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Karen Brodine, from ‘Politics of Women Writing.’ The Second Wave: A Magazine of Ongoing  

Feminism, vol. 5, no. 3, 1979, pp. 6-13. 

 

PART II – THE USE OF A HAMMER/THE USE OF A POEM. 

 

Any writer active in a political movement asks herself the question, ‘what use is writing, what use 

is poetry?’ I see our writing as part of the wave of feminism, not just rising out of, coasting, but 

diving in, back, causing new currents – not simply a reflection, a result, but part of the movement, 

creating force. The poem I write, by itself, will not organize for affirmative action, or abortion. 

Action, organizing with other people, has to do with that. New different poems come out of that 

organizing experience. I can give a new poem, copied secretly on the office machine, to my 

fellow workers. Because the images in it come from us, our anger, our resistance, my co-workers 

care for the poem, and it becomes a part of the gathering force of our solidarity. For that poem 

can collect on one page a record of the contradictions we experience every day: 

 

he said this is a big opportunity Iris, you could go far in the basement 

he said, what’s the matter with $2.75 an hour 

he said, I just can’t afford a dental plan 

 

the boss is cooking dinner for us all, grinning thru his good teeth 

a cash register rings like a dinner bell, and a cooked chicken carcass 

falls on my head . . .  

  (from ‘Opposites that bleed one into the other or collide’) 

 

I have yet to know the use of a poem the way I know the use of a hammer. Yet I feel a poem 

is surely a tool.  
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Gloria Dawson, ‘Unison advises its members that they should not take individual strike action,   

                which would be illegal’ 

 

THAT WAS A GOOD DEMO  

 

There are a lot of people and they are making proper shouting noises with their feet and things 

like the builders look at us when we hoot and wave but the tarmac feels like sea and we are 

engendering nothing that was a lot of people  

 

I catch myself 

in a fantasy rut of joining a profession, of having a union that creates Workers’ Power and being 

in a position. Is this what they are angry about? And it seems so normal/ so irritating to have to 

go on strike, and what makes me skip isn’t my own power but jouissance of solidarity. Right now 

I own nothing, down to the books I will share, and  

am I a woman  

going on strike sick to this feeling separate from everything even my self my labour 

power and the trees like I can’t role down for just one minute  

 

The office has ears  

and all my colleagues up the ladder have gone to bed. It is dark and I am still rooting around 

for my labour and who I take it from to make it for myself. I have held so much of it. I have held 

so much of it back. And I have fantasised about a workplace we had power in and I couldn’t 

even tell the colour of the walls. Agender grey. Utopia blue. Clicks to the million/ I poured a line 

of salt all round the wound. I mean the university. And I always make a placard that means 

 

I show up. 

 

I am on strike for these people who can’t strike – I don’t yet understand 

this construction. All I can do is be useful, all I can do is work. Historical re-enactment, all I can do 

is what I call useful, but I don’t have any way of asking how to go on strike with me, if we had 

a water’s edge to go to, I would take you there, and the silt would be clean, and we would  

stop up our eyes with loving water and where it could take us.  

 

Life by a thousand  

clicks I am generating  

content but what I want is to be screaming and fleeing and seaming and freeing  

where is the fight 

where is the fight taking place 

take the fight to 

where I lie down 
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YES THE MARCH WAS VERY GOOD I gave a shit interview. I did not mention communism or the 

contagion to other pension funds or enclosure or the shit trade union laws. But I show up and 

words come out of my house in a manner of speaking, I feel confident though I  

am not wearing lipstick. I know how to talk to these people.  

Because it’s always only ever us even when it feels like not just us. I am going to be the activist, 

the union rep, the feminist, the one who speaks up on the bus, or buys a poem from a guy 

who’s writing them just to keep his hands warm, and to hustle. Not the only one, but a one.  

where is the fight 

where is the fight taking place 

take the fight to 

where I lie down  

Where is the place I am always on the line, like now I am writing this on the keyboard and screen 

owned by the university, in the university, which I said was a public university and this room used 

to be for dyeing. How was I ever born to be a worker in a union that doesn’t work for me is 

this my problem/ so much like mine, alike to my problem, what power as a (woman) (worker) 

when I have tried to live without (woman) (worker)? 

