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          EMPLOYMENT, ACTIVISM, AND LYRICISM IN THE ACADEMY AND BEYOND WITH TARA BETTS

        

      

    

    
      A common way to articulate the essence of being a creative writer is to describe it as a way of seeing the world. Writers don’t simply see the world as built upon language but see language as a method of creating, shaping, and changing the world. That’s pretty boilerplate. What is more rare is when a writer’s agile imagination is also able to help others see clearly. Dr. Tara Betts is such a writer. Tara Betts is a poet, editor, educator, and activist based in the Chicago area, and I was excited to talk to her about how writers find work, how they stay active in their activism, and how all of that feeds the lyricism many folks strive for. Practical and inventive, warm and insightful, Tara’s approach toward the tough questions in poems and toward the tough questions in employment and education always find a way to intertwine. She is a sage of synthesis that doesn’t leave the reader twisting in the wind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Practicum (these are the tough questions I took away from the interview)

      
        
          	
        How often do you let the written and oral literary history of where you are inform your poetics?
      

      	
        What does longevity as a writer look like?
      

      	
        When do you need to be patient with your timeline for success? When do you need to amend it or speed it up?
      

      	
        If we “all need to pick an issue…how does your issue relate to other issues? And what are you gonna do about it?”
      

      	
        How are you opening multiple revenue streams for yourself as a writer?
      

      	
        How do you pick your lyrical starting points for your writing?
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        * * *

      

      Steven Leyva: Well, Tara, thank you so much for being a part of Tough Questions with Mason Jar Press. And I'm really excited to talk to you about some of the things that you're doing now and some of your most recent work. I wanted to ask you a question about Refuse to Disappear—this is your third full-length collection of poems, yes?

      Tara Betts: Yes, it is!

      SL: Well, first of all, congratulations ’cause I know getting the first one is tough, getting the second one is even tougher, and then who even knows about the third! So that's a really big feat.

      TB: Thank you.

      SL: You’re welcome. But, I wanted to ask, how you think Refuse to Disappear’s poetics or its craft is different than the previous two books that you wrote? How do you see your work either growing or changing or shifting? Do you think that Refuse to Disappear offers something, beyond just a lovely title, something that is different than readers have read and what you've written before?

      TB: I feel like my first two books, they had a lot more of a personal edge. I feel like this book was trying to embrace some of the themes that have kind of preoccupied me outside of my own life, and then somehow answering back to some of the things that I'm thinking about now as a poet that's matured a little bit. And I always think about that, like when I talk to and see how instrumental particularly women writers of color have been, and then they get disappeared the most easily, right? Or, if you're older, it's like you lose relevance because you're older, even if you stay in sync with what's happening right now, right? It may be some challenge in terms of, you know, how you articulate it, but even if you're like, “I'm down for this,” or “I waited for this moment” then, all of a sudden, everybody's concerned about poets who are under thirty. Everybody's concerned about the next new, young face, and we see it a lot in the media. So I don't particularly bash younger poets for that. I get a lot of inspiration from them. It's just that whole thing of the larger culture is obsessed with youth, and I think we forget that sometimes experience can teach us a lot, too.

      SL: Come on, now!

      TB: I mean, ‘cause when I was a young poet, I really loved hanging around older poets. Almost everybody I knew was at least ten years older than me who was a poet, you know? Or I think about particularly for poets like us here in Chicago, a lot of us knew people like Baba Haki Madhubuti.

      SL: Third World Press, right?

      TB: And more intimately, I think about Kent Foreman, who never really published a book. He's published in a few anthologies like Spoken Word Revolution and A Broadside Treasury that Dudley Randall did I think in the seventies, so he's in a few places. But his daughter, Pier Gabrielle Foreman, has published a lot of scholarship, so probably more people know his daughter than know him, and he was a poet who was really inspiring for people like me and Tyehimba Jess and Reggie Gibson just by being around. Being around, he would recite poems. He would talk about books. He was the person who kind of told us about books like The Tale of Genji. You know? Like stuff that people now they’re like, “Oh…” You know?

      SL: Mhm, mhm.

