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“Power” Essay 

Power is a funny thing. So many people strive for it, but almost no one understands quite 

what it is or how to use it without losing themselves in the process. Many people believe that 

being powerful is the fastest way to corrupt a person, but can not explain why, so we still strive 

to elevate ourselves, whether we call it influence, persuasiveness, or dominance. We wield our 

power like children with swords, but without knowing its source and most of the time, not 

caring, we risk being swept up by our human nature and becoming a puppet of our own desires. 

In Power, by Audre Lorde, the poet suggests that humans have an innate attraction to power 

through aggression and hate, and unless we recognize this and find a way to change our source of 

empowerment, our influence will be destructive instead of positive. 

But in the thirty years since Lorde wrote this poem, have we achieved anywhere near 

this? 

First, it is important to understand what Lorde classifies as power. While many of us 

think of power as simply a measurement of influence over other people, she further separates it 

into two categories: a dissociated power that comes from resentment or irritation at other people, 

and a grounded, personal power that comes from recognizing the issues within oneself and 

everyone as a collective whole. In the first stanza, she relates the difference between these types 

of power to language. Whereas the disconnected power is “rhetoric,” personal power is “poetry.” 

The difference between the two is that poetry uses vulnerability and self-evaluation (“[killing] 

yourself”) to show the flaws in human nature, showing us the poet’s perception of the truth 

without trying to persuade us, whereas rhetoric eliminates the acknowledgment of flaws within 
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each person, and uses language to manipulate people based on their feelings towards others. As 

this poem is about the shooting of Clifford Glover, something that affected Lorde deeply, this 

differentiation probably comes from her struggle to express her feelings without villainizing the 

shooter and to recognize that the issue lies within all of us, not just white people or police 

officers. In the last stanza, she says that “unless [she] learn[s] to use/ the difference between 

poetry and rhetoric/ [her] power too will run corrupt as poisonous mold,” meaning that even 

though it would be easier to direct her anger at the perpetrator, it is her responsibility as a poet 

and an activist to fully understand the underlying issues before speaking out about it. 

She also expresses her desire to draw power from incidents like the shooting of Clifford 

Glover in a world where people do not pay attention until something tragic happens. In the 

second stanza, she describes herself in a desert, and seeing a bleeding boy, feels the revolting 

urge to drink his blood. She says that she is “trapped” and his blood is “the only liquid for 

miles.” This landscape represents how she is desperately looking for a way to communicate the 

need for change to the world, and the only way she can think of is to use a dying boy, 

representative of Glover, as a martyr for change. However, her guilt over the temptation to use 

the boy for her own gain shows that she does not believe that this respectful or “loyal” to his 

memory. Whereas many activists such as Malcolm X often use the memory of dead people to 

communicate injustice and rally grief and anger, Lorde believes that this is self-indulging, and 

too similar to the power of rhetoric that she is so wary of. She believes that if we give into the 

urge to draw power from “hatred and destruction,” it will only make the situation worse, which is 

shown in the lines “trying to heal my dying son with kisses/ only the sun will bleach his bones 
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quicker.” Even if the intention is to heal, the result is a quicker death, and the only way to avoid 

giving into this type of corrupted power is to recognize the “destruction” within all of us and 

draw empowerment from being able to change ourselves first. 

So back to the question. Have we changed since Audre Lorde expressed her view of 

power thirty years ago? 

The clear answer to me is no. And the most recent example takes the form of a social 

movement that should be empowering and inspiring, but in the last few weeks has simply 

been…not. The Times Up movement, and more specifically, the sexual assault accusations 

against Aziz Ansari. Just to recap, Times Up is a movement that has been sweeping Hollywood 

and social media recently, following the Harvey Weinstein scandal. It encourages victims of 

sexual assault or misdemeanour to share their story online with the hashtag “MeToo” to 

demonstrate the immense number of women that have been violated, especially in the movie 

industry. It sounds positive in theory, and some very motivating social progress has come out of 

it, but just like Audre Lorde noticed about social movements in the past, this one has started to 

sour. Last week, an anonymous woman published a statement on Babe.net saying that comedian 

