hey there anida,

thanks for talking last night. here is the interview. i don't know

Ruben's needs, so I don't know how long the final product will be. 

peacelove,

john.

*******

If you listen to Broken Speak, the debut album by the Chicago-based

Asian American spoken word group I Was Born With Two Tongues, you‚re

likely to get the impression that Anida  Esguerra, one of the quartet‚s

two female members, and the quartet‚s most prolific writer (six of the

album‚s sixteen poems are hers)  is an Angry Woman.  From the spitfire

ferocity of the two-pronged attack on racism and sexism in "Not Your

Fetish" to the wincingly convincing chill in her voice as she threatens

to snip off the scrotums of offending frat boys, Anida‚s poetry, and the

resulting persona,  exudes rage. I remember hearing her perform the poem

that would become "Excuse me AmeriKa" at Chicago‚s MadBar; she screeched

the final, indignant lines of the poem, her voice the sound of sheet

metal being shred to slivers. There is a painting in the Esguerra

household, a self-portrait Anida painted while in college: her face a

crayoloa-mustard yellow, her hair midnight blue, her face contorted in a

 scream while she sweats droplets of blood: not your fetish indeed.

Anida in the flesh is disarmingly unangry. She Œs jovial, actually,

possessed of the kind of sense of humor that Angry People seem to miss

out on: her own angry performances are not above its reach. She‚s

articulate and levelheaded, funny and spiritually intriguing, the kind

of person you‚d want to sit down and talk to over coffee. Which is what

I did, and I asked her about anger, and how she sees it as a part of her poetry.

"I‚ve always felt really comfortable with expressing my anger, my rage,"

she mused, after a moment‚s reflection, "because there‚s so many

stereotypes that Asian-American women are fighting against, and now a

lot of us are breaking those stereotypes and facades of invisibility

that are placed on us. A lot of it is struggling to not only express

your anger but to take it a level further through doing activist work,

rather than going up to someone and punching them. " Citing bell hooks

as an influence, Anida sees rage as something  important to have,

something that is acceptable to use, whether in a poem or in political

activity. 

That up-front expression of emotion, even the less pretty emotions, is,

in large part, what makes the Tongues Œ material so universally popular

at their performances. ŒThe comments we‚ve been getting at our shows,

even from white folks, is that people can feel our pain.  A woman came

up to me at our last show and said Œyou have so much pain‚- she knew it

wasn‚t about anger, it‚s about pain, about being looked at and

misunderstood and miscategorized and marginalized and stepped on. And

she was white. But she still understood. And so many other women just

come up and say things like "God- you hit it right on the head" or "I

get that all the time too."

The poetics of anger means that Anida and Emily, the Two Tongues‚ women

members, have had the power to reject the objectification that often

goes hand-in-hand with female performers in any genre. Poetry and spoken

word are still very much male-dominated, and in that environment, Anida

and Emily have still managed to carve out a respect for themselves as a

part of the Tongues, and as a part of Chicago‚s scene as a whole. This

too is because of conscious choice they‚ve made to employ raw anger as a

poetic, communicative tool. 

"I don‚t think of my poetry as pretty," Anida declares. "I‚m okay with

my poetry being, you know, ugly. I like it sounding aggressive,

cacophonous. I‚m tired of certain female poets who make things very

under the rug, they hide their anger under certain tonalities or

language itself. I‚m just not that way.

"We say things with honesty and with truth, and when you‚re faced with

the truth, you have to respond, you know? This is it- this is us, we‚re

naked, we‚re bare, in front of you, live, and we‚re telling our story.

And the language doesn‚t muddy it or take away from the message. It‚s

something everyone can connect to, a heart-to-heart connection."

by John Paul Davis

