicate with the oppressors. But vaginas and buttocks and penises and vulgarity, whatever it is,
whether it’s written or enacted, communicate much better17.

Nyanzi is a poet, feminist scholar, activist, and a researcher and teacher at the University
of Makerere who, on November 2, 2018, was arrested for “cyber harassment and offensive communication” for a poem she posted on Facebook, a birthday wish for President
Museveni that drew explicit parallels between his mother’s vagina and the corrupt state
of the country under his rule18. Upon her arrest, she was suspended from the University
and in May of the following year she was convicted19.
All semblances of democracy were dead and dying in Uganda when I was writing the poem.
And so, I landed in jail […]. Was it about the poem or was it about repression? […] That by
arresting and trying and detaining and imprisoning and convicting and sentencing and then
acquitting me, the Ugandan state exposed itself for how repressive it was simply because I
wrote a poem20.

The histories of cultural and political repression in Uganda are long and complex. Uganda is a one-party, autocratic state led by President Yoweri Museveni, who has been in
office for more than a generation. The country is highly dependent on loans from the
IMF and World Bank. As in the case of other national contexts, both agencies continue
to place an emphasis on economic reforms, such as the privatization of public resources,
over issues of good governance21.
Nyanzi was released in February 2020, just after the publication of her poems written in prison, No Roses from My Mouth 22. As the book expresses, Nyanzi’s activism and
poetry include support for the rights of LGBTQ+ people. This has a particular urgency
given recent legislative efforts in Uganda, spearheaded by anti-gay American evangelicals in alliance with their Ugandan counterparts, politicians and officials23. As Nyanzi
insists, the question of freedom is a reflection of a different understanding of subjectivity:
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Freedom should also be intersectional, meaning it’s not just about politics in Uganda but
everywhere in the world. It’s about feminism, gender equity, gender equality, and not just for
men and women but also transgender people and other gendered people. And it’s not just about
gender and politics, it’s also about food and hunger and access to dignity and livelihood24.

With this, Nyanzi creates another horizon of possibility for the operation of her poetry.
She, along with the two poets discussed here, Victor Jara and Mumia Abu-Jamal, are situated in diverse temporal and geo-political contexts. Each offers crucial understandings of
contemporary practices of resistant creativities and the senses of freedom that they produce. These other creativities challenge neo-liberal ideologies, including the usurpation
of the term of creativity itself for its own goals. Creativity, in the case of each of these
practitioners, offers alternative horizons of the human. They suggest different aesthetic
forms of resistance to persistent and emerging orders of domination. When situated in the
field of knowledges that might constitute arts research, they challenge researchers to engage what are, in fact, questions of life and death. These poets, working in contexts where
their very freedom and survival are at stake, shift the rationale for arts research towards
imagining more just, open, and, indeed, radically creative collective futures.
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