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My guest todayis Shayla Lawson, a professorof Englishand creative writing at Amherst
College andtheauthor of fivebooks, including their latest: How to Live Free in a Dangerous World: A
Decolonial Memoir. Shayla has been published in Salon, ESPN, and New York Magazine, and was a
nonfiction finalist for the National Book Critics Circle and Lambda Literary Award. Originally from
Lexington, Kentucky, Shaylais also a world traveler and has spent time in over 50 countries. Shayla,
welcome to the show.

Shayla Lawson: Well, hello, Matt. How are you doing today?

| am doing amazing because you and | have agreed to have avirtual wine night this

evening and talk about your amazing book that | havejust finished reading. So, | could notbe better, but
let's just start off by setting the scene, and talking about where we are recording from today.
Unfortunately, wearenotin person,but let's also talkaboutwhat we are drinking. | am actually in the
Blue Ridge mountains of Asheville, North Carolina. And | wanted to get a bottle of wine that was from
oneof theplacesinyour memoir that youwrote about, so | selected Italy.l knowthat has played avery
importantrolein your journey. Andso, | have actuallyjust opened abottle of Barolofromthe Piemonte
region.

Shayla Lawson: That's a good choice.

A special bottle of winefor thisinterview tonight, Shayla. So, | will be drinking through
that. But where are you this evening and what are you drinking?

Shayla Lawson: | am currently in the library of my soon-to-be home. | amin the process of moving and
| am drinking a screw-top Montepulciano.Mostly, because I'm not sure in the midst of moving where
my actual wine opener is. So, we are screw-topping it for the evening.

No shame in that. A Montepulciano is an excellent go-to wine.

Shayla Lawson: Excellent dry wine. Yeah.

Absolutely. No question about it. Well, | want to start, | think going back and talking
aboutyour upbringing in Kentucky.l wantto ask abouttheimpact of poetryand creative writing on you
as you were coming up because | know your initial career trajectory, you were an architect for many
years beforeyou went back to getyour MFA and all that. And so, I'm curious in those early years and
even the earlier part of your career, can you talk about the impact of words and poetry on your life?

Shayla Lawson: Being a writer was the only thing | ever dreamed of becoming. My parents had a big
library going up.|loved goingthroughit. I've lovedbeingin thelibrary. | wanted to make it in the library
myself, that was one of my dreams.

Butwhen|wasin college, architecture struck me because it was about the study of language, but in a
different way than English. It was about how the way that you think about something and the way that
you talk about something defines how you experience it. And that was a new concept to me. For
instance, oneoftheearliest stories that | remember hearing in architecture school was about one of
those very Savior’s groups who decided they were going to take a bunch of toilets to a particular
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indigenous area. And theythoughtthat by providing clean, sanitary, runningtoilets, they were doingthis
big thing.

They came back years later, and the community had been using them to wash all their vegetables.
because they just couldn't see why you would have a clean running stream of water and use that to
defecate in. What | liked about architectureis that it was thinking notjust about words but the impact
that they have and the ways that language is not necessarily universal. And so, must adapt to start
thinking about universal concepts and thinking about how we experience the world and how we
experience the world in different places. So, architecture turned me into a traveler in a lot of ways.

And can you talk about as you were traveling before your MFA and that part of your
journey, wereyou writingaboutyour travels as you were going along? Cause | was struck when | was
reading your memoir aboutthe different periods of your life that you talked about, and some of them
you were quiteyoungin the periods thatyouwere talkingaboutand yet youwere bringing the reader in
with extraordinarily vivid detail. Can youtalk alittle bit about your role as a writer just on your own as
you were going through all these travels?

Shayla Lawson: Yeah. That's the poet part. | am aterrible voyeur. | am always watching and listening.
It scared the crap out of adults when | was growingup thatl was constantlyjust over there with my big
ears and big eyesrecording everything. Andl believe that as achild, | did have this ambitiousideathat |
had stories that wouldneed to be told someday. | was not tooterribly far off, but I've always kept just
very vivid recollections of the things that|'ve gotten to participatein, and they show up so much as well
in my dreams. So, | think becausethey're places, | continueto goback to, it's easy to set the scene on
thepagebecause there's apart of my mind that is always on that wet street, getting ready to go into
theFrench barin Kyoto. And it's always, on my midnight first walkin Venicewherel'm on abridge and |
can hearthe scuff of my shoes and | stop because | see an actual lady doll from Lady and the Tramp
and | take this as this amazing omen because that was my only relationship to Italy when | arrived in
Italy was Lady and the Tramp.

So those kinds of things just felt like the universe saying, um, | was special, that | was gifted with
something, and it's hard toforget those kinds of things when they show up in the world when you get
some kind of serendipitous cue that you are the star in your journey.

And given that youhave been traveling for so long and documenting all these stories and
experiences for so long, how did youdecide that now was the time to write this memoir? And can you
talk a little bit about the selection of the title, How to Live Free in a Dangerous World: A Decolonial
Memoir.

Shayla Lawson: Now seemed like theright time because we're much more travel-hungry. You know,
we all spentthoseyears inside and whether we're hitting the streets in some grand way, it's just the
idea that we're back in motion.

But also, we have such a. different sense of what it means to be outside at this point, and particularly
our relationshipwith our bodies in peril. So, when we were putting together atitle for thebook, How to
Live Freein a Dangerous World, felt like a good accumulation of the experience of what we all know
right now to bethetruth of being in abody and being outsideis thatit's dangerous. It's more dangerous
than we used to think of it being in a lot of different ways. But we also have this desire to be free, this
desire to live comfortably and well and in community. And those things are often the hero against
danger. And so, | liked putting both of those concepts together in the title.
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Andthenthedecolonial partjust comes fromtryingto presenta different experience of travel. | read a
lot oftravel books growing up that | justkind of, ‘eh’ aboutbecausetherewas no room in there for me.
Itwas such a limited ideaand it always felt very much like this hierarchical, like, hey, look how cool |
am. I'm hanging with onefinger offthe side of a mountain and that's the only way that you can travel.
And | just wanted to see a book that was doing something different. And a lot of what | got out of
traveling was just understanding my stupidity, the stupid American,and howthat shows up in so many
ways.

