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Abstract: Claudia Rankin’s Citizen: An American Lyric (2014) is a perplexing work both 
because of its unusual presentation of the issue of racism in America and the original formal 
ways through which its message is communicated. It is formally innovative and technically 
experimental in an ‘average reader’-friendly manner, situating itself a world apart from 
the poetics of “deliberate illegibility” and “increased interruption.” By communicating its 
message directly, it is almost a poem with a purpose, yet it makes categories travel. e 
subtitle emphasizes Citizen’s belonging in the generic tradition of the lyric despite the fact 
that the lyrical “I” remains almost non-existent here; instead, the poem draws on extensive 
implementation of apostrophe—related to Butler’s concept of “addressability.” Also the phrase 
“American lyric” situates Rankin’s book outside of the well-established categories of black 
lyrical poetry whose essential feature is its connection with black musical form of the blues. 
Citizen can be classi ed as a prose-poem essay, yet its sociological orientation and emphasis 
on poetic form’s and language’s capacities to inform, instruct, emotionally move, and morally 
engage the reader go together with activating more ‘conventionally experimental’ strategies 
as it merges the verbal, visual, and performance arts, using photographs, TV programmes, 

lm frames, “situation videos,” installations, and conceptual art. e article explores those 
issues, demonstrating how formal innovation may serve the purpose of reaching a relatively 
wide audience and make poetry matter within the eld of current public debate on important 
social and cultural problems.
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Since Ezra Pound’s “Make it new” demand, in America attempting innovation has 
become a must for experimental poetry, if not for poetry as such, as the preferences 
of academic criticism proved at the end of the 20th century. Perhaps innovation can 
be taken for the poetic ore itself. Surely it helps generate and sustain the experience of 
astonishment as contrasted with our everyday “knowing”—i.e. minds equipped with 
unquestioned and unquestionable theories and truths, not infrequently inherited from 
our Stone Age ancestors (as we are informed by evolutionary psychologists and their 
emissaries in the eld of cognitive literary studies today). Seen from this perspective, 
innovation appears to be a means of phenomenological reduction, liberating the 
poet—and, by extension, the reader—from the burden of preconceptions and a 
priori convictions, and taking us back to the phenomena themselves, to the world as 
enigma, language as open possibility, artistic process as adventure and poetic form 
as a tool for discovery. 
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Merriam-Webster Dictionary online de nes “innovation” simply as: 
 1/ the introduction of something new;
 2/ a new idea, method, or device; novelty;
Oxforddictionaries.com gives a similar de nition, but followed by an interesting 
example of usage:
 Innovation:
 1. e action or process of innovating;
 1.1. A new method, idea, product, etc. 
 ‘technological innovations designed to save energy’

e example above suggests that innovation is not practiced merely for novelty’s sake 
or as a strategy of discovering the world or experimenting with it. Rather, it has a 
practical purpose to accomplish. Obviously, the ever present buzzword “innovation” is 
not limited to poetry; it is also extensively used in business, an area which ascribes to 
it a much more precise and de nitive  meaning. According to BusinessDictionary.com 
innovation is a 

SURFH RI WUDQ ODWLQJ DQ LGHD RU L YH WLR LQWR D JRRG RU HUYLFH WKDW FUHDWHV

YDOXH RU IRU KLFK FXVWRPHUV LOO SD 7R EH FDOOHG DQ LQQRYDWLRQ DQ LGHD

P W EH UHSOLFDEOH DW DQ HFRQRPLFDO FR W DQG must satisfy a speci�c need
,QQRYDWLRQ LQYROYH GHOLEHUDWH DSSOLFDWLRQ RI LQIRUPDWLRQ LPDJLQDWLRQ