      TB: Or I think about that and how I see poets now, and they're more concerned with hanging around with their affinity group, which I'm like, “Yes, we need that,” but you also need to diversify your affinity group, right? Like, you need to find people who have a variety of experiences, who aren't all trying to do the same thing, who don't all have the same goals or the same experiences, the same aesthetics, the same influences. You're gonna all sound alike. You’re gonna sound like guppies in the same pond. And I think that was part of what I really loved about coming of age as a poet in Chicago. So doing a book like Refuse to Disappear feels like, yeah, I'm coming back to some of the same stuff I've always written about like hiphop, womanhood, race, and gender. Stuff like that comes up in the book. But it's definitely stuff like how do I play with form? How do I play with repetition? How do I hit it from another angle that I haven't done in previous books? And it kind of came at me like I wasn't intentionally writing a book. I actually was in conversation with Jill Petty, who was a book editor here in Chicago, and she just told me, “Tara, I know you have a ton of poems. Just drop them all in a Word document. See what you get.” So that's what I did. And then when I sent it to her, she goes, “I think you have a book. Think about how you wanna arrange it.” Which I've never written a book that way before.

      SL: That's so interesting to me because, Tara, it sounds like some of the thing you're talking about, about generational affinity groups or like being diversified in that way, involves a kind of mentorship. And I love what you were saying about maturity, like thinking about how maturity might be showing up in the work, maybe, particularly in craft and form—not that there's lack of maturity in the previous books—but thinking about how those things are related. And then, Jill, you know, kind of provides you with this kind of mentorship: “Hey, why don't you try this?” You know not mentorship in terms of someone who's like your grandmother's age or something guiding you, but just a suggestion, you know?

      TB: Yeah. And Jill’s not that far off in age from me, so she’s just a more experienced person in terms of editing than I am. And that's the other thing, too. I feel like there's a lot of women who are always behind the scenes, who are encouraging and supporting everybody—Jill being one of them, and her sister, Audrey Petty, their third sister, Miriam—she's like a professor at Northwestern. So I call them the Trinity.

      SL: Oh yeah, for sure! The Petty Trinity!

      TB: Really powerful sisters born and raised on the South Side, you know? But in terms of just thinking about maturity, yeah, it's like there's that aspect of it that you're just gonna shift a little bit in terms of how you write, but I think I wanted to have that as the title, not just because of those particular aspects of thinking about how are we made invisible every day, which is a recurring theme in African American literature—from Ellison on down, you know? I kept thinking about all these other communities that have been valuable to me that get erased or made invisible somehow. You know, even if we look at hiphop now, there are people who are trying to rewrite that history in good and bad ways. If we look at the prison industrial complex, which now people are calling it the carceral state and things of that nature, it's like once you have people who go to prison, we forget about them. Or the larger culture forgets about them. And I really wanted to make that statement with the book, because at the time when I was putting it together, I was teaching poetry at Stateville Prison—and that was pre-pandemic. I taught up until about—in-person anyway—until March of 2020, and we had heard about COVID, like, my last day there. And we were like, “Oh, it's like the flu, right?” And then after that they said, “You can't come back.” Because they knew it was coming, and Stateville was one of the prisons that got hit the worst. If you're unfamiliar with Stateville prison, it's the one panopticon style prison that is still surviving in America.

      SL: So it’s circular, right? Yeah.

      TB: Yeah, they've actually closed it. There was a building called F house, and that's where they had that remaining structure. It was condemned, but now they're talking about doing “tours” of F House because of its historic significance. But, I don't know, they still do concerts and stuff at Joliet Prison. I think they just closed that down. So, there's a weird culture around prisons, but not the people themselves.

      SL: Yeah, they become abstractions in many ways, right?

      TB: Right. And then, too, a lot of people, what they do make visible, they make visible stuff like, “Oh, John Wayne Gacy and Richard Speck were at Stateville.”

      SL: Right, right! These murderers.

      TB: Or scenes from Natural Born Killers were shot there, you know? Which I'm just like, “Okay, there's a lot of people who commit murder…” But then it's like, “Do we know the circumstances behind the murder?” No. With the case of Speck and Gacy, we do know irrefutably. But I don't think by and large that's the case for everybody who is incarcerated.

      SL: Yeah. I was kind of reflecting when you mentioned about rewriting some of the history of hip hop—thinking about Missy Elliott talking about being worried that she wasn't relevant anymore. And–

      TB: She’s more relevant than ever, really!

      SL: I mean, I mean! It just made me think, “Oh, my God! Like, is it possible this woman, who is revered as an icon of hip hop, that we are still underrating her?” We are right now still underappreciating how far ahead of her time she was.

      TB: I mean and not only that but still performing, still writing, you know, before she was even big on her own, she was writing hit songs for other people.

      SL: For everybody!