And | wanted to share the beauty of being humbled by that when | went out into the world. And |
thoughtl knew so much.lthought | was hotshit. And in every situation, | learned that there's so much
more about the world that | must understand.

Well, | think the memoir is an extraordinary I'm going to just call it a masterpiece.

Shayla Lawson: Yey!

| feel likeyou have set the bar in terms of travel memoirs. | mean, as | was going through
this, | was consistentlylike, ‘wow’. | was wowed both by your observations and reflections about the
world asyou were experiencing it throughyourtravel. And, about thereflections on the self-discovery
andthepersonal growth and the self-actualizationjourney that was happening at the same time. And
the way that you put all this together was just remarkable.

Shayla Lawson: Thank you.

| was so enamored the entire way through. The writingis incredible. Folks,when you just
read like the first two pages and you'll be like; “oh, | see what this is going to be like”, and you'll see
what I'mtalking about. Andso, | think the question that | want to pose to you is, if reflecting on all of
this, any tips that you have for approaching travel in a way that allows it to play a meaningful role in
self-discovery, self-actualization, and helpingus learn and process and oftenreframe our ideas, either
about ourselves or the world or both.

Shayla Lawson: Be prepared to get lost. | think it's easy to travel with an agenda and an itinerary and
thenyou decidethat your experiencejust reaffirmstheworldasyou know it. Butifyou're willing to get
lost, if you're willing to end up in situations where you must depend on other skills that you don't
usually have to use. Having to depend on other people who speak a language that you don't know.
Having to get past your prejudices of what it means to not know things. Those are the times that | think
we learn the most in traveling.

Well, | want to ask you about some parts of the book.And | had several experiences as |
was going through the book, where | would listen to a part of it because | was listening to the audio
book. Andtherewere acouple of partsthatjust stopped me. And | was like, wait a minute, because it
was so profound, thereflection, the insight that you were sharing. So, there are several times where
I'm likewalking and listening toit. And then | would like to stop, find abench replay the part, and listen
to it again because | think that there are so many incredibly thoughtful insights in here.

But you also articulated them in a way that | have never heard them articulated in that way before,
based onyourobservations and you're being apoet and everythingelse. | thinkthe chapter that | want
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to start with is called on trafficking. When you're talking about your experience in Lisbon, Portugal,
which | want to start here, | think, too, because Lisbon is a city that I've spent a lot of time in.

| probably gothroughitonceayearorso. | wasjust there last year, and it was interesting because the
lasttimelwas in Lisbon, | was hanging outwith one of my homegirls, Chrishan Wright, who Maverick
Show listeners know because she's been on the podcast, and she hosts a podcast called Blaxit
Global. And so, she chose Portugal for her Blaxit destination. She's originally fromthe Bronx. She now
livesin Lisbon. And so, she and | were in Lisbon having coffee, talking about the Black community in
Lisbon and all the things there.

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, that underground Black community in Lisbon is something else.

Itis! And you talked about that in your book, but | thought that you talked aboutitin a
way that was so interesting, and you juxtaposed awhole number of different things.| want to just read
a quote, and then allow you to sort of expand on it. You said:

“The same country that began the great forced migration of Africans all over the world is now
becoming the place where its young intellectuals gather freely. The city that created the African
Diasporais now the hub for calling us all back together”.

Andlwantto askifyou cantalk a little bit about, justfor folks thatare not aware, aboutthe Portuguese
role in the slave trade and the contemporary erasure of black history in Portugal that you observed
there. Andthen, the seeming juxtaposition of thatwith the Africa ex-Patriot Renaissance that you also
observed going on in Lisbon.

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, | mean, thisis one ofthose places wherel had a lotto learn because when | set
foot in Lisbon, | had no idea it had the kind of relationship to the slave trade that the Dutch and the
English, and of course, those of uswho arein the Americas, have always associated with our culture.
And, within thefirst 24 hours of my landing in Lisbon, | took this incredible tour, which | talked about in
the book, that was suggested to me by a black expatriate. And, | learned all of a sudden the
relationship that innately should have made so much sense to me as a traveler when | think about
Brazil, when | think about Angola, when | think about these places wherel have peoplethat | love. But |
had never made the connection that if we think about where languages are if we think about the
migration of languages, it tells us so much about the history of slaveryand the slave trade. So, Portugal
had slaves and had the earliest slave ships, so they had people of African descent living in Portugal as
early as the 1400s. And yet if you go to Portugal today, there is no word that you can use to call a
person Black as their identity, which is a terrifying prospect that the only words that they have
available are words that have such negative connotations nobody would ever use them. And that says
a lotaboutthewaysthat they've managed the erasure oftheir history because Portugal,to me, always
was kind of like the European underdog. It was the one that was a little bit scrap pier and a little bit
morebluesy than therest of them. Like they felt like, one of the things | mentioned in the bookis | used
tothink ofthe Portuguese as like the black people of Europe. But that was because | was missing the
fact that the black people were always the black people of Europe.

Hahaha

Shayla Lawson: Hahaha. And so, | had to be reeducated. Andthe beautiful part of that reeducation is
that it wasn'tjust happeningin a way where | was coming in contact with Portuguese black people. |
was coming in contact with this entirerange of Black people from Madagascar, and Eritrea, and from
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theBronx, and D. C., andthe U. K. Like, Black people were coming from all over the world to move to
Lisbon.

AndIthink alot ofthat, it's this unconscious renaissance, you know, this relationship to the fact that
thereis an origin point thatbrought us tothe placethat we are now, that spread us all over the world,
that got our ancestors moving. What happens if we realign in that space? What happens if now we
aggregate all theseideas in Lisbon as a hub to kind of call us back? What becomes the next thing that
we can do?What are the ways that we can share information as black people who've been trafficked
allacrosstheworld? And | thinkthat's just one of those great things that we can start thinking about
when it comes to decolonialism and freedom, is how are we using our time traveling to connect, not
just to take pictures that we can post on Instagram of being in front of the same monument that
everybody has seen, but what is the opportunity that you take in your travels to make a magnetic
connection toyourheritage orto agroup of people thatin someway calls outtoyou? Andthat's one of
thethingsthatljustreallyloved about being gob smacked in the face with all of this new history and
future going to Lisbon.