DQG LQLWLDWLYH LQ GHULYLQJ JUHDWHU RU GLIIHUHQW YDO H IURP UH R UFH DQG

LQFO GH DOO SURFH H E\ ZKLFK QHZ LGHD DUH JHQHUDWHG DQG FRQYHUWHG

LQWR XVHIXO SURGXFWV HPSKD L DGGHG

In business, innovation o en “results when ideas are applied by the company in order 
to further satisfy the needs and expectations of the customers” (BusinessDictionary.com). 
I hasten to add: the needs and expectations of the present customers, which means 
that inventions-turned-innovations do not remain the latter forever. Innovation is by 
its nature temporary and, in the world today, when expectations of constant novelty 
are sky-high, novelty itself is short-lived.
 I believe that such a “customer-oriented” approach to innovation should 
be kept in mind when Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric is discussed, 
a profoundly-cum-surprisingly perplexing work of literature both because of its 
original presentation of the issue of racism in America today and the original formal 
ways through which its message is communicated. e questions to be addressed in 
this article read: What exactly is the purpose of formal invention in the volume? Does 
it result in innovation? If so, what speci c needs and expectations of the readers/
customers does it satisfy? In what sense is the nal product useful?
 Rankine’s book, regarded by Evie Shockley, who characterized Citizen online 
as a successful “artistic representation of the American zeitgeist,” has been the winner 
of a number of literary prizes, including the 2014 National Book Critics Circle 
Award (Poetry) and that same year’s nalist of NBCC in the category of “Criticism,” 
which suggests a recognizable degree of its “genre indeterminacy” (Shockley) of 
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Citizen tend to call its components (and quite rightly) “essays,” “lyric essays,” “prose 
narratives,” “stories,” and “prose representations” signi cantly more o en than 
“poems”—even “prose poems”—even when the volume as a whole is referred to as 
“poetry” (Shockley). Evie Shockley points out that her Black Poetry course students 
spontaneously observed that “It’s not like poetry,” which they meant as a compliment 
rather than criticism. What they speci cally responded powerfully to was that Citizen, 
compared to the many other works they studied together as part of the course, gave 
the reader an “unmediated access to a recognizable truth” (Shockley).
 I am far from saying that the students are right in their indirect rejection 
of most poetic production (especially written in the mode of the L-A-N-G-U-A-
G-E school) as “inaccessible” and in consequence useless, yet I nd it symptomatic 
that drawing attention to the book’s “unconventionality as poetry” largely serves 
the purpose to “signal its accessibility as prose” (Shockley). In other words, “the 
qualities that mark Citizen as ‘experimental’ poetry are precisely the qualities that 
make it inviting, despite its disturbing subject matter, to a generally poetry-phobic 
public” (Shockley). It is as if we are back to the 1980s debate run under the banners 
of New Formalism and New Narrativism as to how poetry can regain the attention 
of the reading public and how to make it matter. As Shockley observes, “the book’s 
reception seems fundamentally linked to its perceived transparency” which 

PDNH WKL SRHP SUH HQWDWLRQ RI ZKLWH SUHPDFL W LGHRORJ\ R P FK

FOHDUHU PRUH KRFNLQJ RU PRUH QDYRLGDEOH HYHQ LQ WKH H\H RI SRHWU\

GHYRWHH WKDQ WKH OHJLRQ RI SRHP WKDW EODFN SRHW KDYH FRPSR HG LQ WKL

YHLQ G ULQJ WKH FHQW U\ RI WKH FRORU OLQH DQG LQ WKH GHFDGH DQG D KDOI RI WKL

QHZ FHQW U\

A similar view is expressed by Marjorie Perlo  in the blurb:

What does it mean to be a black citizen in the US of the early twenty-�rst
FHQW U\ &OD GLD 5DQNLQH EULOOLDQW WHU H DQG SDUDEROLF SUR H SRHP KDYH