Aziz Ansari sexually assaulted her on a date, and pressured her into performing oral sex despite 

many behavioural and verbal cues that she was uncomfortable. Following the release of this 

story, many supporters of the #MeToo movement took to Twitter to express outrage at Ansari, 

who identifies as a feminist, and encourage people to stop watching his Netflix show Master of 

None. While the story deserves to be told and the woman should have never had to endure an 

experience like that, the outcome of the situation and the way it was dealt with are exactly what 
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Audre Lorde warns against in the poem. The difference between Ansari’s case and someone like 

Weinstein is that Ansari is not a sexual predator. There have been no other accusations against 

him and there is no evidence of him using his professional position in Hollywood to violate 

women. What happened between him and the woman on the date was gross and wrong, but 

treating it like any other sexual assault case and boycotting his work eliminates any sort of 

nuance that could make our response to the situation fair. He even released a statement after the 

accusation that he believed that everything that happened on the date was “completely 

consensual,” and when he heard that it was not the case for her, “[he] was surprised and 

concerned.” Although he very well may be lying, this seems to me like he is similar to a lot of 

other men: socially oblivious and overconfident, and in a society where consent and social cues 

are not explicitly taught and ingrained from a young age nearly enough, his social illiteracy 

escalated into sexual violation. However, this does not make him unforgivable, and it does not 

warrant the amount of anger directed towards him personally.  

The issues with the reaction to the situation are summed up perfectly in the last stanza of 

Power: “unless I learn to use/ the difference between poetry and rhetoric/ my power too will run 

corrupt as poisonous mold/ or lie limp and useless as an unconnected wire/ and one day I will 

take my teenaged plug/ and connect it to the nearest socket/ raping an 85 year old white woman/ 

who is somebody’s mother/ and as I beat her senseless and set a torch to her bed/ a greek chorus 

will be singing in ¾ time/ ‘Poor thing. She never hurt a soul. What beasts they are.’”  

In our anger and frustration with the never-ending sexual misdeeds and predatory power 

of men, we have lost sight of the end goal and begun to preach blame and punishment instead of 
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recognizing that all of these incidents are coming from an underlying lack of education and 

understanding around respect versus exploitation that I am sure we can all relate to in some way. 

We are using rhetoric, not poetry, and that has distanced us from the fact that at the heart of it, 

we are all to blame, and allowing our built up hatred and disgust to dictate how we come about 

change will not produce the results we want. We are drinking the blood of the boy in the desert 

(in this case the victims of assault), and using it to our advantage. In a society where sexual 

victims are often ignored and predators celebrated, we have been forced to “make power out of 

hatred and destruction.” But just like the 85 year old woman in the poem, Aziz Ansari has his 

own story and although he is the “nearest socket,” or the easiest target right now, stigmatizing 

him will accomplish nothing. In fact, what frustrates me (and Audre Lorde) the most is that the 

blatant overreaction to this allegation only supports the argument that feminists are aggressive 

and irrational and don’t deserve to be heard, despite the validity of their arguments. This biased 

misinterpretation is what the greek chorus singing “What beasts they are” represents. 

In the end, I don’t know if we have changed since Power was published. While social 

injustice is becoming more and more recognized, and technology has provided a more accessible 

platform for marginalized groups to tell their stories, we are still shockingly oblivious to our own 

motivations. And in a time when social equality is becoming increasingly recognized as a 

necessity for all people, we have never needed to pay attention more. To fall back on an old 

quote Uncle Ben from Spiderman:  

“With great power comes great responsibility.” 
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And now that for the first time, people are starting to realize their own influence in the 

modern world, it is more important than ever to use our power responsibly, and to understand our 

own motivations before lashing out at anyone else. This is the only way that we can move 

forward together and set an example for all activists and mistreated people in the future. As 

Audre Lorde herself once said:  

“The true focus of revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive situations we seek 

to escape, but that piece of the oppressor that is planted deep within each of us.” 
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