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PRAISE FOR THE PEOPLE’S PROJECT


“After the election of 2024, poets Jones and Smith looked to their ‘mentors, siblings on the page, and friends’ for hope and solace, strategies and commiseration. Their collection of twenty-seven essays, poems, and artwork honors that diverse community of writers and artists who share their reflections on how to cope with oppression and how to move forward. Some pieces exude anger; others, sadness… all underscore the crucial power of community. A stirring anthology.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Curated by two sterling poets, collecting prose and poetry and visual art, The People’s Project is a ‘community in book form’ meant to help us all make that better world. With contributions from the likes of Chase Strangio, Imani Perry, Eula Biss, Joy Harjo, Marlon James, Ada Limón, Danez Smith, Mira Jacob, and many more, it’s pretty much certain to inspire.”

—Literary Hub
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The ACLU dares to create a more perfect union—beyond one person, party, or side. Its mission is to realize this promise of the United States Constitution for all and expand the reach of its guarantees.

The organization’s work spans litigation and advocacy work in all fifty states, DC, and Puerto Rico—including advancing LGBTQ rights, free speech, racial justice, reproductive freedom, criminal justice, immigrants’ rights, and others.

The authors and publisher are proud to support the ACLU’s tireless work fighting to protect equality and freedom through litigation and public education. We hope you will consider joining the fight to protect civil liberties by visiting aclu.org.






Introduction

If this book is in your hands, the truth is that you don’t need us to explain how it feels to be alive in an era when daggers—seen and unseen, personal and systemic—are being thrown at us from every direction. You know our reality like you know your heartbeat. The fact is that our Present has become the very Past we desperately hoped we had outrun. History, as it turns out, has swifter feet than even the most alert of us could’ve expected. So then, if you’re holding The People’s Project, what do you need and what, possibly, could the writers and artists in its pages offer?

This anthology is a community as a book. As we put it together, we turned to people who we always turn to for guidance, encouragement, and truth. These are the people we text and call to talk our way through the path of daggers. These are the mentors, siblings on the page, and friends we trust with both heavyhearted conversations and laughter loud enough to color a crowded restaurant. We’ve broken bread, poured drinks, danced, and created art with these folks. And now, as both an offering and a prayer, we’re bringing the best of us to you. In a 1982 interview with Kay Bonetti, Toni Cade Bambara said, “As a cultural worker who belongs to an oppressed class, my job is to make revolution irresistible.” The People’s Project is as much about what we need and hope for as it is about who we are.

The fact is, reader, no one is coming to save us but us. Our survival and future—not just through this political era, but onward into the blur of eras that await—wholly depend on our ability to connect with and protect each other far and wide, to share what we’ve learned from our varied and shared histories in order to enrich one another’s wisdom, confidence, and imagination. The People’s Project is our attempt to honor the fact that, terrified as we are, we are nonetheless proud to understand the stakes of our work. No way forward but through, together. As it should be.

Onward,

Saeed and Maggie






Let’s All Stay Alive

by Alexander Chee

The story is an old one: my grandmother in Seoul was said to have buried her sewing machine and silverware in the backyard to keep soldiers from melting them down for bullets. On the surface it has a canny logic, and seems almost wry, even as it speaks to how you might survive the consuming appetite of a war. This was during the Korean War, when my father and his older brother stole food to bring home from overturned army supply trucks—didn’t matter whose army—and my grandfather walked the farmers’ fields around Seoul for gleanings. If you don’t know this word, it is what the farmer leaves behind because it isn’t something someone else would buy.

I remember studying the persimmon trees in their backyard many years later, wondering if that was where the sewing machine had been buried. If the silverware I ate from, the frustrating metal chopsticks, the wide soup spoon, if they were those same ones. My grandmother was the kind of woman who would still use them.

Many years later, I read in my grandfather’s autobiography the stories he never told us, of a “premonition” that told him and my grandmother it was time to leave Sinuiju, a city along the northernmost border of North Korea and China, where he was working and raising his family, for Seoul. This was the period after the fall of the Japanese Empire and the end of the occupation, before the Korean War began. They left on a business trip with their children, something no one really does, and left behind their sewing machine, family photos, and clothes. What my grandmother buried later would have been the second sewing machine, then, a second set of silverware, perhaps buried because this time she did not want to lose them. The family made a desperate escape conducted in a dangerous boat trip down the western coast, and the boat nearly sank. When I read that, my father’s oft-repeated warning, to be a strong swimmer in case the boat went down, came back to me.

I have never been on a boat that sank, but being ready made me ready in other ways, I see now. My father died in 1984 but left me a path I have followed all this way, never quite understanding it until now. If I ever meet him again after death, I will tell him. I am, I was, ready to survive. I did survive.

In my favorite K-dramas there’s often a moment when, in the face of annihilating doom, one of the characters says to the others, “Let’s all stay alive and celebrate together on the other side.” The agreement is to do your best, but also to anticipate joy, to move toward joy. The person who says it does sometimes end up among the dead, but what matters is that it is said, and the group decides to do this. To attempt to survive as an act of love.