D KRFN YDO H UDUHO IRX G L SRHWU 7KH H WDOH RI HYHU\GD\ OLIH ZKHWKHU

WKH QDUUDWRU RU WKH OLYH RI \R QJ EODFN PHQ OLNH 7UD\YRQ 0DUWLQ DQG

-DPH &UDLJ QGHU RQ GZHOO RQ WKH PR W QRUPDO H WHULRU DQG WKH PR W

RUGLQDU\ RI GDLO\ LW DWLRQ R D WR H SR H ZKDW L UHDOO\ WKHUH D UDFL P

R J DUGHG DQG FDUHI OO\ PD NHG D WR PDNH LW DOO WKH PRUH LQ LGLR

HPSKD L DGGHG

I would like to emphasize Perlo ’s phrase “rarely found in poetry,” in spite of the 
fact that this quotation appears in the blurb on the back cover, where exaggerated 
praise is a norm. What the critic supposedly means by that is that Rankine seems to 
have found a formally e ective way to capture and communicate the black experience 
of racism and altered manifestations—compared with the direct brutality and 
violence (e.g. lynching) and overt discriminatory practices in the past (e.g. Jim Crow 
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laws)—of racism in contemporary America by separating her prose poems from the 
present standard of sophisticated linguistic complexity. Yet, it is thematic and formal 
innovation of Citizen, which accounts for the book’s power. Citizen challenges currently 
circulated critical categories in many respects. It is formally inventive and technically 
experimental in an unusual, “average reader”-friendly manner, situating itself a world 
apart from the poetics of “deliberate illegibility” and “increased interruption,” by 
foregrounding its own communicative and a ective functions. By communicating its 
message directly, it is almost a poem with a purpose, openly didactic in its intention—
it is not a coincidence that its last sentence reads: “It was a lesson” (159).
 Nevertheless, Rankine makes categories travel in Citizen. e subtitle 
emphasizes Citizen’s belonging in the generic tradition of the lyric despite the fact 
that the lyrical “I” remains almost non-existent here; instead, the poem draws on the 
extensive implementation of apostrophe. Also the phrase “American lyric” situates 
Rankine’s book outside of the well-established categories of African American lyrical 
poetry whose essential feature is its close connection with black musical forms 
(especially the blues). It can be classi ed as a prose-poem essay or a narrative prose-
poem, anchoring itself within the poetic “conservative” trend identi ed as “new 
narrativism.” e book’s sociological orientation and emphasis on poetic form’s and 
language’s capacities to inform, instruct, emotionally move, and morally engage the 
reader goes together with activating more “conventionally experimental” strategies as 
it merges the verbal, visual, and performance arts, using photographs, TV programs, 

lm frames, “situation videos,” installations, and conceptual art. Now I am going to 
take a selective look at the volume’s formal inventiveness in these respects.
 Apart from the national and international media-covered examples of large-
scale, spectacular instances of racism in the United States included in part VI of 
the book as a series of scripts for situation videos (on Hurricane Katrina, Trayvon 
Martin, James Craig Anderson, Mark Duggan, Jena Six, Zinedine Zidane’s headbutt 
among others), Citizen accumulates and describes with surgical precision cases of 
racist microaggressions (implied judgements, remarks, comments etc.) collected 
by the author from her friends and acquaintances (mostly in part one, but also, for 
instance, in part VI’s scripts for situation videos: “Stop-and-Frisk” and “Making 
Room”). Here Rankine probes under the facade of middle-class and academic norms 
and standards, in the post-a rmative-action world of supposed political correctness. 
As Rob Bryan in his online article entitled “Against a Sharp White Background: Race 
and Decorum in Claudia Rankine’s Citizen” puts it, “[h]er setting is not the blighted 
inner-city ghetto or the prison, but the manicured lawns of white suburbia and 
the genteel interactions of the academia.” Among them, there are two accounts of 
situations involving credit cards:

7KH PDQ DW WKH FD K UHJL WHU ZDQW WR NQRZ LI \R WKLQN \R U FDUG ZLOO

ZRUN ,I WKL L KL UR WLQH KH GLGQ W H LW RQ WKH IULHQG ZKR ZHQW EHIRUH

\R KH SLFN S KHU EDJ KH ORRN WR HH ZKDW \R ZLOO D\ 6KH D\
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QRWKLQJ R ZDQW KHU WR D\ RPHWKLQJ ERWK D ZLWQH DQG D D IULHQG

6KH L QRW \R KHU LOHQFH D\ R %HFD H \R DUH ZDWFKLQJ DOO WKL WDNH

SODFH HYHQ D \R SDUWLFLSDWH LQ LW \R D\ QRWKLQJ D ZHOO &RPH RYHU

KHUH ZLWK PH \R U H\H D\ :K\ RQ HDUWK ZR OG KH 7KH PDQ EHKLQG WKH

UHJL WHU UHW UQ \R U FDUG DQG SODFH WKH DQGZLFK DQG HOOHJULQR LQ D EDJ

ZKLFK \R WDNH IURP WKH FR QWHU :KDW L ZURQJ ZLWK \R 7KL T H WLRQ

gets stuck in your dreams. (Rankine 54)