Life I tied myself in nots for you, and now the union flags are just the same and everyone is 

surprisingly ok about it, not happy, just ok, and I love you for where you have walked. Who 

knows 

 

YES, A VERY GOOD TURNOUT  

where is the fight 

where is the fight taking place 

take the fight to 

where I lie down  

 

 

NOTE:  

 

In February-March 2017 I was a Unison member and Grade 5 administrative worker at the University of Leeds, an 

institution which at management level constantly and insidiously undermined and threatened striking UCU staff at every 

turn. I went to the picket lines and the daily rallies every day of the strike: I crossed the picket line numerous times to 

go to my work, where there was often (and partly due to the strike action) very little actual work to do. On 8th March, 

International Women’s Day, I went on strike in solidarity with striking UCU workers, and women worldwide. I saw the 

way that this strike was carried out put my friends and comrades under immense strain. I also saw some more senior 

academics – including people I knew - scab every day. I saw precarious ‘early career’ academics despondent and 

miserable, striking for others’ rights as their issues and concerns were minimised and ignored. Until the university in its 

current form is utterly destroyed, I can’t see how the issues raised by these disputes brought about by UCU will be 

satisfactorily resolved in order for genuine personal and collective education and flourishing in teaching and research 

to be realised. But I learnt more about solidarity in those weeks than any book could teach me, and I will always 

remember what it felt like for hundreds of us singing Solidarity Forever in the biting cold, tears mixed with snow on my 

cheeks. 
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Mike Saunders, ‘worksong of the present for the future’ 

 

 

Having mastered all the mysteries of the doctrine of value and the distinction between 

“value” and “price”, we were made familiar with the multitudinous forms of orthodox 

adulteration, from jerry buildings and coffin ships to watered milk and shoddy clothes. With 

only one exception we found the all-prevailing practice to be this, that the “quality” of each 

commodity is regulated according to the price which the purchaser is willing to pay - the 

one exception being labour. 

 

The employer insists upon fixing the amount he will give for an hour’s labour without the 

slightest consideration for the labour; there is, surely, therefore, nothing wrong in the 

labourer fixing the amount and the quality of the labour he will give in an hour for the price 

fixed by the employer. 

        

National Union of Dock Labourers, 1889 

 

I’m told that it’s midweek, but it’s only tuesday. In my outlook calendar 

is a slightly better version of this month that we did not experience, 

but is playing out across the street 

in the second floor room we can see from the office window, 

and through the window of that room is a statue that looks like solid gold, 

often birds, a single-sided mountain, 

and on the screen in front of me is a picture of a stone circle in the desert. 

I know that when I open a document or a spreadsheet 

the desert remains, and in that unseen silence it could almost feel like a meditation, 

but for the precondition of this temporary contract. 

 

70% of people find paid work through networking 

70% of networks begin as abstract vectors 

70% of abstract expressionism begins as a genuine desire to be literally showered with money, 

and can be read symbolically as such 

70% of symbols find paid work through willful assimilation into brand identity 

70% of brand identity is fear 

70% of fear begins in the shower 

70% of showers take place for nothing but the performance 

of their existence, so that they may continue 

to take place each day - nevertheless, any outward perception 

of ordinary behaviour under duress 

generates revenue. 

The shape of that preparation becomes the manifestation of an unruly purge; 

a projection of functioning existence as more of a shell, 

of your work existing rather at certain points between, 

as if it could only be seen sideways through juxtaposition, 

more than radiation, but not exactly whole. 
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Imagine a slow worksong. Imagine the song sung. 

Imagine the lyrics as the lyrics to Millionaire by Kelis, 

but just that refrain, 

and a long beat, on loop, 

as if anything could be more or less, until 

 

I ain't rich until he is rich and she is rich, then we is rich, 

I ain't rich until he is rich and she is rich, then we is rich, 

 

we ain’t rich until these mistakes of machine learning fail to propel us 

forward, any movement recorded in reverse, shadowed, articulating to any onlookers a  

thesis of erratic and irrational clownship barely held by a loose orbit around a  

nucleus of precarious weakness, 

forward, into an unsung and improbable future, with no mention of acceleration, no  

mention of liquidity events or bad faith, 

forward through false love into a refraction of sincere performance 

forward into a numb recitation of necessary mantras of anxiety 

forward into unfixed identity 

forward into rough air and a quote unquote conditional experience of unfocused  

weariness 

forward into a robust fire, toxic syntax 

forward into different words, spoken from different throats 

forward into the remains of the hunt amongst the dressed horses 

forward into the remains of the hunt amongst the bloodthirsty dogs. 
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Sarah Bernstein, ‘Election Day’ 

 

The hills are in snow. Are we done for and the peat, is it done for. What about the evening. 

