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Chapter I 

Introduction 

During my junior year in undergraduate school, my major 

professor handed me a copy of Margaret Walker's ''For My 

People,'' the title poem of her first volume of poetry, and 

requested that I read it on a black history program. Upon 

my first reading of the poem, I experienced a sense of shock. 

How could such a fascinating poem, written by a black woman, 

exist and I not know of either its existence or that of its 

author? After all, I had heard of Phillis Wheatley and 

Alice Dunbar Nelson; had in elementary and high school 

recited poems by Paul Laurence Dunbar, James Weldon Johnson, 

and Langston Hughes; and had even read some of the poems of 

Claude McKay, Countee Cullen, and a number of other black 

writers. 

The readings which followed this introduction to 

Margaret Walker indelibly imprinted upon my mind what I at 

that time considered the beauties of the poem: 

emotions of such lines as 

the strong 

For the cramped bewildered years we went to school to learn 
to know the reason why and the answers to and the 
people who and the places where and the days when, 
in memory of the bitter hours when we discovered we 

1 
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were black and poor and small and different and 
nobody cared and nobody wondered and nobody 
understood;l 

the straightforwardness and directness of 

Let the martial songs be 
written, let the dirges disappear. Let a race of men 
now rise and take control; (p. 14) 

and the musical cadences of the entire poem. 

Such rich poetic expression stimulated my return, again 

and again, to this poem. But it also did much more. First, 

it broadened the scope of my interest in Walker's subsequent 

works: the novel Jubilee (1966) and the two volumes of 

poetry, Prophets for a New Day (1970) and October Journey 

(1973). Second, it prompted my interest in other black women 

writers, especially Gwendolyn Brooks, Mari Evans, Maya 

Angelou, Sonia Sanchez, and Nikki Giovanni. 

As my understanding of literary and stylistic techniques 

has matured, I have been impressed by the quality of many of 

the creative works of these writers. Despite the high 

achievement and general renown of Pulitzer Prize-winner 

Gwendolyn Brooks and the singular successes of many of the 

other poets, it has been the young revolutionary intellectual, 

1 Margaret Walker, For My People (New Haven: Yale Univ. 
Press, 1942), p. 13. All further references to this work 
appear in the text. 
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Nikki Giovanni, who has in recent years captured and steadily 

held my attention. Though some critics may find that her 

early poems, Black Feeling, Black Talk (1968) and Black 

Judgement (1970), do not meet the criteria by which poetic 

merit is generally measured, there is little doubt that many 

of her later works possess literary value. 

In addition to impressing upon me the relative merit of 

these black women writers, my increased knowledge of literary 

and stylistic techniques has stimulated me to constantly com

pare and contrast the subjects, themes, attitudes, and tech

niques of these writers with those of Walker. In these 

areas, too, Giovanni is striking. Her works are at once 

similar to yet extremely different from Walker's works. The 

similarities exist primarily because Walker and Giovanni are 

both black women tremendously knowle:geable about the history 

of black people in America and possessed of that poetic 

temperament which renders them unusually sensitive to the 

centuries-old oppression and discrimination to which they 

have been subjected. As a result, that which has come to be 

known as the black experience occupies a central position in 

the works of both women. 

The differences between the works of Walker and Giovanni-

and many exist--are to be expected, for they derive largely 

from the times in which the two women lived and wrote, the 
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major influences upon their works, and their philosophies of 

literature. Walker composed For My People, primarily 

responsible for her rank among poets, in 1942; thus, she is 

aligned with such black writers as Robert Hayden, Melvin 

Tolson, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Owen Dodson, who worked within 

the traditions available to whites, using them to express 

their special subject matter. It was a period of both 

world depression and world war. Most of these writers saw 

race as one problem among many. All of them still had faith 

in the American dream. In addition, no such concept as the 

black aesthetic existed during the forties. 2 Black writers 

wrote for a mostly white reading public. Hence, they could 

judge their production only in terms of the rejection or 

approval of it by white critics. Because black writers 

wanted to be accepted into the mainstream of American litera

ture, they wrote works which for the most part were only 

implicitly critical of the American society. Few works of 

this period, if any, may be considered outright denuncia

tions of the American society by black writers. 

Walker's alignment with the writers of this period is 

reflected in the subjects she selects for treatment and the 

manner in which she deals with them. It is also evident in 

2 Dudley Randall, "The Black Aesthetic in the Thirties, 
Forties, and Fifties," in The Black Aesthetic, ed. Addison 
Gayle, Jr. {Garden City, New York: Anchor-Doubleday, 1972), 
p. 221. 
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the attitudes she takes toward these subjects. Perhaps this 

connection is most obvious, however, in her use of forms and 

literary techniques. At heart the classicist who is 

extremely conscious of form and technique, Walker has written 

a number of sonnets, elegies, and odes. Many of her poems 

which do not conform to the classical mode, especially the 

ballads, clearly demonstrate the influence of her near 

contemporary, Langston Hughes, and folk poets; some reveal 

the influence of religion, black spirituals and hymns, and 

black sermons; others, written in long free verse paragraphs, 

have an expansive Whitrnanesque quality; still others are 

suggestive of Carl Sandburg and Edgar Lee Masters. Thus, 

the subjects, attitudes, and forms of Walker's early works 

have much in common with those of her black and white 

contemporaries. 

On the other hand, Giovanni began publishing after the 

beginning of the civil rights movement, the assassinations 

of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr., and the riots in 

the city ghettos. In fact, almost all of her very early 

poetry closely resembles that of a whole generation of 

younger writers energized by the extremely militant and 

angry Imamu Amira Baraka, the name Leroi Jones selected for 

himself when he turned against the Establishment and became 

really black. 
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Giovanni's youthful activities and associates adequately 

explain her affinity with these angry young writers. As a 

student at Fisk University, Nashville, Tennessee, she organ

ized a chapter of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 

Committee; she planned and saw through to its completion the 

first Cincinnati Festival of Black Arts; also in Cincinnati 

she organized a black theatre; and in Wilmington, Delaware, 

she initiated a black history group. On familiar terms with 

such young men as Rap Brown and Stokeley Carmichael, she was 

continuously involved in dialogue about black nationalism, 

the black revolution, black power, and black consciousness. 

In addition, through frequent association with such writers 

as Baraka and Larry Neal, prim~movers in the Black Arts 

movement and formulators of its black aesthetic, and Don 

Lee and Dudley Randall, two of the more widely known revolu

tionary poets, she gained intimate knowledge of the black 

aesthetic. 

Crucial, then, to an understanding of Giovanni's early 

creative works and to many of the later ones is an under

standing of the black aesthetic. The black aesthetic grew 

out of the concepts of black revolution, black power, and 

black consciousness. It represents a decisive break between 

revolutionary black writers and the literary mainstream. At 

the heart of all of these concepts lies what Gayle calls the 
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"de-Americanization of Black people,"3 a phenomenon described 

as early as 1903 by w. E. B. DuBois: 

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and 
Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a 
sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted 
with second sight in this American world--a world 
which y±elds him no true self-consciousness, but 
only lets him see himself through the revelation 
of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, 
this double consciousness, this sense of always 
looking at one's self through the eyes of others, 
of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world 
that looks on in amused contempt and pity. 

One ever feels his twoness--an American, a 
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body; 
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being 
torn asunder.4 

Determined not only to destroy this double consciousness, 

this double vision, but also to replace it with total vision 

of black people, 5 the revolutionary black writer thinks much 

like the chief literary artist of the Harlem Renaissance, 

Langston Hughes: 

One of the most promising of the young Negro 
poets said to me once, "I want to be a poet--not 
a Negro poet," meaning, I believe, "I want to 

3 Intro., The Black Aesthetic, p. xxi. 

4 The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Mc Clurg, 1903), 
p. 3. 

5 Larry Neal, "Any Day Now: Black Art and Black Libera
tion," in Black Poets and Prophets, ed. Woodie King and Earl 
Anthony (New York: Mentor-New American Library, 1972), 
p. 15 0. 
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write like a white poet"; meaning subconsciously 
"I would like to be a white poet"; meaning behind 
that, "I would like to be white." And I was sorry 
the young man said that, for no great poet has 
ever been afraid of being himself. And I doubted 
then that, with his desire to run spiritually from 
his race, this boy would ever be a great poet. 
But this is the mountain standing in the way of 
any true Negro art in America--this urge within 
the race toward whiteness, the desire to pour 
racial individuality into the mold of American 
standardization, and be as little Negro and as 
much American as possible. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Why should I want to be white? I am a Negro--and 
beautifu116 

Vociferously proclaiming his blackness and the worth and 

dignity of his culture, the revolutionary black writer goes 

far beyond the vision of Hughes, however. Believing that 

white racism is everywhere, infecting all the vital areas of 

national life, he, like the new breed of militant activist, 

has decided that white racism will no longer exercise insidi

ous control over his work. 7 He firmly believes, despite the 

denial of numerous literati, both white and black, in the 

existence of a white aesthetic which has consistently 

operated to negate the literary value of most creative writ

ing by black people, simply because they are black. He is 

equally convinced that the white critic often will not judge 

6 .. The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain," in The 
Black Aesthetic, pp. 167, 171. 

7 Hoyt w. Fuller, "Towards a Black Aesthetic," in The 
Black Aesthetic, p. 4. 
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creative writing by blacks objectively. More often, however, 

he thinks that the white critic, because he has not felt, has 

not lived, the bl&ck experience, simply cannot do justice to 

black creative writing.a Thus, proponents of the black 

aesthetic boldly assert that they should not, will not, be 

judged by a white aesthetic. Instead, they call for a set 

of rules by which black literature is to be judged and 

evaluated, an aesthetic grounded in Afro-American culture. 

Numerous black writers have theorized about the new 

black literature and its black aesthetic. Among the more 

notable are Larry Neal, Don Lee, Ron Karenga, and Gayle. 9 

Though these writers do not consistently agree on some minu-

tiae, they are in total agreement on the basics. First, 

black art must be committing. For the true artist, politics 

and life are one. Thus, he must write for and speak directly 

to the black majority, not the sophisticated elite fashioned 

out of the computers of America's large universities; must 

elevate and enlighten this black majority, leading them to 

an awareness of self, that is, their blackness; must effect 

8 Darwin T. Turner, "Afro-American Critics," in The 
Black Aesthetic, pp. 58-59. 

9 "Any Day Now," in Black Poets and Black Prophets, 
pp. 148-51 and "The Black Arts Movement," in The Black 
Aesthetic, pp. 257-74; "Toward a Definition," in The Black 
Aesthetic, pp. 222-23; "Black Art: Mute Matter Given Form 
and Function," in Black Poets and Prophets, pp. 174-79; 
and "The Function of Criticism at the Present Time," in 
The Black Aesthetic, pp. 381-94. 
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their psychic survival by providing them with positive 

images, images that go beyond merely reflecting their 

oppression and conditions engendered by that oppression. 

In other words, black art calls for the building of a 

nation--the black nation. 

Second, black art must be collective. Because one 

writes out of one's own experiences, the black artist writes 

from group experience, the individual experiences of black 

people in the American society being virtually indistinguish

able from those of the group. Thus, black art plays down 

individuality. 

Third, black literature, especially the poetry, actually 

defines and legitimizes its own communicative medium. The 

language is neither proper Anglo-Saxon English nor the so

called standard English; rather, it is language which has its 

own syntax. The language of the street, it may be termed 

obscene, profane, or vulgar by the Establishment. Its sub

ject matter is usually concrete and exhibits at least a 

semblance of the sensibility referred to as black conscious

ness. Its new forms employ varied devices--short and 

explosive lines; gospel, blues, and jazz rhythms; sarcasm, 

signifying, iron¼ and humor--devices which grow out of the 

black lifestyle. It creates new symbols, new myths, new 

legends; it either destroys or creates anew images which 
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lower the status, the importance, or the reputation of black 

people. 

Proponents of the black aesthetic agree on at least two 

other points. The first of these is that black art eschews 

protest literature, for implicit in protest literature is an 

appeal to white morality, a hope long abandoned by black 

revolutionary writers. The second point on which they agree 

is that the artistic consideration, though a necessary part, 

is not sufficient as a sole means of judging a work of crea

tive literature. It must be complemented by a social crite~ 

rion, by far the more important of the two. 

To the Black Arts movement and its black aesthetic much 

of Giovanni's creative writing is undeniably indebted. The 

subjects explored and the attitudes expressed in her politi

cal poems frequently parallel the social program expounded 

by Baraka, and of course most of the other revolutionary 

blacks, all of whom were influenced by the teachings of 

Malcolm X. Like those of Baraka and other revolutionary 

black writers, her language is often that of the street, her 

poetic forms are anything but conventional, and her rhythms 

move from bop, to blues, to gospel. For her, also, the 

social criterion for the evaluation of a creative work far 

outweighs the artistic consideration. 

It is not my intention to suggest, however, that 

Giovanni adheres to the demands of Black Art and its black 
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aesthetic in blind obedience and docility. Her own asser

tiveness and aggressiveness negate such a possibility. In 

fact, as Ida Louis has pointed out, Giovanni never has 

accepted the burden of carrying the revolution.10 Further, 

her persistence in individualism, everywhere evident in her 

creative writing, is in direct conflict with the criteria of 

the black aesthetic. 

No doubt it is this individualism which gives to 

Giovanni's creative writings a freshness, an originality, 

thereby distinguishing it from and, I believe, raising it 

above that of so many of her revolutionary black contempo~ 

raries. Not confined to any one aspect of her work, this 

originality characterizes her selection and treatment of 

themes, her language, her poetic and stylistic techniques, 

and her forms. Especially is this true of her second and 

later volumes of poetry, which achieve new dimensions. Tak

ing the most anguished of themes and personal experiences 

and holding nothing back, she explores their manifold depths 

(Foreword, My House, p. xv); manipulating words with unusual 

dexterity, she creates the most vivid of pictures; boldly 

experimenting with new and varied forms and techniques, she 

lO Foreword, My House, by Nikki Giovanni (New York: 
Morrow, 1972), p. xiii. All further references to this work 
appear in the text. 
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produces poems which when taken together seem much like a 

medley of black life. Perhaps the most important aspect of 

her work is that she gives to black people, especially the 

young, whatever it is that touches the soul and quickens 

the spirit. 

But originality and individuality are not qualities 

peculiar only to Giovanni's creative writings. Despite the 

fact that Walker often employs conventional forms and tech

niques, her writings are also marked by an extremely high 

degree of originality. Whether she is employing such clas

sical forms as the sonnet, the elegy, the ode, and the epitaph 

or the traditional ballad form, she often experiments with 

both the pattern of content and the rhyme and meter. Further

more, several of her early poems, especially those about her 

people, and a large number of her later poems on sit-ins, 

street demonstrations, and black civil rights leaders are 

nonconventional in both form and technique. 

I believe that these qualities give to the creative 

works of both Giovanni and Walker a literary value and 

relevancy that should not be denied. I believe also that 

their works have received far less attention than they 

actually deserve. Anthologies of literature generally include 

only one or two poems by each woman. Even more significant, 

scholarly research on their work is extremely limited. My 

research has revealed only two scholarly articles devoted 
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exclusively to the works of Walker and not one addressed to 

those of Giovanni. What I encountered most often was the 

citation of their names among a group of black writers, pre

dominantly male. Occasionally, however, books which explore 

the works of black writers do devote a few sentences--at the 

most a few paragraphs--to the works of Walker and Giovanni. 

Even these few comments focus primarily upon the subject 

matter and themes of the works, evaluating them all too often 

in terms of how well they speak to the black experience. 

Little research, if any, intensely explores the forms, lan

guage, and literary techniques employed by the two writers. 

The dearth of scholarly research on the works of Walker 

and Giovanni, the high quality of many of their creative 

works, the illumination which these works can shed upon the 

black experience, and the insights which they can provide 

into the development of black women's literature over a con

siderable period of time suggest that their works are worthy 

of detailed study. They further suggest that a comprehensive 

study of these works would constitute a valuable contribution 

to scholarship • . 

Hence, my study will consist of three chapters which 

consider, compare, and contrast different aspects of the 

works of Walker and Giovanni. Chapter Two will analyze the 

subjects and themes explored and the attitudes expressed in 

both their poetry and their prose. Although some of Walker's 
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works appeared during the seventies, the volume of poetry 

for which she is principally noted was published during the 

forties. On the Gther hand, all of Giovanni's works appeared 

in the late sixties and seventies. Because the times during 

which the two women wrote are directly related to the sub

jects, themes, and attitudes of their works, this facet of 

their writings will be considered in terms of the historical

biographical and the sociological approaches to literary 

works. 

Chapter Three will analyze representative poems in terms 

of the relationship of technique to content. The poems will 

be discussed in terms of the extent to which forms, language, 

and other purely aesthetic considerations contribute to a 

total understanding of them. The language will be analyzed 

in a number of ways: the extent to which it is figurative 

or nonfigurative, to which it possesses features of Black 

English as set forth by such linguists as William Stewart 

and J. L. Dillard, 11 and to which it employs terminology 

associated with black culture. 

Chapter Four will use stylistics to compare the prose 

style of a passage from Walker's novel Jubilee with that of 

11 "Sociolinguistic Factors in the History of American 
Negro Dialects," Florida FL Reporter, 5, No. 2 ( 19 6 7) , 11-29 
and Black English (New York: Vintage-Random, 1973), 
pp. 39-72. 



16 

a passage from Giovanni's Gemini, her fictionalized auto

biography. Valuable studies on the prose styles of Ernest 

Hemingway, Samuel Johnson, and Jonathan Swift by Walker 

Gibson, William K. Wimsatt, Jr., and Louis T. Milic, respec

tively, clearly demonstrate that stylistic analysis does 

help to clarify style. 12 Thus, in order to avoid the pit

falls and inadequacies of an impressionistic evaluation of 

the prose styles of Walker and Giovanni, this study will use 

word counts to determine first, the specific techniques of 

the two styles and second, the specific techniques which 

contribute to their similarities and differences. The word 

counts will measure sentence length and aspects of diction 

and syntax. Two of the word counts dealing with syntax will 

utilize principles of Noam Chomsky's transformational grammar 

to measure subordination. 

Chapter Five, the concluding chapter, synthesizes the 

findings of this study, attempts some conclusions relative 

to these findings, and assesses the contributions of Walker 

and Giovanni to American literature. 

For a number of years the function and literary value 

of black writing have been the subject of heated and often 

12 Tough, Sweet and Stuffy (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana Univ. Press, 1966); The Prose Style of Samuel Johnson 
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1941); A Quantitative Approach 
to the Style of Jonathan Swift (The Hague, Paris: Mouton, 
1971) . 
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irrational discussion. It is my hope that this study will 

contribute materially to the question of the substance of 

the literary achievement of at least two black creative 

writers--Margaret Walker and Nikki Giovanni. 



Chapter II 

Subjects and Attitudes in Representative Works 

The introductory chapter has briefly noted a number of 

influences upon the creative writings of Margaret Walker and 

Nikki Giovanni. Other influences specifically affected 

their selection of subjects and the attitudes they express 

toward these subjects. Two of the influences upon their 

subjects and their attitudes toward them are the immediate 

environments in which they grew up and the kinds of educa

tion which they received. The daughter of a Methodist 

minister and a teacher of music, both of whom were college 

graduates, Walker was born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1915 

and received her early education in various church schools 

in Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana (Foreword, For My 

People, p. 9). Her father was a lover of books and a 

scholar of the ancient world. He took an interest in cul

tures, languages, and religions and both read and spoke 

Greek, Latin, Spanish, French, and Hindustani. It was he 

who inspired in Walker a love of books and a desire to 

write. 1 3 Music, also, was a part of Walker's early life. 

13 Nikki Giovanni and Margaret Walker, A Poetic Equa
tion (Washington, D.C.: Howard Univ. Press, 1974), p. 3. 

18 
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At home, in her father's various churches, and in the church 

schools which she attended, she learned to love the spiri

tuals of the deep South. At home, also, she heard her 

mother's ragtime, her sister's jazz, and her brother's 

progressive jazz. 14 Thus, Walker was formed to b6oks and 

music. 

Except for her undergraduate years at Northwestern Uni

versity; a few years at the University of Iowa, where she 

earned both an M.A. degree and a Ph.D.; and four years in 

Chicago working at various jobs--as typist, newspaper 

reporter, editor of a short-lived magazine, and writer on 

the Federal Writers Project--Walker has lived in the South 

nearly all of her life. 

Though not as deep as those of Walker, Giovanni, too, 

has roots in the South. She was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, 

where she spent her early childhood. When her family later 

moved to Cincinnati, Ohio, she often returned during summer 

vacations to visit her grandparents. Though she attended 

elementary and secondary schools in Lincoln Heights, an all

black suburb of Cincinnati, she returned to the South and 

eventually received a bachelor's degree in history from Fisk 

University. Though her grandparents died a number of years 

l4 Giovanni and Walker, p. 81. 
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ago, she still loves the South, especially its churches, and 

returns there from time to time (Foreword, My House, p. xi). 

Despite her roots in the South, Giovanni is really a 

child of the North. In addition to her early childhood and 

adolescent years in Cincinnati, she has lived in Newark, New 

Jersey; Wilmington, Delaware; and New York, where she now 

lives with her son Tommy. That Ohio claims her as its own 

is reflected in the Honorary Doctorate of Humanities which 

Wilberforce College, Wilberforce, Ohio, presented her in 

1972. 