It feels like that part of the movie right now. I keep hearing it in my head, so I’ll write it here, for all of us: Let’s all stay alive and celebrate on the other side. I know it might not be me. But we can try.






Catching the Light

by Joy Harjo

You are a story fed by the generations.

You carry songs, grief, triumph, thankfulness, and joy. Feel their power as they ascend within you. As you walk, run swiftly, even fly, to infinite possibilities.

Let go of that which burdens you. Let go of any acts of unkindness or brutality.

Let go of that which has burdened your family, your community, your nation. Let go of that which has disturbed your soul. Let go one breath into another. Pray thankfulness for this Earth we are—Pray thankfulness for this becoming we are—

For this sunlight touching skin we are—For this cooling by the waters we are—

Listen now as Earth sheds her skin. Listen as the generations move one against the other to make power. We are bringing in a new story. We will be accompanied by ancient and new songs and will celebrate together.






Chile, I’m not playing with you! Look at it!

by Patricia Smith


I.


Chile, I’m not playing with you! Look at it!

My mother, bless her soul, had a habit of grabbing an inch

or so of my nap in her clamped fist, on both sides of my head,

and directing, then holding, my eyes exactly where she wanted

them—an unscrubbed skillet still stinking of ancient oil

and onion, my unmade bed, a gaping front door letting all

my damn air out. This time, though, she jerked extra hard

on my Hair-Repped patches, her hands so angry they shuddered.

Don’t close your eyes neither! I wanted so much to slam

my sight shut against it, the thing, just this once—scotch-taped

to the door of our Frigidaire, where I’m sure it had always been,

was a picture of a dead boy in his casket. (Black folks, if they

can get away with it, love to snap shots of the departed in repose,

so every few months they can pull the picture down from its

shadow box shelf when company comes and everybody can coo

Lord, he look just like he sleeping. Anything to keep from

saying dead.) But our fridge was adorned with not just any

dead boy. Ripped reverently from Jet in September ’55,

four months before my mother screeched my coming,

it was the snapshot of Emmett Till, the hot murdered mess

of him spilling over satin, his monstrous head swollen with

regret and Tallahatchie. When I was little, I couldn’t stop

looking at him, thinking he was such a stupid reason for a suit.

Look till I say stop looking! my mother bellowed, locking

my hurting head in place, making sure my gaze didn’t wander.

And what had I done on that particular Tuesday to merit

such cruel, spectacular punishment? Well, that windy morning

a white man with a pink face had invaded our little apartment,

huger than anything, scrunching his pimpled nose and snorting,

gulping bold glimpses at my mother’s trembling chest.

He was there, purportedly, to sell her insurance. I said yes

to him once, and muttered yeah when he asked me another

question he wouldn’t hear the answer to. I did not say yes sir

the way I’d been trained and trained to talk to white men,

but not, as my mother called them, them shifty Negroes.

The butcher dealing out hog maws in his bloody apron,

the barbers in the corner shop, the nice grocery store man

who hoarded all the best cheap chicken necks for us, none

of them had to be sirs unless you suddenly remembered they

probably should be. No rule was set in place. But white men,

always, girl, always. If you know what’s good for you.

Constant in our little roach-riddled tenement, Dead Emmett

was lesson: This is what white people will do to you if you

don’t act right. My mother gave no indication that the men

who shot and sliced and hammered and strangled and drowned

the boy were totally in the wrong, but if that boy had just

acted right, well—the door of our refrigerator wouldn’t look

like that. So the white man came to our apartment that Tuesday

and he stank up the two rooms with his open mouth,

inspected my mother’s body like she was balanced on the block,

and I didn’t feel that sir any kinda way. Now, dammit, I was

going to pay for my disrespect. It wasn’t the first time I’d been

forced to look at what I had to convince myself was not a boy.

Because through the years, the image of the boy in the casket

stopped meaning this is what happens to children who don’t

act right around white people and started meaning this is what

happens to children who don’t act right and that was pretty

convenient for my mother because she could call on Emmett

whenever I hissed underbreath sass to her, when I stayed out

in the streets jumping double Dutch after the streetlights

came on, when I got caught running the faucet and just

pretending to take a bath, when a note came home from school

that read This child is smart, but she never shuts her mouth,

when I let that boy look up my dress that one time, and then

that other crazy time when I asked anyone to prove Jesus was real.

My mother’s reasoning was if you don’t listen to me about this

thing you’re not listening to me about any thing, and it’s just

a matter of time before you make some white person mad

and they kill you. That was my childhood. All my shredded

dreams unreeled underwater. White men wanted to bang on

my body like I was a moonwashed screen door in Mississippi.

Huge gray heads bounced through my daybreaks, and I learned

to live bended so no white person would crave my throat.

I assumed my mother loved me. Meanwhile, the tape sticking

the picture to my whole life yellowed and crackled.

Dead Emmett watched me everywhere. He watched me eat,

watched me watch Lucy, watched me kiss the bedroom mirror

I’d named Smokey Robinson. Dead Emmett was a miracle.

Dead Emmett had the nerve to be daddy when daddy was gone.

Dead Emmett ruled the roost. He was hefted like a cross.
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