:KHQ WKH ZDLWUH KDQG \R U IULHQG WKH FDUG KH WRRN IURP \R \R OD JK

DQG D N ZKDW HO H KHU SULYLOHJH JHW KHU 2K P\ SHUIHFW OLIH KH DQ ZHU

7KHQ \R ERWK DUH OD JKLQJ R KDUG HYHU\RQH LQ WKH UH WD UDQW PLOH

(Rankine 148)

ese two situations point at the apparently unconscious, instinctual, and somehow 
“routine” exclusion of even upper middle-class black Americans from “consumer 
citizenship,” a category which we would expect to designate one of the most color-
blind “contemporary practices of social belonging”; they simultaneously serve as a 
means of “political paci cation in the United States” (Berlant, “Citizenship” 38). Yet, 
in both cases the credit card becomes a sort of magical object that grants or denies 
access to the “white good life,” called by Laurent Berlant in her BOMB conversation 
with Rankine the “snow-globe fantasy... which insists that black subjects have good 
manners and remain convenient” (online); the “perfect life” not only of consumerism, 
but of personhood, suddenly awaking political awareness of the submerged racial 
criteria of inclusion and exclusion.
 e credit card anecdotes share this function with a visiting card incident 
described by W. E. B. Du Bois in Souls of Black Folk, who recalls an experience of 
being rejected on racial grounds in “the early days of [his] rollicking boyhood... away 
in the hills of New England,” when “it dawned upon [him] with a certain suddenness 
that [he] was di erent from the others” (4). Du Bois relates how, together with 
other children at school, he participated in exchange of “gorgeous visiting cards,” 
an exchange which was merry until “one girl, a tall newcomer, refused his card—
refused it peremptorily, with a glance” (4). Jonathan Flatley acutely interprets the 
girl’s private rejection/public exclusion on the racial grounds of the young Du Bois, 
the exclusion which cannot be erased or modi ed by the white hand on his card, as 
“a body blow that knocked [him] out of the light of personhood, back into a more 
uncertain, shadowy realm of bodily positivity in which neither citizenship nor self-
(mis)recognition are available” (129). is uncertainty pertaining to one’s social/ 
ontological positioning, connected with the discovery that blackness in America is 
always bodily positive, manifests its presence in Rankine’s you’s expectation of their 
friend’s reaction and disappointment that there is none, as well as in the “[w]hat is 
wrong with you?” question that permanently remains in the national unconscious 
(“ is question gets stuck in your dreams”), the phenomenon so well described by 
Toni Morrison in her Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination.
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 Nonetheless, Citizen’s re ned and discreet intertextuality is not limited to 
literary works, however dense that web of references and echoes is; for example, 
it connects with Du Bois’s e Souls of Black Folk in the above-mentioned card 
anecdote; the moral attention to cases of race crime bring to mind “Scotsboro”, a 
poem by Langston Hughes; the train episode entitled “Making Room” in part VI has 
the a ertaste of Baraka’s Dutchman; the implementation of the pronoun you evokes 
Auden’s “Refugee Blues”; the motif of black (in)visibility, which recurs throughout 
Rankine’s volume, attaches it to Ellison’s Invisible Man. e collection of vignettes 
documenting cases of racist microaggressions in parts one and three of the volume 
also interacts with Adrian Piper’s calling cards, a conceptual art project from mid-
1980s. In her project the black bodily positivity turns into assertiveness. Piper, who 
was a very light-skinned black woman, whenever racially discriminatory comments 
were made in her presence, would distribute cards announcing “I am black” with a 
brief explanation of her reason for doing so. Like Piper’s conceptual work, Rankine’s 
Citizen, as Catherine Wagner puts it in her online article, “insistently returns to 
scenes in which a distressing racial imaginary erupts into polite ordinary life” and 
consistently “theatricalize[s] interaction, drawing attention to all participants’ 
positions in the social eld” (“Messing with the Beholder”), becoming interventions 
into the socio-political here and now. However, there are also two striking di erences 
between them: rst, the racial identity of the addressed you in Citizen is assumed 
rather than stated (with a very few exceptions), whereas Piper’s cards’ purpose was 
to reveal it from the very start; and second, Piper’s work establishes an identi cation 
of the physical body of the person giving out the cards and the moral rst-person 
assertive subject who demonstrates their will through and in the discourse (“I am 
black”), whereas Rankine implements the pronoun you which does not refer to any 
concrete person in her text and demonstrates how that you is constructed in those 
situations against their will. 
 is textual strategy is related to Judith Butler’s concept of “addressability,” 
directly mentioned in Citizen, and fully explored by Butler in the nal chapter of her 
study of the relationship between violence and mourning entitled Precarious Life, 
where she states:

7KH WU FW UH RI DGGUH L LPSRUWDQW IRU QGHU WDQGLQJ KRZ PRUDO

D WKRULW\ L LQWURG FHG DQG WDLQHG LI ZH DFFHSW WKDW ZH DGGUH QRW RQO\

RWKHU ZKHQ ZH SHDN E W WKDW LQ RPH ZD\ ZH FRPH WR H L W D LW ZHUH LQ

WKH PRPHQW RI EHLQJ DGGUH HG DQG RPHWKLQJ DER W R U H L WHQFH SURYH

SUHFDULR ZKHQ WKDW DGGUH IDLO 0RUH HPSKDWLFDOO\ KRZHYHU ZKDW ELQG

PRUDOO\ KD WR GR ZLWK KRZ ZH DUH DGGUH HG E\ RWKHU LQ ZD\ WKDW ZH

FDQQRW DYHUW RU DYRLG WKL LPSLQJHPHQW E\ WKH RWKHU DGGUH FRQ WLW WH

us �rst and foremost against our will or, perhaps put more appropriately,
SULRU WR WKH IRUPDWLRQ RI R U ZLOO 6R LI ZH WKLQN WKDW PRUDO D WKRULW\ L

about �nding one’s will and standing by it, stamping one’s name upon
RQH ZLOO LW PD\ EH WKDW ZH PL WKH YHU\ PRGH E\ ZKLFK PRUDO GHPDQG
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DUH UHOD\HG 7KDW L ZH PL WKH LW DWLRQ RI EHLQJ DGGUH HG WKH GHPDQG

WKDW FRPH IURP HO HZKHUH RPHWLPH D QDPHOH HO HZKHUH E\ ZKLFK

our obligations are articulated and pressed upon us. (130)

It is essential to notice how addressability is related to one’s moral authority which 
depends on our capability of demonstrating our will. Butler’s attention, however, is 
directed here to the situations which we cannot “avert or avoid.” In such situations, 
the “impingement by the other’s address,” in which one is always caught unawares, 
makes us suddenly vulnerable as in the act of impingement one is constituted 
“prior to the formation of,” and in this sense against, one’s will, thus putting one in 
danger of being hurt or even reduced to the Agambenian state of “bare life.” In the 
context of public (and personal) relationships regulated by asymmetry of (inherent 
and inherited) racism, it may be that the moral authority of a person addressed is 
checked on the spot, which results in the paralysis of will, enforced passivity and 
loss of identity manifested as speechlessness. Citizen is full of situations in which 
the addressed (not only verbally) do not know what to say, nd themselves mute. 
Rankine comments on the notion of addressability in the following way:

[S]omeone asks the philosopher... what makes language hurtful. You can
IHHO HYHU\RQH OHDQ LQ 2 U YHU\ EHLQJ H SR H WR WKH DGGUH RI DQRWKHU

