
which peasants assure their own dispossession by producing property for
their bosses.

While the creative output of the human imagination emerges from prop-
erty’s magical lure of landed promises, the ingenuity of the conjuring colo-
nists that we meet in these pages is tied up with dispossession, bribery, and
brute violence. As Campbell notes, this story does not paint an optimistic
future for Amazonia. Rather, it describes how improvisation transforms into
legitimacy through an emerging neoliberal order that is “rigged for theft
and destruction” (p. 198). Conjuring Property moves easily between critical
theory, history, and ethnographic narrative. The tempo is well-suited for
undergraduate and graduate courses in environmental and political anthro-
pology, rural sociology, and ethnographic writing and methods. I highly rec-
ommended it.

Melisa Cahnmann-Taylor. Imperfect Tense, Poems. San Pedro, CA: White Point
Press, 2016. 118 pp., photographs, drawings, maps, notes, references, index.

ATHER ZIA

Department of Anthropology and Gender Studies
University of Northern Colorado
Greeley, CO 80639

Melisa Cahnmann-Taylor’s poetry collection Imperfect Tense, Poems revels
in the power and promise of language. Based on Cahnmann-Taylor’s life-
long teaching and ethnographic research in exploring the complexities of
second language acquisition, these poems are a testament to what Renato
Rosaldo, in The Day of Shelly’s Death (2013), calls “antropoes�ıa.” This genre
of poetry is rooted in the human condition and connected to ethnographic
practice. “Description” is key in these poems, the “details inspire theory
rather than illustrate already formulated theory” (p. 106). True to its ethno-
graphic heart, the first poem in this collection is “Whorfian Hypothesis.”
The name is derived from the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, a theory that asserts
that one’s language influences one’s perception of the world. An exemplary
ethnographic poem, it vividly describes the intricacies of languages and
perception.

The collection is divided into three sections. The first section, entitled
“Imperfect Tense,” explores the world of Americans struggling to learn
Spanish. Cahnmann-Taylor talks of charming translation woes that make
people decline hand painted toothpicks (who does that!) to the bounties
“blondness” bestows that make everyone think, “I know more than I do”
(p. 23). Her consummate command over English and Spanish reveals com-
plex nuances, grammatical witticisms, and idiosyncrasies in each language.
Read the poems aloud to feel the full force of her artistry in turning phrases
and capturing awkward translations, and in revealing differences in idioms
and syntax, which become arsenals to depict larger political and social
truths. In “When You’re a Retired American Studying Spanish in Mexico
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and after Six Months Can Barely Order Something Off a Menu,” she brings
humor to the rescue:

Chances are you’ve said I am pregnant when you meant

I’m embarrassed,

fuck a bus

when you wanted to catch it,

or vaginas

instead of “paginas (p. 15)

In the second section of the book called “Past Tense,” Cahnmann-Taylor
explores experiences of teaching poetry and English language to students
from immigrant and other marginalized communities. The poems in this
section behold a broken world riven with discriminations of class and race.
“Teaching Poetry in Georgia Schools,” reflects on poetry and poverty, class
and courage. It agonizes over a student’s response about the water around
her house: “Did you say pond?” or is it that, “a neighbor’s pipes flush
through the wall” (p. 37). In “Driving through Philly,” Cahnmann-Taylor
writes about an apparently trivial act of shoes flung on the road. This
becomes symbolic of the tragedies befalling communities in deep neglect.
She tells us, “here a boy doesn’t give up shoes unless they give up on him”
(p. 39).

In “Undocumented Youth March for In-State Tuition,” she diagnoses the
deep social and political malaise responsible for the predicament, but she
does not discount herself as a part of the problem:

You whose anthems remind us that todos somos immigrantes, you
already know this isn’t about you,
but how we have over drafted,
how our weapons need both bullets and targets (p. 44)

In “Ghetto Teachers Apology” she addresses sweet Wilmarie ruing how
“we” as a community have failed.

I am afraid, sweet Wilmarie, we’ve lied.
We didn’t teach you how to hide (p. 51)

The final section, “Ever Present Tense,” meditates on the travails of life in gen-
eral. It notably beats with an extraordinary feminist heart. In “After the UPS
man shouted, ‘Feed your baby at home’ through the truck window,”
Cahnmann-Taylor reflects on hypocritical social norms around the female
body. “Fetal Pig Dissection” unapologetically declares “Gender made it worse”
(p. 102). In “Wheels of Fortune,” she constructs an extraordinary juxtaposition:

My mother, the winner, the shopper,
Mother was what Vanna
wasn’t: smart, fat, graceless (p. 105)

This image amply depicts what has been made unimportant in women’s
lives and how. The volume concludes with “Feminine Ending,” which
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invokes the life-giving powers that mark both courage and pathos in a
woman’s life.

Ethnographic poetry is often criticized as being, in the words of Walsh
Keenan, “a fancy term for anthropologists digesting their research and field-
work through verse” (2013). However, Cahnmann-Taylor’s scholarship is
engaged and known for its applied value in developing educational curricu-
lum and cross-cultural dialogues. It is a bonus that she unwaveringly ren-
ders her experiences in poetry that is not just a creative medium but also a
teaching method. This collection will keep you riveted with its insightful
storytelling and is a must to bring socially conscious and purposeful art into
classrooms.
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