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Dedication

For all of us—before, now, and to come.




Epigraph


I cannot separate my work from my undocumented identity.

—ALINE MELLO
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Undocupoetics: An Introduction

A voice has emerged powerfully in the twenty-first century—that of the undocumented poet. It is a voice that had previously faced alienation of a curious order: a bureaucratic one. The Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 1 and the Chinese Exclusion Act of 18822 in particular, form the beginnings of a labyrinth of systemic racism, wherein “aliens” could be arrested, imprisoned, and deported during wartime, and foreign workers could be recruited to the United States with the promise of work and prosperity in exchange for, in fact, the very opposite: the prohibition against employment and the government’s iron right to deport and exile. What determined “citizen” from “alien” was volatile and depended often on perceived international enemies, fluctuating national quotas, and the interests of those in power. As journalist Jose Antonio Vargas writes in Dear America: Notes of an Undocumented Citizen, the signing of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA) and the Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act in 1996 by the Clinton administration later “made it easier to criminalize and deport all immigrants, documented and undocumented, and made it harder for undocumented immigrants . . . to adjust our status and ‘get legal.’”3

Though the racist motivations for passing those and scores of other similarly convoluted laws are well recorded, it is difficult to write creatively, let alone publish, about something as intangible as status. Until recently, the effort even seemed insurmountable. In January 2015, under the banner of the Undocupoets Campaign, friends and poets Marcelo Hernandez Castillo, Christopher Soto, and Javier Zamora circulated an open letter in protest of the discriminatory, immigration status–based practices of many poetry book contests, which required proof of legal residence or citizenship for submission or publication. This petition exposed the ways in which the literary community set up its very own border checkpoints, barring the undocumented poet entry. The directed campaign galvanized several landmark poetry book contests to revamp their exclusionary guidelines, marking the beginning of a significant shift in our literary landscape. Seeded in resistance and a disruption of the status quo, the undocumented poet rose into a changed field.

Here to Stay spotlights the poetry written by this extraordinary population. Our poets hail from various countries, cultures, religions, and educational histories. They create from within a spectrum of dis/abilities, live across various socioeconomic lines, and embody various gender and sexual identities. In our gathering, we issued a public call for poems written by poets who are currently or were formerly undocumented in the U.S. or who belong to a more complex “UNDOC+ Spectrum,” a term theorized and coined by Erika Hirugami and Federico Cuatlacuatl, cofounders of the Undocu+Collective.4 More specifically, we solicited work from a small selection of poets who come from mixed-status families and whose own lives and experiences are inextricably tied to their undocumented relatives, often their own parents and siblings. While Hirugami and Cuatlacuatl categorize citizen members of mixed-status families as within the adjacent “Undoc Diaspora,” we want to collectively refer to the poets included here as our undocumented diaspora—a diaspora of our own within the larger poetry community.

Our inclusions demonstrate—crucially—how varied the undocumented poet’s experience is. Among us, there are various statuses, including recipients of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), holders of Temporary Protected Status (TPS), international students whose visas have expired, those who have crossed the Sonora Desert, formerly undocumented who have become newly naturalized citizens—to name a few. We all live with differing legalities, differing attainments of papers, and, therefore, differing predilections and attachments within our poems. Thus the feelings around one’s own status—or of one’s parents’ status—are complex, often deeply ambivalent, and individual. Together, the fifty-three poets celebrated in this anthology prove there exists no monolithic undocumented narrative, no single undocumented experience, and no quintessential undocumented poem. Here to Stay seeks to challenge misconceptions of what it means to write as an undocumented person in twenty-first-century America and to offer a vision of the possibilities of our art.

We writers often like to talk about how we choose our own forms of art, how we choose according to how we negotiate our presence in the world. But equally important is the phenomenon that art chooses us; we recognize its potential for expression. We believe the undocumented poet has discovered poetry as a form that not only reflects their experience of the world but reshapes that experience. Moreover, we believe that the poet who has endured—to remix John Keats’s theory of Negative Capability—the cruelties, uncertainties, mysteries, and doubts of the U.S. immigration system approaches our craft in newly imaginative, visionary ways. Here to Stay began with a theory realized over a series of yearslong conversations among the three of us—with Marcelo in California, Janine in the flyover country, and Esther in Seattle. We believe our poets can speak directly on how their lived experiences and art inform and influence each other. As three formerly undocumented poets, we understand how entrenched this experience’s ramifications are; what dilemmas an undocumented individual bears on their own self, their family and community, in a nation founded on colonized land. How to survive? How to speak? And what do we say when our legal status is insufficient to capture the breadth of our wit, our innermost thoughts, our madcap lives? Who are best suited to theorize about the poetry of people from the undocumented diaspora but us? Who else but us are best equipped to shape the lens through which we are studied?