Well, one of the people that you mention in the book is part of this discussion is, of
course, James Baldwin. And | want to ask if you can talk a little bit about Baldwin, maybe even the
influence of his writing onyou, but also in particular his choice after growing up in Harlem to leave the
United States. He's obviously talked very extensively about how important that was and how powerful
that was for him to be in France, looking back at the United States and so forth in terms of the
development of his politic views, self-actualization, writing and everything else. And I'm wondering if
you can talk a little bit about that and some of the parallels that you were mentioning in terms of
what's going on today.

Shayla Lawson: Yeah. With Baldwin, I'mindebted to his travels when it comes to my own because he
was one of the Harlem Renaissance. Everybody within the Harlem Renaissance, those were the
places that I firstwenttowhen | was achild, and | started getting the sense of the fact that | belonged
in the world, and the world was going to love me.

When I wentto Italy, when I moved to Italy for the first time, it was because of that direct inheritance
that| had fromthe Harlem Renaissance and growingup reading Baldwin as akid. But one of the things
that | wanted to do as aresponse to his work is think about what it's like to travel now in France.
Specifically, when we talk about that connection of the Black diaspora, looking at the fact that the
juxtapositionofwhat it would have been like for Baldwinto travel. In which, mostofthe people that he
was getting to know in France would have been white people, they would have been primarily of
French descent, you know, with maybe a scattering of Rogerian people and just a few people who are
of African descent.

Today, the places that Baldwin would have frequented; the bohemian spaces, are these real hubs for
people of color from francophone countries around the world. And so, it really shifts us culturally. |
remember there being at a conference where that idea started to hit me, because | still thought of
France in that Baldwin-esque way, where | thought of it as this place where you could come as a
person of color and be treated like a human. You know, just be treated by the content of your
character, asyou will. And then,when | was surrounded by abunch of francophone people of color at
a conferencein France, it helped me to understand that | needed to shift my mindset, that they were
dealing with the samekinds of erasure, now that they were avery populistmajority withinthe country.
And so, | had this beautiful opportunity to write online, where | lLooked at my relationship with young
francophones comingfrom across the diasporaand me and the way that we can speak to each other
and connect ontheselevelsthat Baldwin never had available because of the internet. So many of us
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have gotten together through theinternet and our ability to reference the same memes and the same
hashtags use the same gifs and use the same idiomatic expressions. Memes that even if we don't
sharea colonized language, even if | don't speak French in this case, because my French is invisible,
theonething that all of my francophonefellowpeople of color and | had in common was the language
that we developed speaking online so that we could all start thinking culturally about ways to increase
civil rights in our environments.

Andthatwas just such a cool thing to see because in that situation now when we're with a group of
French people, we can see the difference between old and new culture. Theways that French are still
holding onto very old ideas of what information bohemian and liberation mean, whereas there is an
entirely new well of all those ideas that are happening on the internet. So, it's also cool becausein a
travel book, what|'m also saying s like, youdon'thaveto travel. Youdon'thaveto get on theroad. You
don'thavetogetinanairplaneto experience whatit's like to be a part of travel culture today. You can
get onyour computer, youcan beonline, and usethese communities as thefirst touch of what it's like
to be a part of the culture, because there's such a blossoming, blooming, beautiful conversation
happening out there. Andparticularly, the onethat is connectingpeople of color across these threads
of us being trafficked across the earth.

[thoughtthat was one of the best chapters, and | thought it was really interesting too
thatyou tied that concept intotravel safety for Black folks. | actually pulled a quote from that chapter,
which | would like to read the way that you stated in the book, you say:

“The quiet beauty of Black travel is that throughout the globe. Black speaks to each other throughwhat
we've shared on social platforms. We've inadvertently built communities on common wavelengths,
bondsthat are stronger thangeography or language. This is the kind of shared communitywhite people
assumethey're creating for themselves when they left behind their rich cultural ethnicities for social
power. But, because the power of whiteness is based on exclusion who | think you aren't and not
inclusion. Allthethings | believeyou can be and willbe and haveto teach me, it's not real solidarity, it
doesn't travel well. If you understand blackness. You can travel anywhere in the world and be safe,
make friends, and find enlightenment. Who you are can be all you need, because we are a network of
resources linked together in ways that the dominant culture ignores”.

| thought that was super profound and important.

Shayla Lawson: I'm glad you did because it is an idea that | want people to think about. Like, what's
lost when we decide that whiteness is a majority capital power solution? | can give you a perfect
example of how that works in action. So, when | was in Italy. | was working at the Guggenheim
Museum, and | gave an okay sign with my fingers to tell somebody else that | was onit. So, in Italy, that
means something very different.

Hahahahaha.

| was possibly suggesting some very adult later activities, like after work, you know, | was getting

myselfinto trouble. Butat the same time, when | think about the way that blackness travels today, |
can put my finger up against my eyein avery particular way.And almost anybody across the diaspora
whoisinvolvedin that online world willunderstand what I'm saying: “Stay woke!”. And the quickness
that can happen versus when you have to make so many different translations because we've been
sold an idea of togetherness, as opposed to an actual togetherness that's blooming organically and
naturally through what's happening in culture. We find ways to save ourselves. We can talk to each
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other faster. We can signal danger much faster. We can signal to each other that food is safe, or water
is here. Imagine, how much better that's goingto travel in the zombie apocalypse whenyou have ways
totalkto each other that are not culturallybased. Andso, whiteness misses all of this possibility. The
rigidity of saying that this is what fitsin abox means that everything that gets littered on the floor that
doesn'tfitinthat box is still language. And there are people who have picked up all those pieces and
tools and put them into the world. And being able to speak the world's dialogue is one of the most
importantthingsthat youcan do as atraveler. Andit's one ofthe things that people often miss out on
when they have decided that they are white, as James Baldwin would say.

Well, you have a chapter in the book called; On Blackness. And in that chapter, you
make somereally interestingreflections, | think. And | want toread areally short quote and thenl want
to ask you if you can expand a little bit on this. You say:

“If we let blackness create divisions between us and them, Colonialism wins™.

| want to askif you can expand on that reflection, but also in the contextofyour thoughtson blackness
with a small B versus blackness with a capital B, and how those insights came about through your
travels.

