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no and yes

For a long time, I could imagine freedom only 
as the imagination of another world. In fact, 
this is how freedom is often defined:  as what 
it is not. It is not being invaded by another 
country, not being pinned down, despite 
our struggles, to the bed, not being made to 
work for a non-living wage, not having our 
oceans and waterways destroyed by oil spills 
and plastic particles that go into the bodies 
of fish and heat the planet–there are endless 
examples of what freedom is not. 

The problem with this kind of freedom is that 
it is often pitted against real-life situations. 
We might imagine some other place where 
freedom is, but it is not, for many of us, 
present or accessible. Or, if it is present for 
us, it is not present for our neighbors. But 
if it is not present for others, can it really be 
present for us? How, then, find freedom? 

In my own case, my personal journey brought 
me to a confrontation with early sexual abuse, 
an experience that had been too unbearable 
for me to remember. And then, when I did 
begin to remember, too unbearable to look at 
directly. And later still, when I began to tell 
my story aloud, not believed by my family. 

Freedom for me, for a long time, meant a 
world in which a child’s body—my child’s 
body— and trust were not violated. For a long 
time that moment of trauma, when my own 
freedom was so cut off, lived in my body and 
psyche as a huge no, and that no seeped out 
into physical illness, anxiety, depression, rage.  

Only slowly did I realize that freedom could 
not be found as a no. 

But if it could not be found in a no, where 
could it be found? The energy of no is 
constrictive. Could freedom be found in 

what I loved?  Poetry was one of the things 
that I loved. Like so many children facing 
challenges, reading was a place of freedom 
and escape. As I got older, writing, too, 
became a space of freedom. But as I got 
older, I came to see that reading and writing 
both were, more importantly, a place to work 
out that relationship between no and yes, 
between resistance and acceptance, rejection 
and love. Reading poetry slowly, taking a 
poem apart and putting it back together, like 
writing poetry, is a practice of working with 
my consciousness; it is a practice of seeing an 
image of the world and discovering the ways 
I am—and am not–mirrored back.  In the 
process, I come to a greater awareness.  

Keats’ poem “Ode to a Nightingale,” perhaps 
the single most famous poem in English, 
struggles with how to deal with suffering. 
Written in 1819 when Keats was just twenty-
three years old, nursing his critically ill 
brother and in the process of contracting TB 
himself, after having witnessed his mother 
die of the same disease, Keats looks with 
longing to the nightingale, itself a symbol of 
poetry, that sings with “full-throated ease.” 

Keats imagines f lying off with the bird, first 
through poetry, which leads him to darkness 
and then to the wish for death. This wish to 
leave human consciousness, to become like 
the bird, however, is a double-edged sword. 
Keats realizes that the only way to fully 
escape human suffering is to “become a sod.” 
The only way to lose the pain of the world is 
also to lose the beauty. 

How, the poem asks, can we have the freedom 
to experience this beauty, the delights of the 
human experience and the human body—
what we hear, see, touch, taste, smell, admire, 
love—without the suffering that also comes 

with being human, with the human body? 
And is the price of beauty worth the suffering? 
The poem sees no way out of this conf lict. It 
ends with the poet rejecting the imagination, 
“fancy,” itself as only a deceiving elf: “the 
fancy cannot cheat so well/ As she is fam'd to 
do, deceiving elf.”

This iconic poem ends up at a kind of dead-
end, unable to imagine freedom or happiness 
and rejecting the freedom that is found in 
poetry itself. 

Dickinson’s “They Shut Me Up in Prose” also 
goes  on a complicated search for freedom in 
part through poetry itself (as opposed to the 
oppression of everyday “prose” in the poem’s 
title). Locked in a closet as a little girl, the 
speaker asserts a form of freedom in the 
imagination; though her body has been put  
“in the closet/ because they liked me ‘still,’” 
her brain f lies free as a bird.   

Like Keats in “Ode to a Nightingale,” 
Dickinson turns to poetry, through the 
image of a bird, to imagine freedom from the 
oppression and suffering of human reality. 
Written in 1862, in the second year of the 
Civil War, a war fought over whether or not 
people had the right to hold other people 
enslaved—or in “captivity,” to use a word 
from the poem—“They Shut Me Up in Prose” 
uses a personal experience to take on the 
larger subject of freedom itself.

But if the poem at first seems triumphant, 
the last lines, as the bird f lies up and looks 
down at the body below, are more ambiguous: 
“Look down upon Captivity –/ And laugh – 
No more have I –” The bird f lies up from the 
locked body and looks back down. But is this 
freedom or dissociation? 141
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