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Their poetry show us how much we miss in our understanding of our society, 
and how we become blinded to our complicity in the structures of injustice 
which shape and permeate our daily lives, if we do not take into account the 
perspectives of these youths and others who have been forced to the 
margins of society—forced behind bars partly, perhaps, so that we in the 
“free world” won’t know their stories. Denied education so that their 
analyses will not be articulated to a larger forum that could influence public 
policy. 
 It is the mission of the SOY workshops to equip these youth with the 
tools to articulate their world view, both analytically and expressively, with a 
double-edged blade of: social analysis, from their vantage point; and poetry, 
which pierces below the statistics to reveal the human consequences of our 
lockdown society. From behind the label slapped on them—“social 
criminal”—they reveal themselves to be complexly rich, astute, and tender 
youth. In the course of these workshops, the youth have been discovering 
and claiming their voices, and with that, their realization that they have a 
future that they can define it. Guest Artist Jorge Renaud told them, “You 
define yourselves through your language.” Through poetry, these youth can 
resist the objectification of the system—“The life we’re living is they life,” 
writes Cris—to reclaim the power of their self-possession, self-definition, 
self-determination, and full humanity: 

 When I get out, 
 I’ma shine —Willie R. 

In claiming their voice (¡SOY!) and their right to be heard on their own 
terms, these youth are taking the risk to break the mold. (One participant 
said, “I can’t publish this poem because it’s too friendly.  You can’t be too 
friendly in here.”) It takes tremendous courage as youth to challenge their 
self-doubts and to reveal themselves on the page—their full selves, with 
flashes of their vulnerability–in the midst of hostile environments that prey 
on self-doubt and train them to keep up their guard for self-preservation. In 
this context, standing up to read your poem to improvised bass tones is an 
empowering act of self-determination. 

Through the Other Person’s Eyes 
 
When I walked in my house  

the whole place was destroyed.   

Everything I worked for was gone! 

I was annoyed  

that little kids were  

looking through my underwear drawer,  

looking in my closet,  

looking for necessary things  

so they can go pawn it  

and make money they don't deserve.   

It gets me mad that good kids are negative  

and it gets on my nerves.   

They can do better if they  

make better decisions, but  

when they're locked up in court  

is when they ask for forgiveness. 

 