      TB: And in terms of image making, like we're still talking about what she did for fashion, what she did to refute the idea that we all have to be petite or half naked. Like, if I see an artist like Tierra Whack, and what she does visually in a video and how they create concepts, I don't think Tierra Whack would be who she is if it wasn't for Missy Elliot. And I'm really happy that even though we're in the middle of the WGA strike, that Ladies First: A Story of Women in Hip-Hop kind of prominently features Missy in that way where they give her her dues in terms of being an innovator. I mean, didn't she win like a Vanguard Award or something for that? If not, they need to give her one.

      SL: No, for sure, for sure. Yeah, I'm not sure if she did or not, but I completely agree. I think there's so many ways in which—you're right—that the shelf life, to use a kind of crass term, is so short sometimes for Black women in particular. And the way that you're comparing it, it's almost like it shouldn't be that way for writers, you know?

      TB: It shouldn't.

      SL: It shouldn't mirror the way that we treat actors and musicians, but you're right. We're just so obsessed with what is new that can be branded and made money from.

      TB: Right. And there's so many things that [Missy Elliot] was talking about. Like all this talk about how people talk about sex workers now, which I talk about that in one of the poems in the book, but she has that one line where she's like talking about, “Don't be ashamed, ladies, do your thing. Just make sure you're ahead of the game,” you know? So it was not a judgmental statement about what type of work you do. It's like, “how do you use that work as a stepping stone to become what you want to be?” And I'm like, “That language isn't really around now.” Like the thing that I do like is, you know, I think about somebody like Cardi B who was a sex worker. And she's leveraged that she's kind of done the thing, like, Missy gave her the advice to do it, which you know, I mean, that's a speculation. We don't know for sure. But she's the generation after, so you gotta wonder how much of that has permeated the consciousness. And I think that's how poems and literature work. It may not hit when you first put it out, but you gotta hope that whatever you write, it impacts the right person at the right time. And maybe you're ten years ahead, maybe you're twenty years ahead, or maybe the right scholar hasn't happened upon you, or the right teenager, or reader hasn't happened upon you yet.

      SL: Yeah, in that way, it's like sometimes poems are like extended-release medicine, right?

      TB: Yes!

      SL: You know, [poems] don't hit right away when you take them or their form, but they live in the system of our sort of collective bodies for a long time and they do their work.

      So, I'm interested too—since you brought up scholars—of hearing a little bit about some of your reasons why you decided to get a PhD, and how your work as a scholar has informed your work as a poet—I know those Venn diagrams overlap, you know, quite a bit. But I think often people are thinking, and I often get questions from my students about, “hey, I have an MFA, do I need to get a PhD too, or should I skip an MFA? Should I get a PhD?” And we know that there's no one-size-fit-all response to that. But I am interested in people's personal stories about why they decided to pursue that.

      TB: Can I say I have multiple reasons?

      SL: Sure. Yeah, of course, of course.

      TB: Well, first off I moved to the East Coast probably about twenty years ago. And back when I was still in Chicago and teaching teenagers, that was kind of a dream. It wasn't really solidified yet. I just knew, I said, “You know, I kind of would like to be Dr. Betts.” And that's my earliest recollection of really having that crystallized thought in my head. But when I moved East I was finishing up my MFA, which I think a lot of people don't realize the MFA you almost always end up paying for unless you go to a school that gives you a full ride.

      SL: Right, right. That was my experience as well, yeah.

      TB: Yeah. And I had some scholarships and financial aid that I got so I was able to do it. But I know everybody's not able to do that, and then if you go to the PhD level, you are fully funded. So I said, “Well, do I want to be in school six or seven years?” ’Cause everybody had me believing it’s six or seven years. Now by the time I wanted to go, I found out that because I had an MFA they would accept that in lieu for the Master's degree portion. So I was able to do it in less time, and I finished in like record time. They were like, “How did you finish so fast?” I said, “All I did was go to school.”

      SL: How long from when you entered the PhD to when you finished?

      TB: Three years.

      SL: That is record time!

      TB: I was trying to get out ’cause one, I wanted to get back to Chicago; two, I wanted to get closer to my family, who most of them are still here in Illinois, and I wanted to be back before I was forty. So I was like, “We getting this done, we getting this done.” And for the first time in my life I was able to go to school and not have to work other jobs. I did anyway ’cause I was used to it, so I taught some at the community college, I taught on campus, I did some readings—I was a few hours away from New York, so sometimes I would just bop into the city, do a gig, and come back. But for the most part, I was reading, writing, taking walks, cooking dinner. So in that way it was good. But I do think there was that, and you know I had left a relationship where I wasn't encouraged to do my PhD—actually, I was actively discouraged. So by the time that relationship ended I was ready. It was so synchronicity, because I had talked with Maria Gillan, who was still heading the program at Binghamton University—she called me
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