Giovanni's home environment was somewhat different from 

that of Walker. Though both her parents are college 

graduates--her father is a social worker and her mother is a 

supervisor in Cincinnati's Welfare Department--her home life 

was in no way classically oriented. When she was growing 

up, she read Ayn Rand books, stories in Screen magazine, 

cheap novels, books about the formation of clouds, and fairy 

tales. Later, she saw every B movie that she could possibly 

afford (Foreword, My House, p. xi). Her creative writings 

suggest that she listened to the albums of every black singer 

in the country and saw every black person that appeared on 

television. Still, as is typical of many conservative black 

middle class families, her father, mother, and grandparents 

strongly encouraged her to improve her education. Perhaps 

the most positive aspect of Giovanni's home environment was 
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the love and loyalty among the members of her family, a 

"unit which resembles the tribes of old in their commitment 

to unity. 1115 Much of this commitment is discernible in 

Gemini, Giovanni's fictionalized autobiography; and the names 

of family members dot the pages of many of her poems. 

Another influence upon the subjects treated and the 

attitudes expressed by Walker and Giovanni is the element of 

social protest that has been the salient characteristic of 

black creative writing from the period of slavery through the 

present time. Thus, elements of social protest and a degree 

of militancy in their writings come as no surprise. And 

despite the fact that proponents of the black aesthetic, 

believing that to protest against injustice and discrimina

tion is to appeal to white morality, profess to "eschew" 

protest literature, a note of social protest dominates 

Giovanni's works, for the call for black standards, black 

identity, and black models necessarily implies at least a 

denunciation of white standards or models. 

Margaret Perry delineates the element of social protest 

and blackness in black creative writing in this way: 

The revolt of young black writers in the 1960s 
and 1970s is no great phenomenon in the literary 

15 Barbara Crosby, Intro., Black Feeling, Black Talk/ 
Black Judgement, by Nikki Giovanni (New York: Morrow, 1970), 
p. 1. All further references to this work appear in the text 
under the title Black Feeling. 
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world. In addition, the interest in blackness, 
the "Afro" part of the black man in America, is 
not as recent as the media might have one believe. 
A call for the emancipation of the black man's 
spirit was loud and vociferous even before 1920. 
The seeds for the present unrest and dissatis
faction were planted in the 1920s. The current 
flowering of Afro-Americanism is simply a 
resuscitation of an older and sometimes exotic 
flower.16 

A cursory glance at the literary works of the major 

black writers reveals that an element of social protest has 

been historically present in black writing. As far back as 

1828 George Moses Horton, himself a slave at the time, 

penned a stinging denunciation of slavery: 

Alas! and am I born for this, 
To wear this slavish chain? 
Deprived of all created bliss, 
Through hardship, toil and pain1 17 

In 1906 w. E. B. DuBois wrote sarcastically: 

Sit no longer blind, Lord God, deaf to our 
prayer and dumb to our dumb suffering. Surely, 
Thou too art not white, O Lord, a pale, blood
less, heartless thing?l8 

Despite the humorous but painful stereotypes of plantation 

slaves in his dialect verse, Paul Laurence Dunbar in 1905 

16 Silence to the Drums, Contributions in Afro-American 
and African Studies, No. 18 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 
1976), p. xiv. 

17 "On Liberty and Slavery," in The Poetry of the Negro, 
1746-1949, ed. Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps (Garden 
City, New York: Doubleday, 1949), p. 9. 

18 "A Litany at Atlanta," in Negro Poetry, p. 20. 
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denounced a system which requires black people to conceal 

their true feelings: 

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries 
To Thee from tortured souls arise, 
We sing, but oh the clay is vile 
Beneath our feet, and long the mile; 
But let the world dream otherwise, 

We wear the mask119 

And in 1915 James Weldon Johnson called attention to what he 

considered white America's duplicity: 

O brothers mine, take care! Take care! 
The great white witch rides out tonight, 
Trust not your prowess nor your strength; 
Your only safety lies in flight; 
For in the glance there is a snare, 
And in her smile there is a blight. 20 

During the so-called Harlem Renaissance, a period which 

extended from the twenties to the early thirties, a number 

of gifted black writers came to prominence. Perhaps the 

best known writers of this group are Langston Hughes, Countee 

Cullen, and Claude McKay. Margaret Walker thinks that for 

the most part black writers of the Harlem Renaissance lacked 

social perspective, suffered from a kind of literary myopia, 

and seemed constantly to beg the question of the Negro's 

19 "We Wear the Mask," in You Better Believe It, ed. 
Paul Brenan (Baltimore: Penguin, 1973), p. 43. 

20 "The Great White Witch," in Believe It, p. 33. 
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humanity. 21 Be that as it may, the works of some writers 

reveal an element of social protest, however mild that pro

test is. 

Cullen, protesting the treatment of black writers by 

white literary critics, wrote: "Yet do I marvel at this 

curious thing:/ To make a poet black and bid him sing!" 22 

Hughes, perhaps the most gifted and prolific writer in this 

group, deplored the inferior status to which black Americans 

have been relegated by white Americans: "America never was 

America to me./ Let America be America again." 23 Reiterat

ing this same point, he wrote, 

What happens to a dream deferred? 
Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun? 
Or fester like a sore-
And then run?24 

Claude McKay also noted white racism in America: 

Your door is sharp against my tightened face, 
And I am sharp as steel with discontent; 
But I possess the courage and the grace 
To bear my anger proudly and unbent.25 

21 "Negro Poets," in Black Expression, ed. Addison 
Gayle, Jr. (New York: Weybright, 1969), p. 90. 

22 "Yet Do I Marvel," in Negro Poetry, p. 132. 

23 "Let America Be America Again, " in Negro Poetr:r:, 
p. 106. 

24 "Lennox Avenue Mural, II in Believe It, p. 77. 

25 "White Houses, " in Negro Poetry, p. 332. 
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During the thirties, social protest in black literature 

was loud and clear. The decreased business activity, fall

ing prices, and unemployment gave rise to a body of black 

literature saturated with protest. Typical of much of the 

poetry of the period are these lines by Sterling Brown: 

"They don't come by ones/ They don't come by twos/ But 

they come by tens. 112 6 In Brown's hint as to what black 

people would do if they were more equal numerically to white 

people, protest and militantism in black literature reaches 

a new high. Thus, much of the poetry and such fiction as 

Richard Wright's Uncle Tom's Children and Native Son showed 

white America a view of black America which it had never 

seen before. 

Writers of the 1940's continued this trend. Melvin 

Tolson, in no uncertain terms, asked white America these 

questions: 

Oh, how can we forget 
Our human rights denied? 
Oh, how can we forget 
Our manhood crucified?27 

Robert E. Hayden ·described his unwelcomed presence in America 

thus: "You will understand how the heart is harried here, is 

26 "Old Lem," in Negro Poetry, p. 68. 

27 "Dark Symphony," in Negro Poetry, p. 74. 
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never/ at home here, continues a stranger." 28 Gwendolyn 

Brooks, quietly black, but black nonetheless, asked: 

If here and now be but a timely span 
Between today's unhappiness, tomorrow's 
Joys, what if today's abundant sorrows 29 Never end, tomorrow never comes, what then? 

Like these writers, her contemporaries, Walker also revealed 

her militancy. Calling for the emancipation of the spirit 

of black people, she wrote: "Let the martial songs be 

written,/ let the dirges disappear./ Let a race of men now 

rise/ and take control" {For My People, p. 14). 

The element of social protest in black literature after 

the forties needs no documentation. In such creative writ

ings as James Baldwin's The Fire Next Time, Another Country, 

and Blues for Mr. Charlie; Wright's Black Boy and The Out

sider; Ralph Ellison's The Invisible Man; and John o. 

Killens' Youngblood and And Then We Heard the Thunder, black 

writers attempted to tell white America of black America's 

feeling of alienation and of the cumulative effects of 

organized repression. These writers were warning white 

America that, to borrow Baldwin's expression, there may very 

well be a fire next time. 

28 "Letter from the South," in Negro Poetry, p. 164. 

29 "Here and Now," in Negro Poetry, p. 192. 
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These, then, are the influences upon the subjects 

selected for treatment and the attitudes expressed by Walker 

and Giovanni. Though the black experience occupies the cen

tral position in the works of both writers, under this broad 

general topic they cover a wide range of subjects. Some 

subjects they treat in common: racial conflict in the 

American society, family relationships, and folk history. 

In Jubilee, Walker touches upon some subjects that Giovanni 

does not treat in any of her works. At the same time, 

Giovanni treats some subjects that Walker does not touch upon. 

Because Jubilee is so different from any of Giovanni's works, 

I shall first examine it without making any references to 

Giovanni's writings. Instead, I shall examine it in terms of 

the extent to which it follows or deviates from fictional 

maierial of the past. Next, I shall discuss the subjects and 

attitudes of the two writers as they are reflected in repre

sentative works of all the genres in which they have written, 

attempting to point out similarities and differences between 

Walker and Giovanni in relation to each of the subjects. 

Finally, I shall look at those subjects which Giovanni treats 

but that Walker touches upon not at all. The element of pro

test in the works of the two writers will be interwoven with 

the discussions of the various subjects and attitudes. 
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I. Jubilee 

Jubilee is Walker's epic novel of slavery based upon 

the true story of her maternal great grandmother as told to 

her by her grandmother. Since Walker had the germinal idea 

for this novel even during her childhood, wrote three hun

dred pages of it when she was only nineteen years old, and 

incorporated sections from this crude beginning into the 

final version, written shortly before 1966, 30 it seems 

reasonable to assume that many of the attitudes expressed in 

this work are those which she has held throughout much of 

her life. 

In Jubilee Walker handles many of the subjects which 

Robert A. Bone suggests are typical of fictional material of 

the past, especially about the Negro and slavery: the half

white or light-skinned hero or heroine who deplores the lower 

element of Negro whose reputation curses the entire race and 

an emphasis on ambition in the younger generation, on the 

accumulation of property, and on good rnanners.31 Vyry, the 

central character of the novel, has milk-white skin, sandy 

hair, and gray-blue eyes. She is the daughter of the white 

30 Giovanni and Walker, p. 55. 

31 The Negro Novel in America (New Haven: Yale 
Univ. Press, 1965), pp. 21-50. 



29 

plantation master, Marster John Morris Du~ton, and the slave 

Retta. She could be a twin to Miss Lillian, the daughter of 

Marster John and his white wife, Big Missy Salina. Vyry is 

much impressed with and eventually marries Randall Ware, a 

free black man who has plenty of money, a blacksmith shop 

and grist mill in the village of Dawson, and book learning. 

Both Randall Ware and Innis Brown, her second husband, think 

that she has "dicty" ways. Innis Brown tells her, "You 

ain't never been much for field hands no-how. 1132 In Troy, 

Alabama, Vyry and Innis live in a black neighborhood which 

Vyry detests because the people are "riff-raff" (p. 305). 

Thus, Vyry is the half-white or light-skinned hero or hero

ine who deplores the lower element of Negro whose bad repu

tation curses the Negro race. 

The emphasis on education and ambition in the younger 

generation is reflected in Vyry's eternal desire for her 

children Minna and Jim to go to school and in Randall Ware's 

taking Jim to the Baptist school for the training of Negro 

preachers and teachers in Selma, Alabama. It is most 

obviously reflected, however, in Randall Ware's lengthy 

monologue on the extent to which education can help black 

people in their fight for equality and freedom (pp. 395-96). 

32 Margaret Walker, Jubilee (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 
1966; Bantam Edition, 1967), p. 378. All further references 
to this work appear in the text. 
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The emphasis on manners is revealed in at least two 

instances. When Mama Sukey is preparing to take the seven

year-old Vyry to the Big House to be Miss Lillian's personal 

maid, she tells Vyry, "Mind your manners good, and be real 

nice and polite. You a big gal now, but you ain't gone be 

no field and no yard nigger. You is gone wait on Quality 

and you got to act like Quality" (pp. 395-96). The emphasis 

on the accumulation of property is reflected throughout the 

novel in the attempts of Vyry and Innis Brown to own their 

own farm. 

Vyry's words to Jim as he is preparing to leave for the 

Baptist training school sum up many of the attitudes: 

••• I wants you to be good and try to git along. 
Mind your manners and make friends with peoples. 
Friends and good manners will carry you where money 
won't go .••• Get up early in the morning and say 
your prayers. Early bird catches the worm •••• 
Remember, sweet ways is just like sugar candy, and 
they catches more flies than vinegar. I'm praying 
for you to be somebody. I wants you to be good 
and make a real man out of yourself. You is got 
a great big chance, now, don't mess it up. (p. 412) 

The fact that these subjects parallel those of fictional 

material of the past does not negate the possibility that 

perhaps Walker treats many of them because they are the values 

of the American society, not simply those of middle class 

black people or people striving to become middle class. At 

the same time we must remember that Walker based Jubilee on 
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the true story of her great grandmother. Thus, we should 

assume that the values she ascribes to Vyry are those which 

her great grandmother held as they were related to Walker 

by her grandmother. Hence, the parallels cannot be taken 

as concrete evidence that she relied on fictional material 

of the past .for these subjects. 

On the other hand, there is concrete evidence that she 

treats these subjects with an originality and individuality 

all her own. One instance of this originality is that Vy·ry's 

dialect remains basically the same throughout the novel. In 

the fictional works to which Bone refers, the typical heroine 

is not acceptable until she has divested herself of her 

Southern dialect and acquired a somewhat Northern speech. In 

fact, the extent to which Walker accurately, I believe, tran

scribes the black Southern dialect is indeed remarkable. For 

many adult blacks fortunate enough to have great grandparents, 

or perhaps even great grandparents still living, it is a 

dialect to which they are well accustomed. 

The fact that Vyry does not deny her blackness also 

reveals Walker's originality. In much fictional material of 

the past, the hero or heroine was often endowed with what 

Langston Hughes called "the urge to wbiteness within the 

race." Vyry knows that she is black, and she accepts that. 

Her white father has shown her that she is black. She 

bitterly denounces Randall Ware when he tells her that she 
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is half white (p. 397). Though white people often mistake 

her for a white woman, she never tries to pass for white, 

even when she peddles her produce. In fact, one gets the 

distinct impression that she is not ashamed of being black. 

When Betty-Alice, thinking Vyry a white woman, speaks deroga

torily of "niggers" in her presence, Vyry says quite candidly 

that she is a colored woman (p. 361). 

In Jubilee, the idyllic plantation life as described by 

such writers as Joel Chandler Harris in the Uncle Remus 

stories, Thomas Nelson Paige, and Thomas Dixon is nowhere to 

be found. Likewise, there are no humorous portraits of 

slaves similar to the ones in Paul Laurence Dunbar's dialect 

verse. There are no slaves eating watermelons, chasing 

possums, and frolicking all of the time; no devoted black 

mammies cooing over little Miss Anne in the Big House while 

her own black babies go totally neglected; and no devoted 

slaves with the happy mentality of puppies. To the contrary, 

Walker presents an altogether different impression: her 

slaves are unhappy, discontented, and most desirous of secur

ing their freedom. Both the slaves' inner thoughts and their 

actions reveal this dissatisfaction. 

In some instances the slaves almost welcomed the death 

of their children because they felt that at least in death 

they would be free. In a description of Caline, who is 

nursing the dying Hetta, Walker says, "Caline had no children. 
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She had never known why •••• Anyway, Caline was glad. 

Slaves were better off, like herself, when they had no chil

dren to be sold away, to die, and to keep on having till 

they killed you, like Hetta was dying now" (p. 4). Later, 

Walker says of Vyry: "Before she was twenty, she had two 

more children and one of them was dead, dead before it was 

born and there was no grief within her nor tears to shed. 

That was one who would never be a slave" (p. 125). 

In some instances, this dissatisfaction is reflected 

in Walker's depiction of certain slaves. Jake, for example, 

feels toward Marster John all of the bitterness and animos

ity that any man would feel toward one who abuses a woman, 

pawns her off on him, and then resumes his abuse, simply 

because he can. There is every reason to believe that Jake 

would have responded physically if he had even dreamed that 

he could have done anything about it. 

Then there is Lucy, the daughter of Jake and Hetta and, 

thus, Vyry's half sister. Lucy is always sullen and she 

drags at her work, an indication that she is not working 

with a willing heart. One night when Lucy is serving supper, 

after a whole day of Missy Salina's nagging, May Liza comes 

to the kitchen to tell her that Missy Salina wants her for 

something else. Lucy's response is "Go tell Old Missy I 

says to kiss the monkey's ass" (p. 93). 
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In the whole novel only one slave shows her teeth all 

of the time. This is a new girl who works in the kitchen. 

Whenever Missy Salina asks her to do anything, she giggles 

and says, "Yes'm, Missy, Yes'm. 0 No doubt Vyry's comments 

on the girl's behavior mirror Walker's own feelings: "I get 

sick and tired of her grinning and bowing and scraping in 

Big Missy's face. Ain't doing her nary speck of good, and 

I reckon she'll soon find that out" (p. 108). Later, Vyry 

tells the girl, " ••• they ain't nothing here to grin about, 

that's how come I ain't grinning" (p. 109). 

Perhaps the most uncomplimentary portrait in the novel 

is that of Willie, the dumbwitted boy. Even this picture is 

not really uncomplimentary, for Walker depicts him as a 

retarded child who does exactly what other people tell him 

to do and for whom Vyry feels a deep compassion. When Willie 

makes his foolish speech to Miss Lillian's friends one after

noon, he does so simply because Missy Salina has coached him 

in exactly what to say (p. 91). 

Another manifestation of the slaves' dissatisfaction 

with plantation life and of their desire to escape to free

dom is their repeated attempts to run away. Walker provides 

an extremely vivid and moving description of Vyry's attempt 

to run away. Knowing that her chances are practically nil 

and that if she is caught, she is liable to be beaten half 

to death, Vyry tries to escape with a small boy and a babe 
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in arms along with her. · Twice, Lucy tries unsuccessfully to 

escape. After her first attempt, Grimes, the slavedriver, 

ties her to a stake and whips her with a lash; after the 

second attempt, he ties her to a stake and with a red hot 

iron brands the letter R, for runaway, on her forehead. Even 

now Lucy is so determined to escape that when everybody on 

the plantation is required to witness the hanging of two 

female slaves on the village square in Dawson, she simply 

does not go. When the Dutton slaves return to the planta

tion, she is nowhere around. 

Bone accuses many black novelists of trying to effect 

an alliance between "the better class of colored people" and 

the "Quality white folks": 

To this end, the fictional portrait of the Southern 
aristocracy is universally flattering. As slave
holders they are depicted as kindness personified, 
while after the Emancipation they are assigned the 
roles of friendly employer, financial benefactor, 
protector from mob violence, and even social 
Messiah. A corollary to this policy of exonerat
ing the Southern aristocrat is the use of the 
0 poor white" as a scapegoat for the cumulative 
evils of the caste system.33 

A look at several of the portraits of whites in Jubilee 

will reveal the extent to which Walker aims at effecting 

such an alliance. First of all, the most harshly drawn 

33 Bone, pp. 19-20. 
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portraits of whites are those of Missy Salina and Grimes, 

the slavedriver. Born into an aristocratic family in 

Savannah, Georgia, Missy Salina very frequently and openly 

expresses her views of the slaves. Typical of these views 

are her words to Miss Lillian when the latter asks her if 

she knows that Mr. Lincoln has set the slaves free: "The 

whole thing is a question of superior white people and 

inferior black people" (pp. 192-93). Her beliefs about the 

slaves are implied in her favorite Biblical passage, Paul's 

letter to the Colossians, which she often reads to the 

slaves: 

Servants, obey in all things your masters accord
ing to the flesh; not with eyeservice, as men 
pleasers: but in singleness of heart, fearing 
God; and whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to 
the Lord, and not unto men. (p. 93) 

Missy Salina's actions support her words. Her treat

ment of the seven-year-old Vyry attests to her belief that 

the slaves are less than human beings. She despises Vyry 

because she is an embarrassment and humiliation to her, her 

husband's child by a nigger slave and one so white that her 

friends often mistake her for her own daughter. Though 

Marster John had returned to Hetta only after Missy Salina 

refused to admit him to her bed, she has never forgiven him. 

She takes her wrath out on Vyry. When Vyry forgets to wash, 
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empty, and dry Miss Lillian's china chamber pot, she throws 

the acrid contents of the pot in her face. And when Vyry 

accidentally breaks one of her china dishes, she hangs her 

by her hands in a dark closet, her feet barely touching the 

floor. 

Missy Salina treats the other slaves almost as badly ·as 

she does Vyry. To be sure that the new girl is not stealing 

her preserves and jellies, for a whole week she forces her 

to take ipecac, a substance which makes it impossible for 

one to keep anything on his stomach. It is she who is 

ultimately responsible for Grimes' cruel treatment of Lucy. 

Slapping the slaves who work in the Big House seems to be 

one of her favorite pastimes. 

Thus, Walker portrays Missy Salina as an evil white per

son, one who feels that the slave does not belong to the 

family of man. It is true that she is a Southern aristocrat; 

it is also true that she bears no resemblance whatever to the 

Southern aristocrat who is "kindness personified." 