Shayla Lawson: Yes, this is something that | learned while | was in Zimbabwe, right after Trump got
elected as president. And, it was a time where being Black, with a capital B, was a really big thing on
my mind, because it had become such a dangerous part of living in America. And what | learned in
Zimbabwe is the difference in language between Black, with a capital B, versus black with just a
regular case, lowercaseb. So, blacknessis adistinctly African American concept, which meansthatin
order for things to fit into the range of a capital B, they have to fit a certain capitalist agenda of what
blackness represents.

In black culture, wetalk abouttheideathatyou can getyour black card taken away if you don't fit the
rules ofwhat has already been delineated as fitting into capital B black culture. Martin Luther King Jr.,
hip hop, this aggregate of who we say Black people are. The problem is that Black people are
everywhere. Everywhere. This means that, in the way that America often does when we decide that
the silo of what is important only fits within the structure of an American framework, an American
consciousness, we leave out so much of culture. There's so much of culture that we don't know. |
think agreat example of this that we've seen recently is Afrobeats. So, it is mind-blowingly stupid to
think that Africahas not, for generations, had incredibly popular, incredibly catchy, incredibly amazing
music, been an entertainment hub. But it wasn't until America put Afro beats into the capital ‘B’
Blackness of whatis black in the world that we started thinking of it as a strong enough music style so
that we're not just categories and all African music is world music.

Now we've got Afro beats as a distinct identity, you know, even to the point of like a Grammy. And
that's what happens; we distill what blackness is into this very, very small, entertainment-focused
box. You know,what people can look at and say: “That is black” you know, then they can point to and
say that. Butwhat | learned in Zimbabwe is when you are everything, when youare theworld,youdon't
haveto be screaming, “Hey, I'mhere!” all thetime. You don't have to be that one capital B standing up
and trying to solve every single issue. And that was a really nice thing for me to learn; that | didn't
always have to be the person jumping up to solve the social justice issue as the Black person in the
room. That gave me the opportunity to think of what it meant to make conscientious decisions, you
know, make nuanced and quiet decisions about whento executethat kind of thing. Andthen later on, |
gottokind of apply it to just thisverypunkrock lensthat I liked, which hanging out withthis band called
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theMonkey Neds, that do alot of cultural projects there. Their lowercase b was very much like a punk
rock b to me, in the sense of still being on this very analog way of communication and very anti-
establishment, and we don'tcareifanybody is picking up ourfrequency. We are never meant to be pop
music, and so thatis a blackness that | really want to encourage; theideathat Black people don't have
to be pop music. We don't all have to fit into one specific box. We can be punk rock. We have been
punkrockforavery long time. And I like thinking about both of them existing. Who doesn't like both
pop and punk rock music? The world works better when we've got both.

Andyou also talkin that chapter, in that context, about solidarity with other colonized
people across that BIPOC acronym,ifyou will. And I'm curious aboutyour reflections on that in terms
of the colonial divisions and how you came to that consciousness while traveling too.

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, going around the world and having Syrian people come up to me and say that
they're Black people, and Egyptian people come up to me and say they're Black people, and
Palestinian people, and people from New Zealand, and people from Australia, and being an academic,
and then having contact with professors who were working about the phenotypical notions of
blackness andincluding Southeast Asians within that range of blackness, and Pacific Islanders and |
just I loved thinking too about how big the world can be because when you get relegated to the
qualities of a minority, you can feel so alone. The more of a minority status youhave, themoreyou just
keep counting,the size ofthe equation downwhereyou'reinsignificant and zero. Andone ofthe things
that | write a lot about in the book is taking that zero and turning it into infinity. If you've been
discounted that much, just thinkof how much more of everybodyelse's knowledge you've had to know
and how wonderfulthat makesyou. It'sthoseinfinitesimal equations, those binaries of zeros and ones
that createtheuniverse. And | love going big and thinking about it in those terms. If we can just make
each ofusfeel a little bit more like their equation matters, we can change the world. And just thinking
abouthow wellyoufitintheworld isone oftheways that thathappensthebest, youknow? If you feel
likeyou haveto live up to one certain standard, to be the right kind of version of you, then we have a
problem. Butifyou feel that every single versionofyou matters becauseit's unique and significant and
fills the universe, then we win.

Well, I want to move us next to one of the mostimportant and profound chapters in the
book, whichis called 'On Them.' And | think | want to start just by reading a quote from the book and
then asking you to expandon it. You say, “l seethe acceptance of pronoun usage similar to how we've
accepted stars. They firebillions of light years ahead of us in ashapewe cannot ascertain. And yet we
have come to learn there are more than just those specs of light we seein the dark. We do not have to
be inthedark. Intime, wewill no longer let oureyes be the limit of how we perceive people”. Can you,
Shayla, talk about, first of all, your gender identity as being a rock star?

Shayla Lawson: Yes.

And your journey that led you to choose to change your pronouns.

Shayla Lawson: So, | love it too because making fun of pronoun changes and non-binaryidentity is hot
right now, and | make fun of it too, as someone who has accepted myself as a non-binary person,
because | lovethe malleability, the recognitionof our ideas of this very fixed notion of gender changing
inthe same way that the planet itselfis always changing. Andl've been really humbled by the time that
I'vegottento spend withGen Z as a college professor becausethelanguage that they speak when we
talk about the ways that language really informs the world is so much more sensitive and thoughtful
and grounded than the language that | grew up speaking.
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And | loveseeing thatin this evolution of mankind, it is so much easier for them to accept the idea that
we arenotjustasmalldoton apage, thatwe'renotjust somebodythat, as | was taught generationally,
tojustkind of point and click and categorize quickly.So, when | say my gender as rock star, what | think
aboutiswhere my lineage comes from, which is Prince, Frank Ocean, Donna Summer, Grace Jones,
and Little Richard. And on top of that, billions and billions of light years of stars in a galaxy, you know,
each one of us is composed of some crazy percentage of stardust, you know, and so | want to talk
about gender as reflections of that, reflections of our spiritual purpose, and how we can start to think
differently about howwe usethat language, not just as a reflection of where to put somebody within
the spectrum ofabinary, but thinkingof non-binary as truly somethingthat is outside of athin line. That
it'snot supposedto bethezero point betweenmale and female. Itis supposed to be representative of
what we lose when we say these are the only two ways we want to identify people.