KH DQ ZHU :H IIHU IURP WKH FRQGLWLRQ RI EHLQJ DGGUH DEOH 2 U

HPRWLRQDO RSHQQH KH DGG L FDUULHG E\ R U DGGUH DELOLW\ /DQJ DJH

QDYLJDWH WKL

)RU R ORQJ \R WKR JKW WKH DPELWLRQ RI UDFL W ODQJ DJH ZD WR GHQLJUDWH

DQG HUD H \R D D SHU RQ IWHU FRQ LGHULQJ % WOHU UHPDUN \R EHJLQ WR

QGHU WDQG \R U HOI D UHQGHUHG K\SHUYL LEOH LQ WKH IDFH RI FK ODQJ DJH

DFW /DQJ DJH WKDW IHHO K UWI O L LQWHQGHG WR H SORLW DOO WKH ZD\ WKDW \R

are present. (49)

In Citizen Butler’s notion of addressability is related to visibility, one of the key 
tropes of African American literature, as e ectiveness of its mechanism depends on 
rendering the target “bodily positive,” and in this sense “hypervisible.” 
 ere can be identi ed two levels of “addressability” in Citizen: you addressed 
as a target or, more o en, an untargeted recipient of racist comments and remarks 
which are not necessarily directed at them in the situations presented in the form 
of vignettes; and you as an addressee within the text, addressed by the persona/
narrator (Rankine supposedly includes herself in this category). Simply put: you is 
everybody who recognizes her/his own experience in situations involving racism on 
the receiving end, and the category does not apply only to African Americans, at 
least theoretically. e strategy of using the “lyric-You” allows Rankine to achieve a 
“full-throated polyvocality—in the sense that Mae Henderson theorizes the term—
that thrusts every reader into the position of speaker and addressee simultaneously” 
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(Shockley). Moreover, even though in most vignettes the racial identities of the 
participants remain unspoken as, at the same time, they are absolutely clear. 
Obviously, a black reader will identify her/himself with the You-as-the-addressee of 
a racist remark or gesture (as in both credit card anecdotes, for instance); whereas 
the emotional situation of a white reader is more complex as they have to choose 
between two kinds of “discomfort”: either they vicariously experience what it means 
to be a “black citizen in the US of the early 21st century” or “reject the invitation of 
the lyric-You and remain white-identi ed” and, by extension, guilty of committing 
microaggressions. In this way Rankine achieves the same goal as Piper did with her 
calling cards—she confronts the white reader with present-day American racial 
positioning and demonstrates how it a ects individuals on the level of personhood 
and citizenship.
 In Citizen the racial positioning takes the most open and drastic form in 
“Stop-and-Frisk,” a situation video by John Lucas, which uses Rankine’s script, whose 
subject is racial pro ling by the tra c police. In the footage we can see some young 
black men in a clothes shop trying on various out ts, and ashing beacons re ected 
in the shop’s windows, while an arrest on the road is narrated in voiceover. e 
result of this dialectic tension is that when watching the video we feel some kind 
of dread, expect something to happen—a crime committed or somebody arrested. 
But nothing dramatic happens, and we can hear a refrain-like phrase over and over 
again: “And you are not the guy and still you t the description because there is only 
one guy who is always the guy tting the description” (Rankine 105-109). e you 
is unavoidably a black man. It could be Henry Louis Gates Jr. unlocking the door to 
his own house a er jogging in the evening or a friend who came to babysit and was 
making a phone call in front of the house—they were both taken for burglars, and 
alarmed neighbours called the police. As Martha Nussbaum states in a subchapter on 
hate crimes and anti-discrimination: 

7KH WLJPDWL]DWLRQ RI IULFDQ PHULFDQ PHQ D FULPLQDO L RQH RI WKH

JOLH W DQG PR W LQYLGLR D SHFW RI PHULFDQ UDFL P L WRULFDOO\ WKL

WLJPDWL]DWLRQ ZD OLQNHG ZLWK JUR KDUP ZLWK O\QFKLQJ QIDLU WULDO

GL FULPLQDWLRQ LQ HPSOR\PHQW ,I R U RFLHW\ ZDQW WR S U H D FR U H RI

racial reconciliation, as seems both just and prudent, racial pro�ling is a
very stupid policy, even if it were ef�cient in terms of police resources,
ZKLFK KD QRW EHHQ FRQYLQFLQJO\ GHPRQ WUDWHG E\ WKH HYLGHQFH