Why anyone chooses a poem as the vehicle of expression is a conversation for another book, but we can passionately theorize why undocumented people choose to write poems. In the case of those who have navigated reams of government forms to document undocumentedness, extending or outright flouting the “rules” offers a simple pleasure. Especially when “correctness” might interfere with force and expressiveness. For example, the breaking of a line: rather than stream across the page and run into the next line, as the sentences do in this paragraph, the poem’s line races into an invisible white wall, and drops down to start all over again. Contributor Jan-Henry Gray observes, “Poems are like large rooms capacious enough to be filled with just about anything: fragments, bursts of language, and vivid observations. It’s no wonder that poetry, with its profusion of broken lines, is home to so many of us.”

To the undocumented poet, a poem’s quietude, expanses of white space, moments of held breath, its desire for metaphor, its ability to disrupt, offer the relief of secrecy. Secrecy has been a powerful tool of survival for the undocumented. For better or worse, some of us have believed that to reveal our (or our family’s) status to anyone, even a sympathetic friend, risks too much. We fear that “friend” may call Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and report to them our existence. We fear that they will love us so much that, in trying to find an answer we know doesn’t exist, they will reveal our status to someone who doesn’t love us at all. We fear that a slip of the tongue will leave a powerful scent that tracks the dogs straight to us. ICE would then arrest and deport us. Does it sound far-fetched? Maybe not. As of this writing, according to their website, ICE arrested 387,422 individuals between 2020 and 2023, many of whom were not the target of their search but happened to be in the way. Wrong place, wrong time.

A poem cannot protect a person without documents from arrest. But it is capable of a resonant whisper. As poets, we hope that risking this whisper is met with the gentle gift of a confidant who cares, empathizes, and is tender. Because it is often small, a poem might appear like a scrawled-on Post-it note found in a hallway. Or an elaborately folded message, handed across a classroom. In turn, the reader holds a distinct form of attention; experiences the intimacy of a secret, even forbidden, communiqué. Contributor Jane Kuo, who has published two novels, praises that aspect of poetry. She says, in more disquieting terms: This is “how I want the [reader] to feel, like a trespasser made privy to something intimate.” By its nature, poetry lends itself well to art of the underground. To whisper, to express oneself via a disguise—artists in oppressive states rely on such tools. All this is achieved with tools available to almost everyone: pen, paper, and the mind.

We call the commonalities that arise in the poetry written by the undocumented diaspora as undocupoetics. Though the undocupoetic gesture is not new, we are naming it now. Inspired in part by the groundbreaking work of TC Tolbert and Trace Peterson in Troubling the Line: Trans and Genderqueer Poetry and Poetics, we invited contributors to introduce their work with a statement of poetics, or mini manifesto, describing the unique inner workings as they draft.

Undocupoetics is a portmanteau—of undocumented, the immigrant who settles in a country without approval from the state, and of poetics, a term that individualizes the way a poet uses language, imagery, structure, among other literary devices. That is, the elements that distinguish the poems written by the undocumented diaspora from the poems written by other Americans. We believe that these poems comprise their own distinct poetic, one that is identifiable, though not yet defined in the American literary tradition. From poet to poet, we also noticed echoes drawn from within and adjacent to the undocumented experience—in their tenderness toward elders, focus on flora and fauna, and even brief moments of humor, for example. Of course, not every poet is the same, and we hope this anthology exhibits the far-ranging curiosity and some of the complexities of each writer. Nevertheless, there are harmonies.

