
TRANSCRIPT: Migration as Practice // Holding & Metabolizing Contradictions 

The audio meditation that accompanies this transcript can be found here. 
  
What is your relationship to holding and metabolizing contradictions? 
 

Contradiction is defined as “the presence of ideas, beliefs, or aspects of a situation that are opposed 
to one another.” (adrienne maree brown) 
 
In a letter that she wrote addressing immigrants and children of immigrants, therapist Sahaj Kaur 
Kohli writes, “You were raised on contradiction: Be humble, but make us proud. Blend in, but don’t 
forget where you came from. Succeed, but don’t draw too much attention. Be grateful, but don’t 
ask for more.” 
 
In a colonized world, we are taught to contend with contradictions in two main ways. One is 
through either/or thinking (i.e. if one of these things is true, the other cannot be). The other is 
through compartmentalization (i.e. if I have to hold both of these things, they can’t be in contact with 
one another, I have to keep them separate). Essentially, in a colonized world, we are taught to 
respond to contradiction through erasure or division. Where either/or thinking is the erasure and 
compartmentalization is the division. 
 
What if, instead, we approached contradictions with the intention of generating more possibilities? 
With the intention of expanding our capacity to hold what is, rather than shrinking what is to fit 
within our comfort, to fit within the system’s comfort? 
 
We are taught to see contradictions as ‘complex,’ and we are taught to see complexity as a 
deterrent to engaging in something or with someone rather than as an invitation to explore. The 
phrase ‘It’s complex’ is used to shut down a conversation, rather than to open one.  
 
At its root, the word ‘complex’ is the joining of the Latin prefix com- which means "with, together," 
and plectere which means "to weave, braid, twine, entwine." At its root, that which is complex is an 
invitation to weave and braid together.  
 
In truth, contradictions cannot be resolved within the realities that generated them. The ideas or 
beliefs that are in opposition to each other, are in opposition partly because of the context we are 
operating within. In that, the work of resolving contradictions demands a change. Something 
needs to shift, whether that’s a change in our perspective, or a shift in the reality within which we 
find ourselves. A shift in the conditions that created the contradictions in the first place. 
 
For example, we may believe that our elected officials must have many years of experience in order 
to be able to do their job well. We may also believe that they need to be someone who is 
responsive to the needs and voices of working class people. However, if our reality is that all of the 
existing candidates who have years of experience are those who work against working class 
people, we have to sit in that tension. In order to resolve that tension, something needs to shift. 
Maybe the shift is in our perspectives. Maybe we realize that, actually, it’s more important to us 
that our leaders are representatives of the people, and that we are willing to trust someone who is 
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newer to politics to build their experience as they go. Or maybe we go the other way. Maybe we 
decide that experience matters more and we are willing to take a risk on someone who is more 
experienced, but has a track record of prioritizing corporate interests. Or maybe, instead of shifting 
our perspective, we shift our reality instead. Maybe we come together to actively seek out and run 
a candidate that is both experienced and prioritizes the needs of everyday people. In this way, 
contradiction reminds us of how much we value coherence. It reminds us of how much we value 
alignment. It asks us to shift ourselves and our realities towards more coherence, towards more 
alignment. What if we could see contradictions not as constraints, but as catalysts? What if the 
discomfort that they generate is a test of how much incoherence and misalignment we are actually 
willing to tolerate before we make a change? 
 
This is the work of movements. The work of movements is the work of shifting perspectives and 
shifting realities. In this sense, contradictions can power movements. In the words of a German 
polymath, “What we agree with leaves us inactive, but contradiction makes us productive.” 
Contradictions can keep us sharp, alert, and discerning - all of which are threats to systems that are 
dependent on us remaining blissfully ignorant and complicit. 
 
We are seeing this tension in this moment. In the words of the Palestinian Youth Movement, “We 
are in a moment of sharpened contradictions…The sharpening of contradictions in revolutionary 
theory refers to moments where the nature of opposing views, ideologies, and/or material forces 
becomes readily apparent to everyone. The sharpening of contradictions forces humans and often 
classes of people to recognize the systemic character of the oppression or exploitation facing them or 
their fellow humans and the role different people, forces, and ideas play in that system.” 
 
In the words of adrienne maree brown, “Movements are often tense with the contradiction between 
what we believe and are fighting for and what we feel we must practice to navigate current 
conditions.” For example, we may believe in abolition but we may still call for the arrest of those 
who hurt us because we want to remain safe in our current realities. We want to hold them 
accountable in our current realities. That is a contradiction that we hold.  
 
Within a colonized world, we are taught to pathologize this tension that contradictions create. But, 
at its root, ‘tension’ means “to be stretched tight.” Like an elastic band that is stretched tight, 
contradiction and the tension it generates within movements and organizations can actually push 
our boundaries, and the bounds of what we believe is possible. In that stretching, we may widen 
our capacity to hold oppositional truths, we may contract in response to the exertion, and/or we 
may build so much pressure within the system that the boundaries that once held us can no longer 
sustainably contain us and eventually burst.  
 
In this moment, I see us widening and contracting, both as individuals and as a collective. And 
while the burst is yet to come, in my opinion, I think in some ways, we are already bursting.  
 
There are boundaries, rules, and norms that may have contained us five years ago, two years ago, 
or even six months ago that no longer do. We’re making decisions differently. What we value is 
changing, even if slowly. There are ways in which we have already been split open under the 
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pressure of sharpening contradictions, both as individuals and as a collective.  
 
Our bodies are capable of holding contradictions. Our bodies are capable of holding the ‘both/and’, 
as well as the ‘beyond’ that can emerge when oppositional truths are braided together. Our bodies 
are capable of widening, contracting, and eventually bursting through boundaries in the labor of 
bringing forth new life and new worlds. In fact, it is the most natural thing they do, and it is why we 
are here.  
 
What are the contradictions you are holding?  
What are the contradictions you are ready to metabolize? 
 
This meditation was written and recorded by Mathura Mahendren. If you are going to share or repeat any of the 
language or framing shared in this meditation please credit Mathura Mahendren and Department of Imaginary 
Affairs as the authors and direct your audiences back to this work.  