Like that of Missy Salina, the portrait of Grimes is 

somewhat less than flattering. He is a short, thickset man 

with shoulders big and round like a barrel; heavy thighs like 

the broad flanks of a big wild boar; stocky legs; short but 

powerful arms ·; watery, squinting eyes, small as pig eyes; 

thin carrot-colored hair; a face and neck peppered with red 

freckles; and an upper lip and stubby chin covered with a 
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day's growth of red bristles, which also stick out of his 

nostrils (p. 21). Thus, Walker describes Grimes' physical 

features mainly i11 terms of animal imagery. In addition, 

she likens his arms to barrels. The red hair, red freckles, 

and red mustache and bead suggest a red hot, fiery, impul

sive nature. Thus, she subtly adumbrates his treatment of 

the slaves later in the novel. 

His situation is not much different from that of the 

slaves. He is a member of the E.2. buckra, the very lowest 

class of poor whites; his house, filled with brats that con

tinuously holler, is only slightly better than the slave 

cabins; and his wife is lazy and slovenly. Though he works 

from sunup to sundown, he never accomplishes anything for 

himself (p. 51). 

His inner thoughts reveal much of his view of the 

slaves: 

••• they are the biggest liars God ever 
made •••• Niggers is the work of the devil, and 
cursed by God. They is evil, and they is ignor
ant, and the blacker they is, the more evil; lazy, 
trifling liars, every one of them •••• They is 
plain evil and stubborn and hardheaded. Best 
thing to keep a nigger working and jumping is a 
good bull whip. {p. 23) 

No doubt his thoughts parallel those of his wife Janey: "I 

hate niggers worsener poisonous rattlesnake. We'uns is 

poor, but thank God, we'uns is white" (p. 53). 
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Grimes is completely lacking in compassion for the 

slaves. In addition to ordering the guards to beat the 

slaves unmercifully, he himself often punishes them, seeming 

to revel in doing so. His treatment of Lucy, mentioned 

above, is not an isolated incident. Rather, it is typical 

of his treatment of the slaves. Two other incidents support 

this point. When the aging Grandpa Tom refuses to bring out 

from the stables two of Marster John's prize thoroughbred 

horses to replace a dead mule in pulling a wagon, Grimes 

grabs him by the neck, flings him out into the yard flat on 

his face, and bullwhips his back until the shirt is torn to 

shreds and the blood comes streaming out. Another time he 

orders Uncle Plato and Uncle Esau, so old that Marster John 

has told them and Grimes that they are to work in the fields 

no longer, to go to the fields to help pick cotton. When 

they collapse, he puts them in an old abandoned slave cabin 

which the guards later saturate with kerosene and set fire~. 

Walker's depiction of Grimes, when viewed in relation to 

that of Missy Salina, suggests not that he is totally respon

sible for the cruelty inflicted upon the slaves but that he 

and Missy Salina are equal participants in these crimes. 

Viewed from a larger perspective, Walker is saying that both 

the Southern aristocrats and the lower class of white people 

must share the blame for the oppression and discrimination to 

which black people in the American society have been 
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subjected. At the same time, it must be noted that more often 

than not it was a poor white' that served as the slavedriver 

and, thus, who inflicted physical punishment upon the slaves. 

Few accounts of slavery, even those that purport to be true 

accounts of conditions during the period of slavery, relate 

incidents in which the rich white plantation owner admin

istered physical punishment upon his slaves. In fact, these 

accounts suggest that when a white man drove his own slaves 

it was because he was too poor to h±re a slavedriver. He 

was also likely to have had only a few slaves. 

Another case in point is that the white people whom 

Walker describes as benefactors to the black people in the 

novel are not always Southern aristocrats. It is true that 

Randall Wheelwright, the Quaker and abolitionist who upon 

his death leaves his property to Randall Ware, is a rich man. 

But he is in no way a Southern aristocrat. Nor is Wheel

wright's friend, old Bob Quarles. In addition, Miss Lucy 

and Mr. Porter, Miss Lucy's husband, who are both far removed 

from the class of Southern aristocrats, are portrayed as the 

most humane white people in the whole novel. 

Hence, though the subjects which Walker treats in 

Jubilee often parallel those in fictional material of the 

past, the novel presents no concrete evidence that she relied 

on this material for her subjects and themes. On the other 

hand, the novel does provide strong evidence that if she does 



41 · 

make use of fictional material of the past, her own original

ity has effected a piece of fiction totally different from 

past fiction abou~ slavery. In fact, Walker's treatment of 

the life of the plantation slaves and the conditions under 

which blacks lived following the Emancipation is more in line 

with the treatment these subjects receive in Alex Haley's 

Roots than with the views given in fictional material of the 

past. 

II. Racial Conflict in the American Society 

In their treatment of racial conflict in the American 

society, Walker and Giovanni give attention to a number of 

related subjects. Among these are the reasons for the plight 

of blacks in today's society, the relative virtues of the 

white race, and the means whereby black people can achieve 

their rightful place in this society. 

Walker believes that ~he plight of black people in to

day's American society is not wholly of their own making. 34 

Rather, she believes that black people and white people must 

share the blame for the status of black people in America. 

Much of what she views as the guilt of white people is 

reflected in her delineation of the evils of slavery in 

34 
Giovanni and Walker, p. 15. 
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Jubilee: the slaves' hard physical labor from sunup to sun

down; the cruel physical punishment to which the slaves were 

subjected; and the slaves' want in the midst of the plenty 

in the Big House: sufficient food, warm clothes, decent 

shoes. Even this she does not place solely at the feet of 

white people. She thinks that the institution of slavery 

was the outgrowth of a global situation: "What happened in 

Africa wasn't all black or all white. It was a human situa

tion. Blacks in tribal wars. Whites buying and selling and 

killing--all that was part of it. History is not just one 

page of black and white. 1135 What she does fault white 

people for is their treatment of black people after the Civil 

War: "The Civil War was not over when Lee surrendered. The 

Southern whites turned on blacks with everything ••• intim

idated them away from the polls with guns. Lynching was the 

law. 036 Walker thinks that many white people in America dur

ing this period established attitudes and conduct toward 

their black brothers which continue to the present day. This 

too she places squarely on the shoulders of white people. 

In Walker's opinion, black people are not wholly respon

sible for their plight because "Black people who lived a 

hundred or a hundred fifty years ago faced odds that they 

35 Giovanni and Walker, p. 16. 

36 Giovanni and Walker, p. 15. 
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could not overcome. 11 37 These odds were, of course, the 

treatment of black people mentioned above. Furthermore, she 

thinks that duriny this time black people did what they 

could. She recognizes that not all free black people tried 

to help their slave brothers but gives credit to those who 

did. For instance, in Jubilee, Randall Ware, a free black 

man, works hand in hand with Brother Ezekiel, a Dutton 

slave, to help the slaves to freedom and to incite insurrec

tions among them. Walker's poems "Harriet Tuanan" and "The 

Ballad of the Free" support this belief~ The first poem 

celebrates the daring and bravery of a black woman who escaped 

from slavery and then turned around and made repeated trips 

back into the South to bring out other slaves, often brandish

ing a loaded revolver to urge on frightened or timid members 

of her caravan. The second poem pays tribute to such black 

men as Nat Turner, Toussaint L'Ouverture, and Denmark Vesey. 

During the Civil War years, the Reconstruction period, 

and later, black people were still doing what they could, 

Walker believes. During the Civil War years Jubilee's 

Brother Ezekiel, Randall Ware, and Jim, the Dutton houseboy, 

join the Union Army, doing whatever they can to help in the 

battle for freedom. During the Reconstruction period Randall 

Ware serves in the Georgia Legislature until the expulsion of 

37 Giovanni and Walker, p. 15. 
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the blacks by the whites. Furthermore, "In terms of labor, 

he tried to do a lot of things. He tried to go West, he was 

in the cowboy business, and he was out there squatting on 

the land just like everybody else."38 The extent to which 

Walker thinks that black people did attempt to go west and 

to squat on homesteads is reflected in her depiction of Vyry 

and Innis Brown's desperate and ceaseless struggle to find 

their own place. Because of white hostility, they must try 

four or five times before they find a place where they can 

live in peace. 

Unlike Walker, who takes one position relative to the 

reasons for the plight of black people in today's American 

society and holds to this position throughout her writings, 

Giovanni seems to shift her attitudes from time to time. In 

one instance she suggests that the plight of black people is 

due to the black man's inability to make decisions: "You 

know niggers are not free because they could not decide what 

to do when the war was over. 1139 Later, she reiterates this 

belief: 

After shooting on those Southerners they should 
have turned on those Northerners and then just 
fought it all out. What we have is a situation 
of black people, especially black men, who do 

38 Giovanni and Walker, p. 15. 

39 Giovanni and Walker, p. 13. 



45 

not have the skills to make judgments, to make 
decisions about their own lives and their own 
lifestyles. They are a dependent people. 4 0 

At another time, she expresses the idea that what she calls 

·
11 bull-shit niggerish ways" on the part of many black leaders 

and some of the sophisticated and elite black people are 

responsible for the continued inferior status of black people 

in America today. She accuses these people of being deluded 

into being the instruments by which white America controls 

the black masses. These black leaders and other elite blacks 

are, to employ her own words, "playtoys for master players. 1141 

Because she thinks that black people in Wilmington, Delaware, 

did not respond to the black revolution in the manner that 

she thought that they should have responded, she castigates 

the city. It is "a funny little negro at best" P',Wilming

ton, Delaware," Black Feeling, p. 26). These black leaders 

and other elite blacks "preach responsible revolution," which 

she wants no part of ("Black Judgements," Black Feeling, 

p. 98). In this way, Giovanni excoriates the black bour

geoisie for permitting white America to manipulate them and 

thus to make the struggle harder for the black masses. 

40 Giovanni and Walker, p. 14. 

41 Nikki Giovanni, "The Toy Poem," in Re: Creation 
(Detroit, Mich.: Broadside, 1970), p. 40. All further 
references to this work appear in the text. 
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When taken together, many of Giovanni's early poems 

reflect her belief that much of the black people's plight is 

directly attributable to white people. This belief is espe

cially prevalent in many of the poems in her first volume of 

poetry, Black Feeling. Many of these poems will be discussed 

in connection with her attitude toward the relative virtues 

of the white race. However, it might be well to note here 

that, like Walker, she also explicitly states on at least 

one occasion that the whole situation is a joint affair: 

It takes two people to make a slave: a master and 
slave •••• We are a part of the guilt of the 
system •••• We as black people have traded in 
on our so-called innocence: that we are not 
responsible for the mess we see in America. 4 2 

This discussion of the attitudes of Walker and Giovanni 

as to the reasons for the plight of black people in today's 

American society suggests that both are very much aware that 

there is no simple answer to the situation. Despite this 

knowledge, however, Walker seems fairly positive in her view 

that the blame is to be laid to both white people and black 

people. Giovanni's shifts suggest she too knows that both 

black people and white people share in what has happened in 

America. At the same time, Giovanni's emphasis upon the role 

that black people themselves have played in jbringing about 

42 
Giovanni and Walker, pp. 126-27. 
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this situation derives from her desire to emancipate the 

spirit of black people so that they will take positive action 

to alleviate this situation. No doubt their attitudes toward 

the role that white people have played in the plight of black 

people will be revealed further when we look at their atti

tudes toward the white race, the subject of the next 

discussion. 

Walker believes in a commo.n humanity which embraces all 

men. Very explicitly she expresses her feelings and beliefs 

about people, not just black people and white people in 

America but people everywhere. She states: 

I really genuinely believe in people everywhere. 
I know what the struggle of black people has been. 
I'm black and I have been through some terrible 
stuff •••• I believe deeply in a common human
ity. The black man belongs to the family of man. 
One part of that family is out of control--like a· 
virus or cancer--and that is the white man. He 
and his technological society are bent on destroy
ing the world. Everywhere the white man has gone 
with his empire, he has destroyed people, races, 
societies, cultures, and in the course of it, has 
sterilized himself. He is completely the mechani
cal man: without heart, without soul. He is the 
Tin Man of the Wizard of oz. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
But I don't believe that all the white people in 
the world are no good. 43 

These words suggest that Walker does not believe in abso

lutes. Though she knows quite well the oppression and 

43 Giovanni and Walker, pp. 1, 2. 
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discrimination to which black people in America have been 

subjected by white America, she also knows that not all white 

people have been participants in the crimes against black 

people. She recognizes that there are evil white people, but 

she recognizes also that some white people are basically 

good. The portraits of Missy Salina and Grimes in Jubilee, 

discussed earlier in this chapter, testify to her awareness 

that evil white people exist. The portraits of Randall 

Wheelwright, old Bob Quarles, Miss Lucy, and Mr. Porter, also 

discussed earlier, reveal just as clearly her knowledge that 

kind and humane white people exist also. At the same time, 

Walker's refusal to believe in absolutes also enables her to 

perceive the dual nature of some men. 

Thus, though Walker depicts Marster John as a man who 

does not recognize Vyry as his daughter; who stands by and 

permits Missy Salina and Grimes to treat her with extreme 

cruelty; who refuses to give her permission to marry Randall 

Ware, the free black man who is the father of her expected 

child; and who, through his silence, gives his consent to 

the harsh punishment which Grimes inflicts upon all the 

slaves, she yet manages to draw a somewhat sympathetic pic

ture of him. He is kind to the child Vyry and he believes 

in permitting slaves who are beyond their working years to 

live and die in peace. Though the slaves never learn for 

sure, Walker's handling of the dialogue suggests that 
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Marster John really does intend to set his slaves free upon 

his death but that Missy Salina simply ignores that clause 

in his will. 

The portrait of Mrs. Jacobson in Jubilee also attests 

to Walker's awareness of the duplicity in some people. 

Mrs. Jacobson is in many ways a kind and compassionate 

woman. She permits Vyry to bring the children to work with 

her so that they will not have to remain at home alone, she 

finds books for Minna and helps her to learn to read, she 

and her husband do all they can to help the black people in 

the community establish a church, and she supports schools 

for black children. At the same time, she can in no way 

understand Vyry's desire to remain in her own home helping 

her husband rather than to cook for her. In fact, she reacts 

quite bitterly and nastily to Vyry's announcement that she 

will no longer cook for her. 

Walker is very much aware that there are evil white 

people, good white people, and dubious white people. But 

she does not permit herself to hate even the evil ones. Per

haps these words sum up her philosophy about race relations: 

"I don't think there is anything sacred in the integrity of 

black or white •••• Any time I degrade anybody, some of 

that degradation subtracts from my spiritual self. 1144 

44 Giovanni and Walker, p. 4. 
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Several incidents in Jubilee support the idea that 

Walker feels that hating is detrimental to one's spiritual 

self. After Innid Brown whips Jim cruelly, Jim tells Vyry 

that he hates Innis Brown and that if he doesn't get away 

he is likely to kill him. Later, Vyry counsels Jim about 

_the consequences of hating: 

Keeping hatred inside makes you get mean and evil 
inside. We supposen to love everybody like God 
loves us. And when you forgives you feels sorry 
for the one what hurt you, you returns love for 
hate, and good for evil. And that stretches 
your heart •••• Now when you hates you shrinks 
up inside and gets littler and squeezes your 
heart tight and you stays so mad with peoples 
you feels sick all the time like you needs the 
doctor. Folks with a loving heart don't never 
need no doctor. (p. 383) 

Even later that same afternoon, Randall Ware makes these 

statements: " the colored people haven't got any 

friend in the white man, North or South. Average white man 

hates a Negro, always did, and always will •••• The white 

man is your natural enemy and he regards you as his natural 

enemy" (p. 397). Quite emotionally, Vyry responds in these 

words: 

I don't believe the world is full of peoples what 
hates everybody. I just doesn't believe it. I 
knows lots of times folks doesn't know other folks 
and then they gits to thinking crazy things, but 
when you gets up to peoples and gits to know them, 
you finds out they got kind hearts and tender 
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feelings just like everybody else. Only ways you 
can keep folks hating is to keep them apart and 
separated from each other. Of course I knows 
they's plenty evil peoples in the world, looks 
like thcy's just born evil and the devil's they 
companion, but I .don't believe its cause they's 
white or black. I doesn't believe every white 
person's evil and every black. person's good. It 
ain't that way, Randall Ware, it just ain't that 
way. (p. 397) 

In pitting Randall Ware against Vyry, Walker seems to be say

ing that simple justice demands the recognition of both black 

and white humanity. 

One other comment by Walker on hating reveals not only 

her belief that hating destroys one's spiritual self but also 

her determination not to blame anybody for what has happened 

to her: 

I cannot blame another for my fate 
nor a cropper full of. tears and glee. 
Why should I burgeon memories with hate? 
I have no right, and no necessity.45 

No doubt these lines refer to the fact that it is a common 

practice among many black people to blame Booker T. Washing

ton for the inferior status of black people in the American 

society. The founder of Tuskegee Institute, Washington was 

45 Margaret Walker, "Dear Are the Names That Charmed Me 
in My Youth," in October Journey (Detroit, Mich.: Broadside, 
1973), p. 31, 11. 11-14. All further references to this 
work appear in the text. 
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the black leader with whom the w~ite power structure selected 

to deal in matters relating to black people. Though he was 

long acclaimed by both black and white America as one of 

America's greatest black heroes, with the increased mili

tancy on the part of black people, it is not uncommon to . 

find many black people bitterly critical of his conciliatory 

policies in dealing with the white power structure. However, 

when these lines are viewed in relationship to Walker's over

all philosophy of life and her views on the reasons for the 

plight of black Americans, it seems likely that this is her 

way of saying that because of the resilience of the human 

spirit it can triumph over many kinds of bondage. Certainly 

Jubilee's Vyry triumphs over her bondage. No doubt Walker 

believes that because all black Americans can do the same, 

there is no need to fault any one group for the plight of 

black people. 

In complete contrast to Walker, who refuses to believe 

in absolutes, Giovanni tends to view things in an either or 

pattern, to categorize, to see things as either black or 

white, especially in her attitude toward white people. 

Giovanni is at war with the American society because of the 

crimes which she thinks that it has perpetrated against black 

people. Her own statement reveals her belief that white 

America has always wanted, and still wants, to annihilate 
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black America. 46 She reiterates this idea in one of her 

poems: 

In the beginning was the word 
And the word was 
Death 
And the word was nigger 
And the word was death to all niggers 

("The Great Pax Whitie," Black Feeling, 
p. 60, 11. 1-5) 

Again she says that white people are "so determined to 

destroy us that at this point in time they don't have to 

say, 'and remember, go get a nigger today.• 1147 

Believing that black people have constantly felt the 

weight of degradation by white people, she resents the 

American society. She resents the American society for its 

tendency to require that black people, in order to be con

sidered worthy, be more competent than white people when 

competing for jobs of any kind48 and for its failure to even 

partially accept black people until they become white carbon 

copies of them ("Of Liberation," Black Feeling, p. 45, 

11. 22-23). Further, she resents the tendency of some white 

people to call black people boy: 

46 Giovanni and Walker, p. 26. 

47 Giovanni and Walker, p. 128. 

48 Giovanni and Walker, p. 7. 



You see boy 
is universal 
It can be a 
man 
a woman 
a child 
or anything-
but normally it's 
a 
nigger 
I was told 

54 

("Universality," Black Feeling, 
p. 64, 11. l'""'.11) 

Giovanni believes that, despite all of the crimes which 

white people have perpetrated against black people, black 

people have attempted to get along harmoniously with whites. 

In fact, she thinks that black people have done much more 

than this: "We cannot overlook how we have tried. We have 

tried to say we are harmless; we have tried to say we bear 

no ill toward you; we have tried to say despite you we will 

love you. 04 9 Believing that white America has turned its 

back to black America, despite the attempts of black people 

to love white people, she can say, "All you honkies are 

alien/ to me" ("Ugly Honkies," Black Feeling, p. 83, 

11. 30-31). 

Many of Giovanni's writings suggest that white people 

are cold and sterile whereas black people are warmhearted 

and humane. In this view of white people she is quite close 

49 Giovanni and Walker, p. 31. 
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to Walker's belief that white people are mechanically-minded 

people, people who have no heart and who have sterilized 

themselves. Giovanni says of white people: "The hankie came 

from sand and snow."50 Closely related to this idea is her 

belief that white people worship money and place it above 

all of their other interests. She makes her point in this 

way: "He's got such a case about money he's transferred it 

to anything green. That's why you see those goddamn 'Keep 

Off The Grass' signs" (Gemini, p. 45}. Of course the color 

green is intended to suggest the coolness or coldness of 

white people. In another instance, Giovanni compares white 

people to black people: 

One of the things white people say about us is 
that we have no ability to delay gratification. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
A man in a cold environment has to order his 
entire life •••• This is one reason white people 
created prostitution; they could buy it and sell 
it •••• The black man on the other hand could 
take the chance of meeting someone he wanted 
because he could get out to see people; if he 
missed today he could score tomorrow. When to.
morrow is going to be freezing you have to score 
today. (Gemini, pp. 92-93} 

Later, Giovanni says that white people hate "Negroes, chil

dren, and sex" (Gemini, p. 45). Taken together, these com

ments suggest that Giovanni deplores the tendency of some 

50 Nikki Giovanni, Gemini (New York: Viking, 1971}, 
p. 83. All further references to this work appear in the 
text. 
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white people, and of some black people also, to speak deroga

torily of what they assume to be the extremely sensual nature 

of black people. They suggest also the belief held by many 

blacks that the Federal government established centers for 

counseling mothers and expectant mothers for the sole purpose 

of ultimately reducing the number of black people in America. 