We have organized the anthology alphabetically according to the contributor’s surname, allowing chance, rather than our ideas, to guide the reading experience. We did not wish to catalog our contributors according to the details of their status or relationships, in the way the U.S. government does. Indeed, we hope that you notice trends that only your own experience and sense of beauty can notice. We hope you notice the conversations that different poets seem to hold with each other. Perhaps you’ll be as delighted as we were to notice that this anthology contains two poems starring dogs, written by two poets, presumably without each other’s knowledge. (We have included in the back of the book a list of cross-references of trends that have stirred our own imagination and served as starting points for scholarly study.)

Chance like this was vital to our methodology. When we issued the open call for submissions of poetry from writers who are currently or formerly undocumented, we were pleasantly inundated with replies from self-selecting members of the undocumented diaspora. After choosing the poems to include, we sent each contributor individualized questions with the expectation that the contributor would craft their statement of poetics in response. Asking these questions thrilled us: we wanted to investigate what inspired their subject matters and their aesthetic choices; we wanted to reflect back what we observed of their poetics; we wanted to communicate closely with our community. In this way, we did not rely entirely by chance but acted (we hope) more like mapmakers. We wished to curate, not dictate. The statements returned are more incisive, more sensitive, and more vibrant than anything we imagined. For the most part, we did not edit them—their own multiplicity would shine more brightly without our hands.

In their statements of poetics, contributors Saúl Hernández and féi hernandez write on how surrealist language allows for them to metamorphose. Saúl Hernández notes, “We must transform ourselves into objects or creatures, defying logic—to write toward the realms of possibilities.” One might even call this realm of possibility home. José Felipe Ozuna writes, “Poems have become a home for me, a place where I can say there are no borders, and it’s true.” While this imaginative work often seeks to correct the wrongs of an undocumented person’s daily existence—and beyond—there is relief too. Wangeci Gitau writes of how their poems “speak to chasms, resolved or otherwise, ruptured while traversing the empire—and [their] attempt at creating a vessel for the diasporic angst that spills out.” Aleyda Marisol Cervantes Gutierrez, Claudia Hernández, Hermelinda Hernandez, and Patrycja Humienik speak earnestly of the safety and community that arise so powerfully perhaps because of the undocumented status. Humienik writes, “Borders lie—we belong not to nations but to each other and ourselves.” Humanism over tribalism; community, rather than the forced division of families; poetry, rather than silence.

Many of the poems wrestle with the image the American public renders of the undocumented. In other words, who is the reader? Why is the reader reading this poem? What danger does the reader present? For Mico Astrid, to write is, in part, to educate their reader: “I hope to contribute truth to a collective memory that has long neglected to represent us with authenticity.” Whereas Oswaldo Vargas anticipates hostility from the general world: “When social commentary and infrastructure tell me who I am and what I’m capable of due to my status, I say OK.” In turn, his poems imagine possibilities wherein the speaker responds directly to the forces that circumscribe his life. There is exhaustion, too, of the reader’s expectations. Ayling Zulema Dominguez laments that the undocumented “must divulge in order to be seen.” The exchange of private disclosure for public acknowledgment may feel exploitative for some contributors; it is cathartic for others. Leaning deliberately toward joy, Yosimar Reyes writes, “There is nothing beautiful about being undocumented, but if I must find something, it is that we found each other with our voices.”

Far from a comprehensive survey, our anthology is a snapshot of how the undocupoetic appears to us during the years around 2024. Readers may expect subjects, emotions, histories, or perspectives that neither we nor our contributors mention adequately enough. We also expect for the undocupoetic to change swiftly and in direct response to its time. Laments Jesús I. Valles, “I am watching a genocide unfold from my palm, the architecture of this nation and our global present and domestic futures laid bare in Palestine. . . . I am experiencing such a tremendous distance from the person who wrote the poems you are reading in this anthology.” We expect evolutions within our art as our diaspora grows in direct result of ongoing global conditions—famine, war, disease, natural disasters, poverty, and opportunity, to name a few—that force humans from their homelands and into legislative spaces. We write this, in fact, at a time shaped by a pandemic, significant climate change, and genocide. And as we brace for another election cycle in the United States, the “crisis of immigration” will certainly regain currency on the national stage and in public imagination.