And so, | liketo think of this as part of my spiritual journey. It's evolving. | still get my own pronouns
wrong all the time. I'm terrible at correcting other people because I'm just like, | know they know in
their heart, they're getting it right, you know.

Hahaha

Because I'mold, you know, like, | am trying. My heartis to be new school as an old ass person, but why
it matters to me so much and why I'msoin awe of Gen Z and Gen A and our general future in terms of
thewaysthatthey aretravelinglightyears ahead of anything that | thoughtwas imaginable when | was
youngis becauseit tells uswherewecan go in the future. How much different the world can be if we
don'tjust limit ourselves to the periphery and we start actually getting to know each other on these
larger astral levels. And | feel like people are starting to slip intothat allittle bit more. We're taking more
ayahuasca, you know,we're doing more drugs. And I'm just looking forward to a time when we all get
to approach each other with the pronouns that feel most native to us without any kind of shame or
judgment, but still maybe a little bit of funniness inside us.

Well, one of the other quotes from that same chapter that | want to read, you say,

“Black people have always existed outside the binary since its inception. The gender boundaries of a
patriarchal capitalist colonial system have always denied us our fullpersonhood”. I'm wondering if you
can talk a little bit about the role of colonialism in enforcing the gender binary in Africa and the
diaspora, and what yourthoughts arein terms of how folks might want to think about the passing, for
example, of legislation in countries like Uganda or Ghanain terms of the anti-LGBTQ legislation that's
been discussed a lot lately. How should folksthinkaboutthat in the historical context that you frame
in the book?

Shayla Lawson: One of the most insidious forms of terrorism when it came to the enslavement of
peoplewastelling us that wewere less valuable than somebody else because of something about the
composition of our bodies. And so, for all of us, that has been one of the most treacherous forms of
enslavement. Because even if you're at the so-called top, if you are a cis white man, thereis a
standard of cis white man that you're not meeting that is painful. And for every single one of us who
goes beyond that definition, we are all dealing with the consequences of where wefit on theserungs of
aladder. And it makes us competitive about where we fit on the ladder.

And I havejust seen so much damagedone to all of us, but for the sake of this podcast, I'll just stick,
you know, specifically to the ways thatgender binary has worked againstblack people, people of color
writ large. Butif | just look at black people for the sake of time, it's queered our bodies. You and | were
riffing earlier. Fred Moten is one of both of our favorite philosophers. And Fred Moten talks a lot about



thefact that the Black body is inherently queer because of the things thathave happened to it. And he
doesn't mean that in the kind of prejudiced way against LGBTQ bodies that we often hear about the
idea of subjugation andviolence and abuse. What he means is that we can never fit within the binary.
Because the binary was exclusively created for the sake of making sure we could never meet its
standards. So, knowing the kind of generational violen ce that is imputed to my family members, my
ancestors, my brothers, and sisters across the globe, itjust doesn't make senseto me to keep fighting
for it. And that's why it's important to me to abscond from it in the language that | use to describe
myself.

Yeah, Fred Motenis anincredible person. I first encountered him almost 20 years ago. |
was going to an event at one of the universities in the Washington DC areawhen | was living in DC, and
it was put on by someoftheblack student organizations. It was ablack Palestine solidarity panel, and
Angela Davis had just gotten back from leading one of her Women of Color delegations to Palestine.
She was a featured headline speaker on this panel. So | was, I'm going to that panel.

Shayla Lawson: You’re going! Yeah! Hahaha

Yes. Andsotherel amin the audience, and of course, it's Angela Davis. And then, there
are other Black scholar activists up on the panel with her, one of whom I'd never heard of his name
was Fred Moten. And | just remember, literally 20 years later, | remember some of his contributions on
that panel. One of which sticks in my mind is, | feel like it was in the question period, you know, they
opened up for questions. And it’s mostly black folks in solidarity with Palestine who were in the
audience. But of course, at any ofthese events, you always get some Zionists that come to the event
to try to disrupt these things.

So, some Zionist grabs the mic, you know, and says to Fred, “You have to at least acknowledge the
right of the state of Israel to exist as a Jewish state”. And, you know, he s all angry and Fred, in the
calmest demeanor I've ever seen someone respond to something like that, just takes the mic and he
says, “Well, first of all, I'm an anarchist, so | don't have to acknowledge theright of any state to exist”.

Shayla Lawson: Hahahahaha. Number one.

And, it was like mic drop. | was like “l have to pay attention to whatever he is writing.
Howdo | find his books?” So yeah, he made quite an impact on me and have really appreciated him.
So, it was nice to hear him mentioned in your book.

So, as we start to see these anti-LGBTQIA+ bills being passed in places like Uganda and places like
Ghana, what thoughts do you have on how we should think about those?

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, it's challengingbecause, you know, it’s one of the places where it often paints
this distorted picturethat homophobiais inherent to African culture. Yeah, it's challenging because,
you know, it's one of the places where it often paints this distorted picture that homophobiais inherent
to African culture. But when | think aboutthatdefinition of queerness that we talked about in relation
to Fred Moten, it's what queerness does to threaten colonization, to threaten the binary that makes it
so dangerous.

And so, in these spaces, we haveto check wherethe money is going. Theideathat the sameveryright-
wing colonists are fighting for a white savior version of Christianity, in which blackness has always



been this place wherethey go to bringthegoodnews to, as opposed to ever considering that Africa is
the exact link that brought them Christianity, to begin with. We end up in these situations where
because of the abhorrence that has been put on what it means to be a body within that structure of
this hierarchical binary, nowall of a sudden, we see people across the African diaspora as the hardest
hitting in removing anybody whorepresents queerness from theirdemographic. Andit's because of the
fightthat we'retryingtogo throughto fit back into that hierarchy. Somebody who's told people that if
they can remove queerness fromtheir bodies, then theywill be good, thenthey willbe loved, then they
will be able to be sanctified. But we have thousands of years proving that's a lot.