Giovanni's view of white people as cold and sterile and 

of black people as warmblooded and humane may perhaps be her 
,.-·· 

way of saying that white people,have lost all pot~ntial for 

redeeming mankind but that in black people lies the redemp

tion of humanity. At the same time, she can also say that 

black people have far to go before they will be capable of 

redeeming humanity: "Yeah, we are the body and the blood. 

We are the salvation. But we too need a transplant. Vital 

organs cannot survive in a decaying body" (Gemini, p. 127). 

Though the dominant note in Giovanni's early works, 

especially in her angry political poems and in Gemini, is 

one of animosity toward white people, in reality she posits 

diverse views of white people. At one time she places 

absolutely no trust in white people: 

You would not trust your life to a wolf or tiger 
no matter how many tricks they can learn 
You would not turn your back on a cobra 
Even if it can dance 
Do not trust a hankie 
They are all of the same family 

("Of Liberation," Black Feeling, p. 47, 
11. 27-32) 
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At another time she suggests that all white people conspire 

together to work against the best interests of-black people. 

Accordingly, she places Hubert Humphrey and Edmund Muskie 

into the same category of "alien honkies" into which she 

puts Spiro T. Agnew and Richard Nixon. Lyndon Johnson is 

no better. Yet, at another time she says that" ••• the 

uglies kill / all the pretties / like .john and bobby" ( "Ugly 

Honkies," Black Feeling, p. 81, 11. 5-6; p. 82, 11. 8-10) • 

In fact, neither John Kennedy nor Robert Kennedy receives 

an unkind word in Giovanni's writings. Therefore, even she 

recognizes that there are some white people concerned about 

the welfare of black people. In this view, she is of the 

same opinion as Walker. Any real difference in the views 

of the two writers on this point would be merely a matter of 

numbers. No doubt Giovanni would limit the number of white 

people whom she views as real friends to black people to a 

far smaller number than would Walker. 

Despite Giovanni's many derogatory statements about 

white people, her creative writings present the distinct 

impression that she does not hate them. Rather, they sug

gest that her deep humanity and compassion make it impossible 

for her to really hate anybody. It is true that she seems to 

think that on the whole white people have refused to love 

black people. But then many black people think the same way, 

Walker excepted. But since Giovanni strongly believes that 
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many whites refuse to love black people and since she was 

"emotionally trained to' love those who love" her (Gemini, 

p. 33), she finds it difficult to express her deep humanity 

and compassion for white people in the same manner in which 

she expresses her love for black people. 

In numerous instances, Giovanni herself tells us that 

she does not hate. On one occasion she says, "People kept 

calling me a hater, and really I'm a lover. Nobody knows 

how much I do love all that is lovable" (Gemini, p. 51). 

Again, in a letter to a once intimate but now distant friend, 

she questions their breakup: ti • not at all because I 

hate because you know I don't hate and not because I'm vio

lent because you know I'm not violent" ("Letter to a 

Bourgeois Friend," Black Feeling, p. 30, 11. 9-11). In addi

tion, the element of sympathy for the underdog and of affec

tion for and understanding of the elderly which threads 

through so many of her writings reveals her deep compassion. 

Further, when her interest in the black revolution seems to 

be waning somewhat, Giovanni admits her tendency to cate

gorize and reveals her true nature: 

and sometimes on rainy nights you see 
an old white woman who maybe you'd really 

care about 
except that you're a young Black woman 
whose job it is to kill or seriously 
make her question 
the validity of her existence 
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and you look at her kind of funny colored eyes 
and you think 
if she weren't such an aggressive bitch she 

would see 
that if you weren't such a Black one 
there would be a relationship but anyway--it 

doesn't matter 
much--except you started out to kill her and 

now find 
you just don't give a damn cause it's all 

somewhat of a bore 
("Categories," My House, p. 29, 11. 16-23, 
p. 30, 11. 1-6) 

When these comments are viewed in combination with the fact 

that Giovanni once jumped out of a car in front of a truck, 

thereby jeopardizing her own life, when a white baby fell 

out of a car in front of her (Gemini, p. 54), one gets the 

distinct impression that Giovanni does not hate white people. 

How, then, can be explained Giovanni's derogatory com

ments about white people, especially since she feels that 

the black man's basic inability to make decisions throughout 

the history of black people in America has contributed sig

nificantly to the plight of black people in today's American 

society? Could it be perhaps that these derogatory comments 

reflect her desire to follow Leroi Jones and the other angry 

young black writers who tend to deplore everything white and 

who want to build their own little black world and isolate 

themselves from American society at large? The majority of 

her creative writings suggest that this is not at all the 

answer. I believe that the explanation lies in her advice 
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to the 1972 graduating class of Wilbet'force College: "You 

must do what you think is important, [in] the way you think 

is important, being trapped neither by the past of your 

people nor your future personal hopes" (My House, p. x). 

Giovanni's derogatory comments about white people probably 

derive from her belief that it is her job to make black 

people realize that it is impractical for them to depend on 

the good nature of white people in the elimination of racial 

inequality and discrimination in America. In this manner, 

she prompts black people to take positive action in their 

own behalf. 

In many of her literary works Walker explores the 

various means employed by black people through the years in 

their fight for freedom, justice, and equality. Her treat

ment of this subject gives some indication of the extent to 

which social protest permeates her works. At the same time 

it provides a clue as to the degree of her own militancy. 

Her first published work, For My People (1942), contains 

elements of protest, most often in a relatively mild form. 

It has already been noted that "For My People" calls for the 

emancipation of the spirit of black people. "We Have Been 

Believers" asserts outright that black people no longer 

believe in the absolute superiority of the white man's, juju 

and that their "fists bleed/ against the bars with a strange 

insistencyll (p. 17, 11. 8-9). "Southern Song" protests the 
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lynchings and the activities of the Ku Klux Klan: "I want 

no mobs to wrench me from my southern rest;/ no forms to 

take me in the night and burn my shack/ and make for me a 

nightmare full of oil and flame" (p. 18, 11. 11-13). 

''Delta 0 denounces the exploitation of black people by white 

people: "we tend the crop and gather the harvest/ but not 

for ourselves do we labor,/ not for ourselves do we sweat 

and starve ••• " (p. 21, 11. 22-24). "Since 1619" wonders 

how long black people will stand by and passively accept 

the treatment accorded them by white people: "When will I 

burst from my kennel an angry mongrel,/ Lean and hungry and 

tired of my dry bones and years?" (p. 26, 11. 15-16). Thus, 

in her first published poems Walker protests the many 

injustices which black Americans have suffered and calls for 

more militant actions in their struggle for equality and 

justice. 

The element of protest in Jubilee has been touched upon 

several times in this chapter. Further, the depiction of 

slavery and the recording of the kinds of treatment that 

black people received from white people during the Recon

struction period and later are in themselves forms of pro

test. However, specific parts of the novel suggest Walker's 

attitudes toward the methods that the slaves and former 

slaves employed or sought to employ in their struggle for 

freedom and equality. For example, at the Big Meeting held 
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at the Rising Glory Baptist Church, the slaves, a free black 

man, and a white abolitionist discuss the wisdom or merit of 

an uprising. Uncle Joe, one of the oldest slaves on the 

Dutton plantation, is totally opposed to the slaves' attempt

ing to secure their freedom in any way: 

That's foolish talk you talking, boy, foolish and 
dangerous, too •••• Well you know what God told 
Ham, don't you? You know what we is, don't you? 
Just hewers of wood and drawers of water •••• 
Ain't none of them uprising yet went free •••• 
I ain't jumping out like that poor boy got chewed 
to pieces by the dogs. What us gwine do, mean
time? Meantimes us pray, that's what. (pp. 42-43) 

On the other hand, " ••• all of the slaves did not feel as 

Uncle Joe felt. Big Boy, Sam, and the younger ones were 

willing to listen to the free black man suggesting a fight 

for freedom. You could see the anger in their faces and 

their frustration" (p. 43). Though Walker does not in these 

comments explicitly state whether she agrees with Uncle Joe's 

philosophy of waiting on the Lord or whether she advocates 

the use of an uprising, which would necessarily involve some 

form of violence, her kind and sympathetic treatment of 

Brother Ezekiel and Randall Ware throughout the novel sug

gests that she was aware that at that time, the slaves' only 

alternative was to resort to violent methods, for even upon 

their deaths, few slave owners granted their slaves freedom. 

However, Walker does not think that after the Civil War 

violence should have been used as a method of achieving 



63 

equality and justice. Rather, she thinks that education and 

skills on the part of black people are the effective tools 

by which black people will achieve their rightful place in 

the American society. Randall Ware's speech reflects this 

belief: 

When you can read and write and the white man can't 
make a fool of you, he never likes it •••• I say 
one of the first things we have to do is educate 
our children •••• Nobody is going to give us any
thing. We're going to have to fight and struggle 
for it just like it took years of fighting and 
struggling to end slavery. The white man is 
fighting education •••• (pp. 395-96) 

The element of social protest in Walker's next volume 

of published works, Prophets for a New Day (1970), is 

stronger than that in any of her other works. In many of 

these poems she assumes a more militant stance than the one 

taken in her earlier works. This assumption is reflected in 

a number of ways. First of all, Walker includes poems about 

street demonstrations, sit-ins, and the activities of the 

freedom riders. Of those who participated in the street 

demonstrations, she says, "The fighting may be long/ And 

some of us will die/ But liberty is costly." 51 She lauds 

the first students to stage sit-ins as "Those first bright 

51 Margaret Walker, "Street Demonstration," in Prophets 
for a New Day (Detroit, Mich." Broadside, 1970), p. 7, 
11. 6-8. All further references to this work appear in the 
text under Prophets. 
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young to fling your names across pages/ Of new southern 

history" {p. 10, 11. 5-6). In these lines she laments the 

deaths in Mississippi in 1963 of two white and one black 

civil rights workers: "Three faces/ mirrored in the muddy 

stream of living/ young and tender like/ quiet beauty of 

still water" {"For Andy Goodman--Michael Schwerner--and 

James Chaney," p. 19, 11. 1-4). Taking her cue from the 

slogan of the freedom riders, Freedom Now, Walker writes: 

"Time to wipe away the slime/ Time to end this bloody 

CrJ..·me" ("Now," p 9 11 33 34) • I • - • 

The black leaders to whom Walker pays homage in many of 

these poems also reflect her more militant attitude. One of 

these poems is made up of a series of wignettes in which she 

celebrates the feats of Denmark Vesey, who after buying his 

own freedom studied the French Revolution and the successful 

slave revolts in Haiti and then organized an unsuccessful 

slave revolt aimed at the seizure of Charleston, South 

Carolina; of Nat Turner, who organized the most violent slave 

revolt in the history of America, a revolt which resulted in 

the killing of a number of white men, women, and children; 

and, of course, of John Brown. In a group of these poems 

she likens a number of black leaders to the prophets of old. 

Included among the black leaders are Thurgood Marshall, the 

Isaiah who sits in the City of New York "Condemning the 

guilty and the violent/ Threatening the complacent/ 
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Criticizing the kings seated on thrones/ And promising 

deliverance to a remnant of his people," and Martin Luther 

King, Jr., the Amos" • with a vision of brotherly love/ 

With a vision and a dream ••• " {p. 24, 11. 30-32; p. 25, 

11. 14-15). Finally, Walker extols the contributions of 

Malcolm X and asks: "When and Where will another come to 

take your holy place?/ Old man mumbling in his dotage, or 

crying child, unborn?" {p. 18, 11. 13-14). 

Thus, Walker's high praises for the participants in 

street demonstrations, the college students who staged sit

ins, and such leaders as Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

Thurgood Marshall suggest that she definitely believes that 

non-violent forms of militancy can be powerful weapons in 

the black people's struggle for equality and justice. At 

the same time, her praises for Nat Turner, Denmark Vesey, 

and Malcolm X suggest that she thinks that even violence can 

effect equality and justice for black people. It has been 

noted, however, that she felt that the slaves' only alterna

tive was to employ some form of violence in order to achieve 

their freedom. Turner and Vesey fall into this category. 

On the other hand, Malcolm X was not a slave. Perhaps under

lying her high praises for Malcolm is the fact that for all 

Americans, black and white, he serves as a kind of symbol. 

Several years before his death, Malcolm shifted from his 

former stance in which he advocated separatism and preached 
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the doctrine of an eye for an eye to a stance in which he 

advocated working with civil rights groups and whites in 

order to gain equality. Hence, he is a symbol of the two 

alternatives Americans face today: a peaceful solution to 

the racial problem, with blacks and whites working earnestly 

together, or hatred, violence, and open warfare. No doubt 

it is this later stance of Malcolm's that Walker extols so 

highly. Her own words inform us that she is opposed to 

violence in any form: "I'm not willing to set up a heroic 

example of violence in any form. 1152 She posits, instead, as 

a powerful weapon in the fight of black people for freedom, 

an understanding between blacks and whites that will take 

them to the conference table to work out the problems by 

peaceful, non-violent means. 53 In her belief that such a 

solution is possible, Walker is repeating her belief in a 

common humanity and her faith in the American dream. 

The above discussion reveals that Walker explores the 

various methods employed by black people in their fight for 

freedo~, justice, and equality in works written throughout 

much of her life. Giovanni, however, focuses upon this 

subject primarily in her early works. Her later works 

52 Giovanni and Walker, p. 27. 

53 Giovanni and Walker, pp. 33-35. 
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reflect a waning interest in the black revolution and only 

occasionally and incidentally speak to the means whereby 

black people may achieve their rightful place in today's 

American society. 

Giovanni contends that before black people struggling 

for justice and equality can employ any method effectively, 

they must first admit their share in "the mess we see in 

America. 1154 Once they have admitted this guilt, black 

people will be able to employ a number of weapons effec

tively. One of the methods which she thinks may be employed 

effectively is violence. In fact, in her early poems 

Giovanni almost preaches a message of violence. Believing 

that for the most part black men have failed to respond to 

white racism in America, she finds merit in the riots and 

shootouts with the police because she has respect "for people 

who are making decisions and saying you are on notice, we 

will fight back. 11 55 Lauding the untiring efforts of the 

Indians and the Vietnamese, she holds that "You fight and 

you fight. 1156 She thinks that people should fight even when 

they feel pretty sure that they will not win: "You might 

54 Giovanni and Walker, p. 125. 

55 Giovanni and Walker, p. 26. 

56 Giovanni and Walker, p. 29. 
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not be able to win completely, but you hurt him and next time 

he's somewhat weaker. 1157 Sarcastically she says, "Blessed 

is he who kills/ For he shall control this earth" ("A 

Litany for Peppe," Black Feeling, p. 57, 11. 19-20). In what 

is often considered her most bitter and angry political poem, 

she asks: "Can a nigger kill a hankie?" ("The True Import 

of Present Dialogue, Black vs. Negro," Black Feeling, p. 19, 

1. 5). There is no doubt that during the composition of her 

early creative writings Giovanni believed quite strongly 

that "It is un-American, if not dangerous, not to fight" 

(Gemini, p. 15). 

But Giovanni believes that black people will also find 

other methods effective in their fight for equality and 

justice. First, she calls for black people to submerge 

their differences and to unify ("Of Liberation," Black 

Feeling, p. 49, passim). She thinks that black people will 

have traveled a long way toward unification when black 

leaders and other elite black people cease their "bull-shit 

niggerish ways": "that your death/ responsible negro is 

the first step/ toward my reclamation" ("Concerning One 

Responsible Negro," Black Feeling, p. 53, 11. 11-14). Once 

black people are unified, they will be able to stop three 

evils: political oppression, economic exploitation, and 

57 Giovanni and Walker, p. 29. 
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social degradation. Black people must eliminate these evils 

by coming into power or getting control: 

it's a question of power 
which we must wield 
if it is not 
to be wielded 
against 
us 

("Love Poem," Black Feeling, p. 34, 11. 26-31) 

In order to gain political power, black people must gain 

political control of black communities by not permitting 

themselves to be whitewashed by white people and by getting 

white people out of their meetings and parties, thereby 

leaving black people to initiate and plan their own strate

gies ("Of Liberation," Black Feeling, p. 46, 11. 14-17). 

Though Giovanni does agree elsewhere that white people should 

be permitted to participate in these activities, she never 

admits that they should be permitted to participate in the 

decision-making process. 5 8 

Next, black people must gain economic control by estab

lishing and patronizing black businesses in black communi

ties. These black businesses can in turn hire black workers, 

thus broadening the economic base of all black people. With 

the political oppression and economic exploitation of black 

58 Giovanni and Walker, p. 132. 
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people eliminated, white people will cease to degrade them 

socially. 

Thus, in sortte instances the views of Walker and Giovanni 

on racial conflict in the American society are somewhat 

similar; more often, however, they are radically different. 

Whereas Walker believes in a common humanity but yet recog

nizes the good and evil in some members of both races, 

Giovanni often categorizes, concluding that white people are 

evil, cold, and sterile and black people humane and warm

hearted. In reality, however, Giovanni posits diverse views 

of white people so that we must conclude that she, like 

Walker, recognizes that some white people are sincerely con

cerned about the welfare of black people. Whereas Walker 

holds that both whites and blacks share the blame for the 

inferior status of blacks in today's American society, 

Giovanni thinks that the principal cause of the inferior 

status of black people is that black men have historically 

failed to make decisions and to respond to white racism in 

an acceptable manner. But Giovanni also believes that 

because white America has consistently forced upon black 

America an estrangement which black America never wanted, 

white America has contributed greatly to the inferior status 

of black people. Finally, Walker, though recognizing the 

need for slaves to employ some form of violence in order to 

achieve their freedom, is directly opposed to black people's 
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using any form of violence today in their fight for equality 

and justice. Rather, she thinks that black people must 

improve their education and skills, which will in turn become 

powerful tools in the fight for equality and justice. She 

strongly believes that the only possible solution to the 

racial problem is real understanding between the two groups-

an understanding that will take them to the conference table 

to work out peaceful, non-violent means of dealing with the 

problem. Though Giovanni believes that unity among all black 

groups and black political and economic power can be powerful 

tools in the fight of black people for equality and justice 

in today's American society, she strongly holds that the 

proper response to violence is violence. 

III. Family Relationships 

Because the poets' views of black men and black women 

are so closely connected to their views on family relation

ships, the present discussion will include their treatment 

of these two subjects. Walker believes that members of a 

family should be together. This belief accounts for the 

persistence of Jubilee's Vyry in taking Jim and Minna with 

her when she tries to escape from slavery, despite her knowl

edge that having them with her greatly reduces her changes of 

escaping safely. To this belief can also be attributed 
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Vyry's remaining on the plantation for seven years--a part 

of which time she knows that the slaves have been set free-

for Randall Ware, her husband and the father of her children, 

to return to her. One gets the distinct impression that had 

there been any other alternative, she would have waited even 

longer. 

Jubilee also reflects Walker's views on marriage. As a 

slave, Vyry "jumps the broom" with Randall Ware, technically 

not a real marriage. When Randall Ware does not return after 

seven years, she marries Innis Brown. After she has lived 

with Innis Brown for five years, Randall Ware shows up and 

tells her that according to the law of Georgia she is still 

his wife, if she wants to be, and that technically :she is a 

bigamist. The two men decide to leave the final decision up 

to Vyry. In all probability Walker's ideas as to what con

stitutes a real marriage parallel those expressed by Vyry in 

her attempt to explain to Randall Ware her decision to remain 

with Innis Brown: 

Innis and me has got a marriage, Randall Ware. We 
has been through everything together, birth and 
death, flood and fire, sickness and trouble. And 
he ain't never thought once about hisself first; 
he always thought about us. (pp. 408-09) 

And when Randall Ware tries to influence her decision by 

reminding her that he can give her anything her heart 

desires--home, money, education for the children, . 
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everything--she shakes her head and continues thus: "Big 

house don't matter to me. I was a slave in a Big House and 

I knows that don't mean warm loving home and peaceful night's 

sleep" (p. 409). It seems, then, that in Walker's opinion 

the ingredients of a happy marriage are an unswerving sense 

of loyalty; love; and a commitment to meeting the needs of 

the family, a commitment so strong that it allows for no 

selfishness whatever. 

We see much of this same opinion in Walker's attitude 

toward the black man. "Epitaph for My Father" in October 

Journey reflects not only her view of one black man in the 

history of America but also her abiding love and affection 

for her father and her view of the role that a father should 

play in the family. Though the poem celebrates many of her 

father's accomplishments, it is his role as a father that 

she reiterates again and again. She recalls his willingness 

to assume responsibility for the livelihood of the family: 

" ... my father's hours spent in toil/ From teaching daily, 

preaching Sundays/ Tailoring at night to give us bread" 

(p. 22, 11. 15-17). She celebrates his participation in the 

lives of his children: holding them on his knee, taking them 

to parades, conversing with them late at night, and profes

sing indescribable joy at the birth of his first grandchild 

(pp. 21, 23, 24, passim). 
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Previous discussions in this chapter have already noted 

Walker's opinion of the strength of the black man in the 

history of America. Some of the men to whom she pays tribute 

demonstrated physical bravery: Nat Turner, Gabriel Prosser, 

Toussaint L'Ouverture, and Denmark Vesey; others demonstrated 

either mental or moral courage: Martin Luther King, Thurgood 

Marshall, and numerous others. It is a tribute to Walker 

that she recognizes that mental and moral courage are as much 

a manifestation of real courage as is physical bravery. 