Similarly to the situation video “Stop-and-Frisk,” visual images which appear 
throughout Citizen, even though frequently only tangentially connected with the 
immediate text and without direct captioning, support and enhance the act of 
“speaking truth to power” and simultaneously reveal the limitations of the verbal 
communicability of this truth. In a conversation with Laurent Berlant, Rankine’s 
intentions of using the images in and together with her text are clari ed. e author 
explains:
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, ZD DWWUDFWHG WR LPDJH HQJDJHG LQ FRQYHU DWLRQ ZLWK DQ LQFRKHUHQFH LQ

WKH ZRUOG 7KH\ ZHUH SODFHG LQ WKH WH W ZKHUH , WKR JKW LOHQFH ZD QHHGHG

E W , ZD Q W LQWHUH WHG LQ PDNLQJ WKH LOHQFH IHHO HPSW\ RU HIIRUWOH WKH

ZD\ D EODQN SDJH ZR OG 7KH WDQJHQWLDO UHODWLRQ RI WKH LPDJH ZLWK WKH

WH W LQ D HQ H PLPLF D IRUP RI WKH S EOLF 7KH\ DUH UHODWHG DQG FDQ EH

WDNHQ LQ E W DW WLPH DUH KDUGO\ WR FKLQJ RU WKH\ FRPH S LQ D GLIIHUHQW

FRQWH W HO HZKHUH LQ WKH WH W EHIRUH RU DIWHU WKH\ DSSHDU

Nevertheless, silence does not necessarily mean a gap in communication, as it does 
not stand for no message at all. Silence may, of course, speak volumes. It can be 
for instance a sound of accusation, a sign of resistance or a scream of helplessness. 
Berlant responds to Rankine’s words with an observation which clari es this point:

, KDG ZRQGHUHG ZKHWKHU \R WKR JKW RPHWKLQJ OLNH WKDW WKDW WKH LPDJH

LQ LWL H FR OG KRZ ZKDW ZD H KD WLQJ QEHDUDEOH WR ZLWQH RQFH

PRUH LQ SHHFK DER W WKH RUGLQDU\ YLROHQFH DQG ZRUOG KDSLQJ DFWLYLW\

RI PHULFDQ UDFL P GH SHUDWH GH LUH L DW ZRUN WKHUH IRU VRPHWKL J WR

EH HOI HYLGHQW WKH IRUFH RI ZKLFK ZR OG FKDQJH D LW DWLRQ % W LWL H

OLYH PHGLWDWLYHO\ HQUDJHG LQ D ZRUOG ZKHUH WU WK FDQQRW EH VSRNH WR D

WU FW UH

us, in joining the persuasive and informative forces of a verbal poetic narrative 
with visuals, an overtly didactic purpose to educate, morally remind, as well as 
emotionally a ect readers and “make something happen” is being activated here. 
Yet, Rankine operates in a world where, in terms of race, nothing seems to be self-
evident, even the things which we see and hear, and not only those we are told about. 

e function of images is to increase legibility of her prose poems as they enable 
her to transcend the verbal and probe into the above-mentioned “incoherence... in 
the world” and introduce/reveal the surreal aspect of racial reality in the US, which 
destabilizes this reality in order to make us look at it in a fresh way. 
 To demonstrate how it works, a cursory look must be taken at two examples 
which involve Rankine’s usage of photographs. e very rst image which appears in 
Citizen is a photograph of a place called Jim Crow Road. e name of the deserted 
street, together with its “larger than life” appearance in terms of race symbolism: the 
spotless whiteness of the houses, a snow-white car parked in the driveway, the clear, 
blue sky and the shadow of a Stop sign, both evoke a frame from a David Lynch 
movie and make one wonder whether the picture has been photoshopped. But Jim 
Crow Road really exists—the picture was taken by Michael David Murphy, in 2007, 
in Flowery Branch, Georgia. In the conversation with Berlant, Rankine says that 
“according to local lore” the road is named “a er a James Crow” (BOMB), which 
leaves the question open why “James Crow Road” was not good enough. Nonetheless, 
the surrounding Forsyth County was known for its infamous “sundown town” which, 
as Murphy informed her, “existed well until ‘80s” (BOMB).
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  Another of the images used by Rankine in a place in her narrative “where...  
silence [is] needed” is a photograph captioned in Citizen as “Public Lynching. Date: 
August 30, 1930” (better known as “Lynching of omas Shipp and Abram Smith, 
1930”). e di erence between this photo and the original is that the bodies of the 
two young blacks were removed from the picture by John Lucas. Here Rankine uses 
the altered photograph to foreground her strategy of “redirecting the gaze on the 
spectator” (Rankine in e Believer). As she explains in an interview with Ratik 
Asokan:

[O]bserving the people who would normally not claim racism as their thing
L RI LQWHUH W WR PH 7KH FDPHUDSHU RQ ZD FOHDUO\ WKLQNLQJ WKH DPH WKLQJ

These people, with the bene�t of the doubt, are not supremacists and yet
they will step into this moment, �nd it funny, and in doing so, they willingly
GL FRQQHFW WKHP HOYH IURP WKH KL WRULH DQG UHDOLWLH RI EODFN SHRSOH DQG

WKH WUHDWPHQW RI EODFN DQG EURZQ SHRSOH LQ WKL FR QWU\ 5DQNLQH LQ KH

HOLHYHU

With both photographs embedded in her text Rankine activates defamiliarization 
whose function is to enhance and problematize the viewer’s/reader’s perception 
of the familiar. In the former photograph, the well-known Jim Crow Road strikes 
us with its disquieting emptiness and suddenly sinister whiteness of the place, as 
if its message was: “no blacks, whites only.” e latter disturbs the viewer with the 
inexplicable strangeness of the behaviour of the mob in the picture as the reason for 
their excitement is unclear; and since most viewers know the original photograph, 
we suddenly realize how familiarized we have become with racism in the forms 
of objecti cation and victimization of the black body and the white privilege of 
spectatorship. 
 Rankine’s formal inventiveness in Citizen serves the purpose of stepping into 
the very  moment in order to defamiliarize it, to ask such questions as: “Did they 
really say that?” “Did I just hear/see what I think I heard/saw?” Her experimentation 
with mixing di erent media and challenging the poetic convention of the lyric 
demonstrates that she is not a dedicated follower of the “make it new” (at all 
costs) doctrine of the (post)modernists, but instead she has launched the idea to 
“make it news,” treating poetry now much more sociologically, as a means of direct 
communication, of ethical commentary on the material, social, and political here-
and-now rather than as a discursively abstract or metaphysical phenomenon. 
Citizen’s consistent and inventive strategy of increased legibility serves the purpose of 
regaining/reaching a large audience of readers not so much for the sake of poetry itself 
as for the urgent task to confront yet again the problem of racism and discrimination. 
 Talking about it in a “straightforward” manner is essential now—also for 
poetry—in the face of the profound crisis in the world and its apparent impending 
ideological and political turning to the right, the right whose recast myths are seducing 
people who “are not supremacists” but once again are going to “willingly disconnect 
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themselves from the histories and realities” (Rankine in BOMB). As Zygmunt 
Bauman observes in a recent interview with Jakub Dymek, given on the eenth 
anniversary of the World Trade Center terrorist attack, Klee’s/Benjamin’s Angel of 
History is now taking a 180-degree turn. Still moving blindly forward, the Angel 
escapes not from the “cruelties of the past and atrocities of the present moment,” 
but from the uncertainties of the future. Now, the “‘forward’ is the past, a dumping 
site of memories and myths prone to tooling and recasting, and resistant to rational 
thinking” (Bauman in Krytyka Polityczna). 
 By innovative strategies of implementation of the “lyric-You” on the large scale 
in her volume, and turning to visual works of art in order to increase its legibility, 
Claudia Rankine not only captured and revealed the mechanism of new manifestations 
of racism in post-racial America, but also managed to communicate her ndings to 
an unexpectedly large audience, which includes people who rarely read poetry. She 
also extended the notion of African American lyricism and launched, through the 
concept of “addressability,” re ection on the relationship between black invisibility 
and hypervisibility, making it necessary to rethink and reconceptualize them. In this 
way her formal and thematic innovations proved that contemporary poetry does not 
have to be hermetically sealed and cryptically coded to engage itself with the most 
crucial issues of the contemporary American society.
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