Alot of peopleare very bad at looking at the past and understanding that nothing will change it unless
you do. Andit'srather unfortunate thatthat'sthe situation that we find ourselves in now, butit's one of
thereasonsthat|'mfightingso hard thatusthat arein that capital ‘B' black world start thinking about
ways that changing things like our gender pronouns will affect the larger diaspora in relation to saving
the lives of young people who are fighting that battle largely through LGBTQIA repres entation.

You know, we're not going to see civil rightsbattles against colonialism. It's too late. But that battle is
happeningin queer communities across Africaright now. And if it was brought to our attentionthatthat
is oneoftheplaces that we can start to bolster people up, because it is the Black Lives Matter of our
times, then maybe, wewould start getting better representation on both sides of the issue for these
camps that are largely being supported by right-wing constituencies that have a huge underlying
agenda.

Well, one ofthe other quotes that | want to pull out from the ‘On Them’ chapter that |
thought was really important, you say,

"lamfindingthewordsto get to the bottom of how | decolonize myself. And when the language fails
my quest for freedom, | make it my choice to question it. | see that they, in me, as not unlike the 'X' in
Malcolm".

| thought that was such a profound analogy.

Shayla Lawson: Thank you.

Canyou expand alittle bit on that analogy and talk about the process of how we should
think about decolonizing ourselves?

Shayla Lawson: Malcolm X's journeyis one of those that I've always found deeply inspiring because
on so many parts of his journey, there was so much he didn't know, but he kept fervently fighting for the
part of his journey that he did know, which was thatwe deserve to befree. When | adopted ‘they, them’
as my pronouns, | thought of it very much in the same way as when Malcolm went from little to X on
theway to El Shabazz, as a way of delineating his continued journey. And that's exactly where | feel |
am. There's so much about this thatl don't know that manyotherpeople could educate you far better
on. But what | know intrinsically is that this is the road, and so | am doing my best to walk on it.

Well, the other thing that | want to ask you about that has obviously been a major
element ofyour lifeand you talk aboutitin thebookis your journey with EDS. And | want to ask if you
can just sharealittle bit about that for folks that have never heard of EDSin terms of what it is, but how
it's impacted your life and specifically how it impacted the writing of this actual book.



Shayla Lawson: Yes, so Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome is a genetic disorder that tends to first show up as
being super athletic, super-fast, super good at sports, really energetic and with it, and over time
progressesininexplicable degeneration. I've torn both of my ACLs twice. | dislocate my knee nearly
every week. Right now, I'm recovering from a sprain in my right foot, a 50 percent tear in my rotator
cuff, and | have distended the anterior tilt of my pelvis to the point where it's really hard for me to
stand, and that's a normal week. If you're a person out there who is suffering after being a fairly
‘healthy and energetic person that people probably thought maybe were alittletoo dramatic about the
injuries thatyou gotbut nowyou're getting lots of series of injuries and you don't have any answers, |
thinkit'sworthitto mention Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome as an option because it's a difficult disease to
getdiagnosed sinceitgoesin all sorts of directions. You might simultaneously have bad diarrhea and
your eye is falling out. Like those are two different doctors but it's the same disease and it makes it
really difficult to figure out exactly what'shappening. So of course, that informed me writing the book
because | sold this book about three months after | realized that | had been diagnosed.

[t wasinterestingin terms oftiming because when I first planned on taking this book on the market, it
was moreof a ‘throw yourbackpack on and go’kind of guide to the world. And | sold this book taking
Zoom callsin a full neck brace, which really changed my perspective as well, about what it meant to
release another travel book in the world that had the prejudice of ableness. And it hit me as | was
writing this book, the profoundness of saying that somebody disabled got through this much of the
world. Becauseit also didn't looklike, to me, that | was goingto get throughvery much more ofit. And |
had never had those thoughts in relation to travel before, that | might have ended the time in which
travel was possible for me. It did not, largely because I've adapted to what it means to travel as a
disabled person and to takefar better care of myselfthan l used to. But | love that that became part of
the journey of the book, that traveling enabled me a chance to come across different holistic
practitioners that helped melearn how to cope with my symptoms that far beforel ever got an answer
ordiagnosis to why my body was startingto become less and less mobile. And then on the other side
was the affirmations that | got in the world that you could be disabled and make a difference.

When | thought about Sammy Davis Jr., who | named my dog after, until | was a disabled person
myself, | never thoughtaboutwhat it meant thathewas blind in one eye. You know, until | was blind in
oneeye for a period of time, | never thought about what it meant to be blind in one eye and dance, you
know, likedo a pirouette and land that. Like, try doing that with one eye closed, you know? And here
was this person. That was what he was doing all thetimeto inspire us. And | think about the way that
going to FridaKahlo's housejust let melet out this huge sigh because | used to always feel bad about
the fact that | wasn't a writer in the way that | heard people talk about, that they sit at their desk 30
minutes every day and they write. Mostofthe time, if 'm writing, I'min bed. And a lot of times, I'm not
writing, I'm recording because my body can't take anymore.

Butitwasn't untill went toFridaKahlo's house, | saw thesetworooms. In her studio, there was a bed
in one room, and just across the wall, there was another bed. And | was like, now that is a life that |
understand becauseyoumightnot be ableto walk from bed oneto bed two, but if you have both, you
have moreoptions. So, yeah, that's the thingthat I'm mostproud of when it comes to this book, is what
I'm saying is that you can be anything and seethis world. And it doesn't matter how far you can go or
how long. It reallyis just amatter of how much youwant to because there are just so many ways that
theworldis opento us. Books, conversation, sunlight, astral projecting in your dream. And | think the
thing that keeps us from being free is the people who know that it's dangerous for us to know that.

Because why wouldwe cometo work if we could be traveling all the time? We could be traveling just
by sitting downwith someonethatweinvite ontoour porch that we've never met and just, you know.


https://amzn.to/3Q1mvo3

Oneof thethingsthat | wantto askyou about the book is how you chose to structure it.
So, itis notachronological story. The chapters are organized by theme. And so, in theory, you could
just kind of jump around and read different chapters, and they would all make sense. They don't
necessarily rely on you readingitin order. However, reading itin order, | was “okay, this is ordered in a
very particular way for avery particular reason.” I'mwondering if you can talk about, once you chose
thatyou weren't going to do it chronologically, how did you choose the order of these chapters and
how to take the reader on the journey that you wanted to take them on?