There is no doubt that Walker believes that throughout his

tory black men have exhibited considerable strength, often 

in the face of overwhelming odds. 

Like black men, black women have, in Walker's opinion, 

exhibited considerable strength. Her depiction of Vyry in 

Jubilee is concrete evidence of this belief. Vyry's deter

mination to keep her family together, her resilience of 

spirit after each disaster which confronts her family, and 

the manner in which she takes the lead in putting the pieces 

together again in order to make a living for herself, 

Miss Lillian, and their children after the Yankee soldiers 

have ransacked the plantation all testify to her extreme 

mental and physical bravery. The picture of her grandmothers 

also reflects Walker's belief that black women have, indeed, 

been strong endurers ("Lineage," For My People, p •. 25, 11. 1-12). 
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About family relationships, there is no doubt as to 

what Giovanni believes: 

One key to an understanding of Nikki is to realize 
the pattern of her conviction. The central core 
is always associated with her family: the family 
that produced her and the family she is producing. 
To Nikki family is love. She has reached a simple 
philosophy more or less to the effect that a good 
family spirit is what produces healthy communi
ties, which is what should produce a healthy 
nation. (Foreword, My House, p. xi) 

In what is often considered her signature poem, "Nikki-Rosa," 

Giovanni manages to tell us something about her childhood. 

Though the family experi:ences poverty and oppression of all 

kinds, the dominant note is one of happiness, pleasure, and 

joy, for "Black love is Black wealth" (Black Feeling, p. 59, 

1. 6). In these few words Giovanni has captured the essence 

of what so many black people have experienced. Despite the 

hard times, the discriminations, and the injustices, love 

among family members not only makes life endurable but also 

makes living a joy. 

Giovanni's ideas on marriage are reflected in these 

lines from her autobiography: "Or as a relative of mine in 

one of her profound moments said, 'Marriage is give and 

take--you give and he takes.' Even if that's true, so what? 

Somebody has to give and somebody take" (Gemini, p. 137). 

Clearly, Giovanni thinks that a real marriage is possible 
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only when both partners divest themselves of a concern for 

who is giving or taking more and interest themselves in work

ing harmoniously toward common ends. 

Another of Giovanni's ideas about marriage derives from 

her belief that there is a deep-rooted hostility between 

black men and black women. When a black man and a black 

woman marry, built-in problems already exist. She thinks, 

however, that because this hostility lies in the failure of 

the partners to talk, there is hope for a marriage that 

flounders: "I don't think a woman cares where she walks if 

you'll let her walk with you. And I don't think a man cares 

that she talks if she'll talk to him" (Gemini, p. 147). 

Giovanni's view of black men seems exactly opposed to 

that of Walker. As noted earlier, Giovanni attributes the 

inferior status of black people in today's American society 

primarily to the consistent failure of black men to respond 

to white racism in an acceptable manner. Holding that black 

men refuse to do in a concerted way what must be done to 

control white men and, instead, run to white men to explain 

their rights, she sees them as a basically weak, passive, 

compliant group without any real power in the American 

society (Gemini, p. 144). She believes also that the strong 

attraction that some black men feel for white women is cost

ing black men their cultural, spiritual, emotional, and even 

physical lives (Gemini, p. 143). 
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Despite this completely negative picture which Giovanni 

paints of black men, she does recognize the extreme diffi

culty which they face in attempting to assert their manhood. 

She notes that whenever a black man attempts to protect his 

family, he is jeopardizing his physical life. At the same 

time, he cannot walk away from words or gestures and still 

be a man (Gemini, p. 146). She notes further that very 

little of the existence of black men depends on their own 

acts, for their women--mothers, wives, sisters, lovers-

control their lives, often in a somewhat irresponsible 

manner. She is not suggesting, however, that the structure 

of the black family is matriarchal. She is assuming, cor

rectly I believe, that since black women seldom have power 

over anything, the black family is not matriarchal; rather, 

it is matrilineal, many generations living under one roof 

(Gemini, p. 124). At any rate, such a family structure 

exposes black men to feminine influences which are not always 

for the best. 

Since Giovanni is very much aware of the plight of black 

men in the American society, no doubt this negative picture 

of them is intentionally designed to awaken them to the real

ity of their situation: "There are two realities within the 

Black community and two within the white. One is the reality 

of men and the other that of women. Black men control the 

black reality as white women control the white" (Gemini, 
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p. 103). Hence, because Giovanni believes that the weight 

of blackness ultimately falls on black men and that it is 

their response which will determine the position of black 

people in America, she paints this negative picture in the 

hope that it will shock them into taking some positive action 

that will eventually effect justice and equality for black 

people in America. 

Giovanni's view of black women is in complete contrast 

to her view of black men. Lauding the strength of black 

women, she boasts, "We black women are the single group in 

the West intact. We are, however, the only group that 

derives its identity from itself" (Gemini, p. 144). She 

recognizes, however, that black women often use their power 

and strength against black men. This practice, she thinks, 

is not good. Since black women have this strength and since 

it is not bad to be used by someone you love, black women 

should subordinate their strength and let black men be the 

leaders. This subordination will please black men while at 

the same time it helps to rebuild their egos. Such action 

will, in the long run, result in a nation of strong black 

men who can and will take positive action in the struggle of 

black people for justice and equality. 

Hence, this discussion of Walker's and Giovanni's treat

ments of family relationships points up both similarities and 

differences. Their attitudes about relationships among all 
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family members are basically the same in that they believe 

that there must be a strong commitment on the part of each 

member to all of the other members. Though they approach 

the subject of marriage from somewhat different directions, 

there is no significant difference in their attitudes toward 

what constitutes a real marriage. Walker's belief that com

plete selflessness is a necessary component of a real mar

riage parallels Giovanni's belief that a real marriage is 

possible only when the two partners are devoid of a concern 

for who is giving or taking more. In addition, through talk

ing, which Giovanni recommends, a husband and wife reveal 

their needs and desires to each other, making possible the 

strong commitment which both writers view as a necessary part 

of a true and lasting marriage. Their attitudes toward black 

men are markedly different, Walker believing that black men 

have demonstrated considerable strength throughout the his

tory of black people in America and Giovanni believing that 

throughout history they have been a weak, passive, compliant 

lot. Both, however, praise the strength of black women. 

Though Walker treats physical love between man and woman 

only infrequently in her writings, the few comments that she 

does make suggest that she thinks that it is especially 

important. The description in Jubilee of love between Vyry 

and Randall Ware partially reveals her attitude toward love: 
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She lay often in the arms of Randall Ware after 
that first time of shock. She could not remember, 
when the summer was over, how many nights they had 
lain under the stars and he had made love to her 
in the cornfields; nor could she speak in knowing 
ways of the hot young blood of passion that flowed 
between them, fumbling and simmering like a fever 
in her flesh. She ceased to struggle against him, 
for she was certain when he was near there would 
be no frightening dreams in the night to shake her 
awake on her pallet screaming after Mammy Sukey 
and crying after Aunt Sally. She drowned the sor
row and the horror of Grandpa Tom and the branding 
of Lucy, and the ordeal of those women at the hang
ing in the sharp sweetness of his love plunging 
through her flesh. Everything in the distant past 
died and the present went far away. All the pain
ful knots inside melted. (pp. 107-08) 

Thus, Walker knows the passion of love between man and woman, 

but she also knows love's power to soothe, to comfort, to 

blot out the problems of the everyday world. 

Giovanni comments on physical love between man and woman 

perhaps more than on any other one subject. Taken together, 

her love poems explore practically every facet of love between 

man and woman ever alluded to. Her frequent comments on love 

between man and woman, in comparison with Walker's infrequent 

ones, can perhaps be explained by the fact that she achieved 

adulthood during the early sixties, a period in which the 

American society'.s attitudes toward open discussion of sex 

were much more liberal than during the thirties, in which 

Walker achieved adulthood. Further, her open discussion of 

sex follows the trend of her contemporaries, both black and 

white. At the same time, perhaps her frequent comments on 
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sex derive from her sincere belief that complete honesty, 

presented in concrete terms, makes for a healthy people and, 

thus, a healthy uation. At any rate, her love poems exhibit 

a number of attitudes toward loving and being loved. Though 

it seems unlikely that all of these poems relate her own 

personal experiences, they do reflect a deep perception of 

the love relationship. 

With no embarrassment whatever, she recalls a young 

girl's first sexual experience with a boy {"Poem," Black 

Feeling, p. 13). This poem indicates her awareness that to 

most young girls the loss of their virginity is no world

shattering event, but rather just another occurrence in their 

lives. "A World Is Not a Pleasant Place to Be" suggests the 

loneliness of live without love (My House, p. 15). These 

lines reveal her belief in the power of love to blot out 

all else: 

Ever want to crawl 
in someone's arms 
white out the world 
in someone's arms 

("Ever w·an t to Cr awl," Women and Men, 
p. 22, 11. 13-16) 

In an untitled poem, she relates the pain of a love no longer 

warm (My House, p. 27). "A Certain Peace" reveals her belief 

that a love relationship, if it is to be a lasting one, must 

not be too confining (My House, p. 21). "I Remember" 
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suggests that sexual intimacy reveals more about one's lover 

than does any other means: "these things I learned through/ 

a simple single touch/ when fleshes clashed" {My House, 

p. 20, 11. 11-13). 

Giovanni knows also that true love does not make unneces

sary demands upon one's loyalty: 

i've noticed that i'm happier 
when I make love 
with you 
and have enough left 
over to smile at my doorman 

{"The Way I Feel," Women and Men, 
p. 25, 11. 1-5) 

She realizes that the wealth that love brings makes the lack 

of material wealth insignificant: 

but you held me 
one evening and now I know 
the ultimate luxury 
of your love 

("Luxury," Women and Men, p. 29, 11. 18-21) 

Finally, she recognizes that true love has its own language 

and, thus, need not be put into words ("Something to Be Said 

for Silence," Women and Men, p. 38). 

IV. Black Folk History 

Another subject treated by both Walker and Giovanni is 

that of black folk history or culture. Much of the concern 
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which the two writers manifest in black culture and history 

may be attributed to the facts that both are black, and that 

an interest in oi1e's own culture is common to human nature. 

At the same time, they feel that white America has tended to 

strip black America of its cultural heritage. Evidence of 

Walker's belief is reflected in her comment that because 

white people are mechanically-minded people with no real 

heart, they have destroyed civilizations wherever they have 

gone. This comment refers, of course, to the actions of 

white people in the history of world civilizations and cul

tures. Yet her concern with the preservation of black folk 

history implies her belief that this destruction has also 

been practiced by the white people in America. On the other 

hand, Giovanni's participation in the black revolution and 

the Black Arts movement attests to her belief not only that 

white America has stripped black America of its cultural 

heritage but also that it has done so consciously and 

systematically. 

Though many black writers in the past, feeling that 

white America wanted no part of black people, attempted to 

disassociate themselves from America by reveling in memories 

of their African homeland, more recent black writers have 

accepted the fact that their experiences in America are very 

much a part--perhaps even more than the African element--of 

their cultural heritage. In fact, some black writers go so 
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far as to assert that more than any other American--the 

Anglo-Saxon, Italian, German, or Jew--the black American is 

a distinct product of the American environment, molded and 

fashioned by his experience in America. As a result, black 

writers often express in their creative writings a sense of 

identification with a particular region. Both Walker and 

Giovanni do this. 

In both the novel Jubilee and many of her poems, Walker 

attempts to preserve folk history. Jubilee attempts this 

preservation in a number of ways. First, the entire story, 

in its depiction of the life of a black woman in the South 

during the antebellum years, the Civil War years, and the 

period of Reconstruction and reaction, is the history of 

black people in America, individual experiences from planta

tion to plantation being quite similar. Second, lines from 

black spirituals, long recognized as the invention of the 

plantation slave via Africa, serve as headnotes for many of 

the sections of the novel. For instance, lines from "Swing 

Low, Sweet Chariot," "Flee as a Bird to the Mountain," "I Arn 

a Poor Wayfaring Stranger," "Deep River," and many other 

spirituals are headnotes to relevant sections. At the same 

time, Jubilee emphasizes the slaves' use of these spirituals 

to express their hopes and their joys; their sorrows, frus

trations, and fears; and their despair. Vyry can even judge 

Aunt Sally's mood at a particular time by the spiritual she 
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is singing. This novel also reflects the role of the church 

in the lives of the plantation slaves, the church often being 

the only note of real joy in their lives. A dominant theme 

throughout the novel is that only a belief that God would 

eventually send them a Savior to lift them from the bonds of 

slavery made the lives of the slaves endurable. 

In addition, Jubilee incorporates many superstitions 

which the slaves supposedly brought with them from Africa, 

much folklore about the use of certain weeds and herbs in, 

curing certain sicknesses, and many old sayings thought to 

have originated with black people. Thus, Aunt Sally says 

to Vyry: 

My Maw says that us colored folks knows what we 
knows now fore us come here from Affiky and that 
wisdom be your business with your womanhood: 
bout not letting your foots touch ground bare
footed •••• don't take no hazing with 
water •.••• don't let they footses straddle 
the rows in the fields less the crops will 
shrivel up and die. (p. 45) 

At one point in the novel Vyry explains to Grimes and the 

patterroller with him how she plans to use the weeds and 

herbs that she is gathering: 

Now that there is mullein. I takes mullein and 
pinetop and salt and I does different nother 
things with different ones. Mullein bath is 
good for the feets and legs to stop swelling 
and heart dropsy. (pp. 83-84) 
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And during the quarrel between Vyry and Innis Brown about 

his whipping Jim so cruelly, both Vyry and Innis Brown spout 

out a lot of old sayings: "ain't nothing hurt a duck but 

his bill"; "I'm a little piece of leather, but I'm well put 

together"; "and that's just the same as meeting your grand

daddy drunk"; and "put that in your pipe and smoke it" 

(pp. 3 7 7-7 8) • 

A number of Walker's poems are attempts to preserve 

black folk history. Her first volume of poetry, For My 

People, is divided into three parts. The entire second part 

is a series of poems which employ the ballad stanza to relate 

the fascinating feats of diverse black people. Included in 

this group of poems are "Molly Means," a black hag and 

witch; "Bad Man Stagolee," an all-right black man who slew a 

policeman and escaped without being lynched; "Poppa Chicken," 

a "sugah daddy"; and "Big John Henry," a black man more than 

six feet tall and stronger than a team of oxen. 

Prophets, Walker's second volume of poetry, also con

tains several poems which preserve black history. In a 

series of vignettes, "Ballad of the Free" celebrates the 

deeds of Nat Turner, Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, 

Toussaint L'Ouverture, and John Brown. Paula Giddings has 

analyzed "Happy Toad" and found that the poem employs 
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Nigerian myth to convey its deeper meaning. 59 In a sense, 

even such poems as "Harriet Tubman," "To Paul Laurence 

Dunbar," and "For Mary McLeod Bethune" are attempts to pre

serve black folk history. 

Walker's sense of roots in the South is reflected in a 

number of her poems. At one time she says, "My roots are 

deep in southern life." On another occasion, she writes, 

"I want my body bathed again by southern songs." On still 

another occasion, she repeats this point: "I am a child of 

the valley/ We with our blood have watered these fields/ 

and they belong to us" (For My People, p. 19, 1. l; p. 18, 

1. l; p. 20, 1. l; p. 23, 11. 27-28). In these lines she 

recalls her childhood in the South and the many unpleasant 

occurrences there: 

I dream again of my childhood land 
of a neighbor's yard with a redbud tree 

and winding roads from the top of a hill. 

Then when I touch this land again 
the promise of a sun-lit hour dies. 
The greenness of an apple seems to 
dry and rot before my eyes. 

("October Journey," October Journey, p. 12, 
11. 30-32, 35; p. 13, 11. 5-8) 

59 "A Shoulder Hunched against a Sharp Concern," Black 
World, 21 (Dec. 1971), 24-25. 



88 

These references reveal that at least some of Walker's 

deep feeling for the South is a love ·of its natural scenery. 

But then many black writers have praised this feature of the 

South while similtaneously they have attempted to disassoci

ate themselves from it in every other way. But Walker's 

sense of identity with the South goes far beyond mere love 

for its natural scenery. It extends beyond her knowledge 

that it is the land which sustained her, and her parents, 

and grandparents, and great grandparents before her, still 

holding some of them in their graves. Ultimately, it is her 

recognition that the South, whether for good or bad, has 

nourished her dreams and visions and prophecies; her fan

tasies of freedom and pride; and her strident demands 

(''Jackson, Mississippi," Prophets, p. 12, 11. 28-31). Thus, 

her sense of roots in the South becomes a life force which 

cannot be denied. Then, too, she recognizes the cruel oppres

sion to which she as a black person has been subjected by the 

South, and in her own way conducts a personal vendetta 

against its injustice and tyranny. She recognizes also, as 

some writers have not recognized, that this injustice and 

tyranny is not peculiar to the South, that though often vague 

and ill-defined, it is an everpresent reality of the North 

as well: 
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Call me home again to my coffin bed of soft warm clay 
I cannot bear to rest in frozen wastes 
Of a bitter cold and sleeting northern womb. 
My life dies best on a southern cross 
Carved ou~ of rock with shooting stars to fire 
The forge of bitter hate. 

("Birmingham," Prophets, p. 14, 11. 27-32) 

Thus, Walker recognizes that she belongs to the South and 

that the South in turn belongs to her. 

Giovanni's creative writings suggest that she had a num

ber of reasons for attempting to preserve black folk history. 

One of these reasons may be summed up in her own words: "The 

forces that be don't want anyone to keep her own history." 

Later she says, "A person needs something all his own" 

(Gemini, p. 6; p. 114). First and last, Giovanni's aim is to 

foster black pride and black consciousness. Even those poems 

that reflect a waning interest in the black revolution and 

the American political system continue this interest. Her 

primary aim is to build culture heroes and at the same time 

to rebuild what she thinks white America has torn down. 

Giovanni's ideas of black culture heroes differ markedly 

from those of Walker. It is true that some of the black 

leaders to whom she pays tribute parallel those celebrated 

by Walker. At the same time, Giovanni's culture heroes in

clude such blacks as Rap Brown, Stokely Carmichael, Angela 

Davis, Aretha Franklin, Nina Simone, James Brown, and Leroi 

Jones. Her reason for including Rap Brown, Stokely Car

michael, Angela Davis, and Leroi Jones as culture heroes needs 
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no comment. The others in this list are black musicians who, 

according to Giovanni, have a message for black people. As 

such, they are indeed worthy of being included among her cul

ture heroes, for to her the history of a people lies not only 

in the experiences of the deep past but in all of the experi

ences of black people of all times. Though Giovanni has writ

ten neither a novel about slavery nor ballads which preserve 

black folk history and culture, a number of her creative 

writings do attempt either to preserve certain art forms 

associated with black people or to call attention to the 

contributions of blacks in the various arts. Since several 

of the poems which do these things will receive considerable 

attention later, I will mention here only that "Mastercharge 

Blues" and "The Great Pax Whitie" revive the blues and folk 

preaching, respectively, both forms thought to have origi

nated with black people, and that "Revolutionary Music" 

notes the contributions of numerous black popular singers. 

Many of Giovanni's poems reflect a warm feeling for the 

south. Much of this warm feeling is bound up with memories 

of her early childhood in the South. "Knoxville, Tennessee" 

expresses the pleasure she received while visiting her grand

parents during the summer (Black Feeling, p. 65). At the 

same time, some of her warm feeling for the South derives 

from her experiences with black people during her involvement 

with the voter registration activities of the Student 
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Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. "Alabama Poem," "Poem" 

(For TW), and "Conversation," which relate these experi

ences, reflect her gratitude for the hospitality black 

Southerners accorded her (Black Feeling, p. 6; My House, 

p. 11; Re: Creatio~, p. 33). 

Giovanni also includes among her writings a number of 

poems about Africa. "Africa" expresses a hope that the 

tension between black Americans and Africans will cease. 

"Nights" contrasts the content and peacefulness of a night 

in Africa with the anger and fear of a night in New York. 

"Africa I" sets forth the idea that any notions which black 

people may have about roots in Africa are merely dreams 

(Women and Men, pp. 43, 49; My House, p. 47). 

Although Walker is concerned to share black folk history 

with white people so that they may better understand black 

people, Giovanni wants to preserve it so that black people 

will have "something all their own" and so that black chil

dren will know that they "come from somewhere." Whereas 

Walker wrote numerous works which actually do preserve black 

folk history, Giovanni does this in relatively few works. 

Both Walker and Giovanni identify with the South, Walker to 

a far greater degree than Giovanni. Finally, both give some 

attention to the notion of the African roots of black people. 