When you woke up this morning your shirt riding up were you cold. Was your belly cold. How 

can you look forward to Christmas. How can you be soft so soon. I meant to say I reject your 

terms utterly. 

 

Do you know who smashed the shop window, do you. Was it you. Did you start the fire, board 

up the bakery. Why do you carry sadness like a dead bird in your mouth. Your pretty mouth. I 

don’t want it. Please take it when you go. 

 

When the car rolled you down the hill what were you thinking of then. Every rotten reflex. Decline 

and suffering. What is the nature of this interaction. Is it a question of blame. What about the rule 

of law. Or our future. Are the streets marching off. Has the meat gone off. Will the meal come 

off. Answer me. Do we have to lose everything. 
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Cassandra Troyan, from Freedom & Prostitution.  

 

You’re in a BMW with a lawyer and he puts his iguana tongue in your mouth and it tastes like 

mothballs, martini, cheese, and you think you will not survive this moment and then you do.  

 

It happens, it has happened. It passes. You want to cry, you are almost laughing and then you 

are wet. The lawyer takes out a tit and flops it around. He makes small wheezing noises as he 

rubs your pussy outside your panties. He wants the man on the street to see you. You feel shame 

not because he is a man but because he is a laborer and you are white and he is brown. He 

is going to the tortilla factory where the other workers will gather at 4 am until they roll open 

the metal door.  

 

You remember this feeling that a second ago felt so foreign even though you have encountered 

it thousands of times. It is evasive, the dread lurching up. What’s the difference between this 

encounter and another? What keeps you from fear? What keeps you alive? You feel no malice 

as you cum so hard with his fingers in your ass and you imagine a giant stack of cash spilling 

out of your chest—you take it up and toss it into the air. 
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   The stack, instead of falling apart  

    and slipping into singles  

    it takes flight 

    the movement of paper wings  

     gives rise  

     to a sublime sensation  

    of never having to think of money again 

     flying into the horizon 

     until it is a mirage 

      a fable  

      vanishing into history  
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  You keep this fantasy close to you  

  It warms you when it is difficult to move forward  

 

   When you worked the streets  

    and hoped for the best 

    because you didn’t have 

    any other options 

 

   You learned in the Paris Metro 

   that if you looked at men very directly  

   they would follow you to buy a room  

   this turned out to be much safer 

 

  In your attempts to survive 

  a client says  

  you’re industrious and you say no,  

 

   Full  war 

   for the sex workers against work 
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 The chorus of sex workers joins in to say:  

 

  Every time we fuck we are saying we will not punch a clock.  

  Every time we fuck our body belongs to us even if we’re paid.  

  Every time we fuck we win.  

  Every time ends this garbage testimony that bleeds us— 

   The trick of every public face  

   Every media image 

   Every death, a statistic 

   Every execution, a spectacle  

   A list of names on a wall without faces 

 

   Instead, the work of sabotage 

    Espionage 

    Every smile, a cover-up 

    Every kiss, in collusion   

    Every girlfriend, a sleeper 

   

 We say tonight is a great night to refuse death in the veils of power 
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Dom Hale, from Firewall 

 

< That’s sea buckthorn  

On my painter’s jacket. A side note  

Still uncooked, and frequently I worry  

I’m only looking for a cubicle  

To update my story in peace. Circling the  

Slacking earth  

The professionalisation of poetry  

I chirrup in needless binary  

From the White House to The White Review.  

What I want’s an unshrugged shoulder.  

It has to be seen. Clue: this is  

Rank. Just say what you think.  

Stop bothering with these magazines. > 
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< A flanking manoeuvre  

Suspends judgement for a minute  

Before it nips into this melody of  

Traps. Rush. Techwave.  

Lap me. Pave no way. All this is  

Contingency, rolling with the tongs  

Saying everything in debt  

With a refrigerated smirk  

Refresh. Hand the chances  

To the strikers, psyching yourself up  

My move. Snow ruing the pickets  

Well kept. Seeking to run out, seeking to run on  

Never repeating the missteps. > 
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Nicky Melville, ‘Queen’s Peach 2019’1 

 

My Lords and Members of the House of Commons. 