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, | love to think of this book as my Purple Rain album, where you can listen to
each of the individual tracks whenever you want to, at any time, and it's great.

Butifyou dotheentire sequence, you've gotamovie, you know, and that'sthe plan. So thatwas what |
had in my mind s just, if this was a movie, when thisis amovie, let's just put that outintothe universe.
I've written this as a movie script.

I'vedonethework foryou,please. Ifyou'rein Hollywood and looking for a delectable screenplay with
all the affinity groups that are suing you right now, this would be the perfect opportunity.

Absolutely. | love that. Yeah. Because | was going through it. | was like, “okay, | see
what's going on here.”

Butitis an incredibly powerful and emotionally rivetingjourney. In addition to all of these insights that
you'redropping along the way, | want to ask youa little bit, Shayla, about writing. Can you talk a little
bit about your writing process for the way that you tell travel stories and maybe talk about it in the

context that the book came together or the way that you wrote the different chapters of this book,

what is your approach to writing a travel story?

Shayla Lawson: | haveto seeit and then | haveto feelit. Andif | can't see and feel both within the first
three seconds ofthe scene, thenit's not a story. Because that's what makes travel stories shine, is if
you can get the details right.

As a poet, canyou, first of all, explain what is the difference between poetry and prose?
And, as someonewho has writtenboth, how do you as a writer choose between whether to express
something through poetry or prose?

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, so poetry is density. That, tome, is what separates it from prose. And | also see
poetry asavisual art. | believe strongly, as someone who studied architecture, that it's architecture.
It's the scaffolding to your building. And what's really sexy about it is that the building is up to your
creativeimagination. In prose, it really is about figuring out how to construct that house. You give us
the entirety ofthe house, what wefillit with is left to our imagination, but the house itself is there. For
me, the limitation of poetry is if | want you to learn something very specific, if | want to know what
you'regoing to leavethis with, that can't be apoem. Becausethewholeideaof a poem is that emotive
quality that youget from looking at really great visual art. It's not meant to leave you with a complete
statement. It's meant to leaveyouwith pieces. And prose, | find it much easier to write the things that
mean something to mebecausethey're political, because they're controversial. With poetry, | feel like
it's a much better vehicle for changing someone's mind. Because reading a poem itself is kind of a
conspiratorial act. So, | think that's kind of the way that | weigh the difference between the two.


https://amzn.to/43Tmjx0
https://amzn.to/3Q1mvo3
https://amzn.to/3Q1mvo3

Allright, Shayla, | wantyou toput your creative writing professor hat on for amoment,
because my podcast audienceincludes alot oftravelers, witha lot of interesting life experiences. So,
for people who would like to turn those life experiences into great travel stories, what writing tips do
you have for them?

Shayla Lawson: My first writing tip would be: find your heartbeat because that's the first hurdle to
telling astory. | love doing scansionwith my students, startingwiththeideathat Shakespeare writesin
iambic pentameter, which is typically thought of as the rhythm of a heartbeat, which is part of the
reason it sticks with us and why it's been so popular. Buteach of us has our arrhythmia. And | think it's
importantifyou wanttolearn howtotell your stories. We've moved into the world of free-verse poetry.
Thatis how welive our lives now. So, it's notabouthavinga standard heartbeat;it's about finding your
own. Once you have a good sense of your heartbeat, whether you're walking, sitting, standing, or
whatever way you're comfortable, the next partis finding away to tell your storyto your heartbeat. You
can writeit, you canrecord it, but the main thingis building that connection between your heart, your
mind, and your body. Because if all of thosefill aline to tell your story, then your story will flow.

Thelast Chapterin your book is called ‘On Liberation’, and I'm wondering if you could
leave us with some final reflections on liberation and the role that travel can play in that journey.

Shayla Lawson: Yeah, freedom is what we want, but liberation is what we need. Liberation is once we
realize we arefree, we free others, because we know that, that'sthe onlyway thatany of this will last.
And for me, that came with foraging with agroup of travelers while | was living in Bermuda with Kristen
White and her copious activist friends. It was really an incredible experience because the day was so
simple, yet it was so filled with optimism and wonder.

We foraged in the rain with someone who could trace their family lineage back to some of the first
ships that landed on Bermuda. Their family, being scientists and medicine people from where they
came from, immediately went and started checkingoutthe plants to see what they could use to heal
them so they could survive. Andherethey are, centuries later, sharing that art with everyone else. We
picked wild spinach that had been seasoned only with salt from the sea, and it tasted sweet savory
and perfect. We went home and watched that drizzle turn into a thunderstorm, roasted a large fish,
and sat by the fire, sharing stories. What is life, if not this? What are we trying to get to, if not that as
liberation? It's just the opportunity to spend time with the people that we love and have so many
peopleloveusback. That's what I'mreally hopingfor peopleto get out of the journey of this book and
out of their experience with traveling.

And I'm hoping that by showing people that a decolonial mindset can lead to larger, long -term,
beautiful consequences for the world, you know, those of us who are blessed to travel have a
responsibilityto making surethatwe're envoysto theinformationthat needs to be shared so that this
world continues. If each of us thought of that as an honor and not a burden, where would we be?
Where could we get in five years? If each person who took a trip this year took it upon themselves to
learn something new or spend at least 15 minutes listening to somebody that they don't know tell
them something about themselves withoutinterrupting, how much different would the world be right
now?

Ithink thatis abeautiful placeto end the main portion of this interview. And at this point,
Shayla, are you ready to move into the lightning round?

Shayla Lawson: Yes.
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Let'sdoit. All right. Normally | ask people to recommend One book, but since you are
both awriter and an English professor,I'm goingto ask you torecommend three books other than your
own, maybethat have significantly impacted you, but three books that you would recommend other
people should read.

Shayla Lawson: Awesome. Zamiby Audre Lorde. Everything We Love Can Be Saved by Alice Walker
and the Parable of the Sower by Octavia Butler.

Allright. Ifyoucouldhavedinner with any one person who is currently alive today that
you'venever met, justyouand that person for an eveningof dinner and conversation, who would you
choose?

Shayla Lawson: Easy. Andre 3000, because it would be dinner and a show. Like the conversation
would be amazing. And then it would just be like three hours of woodwinds. I'm down.