Likewise, change will surely occur as the undocupoetic continues to intersect with other discourses, theories, and schools of thoughts. A good forecast of this change is glimpsed in Wo Chan’s luminous meditation on the body and the transformative, revolutionary capabilities of drag, as well as Tobi Kassim’s profound discussion of borders, binaries, fugitivity, and DACA. And we expect the undocupoetic to change if only because poetry demands change. Poetry, as with all art, wishes to disrupt itself. Therefore, such things are difficult to predict, but we hope that the endeavor of this anthology legitimizes a serious study of our work. In the literary landscape, we are here to stay.

On a final note, we wish to celebrate this community’s courage in sharing their poetry and prose. It is a distinct quandary of the undocumented diaspora that not all of us are comfortable or in a position to reveal our own or our family’s status. As editors, we are grateful. As fellow members of the undocumented diaspora, we are proud.

Here is a new field of poetry, of study, of play, and of cultivation. Whoever you are, we invite you in—and through.

In solidarity,

Marcelo Hernandez Castillo, Janine Joseph, Esther Lin

Undocupoets co-organizers




Note

An undocumented person is a person who has settled in the United States without explicit sanction from the government. These include students and tourists whose visas have expired, refugees traversing the U.S.-Mexican border, and refugees who have been removed from Temporary Protected Status due to shifts in U.S. policy. At the time of this writing, there is no serious attempt by the federal government to assist this estimated population of eleven million undocumented immigrants. And those affected by this lapse in federal policy are not only the eleven million but the communities around them: families and friends who risk the danger of loved ones who might be deported.




A. A. Asher

When I was able to return to my home country after being away for sixteen years, I noticed the strange howling of dogs one night. The time difference made it difficult to sleep, but I was often up anyway thinking of whether I could return to America, literally and figuratively, which is now my new home. The lines for the poem “Hope” formed every evening as I wondered whether the dogs were caged or free to roam and as I thought of my own relationship with my childhood family dog called Hope. At the long line of the immigration counter that bordered my reentry to the U.S. I began to look through the lines of bodies entering through customs for global citizens, the U.S. citizens, the international visitors, and wondered where I truly fit. The stereotypical identity of an undocumented person living in America is often not Black. If you’re Black you’re often associated with being a refugee—there must have been a reason for you to have left your country, one that is urgent and one that requires a pardon. In “Venus, a Dollar,” I remember Sara Baartman, a South African woman who was displayed as part of a freak show of Africans in Europe. I want to call attention to what one is required to see and what is omitted. I want to consider language and labels as a form of oppression.




Venus, a Dollar

—Portsmouth, NH

America is a museum

and Venus is on display

for a dollar, you can touch

the ===== of a ==== woman

who came straight from the =====

of Africa. They know how to ====

they carry ===== or =====

in their wombs see how round

Audience (in unison and excitement): wow

we want to preserve the way

we show this =====

so please refrain from using

a ===== when capturing her =====

don’t go too close to the ====

at times she gets =========

but we have methods of security

to keep everyone safe




Dog Poem

Hope and I ate

from the same plate

Fufu and soup.

I offered Hope bones

& Hope sat at my feet.

He was a big brown dog.

Here, we don’t keep

dogs on leashes.

They know where to roam,

how to return

to the smell

of their owners,

how to bark

the gates open.

Hope dies

and the replacement

dog receives his name.

This is when my trauma begins.

I am looking for Hope

in every dog. When I return

to the city where Hope is killed

by a taxi driver,

I hear my neighbor’s dogs.

They don’t see

each other,

only sunrise

and sunset.

When thieves are absent,

the darkness echoes

an orchestra of howls

which wakes the dying

crows who have started

to eat themselves. No one

is innocent in this country.

When the dog show

ends, I slip into the sheets,

& imagine the dogs

Stretch their front paws

& smell Bougainvillea, sprouting.




Mico Astrid

Through my work, I commit myself to memory as an act of revolt. To be an immigrant in America is often a continuous attempt to survive where you are not wanted and not welcome—as communicated through legislation, through denial of rights, through direct and indirect harm. In a world where key facets of marginalized peoples’ identities and rights are publicly debated and rescinded, I hope to contribute truth to a collective memory that has long neglected to represent us with authenticity. For people to understand injustice, they must be able to see what is happening. For people to see what is happening, they must be able to see us.