However, Giovanni seems to deny the existence of any real 

ties with an African motherland. 
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V. Giovanni: The Elderly 

Giovanni traats a number of subjects which Walker barely 

touches upon. Usually, however, only one or two poems speak 

to these subjects. One subject which she does treat some

what extensively--the last subject to be considered in this 

study--is the elderly. Because of Giovanni's concern for 

old people, she relates quite well to them. Barbara Crosby, 

her intimate friend, says of her: "She has a specific 

ability and need to function with old ladies, and many of 

her girlfriends ••• are over fifty" (Foreword, Gemini, 

p. ix). The accuracy of Crosby's statement is reflected in 

"Poem" (For Anna Hedgeman and Alfreda Duster), addressed to 

two friends over fifty who, Giovanni says, "birthed and 

nursed/ my Blackness" (My House, p. 53, 11. 14-15). Further, 

"When I Die" expresses the wish that someone will tell her 

son Tommy that "his mother liked little old ladies with/ 

their blue dresses and hats and gloves" (My House, p. 37, 

11. 10-11) • 

One of the dominant themes threading many of Giovanni's 

creative writings is that because elderly people are possessed 

of so much wisdom, young people can learn much from them. 

This sentiment receives vivid expression in "Alabama Poem," 

which relates her personal experiences with two old South

erners in connection with the voter registration activities 
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of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee 

(Re: Creation, p. 33). Giovanni strikes out against the 

flippancy which the young so often display toward the elderly: 

'that ain't no reason to be uppity' 
and the sun beat down on my head while 
a dragonfly admonished my flippancy 

("Conversation," My House, p. 11, 11. 20-22. 

"A Very Simple Wish" reflects her awareness of the generation 

gap: 

since the old refused 
to discipline us 
we now refuse 
to discipline them 
which is a contemptuous way 
for us to respond 
to each other 

(Women and Men, p. 45, 11. 17-32) 

"Swaziland" expresses the need for the young and the old to 

relate to each other: 

i am old and need to remember 
you are young and want to learn 
let's dance together 

(Women and Men, p. 44, 11. 16-18) 

Some of Giovanni's poems suggest her concern for the 

poverty and loneliness of many elderly people. "For a Lady 

of Pleasure Now Retired" reflects her compassion for the 

victim of a desperate social condition which forced her to 

sell herself in order to survive: 
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she is old now not only from years 
but from aging 

she asks nothing 
seems to have something 
to give but no one to give it 
to if ever she gave it 
to anyone 

age requires happy memories 
(Re: Creation, p. 30, 11. 7-8, 18-23) 

"Conversation" laments the failure of many people to find 

time for aging parents and grandparents: 

'i guess the children help you a lot you got grandchildren 
haven't you' 
'oh the children they come and go always in a hurry 
got something to do ain't no time for old folks 
like me' 

(My House, p. 11, 11. 8-12) 

"Once a Lady Told Me" strikes out against the blindness of 

people who, when they are young, unwittingly make unreason

able demands upon their parents and later insist that their 

aging parents live with them: 

my children wanted my life 
and now they want my death 

(Women and Men, p. 5, 11. 19-20) 

These last two lines reflect Giovanni's recognition of the 

need of old people for familiar places and things. She gives 

considerable attention to this idea in Gemini, where she 

relates her efforts to help find a house for her grandmother 

Louvenia, who after living in one neighborhood for long 
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years, was forced to move to accommodate the construction of 

a "wide, clean, military-looking highway." Giovanni describes 

the situation this way: 

All gone, not even to a major highway but to 
a cutoff of a cutoff. All the old people who 
died from lack of adjustment died for a cutoff 
of a cutoff. (pp. 9-10, passim) 

This discussion of subjects and attitudes in the works 

of Walker and Giovanni reveals that though they treat a 

number of subjects in common, their attitudes toward these 

subjects are usually somewhat, and occasionally radically, 

different. No doubt many of the differences exist because 

Walker does not believe in absolutes, can see nothing as all 

black or all whiter whereas Giovanni tends to categorize, to 

put everything in an either or pattern. Because Giovanni 

often shifts her position on various subjects, it is some

what difficult to derive definitive conclusions regarding 

some of her attitudes. Nevertheless, the study does suggest 

certain attitudes on the part of the two writers. 

As black writers whose central theme is the black experi

ence, Walker and Giovanni naturally give considerable atten

tion to the racial conflict in the American society. 

Throughout her writings Walker attributes the inferior status 

of black people in the American society to both whites and 

blacks; holds that black people, including black men, have 



96 

demonstrated considerable strength and courage in the fight 

for freedom and equality; affirms her belief in a common 

humanity while recognizing that there are good and evil 

people in both races; and while admitting the need for the 

slaves to use some form of violence to secure their freedom, 

absolutely opposes any form of violence as a weapon to be 

used by blacks in their fight for equality and justice in 

today's American society. On the other hand, Giovanni, 

though she blames both whites and blacks for the inferior 

status of black people, places the primary responsibility 

upon black men, whom she sees as a weak, compliant lot who 

have never responded to white racism in an acceptable manner; 

thinks that for the most part white people conspire together 

against the best interests of black people; and suggests that 

the proper response to violence is violence. 

Both Walker and Giovanni believe that complete selfless

ness and loyalty make for strong family relationships, includ

ing that of marriage, and extol the strength of black women. 

Walker deals only infrequently with love between the sexes, 

yet manages to convey the idea that it is especially impor

tant because of its power to blot out the problems, frustra

tions, and fears of the everyday world, at least momentarily. 

Giovanni's comprehensive coverage of this subject attests to 

the importance that she attaches to it. 
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Because Walker and Giovanni think that white America has 

robbed black America of its cultural heritage, they use some 

of their writings to preserve black history and culture. 

In the novel Jubilee; thirteen ballads; several poems about 

her Southern, Jamaican, and African roots; and several others 

about black leaders, Walker attempts to preserve black his

tory in order to foster human brotherhood. Giovanni uses 

some of her works, notably "Revolutionary Music," "The Great 

Pax Whitie," and "Mastercharge Blues," to preserve art forms 

associated with black people; some to build black culture 

heroes; and others to deny the existence of any real ties 

with an African homeland. First and last, her aim is to 

foster black consciousness and pride. 

Finally, Giovanni gives a great deal of attention to the 

subject of the elderly. Lamenting the poverty and loneliness 

of many aging people, deploring the flippancy of the young 

toward the elderly and the generation gap, and hoping for 

better relations between the two age groups, she reveals her 

own deep compassion and humanity. 



Chapter III 

Form and Technique in Representative Poems 

A study of the techniques which Margaret Walker and 

Nikki Giovanni employ in their poetry reveals both similari

ties and differences. Sometimes the two poets employ similar 

poetic devices; at other times each has her own special 

techniques. Even, however, when they employ poetic devices 

in common, each gives them her own peculiar rendition so that 

the finished products are almost always completely different. 

Moreover, each poet's philosophy of the purpose of art and of 

how a work of art should be evaluated largely determines not 

only the particular techniques she employs but also the 

manner in which she employs these techniques. 

Walker believes that a work of art should appeal to the 

"cultivated taste." First, it should be judged not on the 

basis of personal, moral, or social considerations but on the 

extent to which it conforms to or deviates from artistic and 

aesthetic standards. Second, it should be judged in terms 

of the extent to which an author succeeds in his initial 

intent. For her, form and content cannot be separated. The 

two are inextricably bound, the content determining the form 

rather than the form determining the content. 60 With a solid 

60 Giovanni and Walker, pp. 59-63, passim. 

98 
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foundation of traditional academic education, Walker is often 

the classicist, concerned with genres, balance, clarity, and 

finish. But whether she is employing conventional classical 

forms or non-traditional forms, she is always the conscious 

craftsman striving earnestly to correlate technique with 

content. 

Unlike Walker, Giovanni thinks that" ••• art is not 

for the cultivated taste. It is to cultivate taste." In 

her opinion really great art permits the involvement of all 

persons who choose to become involved, not just the culti

vated literati. A work of art should not be judged solely 

on its conformity to artistic or aesthetic criteria. It 

should be judged also in terms of social considerations, by 

far the more important of the two.6 1 Hence, it would appear 

that for Giovanni the content, or social message, is the work 

of art. Yet, even her early poems suggest that though ideol

ogy may have been of greatest importance, it was not all. 

And her later poems suggest quite strongly that ideology is 

far from all. In fact, her later poems suggest that in her 

own way she is as much a conscious craftsman as is Walker. 

By this time she has "transcended her early obsession with 

ideology and is now more concerned with craft and • • • con -

structing and building ••• rather than ••• tearing down. 1162 

61 Giovanni and Walker, pp. 77, 62. 

62 Giovanni and Walker, pp. 56-57. 
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A look at the poetry of Walker and Giovanni in terms of 

their use of forms; the extent to which they employ imagery, 

figurative language, and allusion; their use of musical and 

rhetorical devices; and their language and punctuation in 

general will reveal the extent to which they rely on or 

depart from traditional techniques. 

I. Forms 

Though Walker employs several conventional forms, she 

makes only infrequent use of three of them: the epitaph, 

the elegy, and the ode. Her one epitaph commemorates the 

life of her deceased father. Beginning with his early child

hood in Jamaica, covering his journey to America--a journey 

from which he never returned--and ending with his death, 

this epitaph emphasizes her father's academic achievements 

and honors, his love for his family, and his deep humility 

and integrity (October Journey, pp. 19-25). Like early 

epitaphs, Walker's poem is serious and dignified, completely 

devoid of any of the humor of more recent epitaphs. The long 

lines, about midway between unrhymed iambic pentameter (blank 

verse) and free verse, contain many of the cadences of 

natural conversation and thus are a perfect medium for the 

lofty sentiments of the poem. 
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Walker has also written only one ode, an elaborate lyric 

characterized by dignified, sincere, and imaginative diction; 

an intellectual tone; and lofty sentiments. Following 

Pindar's odes honoring the champions of the Olympic games and 

tournaments, the ode is often public in nature. American and 

English poets recognize three kinds of odes: the Pindaric 

ode, with its divisions into strophe, antistrophe (these two 

are alike in form), and epode (different in form from the 

first two); the Horatian ode, which consists of only one 

strophe (stanza); and the irregular ode, in which all pre

tense at stanzaic pattern may be discarded. The irregular 

ode affords the poet greater license than do the Pindaric and 

Horatian odes. 

Considering Walker's ceaseless efforts to achieve 

originality in her poetry, she naturally opts for the irregu

lar form as the medium for "Ode on the Occasion of the 

Inauguration of the Sixth President of Jackson State College." 

Her only attempt at anything like the elaborate form of the 

ode is limited to a division of the poem into three parts. 

The title itself suggests the public nature of this ode. The 

use of such expressions as bronzed and sepia men for black 

people, as the spirit nascient for the emerging spirit of 

black people, and as halcyon days for the calm and peaceful 

pre-slavery days of black people contributes to the dignified 
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and imaginative diction of this ode; the numerous Biblical 

and classical allusions give dignity to its tone. 

The first part of the ode ~riefly notes the various 

states or conditions under which black people and their 

ancestors have lived: the calm and peace of the years before 

they were brought to America in chains, the "toil and 

trouble" of almost three centuries of slavery, and the frus

tration of the years following the Emancipation: 

when chains of bondage fell from shackled limbs 
and not from minds and hearts 
still chained in ignorance, 
and circumscribed by prejudice and hate. 

(October Journey, p. 27, 11. 6-9) 

It then labels education for black people a miracle, corning 

as it did when both newly freed slaves and former masters 

were mired in "darkest ignorance." Thus, these preliminaries 

help to place Jackson State College, "born in a House of 

Prayer/ and in the consciences of Christian Hearts," within 

the tradition of education for black people and thus a 

miracle in itself (October Journey, p. 28, 11. 4-5). 

The second part of the ode briefly describes the geo

graphical regions in Mississippi from which Jackson State 

students come "with hunger for truth" and the man being 

inaugurated as president: "fresh from the war . ... / he 

found the high tides of his destiny/ our destiny ••• 
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(p. 28, 11. 16, 30-31). One of his tasks is to help black 

people realize their dream: 

that all men everywhere may see 
the blinding face of truth 
and thus may know 
and knowing may be forever free. 

(p. 29, 11. 7-10) 

The third division of the ode calls upon the cardinal 

bird of truth to "sing a paean" for the president and steady 

his hand as he guides Jackson State College in the years 

ahead (p. 29, 11. 19-24). Hence, Walker's subject matter-

the past, present, and future hopes of her people--is indeed 

lofty and grave. 

Two of Walker's poems may be termed elegies, poems in 

lamentation of the dead. "For Andy Goodman--Michael 

Schwerner--and James Chaney" laments the deaths of three 

civil rights workers, two whites and one black, murdered in 

Mississippi in June, 1964. Because some of the content of 

this poem was noted earlier, I shall mention here only the 

fact that though this poem is not a strict pastoral elegy in 

the sense that Milton's "Lycidas," Spenser's "Astrophel," and 

Shelley's "Andonais" are pastoral elegies, it does employ 

some of the conventions of the pastoral elegy. For example, 

there is an expression of the grief felt in the loss of the 

three young men; the poet questions their untimely deaths: 

"Young and tender like/ quiet beauty of still water" 
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(Prophets, p. 19, 11. 2-4); all nature mourns: the burned 

blossoms of the dogwood tree tremble, the wild call of the 

cardinal troubles the Mississippi morning, and the mourning 

dove broods over the meadow (p. 20, 11. 29-32); and there is 

a reversal of the ordinary processes of nature as a result 

of the deaths: "summer leaf falls never turning brown 

(p. 20, 1. 37). In addition, the call to the dove to mourn 

the deaths of the young men includes a consolation or decla

ration of belief in some form of immortality: 

Sing their sorrow 
Mourn their pain 
And teach us death 
To live and love with them again! 

(p. 21, 11. 14-17) 

The presence of these conventions of the pastoral elegy, 

somewhat veiled but nonetheless present, reveals that this 

poem has much in common with Walt Whitman's "When Lilacs 

Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd," which also employs conven

tions of the pastoral elegy, hidden almost beyond recognition. 

Walker's "Elegy," which laments the death of 

Professor Manford Kuhn, bears no resemblance whatever to the 

pastoral elegy. Divided into two parts, the poem reflects 

first upon the life cycle, described in terms of the four 

seasons of the year, and then upon the inevitability of 

death, marked by quiet sleep and inward peace. The poem does 

culminate with a declaration of belief in immortality. No 
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doubt the particular form of immortality which the poet 

envisions is given in specific reference to Professor Kuhn: 

We live again 
In children's faces, and the sturdy vine 
Of daily influences: the prime 
Of teacher, neighbor, student, and friend 
All merging on the elusive wind. 

(Prophets, p. 32, 11. 2-6) 

Though Walker makes infrequent use of the epitaph, the 

ode and the elegy, her poems in these genres reflect her 

tendency to rely upon classical forms; demonstrate her skill 

in varying these forms and thereby indicate a degree of 

originality all her own; and confirm the belief that for her, 

form and content are inseparable. 

Walker makes frequent use of the sonnet, a lyric poem 

of exactly fourteen lines. Perhaps as the result of her 

classically-oriented education, she prefers the Italian 

(Petrarchan) sonnet to the English {Shakespearean) sonnet. 

The Italian sonnet is characterized by a bi-partite division 

into octave and sestet, the octave consisting of a first 

division of eight lines rhyming abbaabba and the sestet, or 

second division, consisting of six lines rhyming cdecde, 

cdccdc, or cdedce. Typically, "the octave bears the burden: 

a doubt, a problem, a reflection, a query, an historical 

statement, a cry of indignation or desire, a vision of the 

ideal. The sestet eases the load, resolves the problem or 
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doubt, answers the query, solaces the yearning, realizes the 

vision. 1163 Though the strict Italian sonnet adheres to this 

two-fold division, is usually written in ia~bic pentameter, 

and properly allows no more than five rhyme schemes, some 

English and American poets have experimented with and thus 

varied the division, the rhyme schemes, and the meter. 

Walker has been one of the experimenters with this form 

of the sonnet. Of her ten sonnets, four--"Iowa Farmer," 

"Memory," "Dear Are the Names That Charmed Me in My Youth," 

and "For Paul Laurence Dunbar"--vary the bi-partite structure 

(For My People, p. 55; p. 56; October Journey, p. 31; p. 33). 

"Childhood," though keeping the bi-partite structure, varies 

the pattern of content. Thus, both the octave and the 

sestet set forth two related but distinct problems: the dis

content of the miners in the red hills and the hatred of the 

sharecroppers in low cotton country, respectively (For My 

People, p. 53). In respect to rhyme schemes, only ."Our Need" 

and "For Mary McLeod Bethune" adhere to the abbaabba pattern 

of the octave and employ no more than five rhymes (For My 

People, p. 57; October Journey, p. 32). "Childhood," "The 

Struggle Staggers Us" (For My People, p. 58), "Whores" (For 

My People, p. 54), and "Dear Are the Names" both vary the 

abbaabba pattern in the octave and employ more than five 

63 Charles Gayley, as quoted in C. Hugh Holman, A Hand
book to Literature (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1972), p. 504. 
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rhymes. "Iowa Farmer," "Memory'~ (For My People, p. 56), 

"Dunbar," and "For Malcolm X" do not have set rhymes. Only 

"Malcolm X" is not written in iambic pentameter. 

"Our Need" and "Malcolm X" demonstrate Walker's effec

tive use of this form not only when she adheres to its rigid 

patterns but also when she varies these patterns. "Our Need" 

employs the bi-partite structure, the octave rhyming abbaabba 

and the sestet rhyming cddcee. These two divisions follow 

the typical pattern of content. The octave poses this ques

tion: If untimely death should prevent wise men from passing 

on their wisdom to guide the present age, "What price upon 

their wisdom can we stake/ if ultimately we would live, not 

break/ beneath a swift and dangerous undertow?" (For My 

People, p. 57, 11. 6-8). The sestet provides the answer: 

"We need a wholeness born of inner strength:/ We need the 

friendly feel of human forms/ and earth beneath our feet 

(p. 57, 11. 9, 13-14). The iambic pentameter lines are 

especially appropriate; they move somewhat rapidly and jerk

ily in the octave to accord with the uncertainty and insta

bility of a life denied the wisdom of past ages and achieve 

a slower and therefore more stately movement in the sestet 

to accord with the confidence, assurance, contentment, and 

peace that would naturally accompany finding an alternate 

solution, or sense of direction. 
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Employing the bi-partite division for "Malcolm X," 

Walker in the octave calls for all black people, "the vio

lated ones with gentle hearts"; the "violent dreamers whose 

voices echo clamors of our cool capers"; and the "gambling 

sons, hooked children, and bowery bums," to gather around 

Malcolm's coffin to mourn his death (Prophets, p. 18, 

11. 1-8). In the sestet she asserts that his sandpapering 

words have cut open the breasts and dug scalpels in the 

brains of black people and asks, "When and Where will another 

come to take your holy place?/ Old man mumbling in his 

dotage, or crying child, unborn?" (p. 18, 11. 12-14). Be

cause set rhyme and a regular metrical pattern do not accord 

with the grave subject matter and solemn tone of this poem, 

Walker here employs free verse, a form well suited to both 

the subject matter and Malcolm's own make-up: his large 

physical stature, the bold simplicity of his speech, his 

revolutionary ardor, and his fearlessness. Thus Walker 

blends the bi-partite division of the Italian sonnet, free 

verse, and something in the nature of the pastoral elegy to 

produce highly effective comments on Malcolm's significant 

contributions to black Americans. 

Because of its definite restrictions, the Italian sonnet 

presents a challenge to the poet and requires that he exer

cise all of the technical skills at his command. Walker 

successfully meets this challenge. Her sonnets reveal her 
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complete mastery of this form, whether she elects to write 

according to its rigid patterns or to experiment with its 

divisions, rhyme schemes, or meter. 

In a number of poems Walker employs one other conven

tional form--the ballad. Of the thirteen ballads which she 

has written, nine are included in For My People (1942); two 

of them, "The Ballad of the Free" and "The Ballad of the 

Happy Toad," are included in Prophets (1970); and one, 

"Harriet Tubman, "which first appeared in Phylon in 1944, is 

included in October Journey (1973). Thus, Walker's interest 

in the ballad has extended over a considerable period of 

time. Recognizing its traditional use as an encasement for 

folk culture, she employs this form to relate the experiences 

of diverse black people. 

Typically, the ballad presents a single highly dramatic 

episode in simple narrative form, makes use of the super

natural, develops the themes of physical courage and love, 

deals with the domestic experiences of common people, gives 

only slight attention to description, develops its action 

through dialogue, and often culminates in a summary stanza. 

Typically also it employs the ballad stanza--a quatrain 

rhyming abcb with alternating lines of iambic tetrameter 

and iambic trimeter--and extensive repetition, either the 

refrain, the repetend, or incremental repetition. 
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In appropriating the ballad form for her own use, 

Walker in some instances adheres closely to its traditional 

characteristics; at other times she widely deviates from 

them. Both her treatment of the content of her ballads and 

her use of the ballad stanza reflect this adherence. Though 

most of her ballads present single highly dramatic episodes, 

some of them, like "Poppa Chicken" and "Gus, The Lineman," 

present more than one episode. "Teacher" does not present 

a single episode. Because all of the content of "Teacher" 

is given over to characterization of the central figure, it 

becomes a kind of portrait. Similarly, several of the bal

lads devote so much content to characterization that they 

too become portraits. "Big John Henry," "Kissie Lee," and 

"Two-Gun Buster and Trigger Slim" provide such portraiture. 