Hahahaha. That's amazing. And | love that the answer was easy. That is amazing.

Shayla Lawson: Hahahaha

Allright. Shayla, knowing everythingthatyou knownow.Ifyou could go backin time and
give one piece of advice to your 18-year-old self, what would you say to 18-year-old Shayla?

Shayla Lawson: You know yourself. Yeah, because | wouldn'twant tonecessarily change the scope of
anything that's happened, butl thinkit would be great for me to let my 18-year-old self know that you
know yourselfand trustthat. Andthe people whotell youotherwise have no idea what they're talking
about.

Allright. Ofall the places that you have nowtraveled to, what are three of your favorite
destinations you would most recommend other people should check out?

Shayla Lawson: Okay. I'd say Venice, Italy because it changed my world and it's sinking, so it won't be
there forever. So yeah.

Definitely, St. George's Bermuda so that you can check out Kristen White's tours and her bookshop,
long story short, because they also changed my life forever. And let’s do it. Lexington, Kentucky,
because that is the best place to come and find me, author extraordinaire, and | would be happy to
show you around all my favorite haunts.

Amazing. Allright, Shayla, what are your top three bucket list destinations? These are
places you have not yet been. Highest on your list you would most love to see.

Shayla Lawson: Okay, Iceland, because | really want to be in a hot spring and watch the northern
lights at some pointin my life. Ghanahas been on my list for a very long time, especially with the year
of return. I'm still waiting to make mine. And Thailand, | have never been and would really love to.

Those are great pics. | have been to Ghana twice. | was there a year ago for a Deti
December in 2023, turning into 2024. | have been telling stories about it ever since. It was amazing!
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The firsttimel went actually, | did goin 2019 and | went for a month, and it was like in the summer in
June, and itwas amazing. And in the summer, in June, when thereare not alot oftourists there, it's not
thetourist season. There were still like the Sunday party on Labadibeach gets like 5, 000 people. They
have DJslining up atthebeach. It's just wild. Andthen peoplelike, yougot to come back in December.

I was like, how can it be better than this? They're like, justcome back in December. | was like, okay. So
2023, I came back in December and sure enough, it was completely off the chain. So, | think that is an
excellent choice, uh, Shaylaand, uh, Thailand as well. I've spent several months there. So, feel free to
hit me up for recommendations when you are ready to plan those trips.

Allright, Shayla, we have now cometo the mostimportant question of this interview. I'm about to ask
you to nameyour top five hip hop emcees of all time. But beforel do that, let me just ask you this.Have
you ever publicly declared thisbefore? Does the worldknowShayla Lawson's top five, or is this going
to be like a breaking Maverick show exclusive?

Shayla Lawson: This is a breaking exclusive. Yes.

Folks, we are bringing it to you as an exclusive from the Maverick show. Shayla
Lawson'stop five. Now, before you nameyour five though, can you share alittle bit about what hip-hop
music has meant to you and why you love hip-hop?

Shayla Lawson: Hip hopis where | learned about revolution. So, | feel really indebted to hip-hop for
everything that I've become.

| feel similarly, to be honest, because. For me, as a white kid growing up in almost
entirely white suburbs,when | got a hold of Public Enemy's Fear of a Black Planet album and started
listening through all the lyrics, | started asking questions. And then | starteddoingresearch. And so, for
me, like when people ask melike, how did your political consciousnessget to whereitis now?I'm like,
well, first of all, Chuck D like that, like I've never met him in person, but like, | credit him all the time
because that started me on a path to asking questions and all that kind of stuff.

So, and then of coursel became a hip hop DJ and | was hip hop DJ for much of the nineties, actually.
Started doing all kinds of different mobile DJ events and everything else and had ahip hop show on the
radio station in college and all that kind of stuff. So for me, it was a big part of my heart and soul and
drovealotofthingsfrom politics, to a lot of the rest of my life as well. So super, super excited about
this though. All right, Shayla. Who are your top five?

Shayla Lawson: It'stough. Okay, let's start with five, Lady of Rage. And now all of a sudden it starts
getting difficult, butI'm goingto go with number four, MC Lyte. Three, Queen Latifah. Two, Rah Digga,
which I'm sure is going to be controversial, but I've got the evidence. And humber one, Lauryn Hill.

Amazing. We're going to drop the mic at that with the top five. But Shayla, | want you to
let folks know, first of all, how they can buy the book.We are going to link everything you say up in the
show notes, by the way. So, folks are going to be able to find direct links to everything.

But how can folks buy the book? And then how can they follow you on social media? And how do you
want people to come into your world?



Shayla Lawson: Buy the bookwhereveryoutendto buyyour books the easiest. | mean, we definitely
are goingto havealinkto Tertulia. AndTertuliais agreat program. They're offering 20 percent off of my
book and also 50 percent off if you're a brand-new subscriber.

So, it's a great opportunity to support an independent bookstore app. But | also, as the devil's
advocate, it's like buying your book on Amazon, you know, the world is ending whether or not.
Millionaires and billionaires have rocketed. So, youknow, do what feels good in your spirit. But please
do take alook at the book and maybe buy it or support your local libraries and check it out.

Yeah, | just want to encourage folks. Thisis aTruly extraordinary travel memoir, both in
terms ofthethoughtfulness oftheinsightsand reflections, as you've probably heard throughout this
conversation, there's a lot more where that came from. It is also an incredible journey that Shayla
takesyou onthroughthebookasthereader and theproseisjust exquisite. You will be just, trust me if
you'relistening tothe book, listento thefirst five minutes, or just read thefirst two or three pages, you
will understand what I'm saying. You're like, “Okay, that's what he was talking about”.

Andthenit's like that throughoutthe entire book. It is a truly incredible experience to go through this
book. So definitely, ifyou wantto listen to it,ifyou want to read it, however you do your books, we're
going to link it up in the show notes so that you can do that. Just go to
https://www.themaverickshow.com/. Go to the show notes for this episode. They're going to find
direct links to get the book as well as to come into Shayla's ecosystem.

Shayla, this was amazing. Thank you so much for coming to the show.

Shayla Lawson: It was a pleasure, Matt. | Thoroughly enjoyed it. Thanks for having me.

All right. Good night, everybody.
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