In this way, writing about my lived experience is an invitation for readers to expand their own memory, so that we may be able to understand each other amidst all our nuanced grief and struggle. Often, my work focuses on arranging symptomatically dissonant language reclaimed from other sources—from government documents to personal conversations—in order to illustrate the stark realities endured by people living in harsh diaspora. With this dissonance, I hope to invite readers to ask, Why is it like this? and to someday arrive at an answer that propels us collectively closer, and forward.




In the Corner of a Small World

empty apartment sunlight

trash bins nestled in young grass

a treehouse in a child-sized tree

summer is a dream i had

before all of them filled with blood

my mother visited in october

she fell and hit her head and

didn’t tell me

emergency room secret

her laugh is hollow like always in her stories that are hollow like always

hollow and light

once

in a borrowed bed she sang to me “

just face the rising sun and you’ll see hope there’s no need to run”

“lift up your hands to”

“god”

“and he will give”

“you”

“rest

”

we curled up like burning twigs—quick and dry and made to burn




Some Responses

Well, there must be another way

Wow, I never would have guessed

What is that even like?

It’s not your fault your parents brought you here

19 years? Why so long?

God, that sounds terrible

It’s not like you’re from the Philippines at all anymore

That’s like when I had to apply for dual citizenship

I’m sure there’s something you can do

We need a better way for smart people like you

Can’t you just join the military?

Do you even have anywhere to go if you were deported?

I know, yeah, the government is soo hard to work with

You’ve never traveled outside of the country? That’s so sad

You’re still doing that?

Well, have you tried applying for citizenship?

Right, but we also have to keep dangerous people out

Can you get your green card already so we can travel?

Why haven’t you married a citizen yet? Seems easy

I didn’t realize you’re Hispanic

Have you considered this? I found it on Google

Well, I don’t think they’ll deport you

I’m pretty sure you can still vote

Well, you aren’t like the rest of them

You’re lucky to be here at all




Lauren Camp

I began writing the poems of One Hundred Hungers because I wanted to understand my father’s childhood in Iraq. I wasn’t writing for anyone else. I was simply investigating a closed space, a history that had been walled off to me. Since he wouldn’t speak about why the family left, wouldn’t answer questions about his early past, I began with what I could access: food, faith, and family.

From all the times we’d gathered at my grandparents’ home, I knew the many flavors and spices, the aura of the language and the familiar interactions.

My father never said the family “fled.” He spoke only about arriving. Only about starting a new life. Over and over, I brought my father’s mysterious culture to the page as sound or energy. Through research, I came to learn of the religious persecution his family had faced. I began to formulate a clear understanding of why they chose to take refuge elsewhere, unmoored from everything they knew about themselves.

My father was granted his naturalization certificate nearly six years after stepping foot on US soil in 1950. What parts were difficult? What wasn’t? I write often about emptiness, standing on both sides of it and praising or being disquieted by it. By imagining variations of the truth and talking directly into the quiet spaces, I was able to unlock the project. Absence and silence were weighted, but utterance was agency. On the page, I had the chance to query what seemed missing.




One Hunger Could Eat Every Other

We sit at the long table. My grandfather speaks until the entire alphabet exists in the palm of my hand. I swallow but can’t discern a word.

Outside, branches stand, lit from within.

The last reason and consolation: the song of our fathers.

In this house, our lips envelop the bread, the egg yolk and honey, the braid of the yeast, our lamentations. Men are smoking, unhurried. Women leave the room and return with gray hair.

We sit across from whoever appears, aunts from Toronto, Tel Aviv, London, South Africa. Distant cousins and uncles and business partners. We remember their names, their bruised pickled syllables. We’ll see them again.

Here is my grandmother. She stayed in the kitchen, cooked chicken for dinner. Onto plates, rice with raisins. Into bowls, string beans and okra. She brings out the food, blessing her sons without speaking. My grandmother, toothless.

The truth lives in my grandmother’s kitchri, the butter-gush and red-cheeked lentil. In the wide white pans and platters.

For weeks and years we return, seizing all beet and fig, skin and bone, eating slabs and glands with our fingers, watching invisible gazelle, hearing owl. This goes on and on. My uncles argue. Each defense is as close as they come to caress.

One uncle pulls at his jowls. Another pulls out his money—all C-notes. He makes sure we see as he counts, forward and back. My father sighs from his chair in the room with tall windows. His eyelashes
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