One effect of this extensive characterization is that what 

one hears most often is the poetic voice rather than dia

logue between the characters. It must be noted, however, 

that often the characterization relates past actions of the 

heroeG. 

Most often, physical courage and love are the themes of 

Walker's ballads. However, "Molly Means" and "The Ballad of 

the Hoppy Toad" explore themes relating to views of 

Christianity, other traditional beliefs, and superstitions 

among black people. In fact, only these two ballads make 

obvious use of supernatural elements. Molly Means is "a hag 
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and a witch;/ Chile of the devil, the dark and sitch" who 

through "her black-hand arts and ••• evil powers/ cast 

her spells and called the dead" (For My People, p. 33, 

11. 1-2, 19-20). Supernatural elements in "The Happy Toad" 

will be noted later. Finally, Walker's ballads deal with 

the domestic experiences of common black people--"Teacher" 

may be considered the one exception, but even if his occupa

tion excludes him from this class, his actions definitely 

ally him with it--and most of them culminate in summary 

stanzas. 

Though Walker often employs the ballad stanza, her 

natural instinct for form often dictates that she vary this 

rigid pattern to suit her content. "Poppa Chicken," "Yalluh 

Hammuh," "Teacher," "Harriet Tubman," and "The Ballad of the 

Free" employ the strict ballad stanza. In these poems depar

tures from this form are so minor as to be revealed only 

through extremely close analysis and scansion. Though writ

ten in quatrains, "Kissie Lee" and "Two-Gun Buster and 

Trigger Slim" vary both the rhyme scheme and the metrical 

pattern. Both are written in iambic tetrameter, the four 

lines rhyming aabb. "Gus, The Lineman" varies from the bal

lad stanza only in its metrical pattern. No doubt Walker 

hopes to suggest through its iambic dimeter the brevity of 

life which often results from Gus's extremely hazardous occu

pation: installing or repairing telephone, telegraph, or 
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other electrical power lines. "Stagolee" and "Big John Henry" 

are not divided into stanzas; rather, they are written 

throughout in iambic tetrameter couplets. In all probabil

ity, Walker feels that a form which divides the whole into 

parts and employs iambic trimeter, a relatively short line, 

is not well suited to these poems, for the continuous lines 

and the larger number of longer lines (now doubled) effected 

by this variation perfectly accord with the almost Herculean 

strength with which she endows these two folk heroes. 

"Molly Means" employs not the quatrain but a six-line stanza 

followed by a two-line repetend rhyming aabacc dd. 

Walker often employs the repetition characteristic of 

the folk ballad. Only rarely does she use the refrain, 

which usually repeats in its entirety and at pre-determined 

places within the poem. The one instance of the refrain 

which I found appears in "The Ballad of the Free": "The 

serpent is loosed and the hour is come/ The last shall be 

first and the first shall be none/ The serpent is loosed 

and the hour is come" (Prophets, pp. 10-11, passim). These 

three lines are repeated in their entirety after each vig

nette celebrating a hero's feats. Occasionally Walker 

repeats lines, phrases, or words. Usually, however, when 

she repeats these units, she, like Coleridge and Poe, is 

likely to use the repetend, which repeats only partially but 

at pre-determined places within the poem. Frequently, this 
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repetition is incremental; this is, it repeats lines and 

phrases in such a way that their meaning is enhanced either 

by their appearing in a changed context or by minor succes

sive changes in the repeated portion of the ballad. Lines 

from "Molly Means" provide an excellent example of Walker's 

use of the repetend and demonstrate the manner in which she 

makes her repetition incremental: "There goes the ghost of 

Molly Means./ Dark is the ghost of Molly Means./ Cold is 

the ghost of Molly Means./ Where is the ghost of Molly 

Means?/ Sharp is the ghost of Molly Means./ This is the 

ghost of Molly Means./ Lean is the ghost of Molly Means" 

(For My People, p. 33, 11. 8, 16, 24, 32; p. 34, 11. 8, 16, 

24). One of these lines regularly follows the line "Old 

Molly, Molly, Molly Means~ and the resultant two lines always 

occur after one of the six-line stanzas. 

"Long John Nelson and Sweetie Pie" and "The Hoppy Toad" 

vividly illustrate Walker's skill in giving to the ballad 

form her own stamp of individuality and originality. Written 

in nine quatrains of iambic tetrameter, "Long John" has 

almost as many different rhymes as there are quatrains. These 

different rhymes suggest the completely unnatural and shifting 

relationship of the two main characters. Long John and ': 

Sweetie Pie live together, Sweetie Pie cooking out to earn 

their livelihood while Long John remains at home. Each night 

she brings Long John his dinner and almost spoonfeeds him. 
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Afterward she "fusses" and "picks a fight" with him until he 

beats her and "gives her hell." Later she loves him "half 

the night." This sequence of activities continues until 

Long John leaves her for a "yellow gal" newly come to town 

and takes a job. Unsuccessful in her pleas to get Long John 

to return to her, Sweetie Pie gets sick, wastes away, and 

eventually dies. Upon Sweetie Pie's death, Long John quits 

his job and "leaves his yellow bride." 

From the beginning through the fifth stanza, Walker 

effects rapid movement in "Long John" through the use of 

numerous short vowel sounds: /I/ as in lived, pick, him, 

with, and this; /ae/ as in~, began, fat, and, and 

black; /E/ as in center, fed, then, beg, together, and 

mellow; and /au/ as in gown, town, and outa. Beginning with 

the sixth quatrain, she slows down the movement considerably 

through the use of numerous long vowel sounds: /e/ as in 

stay, day, and wasted; /ai/ as in bride, tried, died,!, 

cry, and night; and /u/ as in true, do, blues, and through. 

This slower movement correlates perfectly with the content 

of the last four stanzas: Sweetie Pie's pleas for Long John 

to return to her, his refusal, and her total dejection and 

defeat. The content of these stanzas parallels the first 

part of a blues song, the movement of which is usually some

what slow. 
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In "The Hoppy Toad" the speaker, upon seeing the 

"goopher man" throw dust around her door, prays to God, but 

to no avail. One day a big horse, the hoppy toad, comes 

stomping after the speaker, who runs for advice to Sis Avery, 

known for working her own kind of juju. In the nick of time, 

Sis Avery grabs the horse's mane. Simultaneously, the 

goopher man comes running down the road and the horse begins 

to "sweat and shrink down" first to a "teeny" horse and then 

to a toad. Still running down the road, the goopher man 

hollers, "Don't kill that hoppy toad!" But Sis Avery kills 

the horse; the goopher man dies at the same moment (Prophets, 

pp. 29-30). 

The deeper meaning of the poem has been interpreted 

thus: 

The toad in Nigerian myth was responsible for 
man's reappearance after death on earth in another 
and inferior form. The horse symbolizes the power 
to infuse man with the spirit of god, evil or 
good, which can completely dominate the soul. In 
African mythology and belief, evil not only mani
fests itself in an actual embodiment, but that 
embodiment has a protean nature •••. The poem 
speaks of the relationship between an imposed 
belief, in this case Christianity, and the tradi
tional formulas for living. When Christian prayer 
failed, goopher hexes had to be used to counter 
goopher hexes. It was the implementation of tra
ditional beliefs which maintained the moral order 
of the comrnunity.64 

64 . dd. 24 Gi ings, p. . 
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In simple ballad form, Walker successfully fuses Nigerian 

myth and supernatural elements to communicate an attitude 

common to many black cultures: the need for traditional 

beliefs even in the midst of a strongly Christian society. 

Cognizant that for many black Americans this is a very 

serious matter, she attempts to correlate the form to the 

grave subject matter. She does so by reducing the musical 

effects inherent in a too strict rhyme scheme and metrical 

pattern. She relaxes the strict rhyme scheme by employing 

either no end rhyme or approximate end rhyme in the first 

and third lines of each refrain. Examples of the approximate 

rhyme are nothing/ stomping, running/ lurching, throw/ 

door, and corn/ gone. Frequently she varies the iambic 

tetrameter lines by adding an extra unstressed syllable: 

ti / Iv 1/ J I/ I/ Iv "Ain't been on market street for nothing." 

In summary, with a few exceptions the content and iambic 

movement of Walker's ballads conform to the characteristics 

of this traditional form. Often, however, she uses the 

poetic voice to describe her characters, thereby limiting 

both the amount of dialogue between them and the amount of 

action in which they engage. In so doing, she paints a 

number of portraits. At times she varies the traditional 

rhyme scheme and metrical pattern in order to achieve cer

tain musical effects; at other times she aims at correlating 

sound with content. The form her repetition most frequently 
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takes is not the refrain, common to many folk ballads, but 

the repetition of the names of her characters. When she 

does repeat lines, phrases, and words, she tends to make the 

repetition incremental so that it moves the story along. In 

addition to moving the story along, this kind of repetition 

greatly reduces the monotony which attaches to the refrain 

and presents a musical effect which is quite pleasing to 

the ear. 

In complete contrast to Walker, who makes frequent use 

of conventional forms, Giovanni almost never employs either 

stanzaic forms or fixed forms. Among the five volumes of 

poetry considered in this study, I found only one poem with 

repeated units having the same number of lines, the same 

metrical pattern, and the same rhyme scheme. This poem, "On 

Hearing 'The Girl with the Flaxen Hair,'" employs the ballad 

stanza and meter. It is written in quatrains, rhyming abcb, 

with alternating lines of iambic tetrameter and iambic tri

meter (Black Feeling, p. 4). The exact rhymes of the second 

and fourth lines, the rapid meter, and the numerous mono

syllabic words suggest that this poem is merely a playful 

but bitter imitation of "The Girl with the Flaxen Hair." 

One other poem, "The Game of Game," is made up of nine lines. 

The first two lines are iambic trirneter, the next five lines 

are dimeter with various kinds of feet, and the last two 
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lines are iambic dimeter. This poem is a game, literally, 

for here Giovanni is obviously playing with meter. 

Giovanni gives us her reason for avoiding rhyme: 

i wanted to write 
a poem 
that rhymes 
but revolution doesn't lend 
itself to be-bopping 

("For Saundra," Black Feeling, 
p. 88, 11. 1-5) 

The fact is, however, that even after her interest in the 

black revolution has begun to wane, Giovanni refrains from 

using conventional forms. No doubt for her, conventional 

forms, with their set rhymes and metrical patterns, belong 

to the white aesthetic. To write in such forms would consti

tute an obvious contradiction of the black aesthetic. A 

further reason for her avoidance of conventional forms is 

that their formal literary idiom would prevent her from com

municating with many black people, the audience to whom her 

poems are specifically addressed. 

The form Giovanni selects as an effective means of com

municating with the black masses is a kind of free verse 

with neither regular meter nor regular rhyme. Bearing no 

resemblance to the divisions of stanzaic form, the lines in 

her poems follow each other without formal grouping, the 

breaks dictated by units of meaning. In fact, some of her 

poetry reads like prose. Yet her poetry possesses an 
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essential rhythrn--the rhythm of natural speech. Often she 

approximates the natural rhythms of black speech. In the 

large majority of her poems, she, like Walker, attempts to 

correlate sound and sense. 

The following lines from "No Reservations" {for the 

black revolution) reflect Giovanni's attempt to approximate 

the natural speech of black people: 

people won't look up and say 
"why he used to live next door to me 
isn't it nice 
it's his turn now" 

(Re: Creation, p. 9, 11. 21-24) 

"monday wednesday i play ball 
friday night i play cards 
any other time i'm free 

(p. 9, 11. 29-24) 

Lines from this same poem reveal her attempt to let the 

sound echo the sense: 

strike now shoot 
strike now fjre 
strike now run 

( p • 9 , 11. 14-16 ) 

Though the element of formal design as found in many 

conventional forms is slight in Giovanni's poetry, many of 

the poems are characterized by an external pattern of order. 

She imposes order upon her poems in several ways. Most fre

quently her pattern of organization is from the general to 
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the specific. "Woman Poem" begins with the generalization 

"You see, my whole life/ is tied up/ to unhappiness" 

(Black Feeling, p. 78, 11. 1-3). It then lists specific 

examples of this unhappiness and ends with a variation of 

the thesis sentence. "Adulthood," which explores Giovanni's 

reasons for becoming a revolutionary, begins with this 

general statement: "i usta wonder who i'd be" (Black Feel

ing, p. 68, 1. 1). It then proceeds to enumerate the main 

points of her life, ending with her becoming a revolutionary. 

Perhaps one of her most effective poems employing this pat

tern of organization is "Balances." Beginning with the 

generalization, "in life/ one is always/ balancing" (Black 

Feeling, p. 90, 11. 1-3), she then illustrates with four 

specific balances: 

like we juggle our mothers 
against our fathers 

or one teacher 
against another 
(only to balance our grade average) 

3 grains salt 
to one ounce truth 

our sweet black essence 
or the funky honkies down the street 

(Black Feeling, p. 90, 11. 4-12) 

The four specific balances are merely preliminaries leading 

up to the final specific balance and main theme of the poem: 

"the pleasure of loneliness/ against the pain of loving 
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you" (p. 90, 11. 20-22). Numerous other poems, including 

11 No Reservations" (Re: Creation, p. 9) and "Kidnap Poem" 

(Re: Creation, p. 16), also employ the general-to-specific 

pattern of organization. 

Often Giovanni's method of ordering the ideas of her 

poems is the specific-to-general pattern. An especially 

effective poem utilizing this method is "Poem" (My House, 

p. 53). The poem begins with a number of specifics: "thin

ning hair, estee laudered, deliberate sentences, chubby 

hands, glasses resting atop ample softness, dresses too 

long, beaded down, elbow length gloves, funny hats, ready 

smiles, diamond rings, needing to be needed" (p. 53, 11. 1-

12) . It ends with this description: "my ladies over fifty / 

who birthed and nursed/ my Blackness" (p. 53, 11. 13-15). 

"Ego Tripping" also makes extremely effective use of the 

specific-to-general pattern of organization. Imagining 

herself a very beautiful woman, the speaker gives such 

specifics about her life as would make any other woman turn 

green with envy. She then ends by generalizing "I mean ••• 

I .•• can fly/ like a bird in the sky •• " [the poet's 

ellipses] (Re: Creation, p. 38, 11. 18-19). 

Occasionally Giovanni slightly varies these two basic 

patterns of organization. Occasionally also she employs a 

few other patterns. For example, "Poem" (Black Feeling, 

p. 6), "Some Users for Them Not Stated" (Re: Creation, p. 41), 
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and "Winter Poem" (My House, p. 10) receive their order 

through chronological arrangement of ideas. "Poem for 

Black Boys" (Black Feeling, pp. 50-51) employs the question

to -answer-method and "2nd Rap" Re: Creation, p. 31) utilizes 

the effect-to-reasons method. 

Hence, Walker and Giovanni differ radically in their 

use of forms. Walker makes frequent use of the Italian 

sonnet and the ballad and infrequent use of the ode, the 

elegy, and the epitaph. For many of her later poems dealing 

with sit-ins, demonstrations, and black leaders, she selects 

a kind of continuous form with lines of a relatively fixed 

length and a regular metrical pattern. Occasionally this 

continuous form has neither regular meter nor rhyme and be

comes a kind of free verse. Frequently the poems in long 

free verse paragraphs contain some lines in blank verse. On 

the other hand, Giovanni, with few exceptions, avoids con

ventional forms, both stanzaic forms and fixed forms, and 

relies solely upon free verse as the medium for her poetry. 

Though the element of formal design in her poetry is slight, 

she does impose order upon her poems by employing the 

general-to-specific, the specific-to-general, the chronologi

cal, the question-to-answer, and the effect-to-reasons 

patterns of organization. Obviously both writers utilize 

those forms which meet their particular needs, for with them, 

each poet has produced a number of highly effective poems. 
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II. Imagery, Figurative Language, and Allusion 

Like most poets, Walker and Giovanni employ extensive 

imagery, figurative language, and allusion in their poetry. 

Walker draws her imagery from numerous sources. Perhaps the 

major source from which she draws her imagery is nature. 

Employing personification, a sub-type of metaphor which 

ascribes the attributes of a human being to an animal, an 

object, or an idea, Walker evokes vivid detailed images of . 

the Southern landscape as it appears in October: the hills 

"blush and turn in fiery shame" and "their love burns with 

flames," a 11 blue stream sings cautiously," an "evil moon 

bleeds drops of death," the earth wears a "dun-colored 

dress," and a "barren land feeds hungrily" (••october Journey," 

October Journey, p. 11, 11 ·11-12; p. 12, 11. 16-19, 21) . 

Here Walker almost humanizes the hills, the land, the stream, 

and the moon, but the picture presented is a very clear and 

vivid one. 

Often Walker employs images of natural scenery to com

ment on the relationship of black people to the South. 

Through a series of metaphors, implied analogies which 

imaginatively identify one object with another and ascribe 

to the first one or more of the qualities of the second or 

invest the first with emotional or imaginative qualities 

associated with the second, she suggests the pain and grief 
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and the joyless, unproductive, noncreative lives of black 

people as the result of their isolation, their confinement 

to "their place" in the South: "The sullen winter rains 

are tears of grief I cannot shed./ The windless days are 

static lives / and water in a gutter marks the circle 

of another world" ("October Journey," October Journey, 

p. 13, 11. 9-11, 15). The imagery of the water in a gutter 

enforces the idea of the stagnant, noncreative lives of 

black people. Throughout "October Journey" Walker uses 

light and shade imagery: "a glowing caldron full of jewelled 

fire,u "the poplars drenched with yellow light," "the promise 

of a sun-lit hour," and "a bright expanse of water in the 

full of the moon" are juxtaposed to "saffron skies of even

ing setting dully," "muddy rivers moving sluggishly," "gray 

rock," and "journeys undertaken in the dark of the year." 

No doubt Walker uses these light and dark images to contrast 

the natural beauty of the Southern landscape with the dismal 

lives of Southern black people. 

Instead of evoking images of nature through figurative 

language, Walker often presents images through direct 

description. The "Inauguration Ode" paints vivid visual 

imagery of the red clay hills, the delta land, the barren 

rocks, the loam, and the sand of some areas in Mississippi 

(October Journey, p. 28, 11. 7-11). Here natural imagery 

becomes a part of the setting. In such poems as "Southern 
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Song," "Sorrow Home," and "Del ta" (For My People, p. 18; 

p. 19; pp. 20-24), we see again and again the fields of 

cotton, rice, tobacco, and cane and the banana wharves; the 

red clay and the swampy thickets and marshes; and the grass, 

hay, and clover. Her images of nature also include the 

robin, the lark, and the cardinal. In fact, the image of 

the cardinal recurs so frequently in her poems that it be

comes one of her favorite symbols. As a symbol, it is 

especially effective in the "Inauguration Ode," "For Andy 

Goodman--Michael Schwerner--and James Chaney," and "Binning

ham" (October Journey, pp. 26-29; Prophets, pp. 19-21; 

Prophets, p. 14). In each of these poems Walker calls upon 

the cardinal bird, for her a symbol of truth, for help 

in understanding the meaning of black life in the South. 

It is likely that Walker's heavy reliance upon Southern 

natural scenery derives from her intimate knowledge of and 

deep love for the South. But she does not limit her use of 

natural scenery to that of America's deep South. Because 

of the years she spent in Chicago, she could describe its 

windswept streets on "cold and blustery nights, on rainy 

days 11 ("Memory, 11 For My People, p. 56, 1. 2) and the "acres 

of wheat" and fattened cattle in the Midwest ("Iowa Fanner," 

For My People, p. 55, 11. 2, 13). Reflecting upon her roots, 

she evokes visual images of the Caribbean: the dazzling sand 

on the coasts; the sparkling water of the bays; and the ships 
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laden with bananas, palms, palmettos, plaintain, and hemp 

("Epitaph for My Father," October Journey, p. 1, passim). 

In the same manner, she evokes powerful visual and auditory 

images of the African homeland: the cries of tribal dancers, 

the rhythms of tom-tom drums, and Africans in chains ("How 

Many Silent Centuries Sleep in My Sultry Veins," Prophets, 

p. 15, 11. 2, 4, 6). 

Because of her strong personal belief in the Bible and 

Christianity, Walker relies heavily upon Biblical and 

Christian imagery. In fact, many of her poems present 

either directly or through image or allusion images from 

the Bible or from Christian belief. Several of her poems 

illustrate her effective use of this kind of imagery. In 

metaphoric style Mary McLeod Bethune's struggles and achieve

ments in her fight for equal educational facilities for 

black people become the Cup of Life, the brimming chalice 

from which Christ drank at the Last Supper ("Bethune," 

October Journey, p. 32, 11. 3, 5). In the same sense that 

Christians eat the body and drink the blood (the bread and 

wine) of Christ on Communion Day to receive new faith and 

hope, black people, past and present, remember Bethune's 

life to receive new hope and faith. "A Litany from the Dark 

People," patterned in its entirety upon liturgical services, 

is constructed around the Christian's deep abiding faith in 

God and his beliefs that mankind is indebted to God for 
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everything and that one day all mankind will be united under 

God in love and charity. 