 

My Government’s priority has always been  

My Government intends to work towards a new partnership with the European Union, based on 

free trade  

 

My Ministers will work to implement new regimes for fisheries, agriculture and trade, seizing the 

opportunities that arise from leaving the European Union lay the foundation for a fair, modern 

and global immigration system.  

 

My Government remains committed to ensuring that resident European citizens,  

My Government’s new economic plan will be underpinned by a responsible fiscal  

 

My Government will bring forward proposals to reform adult social care in England to ensure 

dignity in old age. My Ministers will continue work to reform the Mental Health Act to improve 

respect for, and care of, those receiving treatment. 

 

My Government is committed to addressing violent crime, and to strengthening public confidence 

in the criminal justice system. New sentencing laws will see that the most serious offenders 

spend longer in custody to reflect better the  

 

My Government will work to improve safety and security in prisons and to Laws  

 

will be introduced to ensure that the parole system recognises the pain to  

 

My Government will bring forward measures to protect individuals,  

 

My Ministers will continue to develop proposals to improve internet  

My Ministers will ensure that all young people have access to an excellent education, unlocking 

their full potential and preparing them for the world of work. My Government will take steps to 

make work fairer, introducing measures  

 

My Government is committed to establishing the United Kingdom as a world- 

My Ministers remain committed to protecting and improving the environment for future 

generations.  

My Ministers will bring forward measures to support citizens across all the  

 

 

 

 
1 14 October 2019 (Transcript of the speech, exactly as it was delivered) 
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My Government remains committed to working with all parties in Northern  

My Government will take steps to protect the integrity of democracy and  

My Government will continue to invest in our gallant Armed Forces. My Ministers will honour the 

Armed Forces  

 

My Government will be at the forefront of efforts to solve the most complex  

 

Members of the House of Commons. 

Estimates for the public services will be laid before you. 

My Lords and Members of the House of Commons. 

Other measures will be laid before you. 

 

I pray that the blessing of Almighty God may rest upon your counsels. 
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Nell Osborne, ‘Welcome to the Future’ 

 

The year is 2003 

the first Starbucks to open in the  

county   the general public is deep  deep body 

to the wall and 

tender in anticipation 

The smell in that place was appalling to me 

my boyfriend had died some days earlier and 

the priest suggested meeting here 

He wears a baseball cap 

the term debrief is a full decade away 

behind us, a man wearing corduroy trousers tries out new words 

‘Frappuccino’ blushes little-plum bitch asks 

‘did I say that right?’ 

All night long I meditate on the  

brutality of the forward slash 

the poem as a restaging of  

death-time for its comedic surplus charge 

in merely doing so, doing so, so and so 

Now it is 2019, everyone wears baseball caps and 

calls them baseball caps  

I look for my  

hammer 
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Callie Gardner, ‘modest witness’ (a poem for the abolition of the university) 

 

it is that horror of naming things that nevertheless says,  

speak into my ear. old familiar familiar, animal-guide  

to this disscent — now, it speaks of, and is,  

a lonely, sluggish, potent, rotting monolith  

 

in which those who work and learn give up  

that future in the present for time to be joyfully wasted  

on things that do not and are not matter, which should be  

the condition and expectation of all consciousness — 

 

the florid shapes that write themselves in white  

on our swollen eyes, great penumbra blooms,  

give forth a modest witness far more obscure  

and wanting than the most symbolical star. 

 

someday perhaps (you know i hate that word in essays)  

one of us will think of a poem we read together  

and it will make that action of a moment, drawn dry  

of all else a little more, what? like a made thing?  

 

or else, for something more, we must be struck  

into a more antic thought, to prevent the loss  

that terrible endless growth would be, the spasm of the tentacle, 

the bright ignominy of abstraction, the gutteral frankness of revolt —  

 

that the most beautiful thing it can be is the site  

of its own passing into delirious, psychedelic obsolescence  

because what it offers is the pharmakon-or-else,  

is the conviction of the miserable heart of each honest fellow.  

 

it is a lucre-stuffed tower, and every day we do not see  

its booty hurled into the stained and waiting sheets  

held by students unknown to letters  

is something worse than a fail, a failure,  

 

because the power of the obelisk comes from that place in ourselves  

not yet lit by generosity, not yet a face turned upward to the rain  

of what we have not yet given to one another, 

each crack in it is an entirely new & joyous articulation — 
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‘A political poem can do things a newspaper article 

or picket line cannot, but it’s not always clear how.’ 

 

            – Sean Bonney 
 