Prophets contains eight poems which deal with the 

struggles of various black leaders in the fight for civil 

rights for black people. The introductory poem, "Prophets 

for a New Day," likens these black leaders as they speak to 

weary, suffering black people "in the pulpits and the 

jails,/ On the highways and in the by-ways" to such prophets 

of old as Jeremiah, Isaiah, Amos, Joel, Micah, and Hosea as 

they preached to the poor and the dispossessed in Biblical 

times (p. 22, 11. 1-17). Further allusions to the Bible are 

reflected in that the individual poems devoted to various 

black leaders often depict the actual words of a particular 

leader by paraphrasing the Biblical language of the prophet 

of old with whom he is equated. For example Medgar Evers, 

the alter ego of Micah, says: 

Woe to you Workers of iniquity! 
Woe to you doers of violence! 
Woe to you breakers of the peace! 
Woe to you you, my enemy! 

(p. 27, 11. 7-10) 

"At the Lincoln Monument in Washington August 28, 1963" 

employs Biblical imagery in much the same way that "Pro

phets" does. Through analogy Walker equates the condition 

of black people in America with the bondage of the Hebrews 

in Egypt. In an extended analogy, the leaders of the 
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marchers "stand and catechize the people" and lead them to 

freedom in the same way that Moses led the Hebrews out of 

Egypt. Inasmuch as the Biblical analogy of the Hebrews in 

Egypt with black people in America appears as a leit-motif 

in Jubilee, it would seem that this Biblical story becomes 

a symbol for Walker. It might be well to mention here that 

the "Inauguration Ode" contains an image of the dove of 

peace, probably an allusion to the dove in the book of 

Genesis. 

As the poems above indicate, many of Walker's racially

oriented poems fuse religious and racial imagery. But much 

of Walker's racial imagery relies on the emotional symbol

ism of the past of black people. This imagery is particu

larly noticeable in many of the poems in For My People: 

"For My People," "We Have Been Believers," "Southern Song," 

"Delta," and "Today." 

Another major source of Walker's imagery, the last to 

be discussed here, is mythology. Though Walker's solid 

academic education, classical for the most part, might sug

gest her frequent use of mythological allusions, in reality 

she uses them somewhat sparingly. In referring to Bethune 

as the "Great Amazon of God" (October Journey, p. 32, 1. 1), 

Walker alludes to the extraordinary strength of the nation 

of female warriors who supposedly reared captured children. 

Bethune, of like strength and stature, nourishes the faith 



129 

and hope of black people. Through simile, a direct compari

son employing like, than, or~, Walker likens the city of 

Atlanta, which from a fire more than a hundred years ago 

rose to build "a mountain of materialism to Mammon," to the 

phoenix bird, which burns itself out to rise again 

("Jeremiah," Prophets, p. 23, 1. 12; p. 24, 11. 1-2) • 

The "Inauguration Ode" is sprinkled liberally with 

classical allusions. No doubt Walker uses such images as 

the temple fires, the flambeaux, and the sepulchres to give 

a lofty dignity to this ode. On the other hand, the images 

of the oracles and the twig of olive branch enforce two of 

the main themes of the ode--the need for both truth and 

peace in the lives of black people. The image of Pegasus, 

the winged steed who with a stroke of his hoof caused the 

fountain of the Muses to well forth, is especially appropri

ate in that one of the major points of the poem is that 

education for black people, and thus the existence of 

Jackson State College, is a miracle. Both the feat of 

Pegasus and the founding of Jackson State College are 

miraculous, or wondrous, occurrences. 

Thus, the principal sources of Walker's imagery are 

nature, the Bible and Christian belief, the past history of 

black people, and mythology. Though Walker sometimes pre

sents a single image, her usual procedure is to pile image 
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on top of image. This technique is especially discernible 

in "For My People": 

For my people thronging 47th Street in Chicago and Lenox 
Avenue in New York and Rampart Street in New 
Orleans, lost disinherited dispossessed and happy 
people filling the cabarets and taverns and 
other people's pockets needing bread and shoes and milk 
and land and money and something--something all 
our own. (For My People, p. 13, 11. 27-29; p. 14, 

11. 1-4) 

This technique of piling image on top of image, reminiscent 

of Whitman, Walker employs in "We Have Been Believers," 

"Today," and a number of other poems in For My People. 

In a number of poems, rather than piling up images 

Walker concentrates upon the extended development of a few 

images. With this procedure, she is usually quite success

ful as in "For Goodman--Schwerner--and Chaney." In this 

elegy, three dead oak leaves 

Floating in the melted snow 
Flooding the Spring 
moving like a barge 
across the seasons 
moving like a breeze across the window pane 
winter ..• summer •.• spring 

(Prophets, p. 19, 11. 12-13, 16-19) 

symbolize the lives of the three young civil rights workers. 

Though Giovanni also employs extensive imagery, figura

tive language, and allusion, the effect is completely differ

ent from that of Walker. Often she draws upon the same 
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sources from which Walker draws her imagery. Giovanni, how

ever, draws her imagery from a larger number of sources. 

Giovanni's own words suggest that she does not write poems 

about natural scenery: 

i thought 
i'll write a beautiful green tree poem 
peeked from my window 
to check the image 
noticed the school yard was covered 
with asphalt 
no green--no trees grow 
in manhattan 

then, well, i thought the sky 
i'll do a big blue sky poem 
but all the clouds have winged 
low since no-Dick was elected 

("For Saundra," Black Feeling, p. 88, 11. 10-21) 

These lines, especially the latter group, are evidently an 

example of the wry humor which so often permeates Giovanni's 

poetry. At the same time, her words cannot be completely 

ignored, for the angry young black revolutionary poets with 

whom she was aligned during the composition of her very early 

poems did not write about trees, flowers, and birds. Yet 

despite Giovanni's own words and the fact that her closest 

literary companions did not write poems about natural scen

ery, a few of her very early poems and a number of her later 

ones do draw images from nature. Quite often she uses 

natural imagery as mere setting with the larger portion of 

the poem given over to the exploration of some intellectual 
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idea. Thus in "Two Poems from Barbados" she uses Caribbean 

imagery. The palms, the grape trees, the misting weather, 

the moon, and the sand shadows serve as the setting for a 

conversation between a native of Barbados and a black 

American about Bajan English and Black English. The natural 

scenery is the setting for "a cultural exchange" 

(Re: Creation, p. 7, 11. 1-23). "Africa I" evokes clear 

visual images of the kola nut, a lioness and her cubs, and 

African drums. However, not much attention is lavished upon 

description of these images, for most of the substance of 

the poem is devoted to relations between black Americans and 

Africans (My House, p. 47, 11. 1, 6-7). 

!n a few instances Giovanni uses images from nature for 

no reason other than that she seems to love nature, to revel 

in its sensuous beauties like a child. "Winter Poem" is a 

good illustration: 

once a snowflake fell 
on my brow and i loved 
it so much and i kissed 
it and it was happy and called its cousins 

and brothers and a web 
of snow engulfed me then 
i reached to love them all 
and i squeezed them and they became 
a spring rain and i stood perfectly 
still and was a flower 

(My House, p. 10, 11. 1-10) 
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Giovanni also employs anatomical and sexual imagery. 

When she uses such images to describe the sexual experience, 

they are usually neither extremely sensual nor autoerotic. 

In fact, they are only quietly suggestive: 

these things I learned through 
a simple single touch 
when fleshes clashed 

(My House, p. 20, 11. 11-13) 

those things 
which you so laughingly call 
hands are in fact two 
brown butterflies fluttering 
across the pleasure 
they give 
my body 

(My House, p. 18, 11. 1-7) 

Through simple metaphor Giovanni ascribes to the lover's 

caresses the erratic, light, and rapid movements usually 

associated with the flapping or fluttering of a butterfly. 

Often Giovanni uses sexual imagery to describe some natural 

phenomenon or phenomena. ,She depicts Caribbean nights thus: 

the clouds in the caribbean carry 
night like a young man 
with a proud erection dripping 
black dots across the blue sky 
the wind a mistress of the sun howls 
her displeasure at the involuntary 
fertilization 

("Night," Women and Men, p. 49, 11. 5-11) 

More frequently than she employs any other kind of 

imagery Giovanni draws upon images of the family 
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and household. One whole volume of poems, My House, is built 

around domestic images. Of course some of the subjects 

treated in this volume are not ordinarily associated with 

home and family, but for Giovanni, anything which is a part 

of her private world, real or imaginative, belongs to her 

"house." No doubt the inclusion of such subjects prompted 

her division of this volume into two parts: "The Rooms In

side" and "The Rooms Outside." Not only many of the poems 

in My House but also several of her other poems make use of 

domestic imagery. 

Several of Giovanni's other poems use domestic imagery. 

"Housecleaning" employs kinetic images of household chores 

such as straightening out cabinets, putting new paper on 

shelves, and cleaning the refrigerator as preliminaries to 

the main point of the poem: straightening out her own life 

by removing her present lover from it (Re: Creation, p. 16, 

11. 3-7, 10-11). In one instance Giovanni through metaphor 

evokes the image of a clock to suggest her feelings about 

her lover: 

you're a clock 
and i'm the second hand sweeping 
around you sixty times an hour 
twenty-four hours a day 
three-hundred sixty-five days a year 
and an extra day 
in leap year 

(Women and Men, p. 25, 11. 20-26. 
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In another instance she uses the image of a clock, "the 18th 

century clock," to suggest the anachronism inherent in the 

failure of Africans to recognize their kinship to black 

Americans. "Straight Talk" likens the strength men derive 

from crying to the strength of nylon stockings after they 

are washed: "are they any less strong for crying/ nylon 

stockings wear better if they're washed first (My House, 

p. 31, 11. 13-14. 

The frequency with which Giovanni employs the image of 

the patchwork quilt, or pieces, suggests that it is her 

favorite domestic image. Lines from several of her poems 

will illustrate: 

i want to write an image 
like a log-cabin quilt pattern 
and stretch it across all the lonely 
people who just don't fit in 

we Qight make a world 
if i do that 

("A Very Simple Wish," Women and Men, p. 54, 
11. 1-6) 

children like a quilted blanket 
are welcomed in our old age 

("Always There Are the Children," 
Women and Men, p. 56, 11. 4-5) 

i spent all winter in 
carpet stores gathering 
patches so I could make 
a quilt 

("My House," My House, p. 67, 11 .. 18-21) 
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For Giovanni the patchwork quilt is a symbol of love, warmth, 

and understanding. 

Almost as often as she uses domestic imagery Giovanni 

employs Biblical and Christian imagery. Nearly always such 

images are used ironically. No doubt underlying Giovanni's 

ironical use of Biblical and Christian imagery is ~er belief 

that it is futile for black people to think that God is going 

to aid black people to gain a stable economic, social, and 

political foothold in America. This does not suggest, how

ever, that Giovanni does not believe in God. Actually, her 

irony is a protest against the white man's god, who serves 

as an opiate for black people by making them satisfied with 

their inferior status. Since Giovanni's primary aim is to 

arouse black people to take positive action in the struggle 

for justice and equality, she must deny them this opiate. 

"The Lion in Daniel's Den" clearly demonstrates 

Giovanni's ironical use of Biblical material. Through ironic 

reversals of the Biblical stories of the conversion of Paul 

on the road to Damascus and Daniel in the lion's den, she 

pays tribute to Paul Robeson. Robeson's emerging blackness 

after many years of staunch support for the Establishment is 

his conversion. And he is now the lion in Daniel's den 

(Re: Creation, p. 29, 11. 1-16). The lion is symbolical of 

all militant black people and Daniel of white people, who 

have thrown the lion to slaughter. Many of Giovanni's poems, 
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some of which will be discussed later, are ironical para

phrases of Biblical material and language. 

On at least one occasion Giovanni's use of Biblical and 

Christian materials is not ironical, at least not on the 

surface.• "Poem for Flora" depicts a little girl, "colored 

and ugly with short/ straightened hair/ and a pretty 

smile," who goes to Sunday school and hears "bout nebuchad

nezzar the king of the jews" and listens to '*In God there is 

no East or West, In Him no North or South" but remembers 

only that "Sheba was black and comely" and thinks "i want to 

be like that" (Re: Creation, p. 42, 11. 1-6, 11-12, 15, 17-

18). Here Giovanni uses Biblical and Christian material to 

foster black pride and to explore the theme of the black 

child's need for identification. 

Finally, Giovanni draws upon astrology, technology, 

physics or science, and mythology for imagery. In "12 Gates 

to the City .. Giovanni alludes to several of the twelve zodiac 

signs, not with the shallow depth of an ordinary person seek

ing to understand his horoscope but with real comprehension 

of the relationships among the celestial bodies (Re: Creation, 

p. 36, 11. 9-14). "Poetry Is a Tressel" evokes images of 

the locomotive and, of course, the tressel (Women and Men, 

p. 33, 11. 1-6). The law of gravity receives a great deal 

of attention in "The Laws of Motion'' (Women and Men, p. 34, 

11. 1-7, et passim). In "Ego Tripping" Giovanni alludes to 
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several mythological personages and phenomena: Zeus and 

Neferti and the Sphinx, the Great Pyramids, the Nile, and 

the Sahara. 

Hence, the principal sources of Giovanni's imagery are 

nature, the anatomy, domestic life, and the Bible and 

Christian belief. Unlike Walker, she rarely piles image 

upon image. When she uses this technique, the result is 

completely different from that of Walker: 

you can eat fresh corn 
from daddy's garden 
and okra 
and greens 
and cabbage 
and lots of 
barbecue 
and buttermilk 
and homemade icecream 
at the church picnic 

("Knoxville, Tennessee," Black Feeling, 
p. 65, 11. 3-10) 

One of Giovanni's two favorite procedures is to illustrate 

a thesis or a hypothesis by patterning a parallel analogical 

world. Thus, in "For Two Jameses" she describes the growth 

and development of the activities of the black revolution

aries in terms of the growth and spread of cells in the 

human body: 
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they put us in a cell 
to make us behave 
never realizing it's from cells 
we have escaped 
and we will be born 
from their iron cells 
new people with a new cry 

{Re: Creation, p. 11, 11. 19-25) 

She depicts the treasure of Gwendolyn Brooks's poetry in 

terms of a natural brook: 

pure spring fountain 
of love knowledge 
for those who find 
and dare drink 
of it 

(I3e: Creation, p. 12, 11. 7-11) 

The second of Giovanni's favorite techniques is to select a 

designated concept or idea and then illustrate and expand 

this concept by poetic imagery: 

they ain't gonna never get 
rap 
he's a note turned himself 
into a million songs 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . 
he's a light 
turned himself into our homes 

he's a spirit turned 
pisces to aries 
alpha to omega 

(" 2nd Rap," (Re_: Creation, p. 31, 
11. 1-3, 7-8, 11-13) 

Thus Giovanni employs a series of simple metaphors to expand 

the idea that Rap Brown has been an inspiration to black i;.eople. 
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Both Walker and Giovanni rely heavily upon nature and 

the Bible and Christian belief for their imagery. Walker's 

frequent use of natural imagery is the natural result of her 

familiarity with and abiding love for America's deep South; 

he~ frequent use of Biblical and Christian imagery derives 

from her own strong belief in the Bible and Christianity. 

Sometimes Giovanni uses images of natural scenery as the 

setting for the exploration of some intellectual idea; often 

she explains or describes objects, events, or persons in 

terms of natural phenomena or processes; only occasionally 

does she write poems which lavish description upon the images 

of nature themselves. For the most part, Giovanni does not 

use images from the emotional past of black people--one of 

Walker's favorite sources--preferring instead to concentrate 

upon the present of black pepple. Rarely does Walker employ 

domestic imagery, Giovanni's favorite kind of imagery; never 

does she use images of the anatomy and the sexual experi

ence, also favorite sources for Giovanni. Whereas both 

writers make slight use of mythological allusions, Giovanni 

also makes slight use of images from astrology, physics, and 

technology. Despite the fact that both writers often employ 

images from the same sources and often use the same kind of 

figurative language to evoke these images, their end pro

ducts are entirely different. 
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III. Musical and Rhetorical Devices 

Another characteristic of the poetry of Walker and 

Giovanni is its music. To secure musical effects and rhythms 

in their poetry, the two writers employ a number of devices. 

Often these devices also achieve special rhetorical effects. 

Walker's use of rhyme, perhaps the principal device employed 

by poets to secure musicality, was noted in the discussion 

of forms. Other musical devices which she frequently em

ploys are repetition and parallel structure, both ofywhich 

reflect her fondness for spirituals, hymns, and the rhythms 

of Biblical language. 

Among the repetitions of sound which she makes use of 

are alliteration and homoioteleuton. Nearly all of her poems 

contain alliteration, the repetition of consonant sounds at 

the beginning of a word or stressed syllable. Speaking of 

Mary McLeod Bethune's legacy to black people, Walker says, 

"The cup of life you lift contains no lees" (October Journey, 

p. 32, 1. 3). The repetition of the liquid /1/ creates the 

sound of sweet soothing music and suggests the shining, 

resplendent nature of Bethune's contribution to black people. 

The militant idolizers of Malcolm X "echo clamors of our 

£001 capers" (Prophets, p. 18, 1. 3). The alliteration of 

the plosive /k/ suggests the force with which these young 

militants cry out their demands for justice and equality. 
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Recalling memories of her ancestors, Walker asks, "How many 

silent ~enturies sleep in my ~ultry veins?" (Prophets, 

p. 15, 1. 1). The repetition of the spirant /s/ suggests 

quietness or sleep, a means through which Walker comments 

on how deeply buried her roots are. 

These illustrations reveal that Walker often alliterates 

in the traditional manner so that the alliterated sounds fall 

within the same line. But a more common technique in her use 

of alliteration is to split the recurring sounds so that 

successive lines repeat a sound, or sounds. Lines from 

several of her poems will illustrate. She invokes the 

cardinal bird of truth to sing "a prayer breathed on the 

~ings / of shifting winds/ that search the world" for the 

man being inaugurated as the sixth president of Jackson 

State College (October Journey, p. 29, 11. 20-22). The 

repetition of the glide /w/ suggests the almost impercep

tible shifting quality of the American dream. Questioning 

the murder of three young civil rights workers, Walker asks 

why there should be a subterranean hell for them 

In the miry clay? 
In the muddy stream? 
In the red misery? 
In mutilating hatred and in fear. 

(Prophets, p. 20, 11. 11-14) 

By repeating the nasal /m/, Walker brings the miry clay and 

muddy stream into conjunction with misery and mutilating 
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hatred, all of which are agencies that entrap, entangle, or 

sink. The murderers themselves are 

The brutish and the brazen 
without brain 
without blessing 
without beauty 

(p. 20, 11. 15-18) 

Dunbar is for Walker "A man whose life was like a candle's 

flame/ faint, flickering. (October Journey, p. 33, 

11. 1-2). The repetition of the fricative or obstruent /f/ 

suggests the friction or frustration of Dunbar's life, 

especially in his relations to his wife. It may suggest also 

his fragile health and early death. Reflecting on the cycle 

of life and the inevitability of death, Walker says: "!Within 

our house of flesh we weave a web of time/ Both ~arp and 

woof within the shuttle's clutch" ("Elegy," Prophets, p. 31, 

11. 16-17). The alliteration of the glide /w/ suggests the 

gradual wearing down or wasting away of the physical body 

while at the same time it effects a tone of peaceful 

resignation. 

Another sound device which Walker uses from time to 

time is homoioteleuton, the use of like endings in the same 

line. A few lines from "A Litany from the Dark People" 

reflect her use of this device: 
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From desperate miasma of floundering under jeers; 
From stooping to the Sunday-folks and bending to the lash 
From weaping over children lost, the desperate and the 

rash; 
From shuddering and shivering upon the auction stand; 
From walking in the shackled line and dying hand in hand; 
From bleeding in the battle-lines and fighting in the 

fields; 
From slipping through the canebrake to the pittance 

sorrow yields; 
(October Journey, p. 35, 11. 4-10) 

The repetition of the -ing ending gives to the poem a kind 

of expansiveness, helping to convey the idea that black 

people are indebted to God for things so numerous as to be 

almost uncountable. Though Walker sometimes uses the end

ings -lessness and -est in the same lines of poetry, it is 

the -ing ending which appears in the same line of poetry in 

poem after poem. 

Two other devices which Walker often uses are asyndeton, 

the omission of the conjunction between each two words, 

phrases, or clauses in a series, and polysyndeton, the use of 

a conjunction between each two words, phrases, or clauses in 

a series. Both of these devices affect the rhythm of lan

guage. Speaking of the exploitation of black people by white 

people, Walker says: "not for ourselves do we sweat and 

starve and spend" (For My People, p. 132, 1. 24). The use 

of and to connect the series of verbs enforces the idea of 

the endless years black people have labored for the profit 

of white people. She refers to the last means of escape 



145 

taken by some black people upon becoming disspirited and 

brokenhearted as the result of their experiences in America 

thus: 

drunkard raising flasks to his lips never tasting 
the solace, gambler casting his last die never knowing 
the win, lover seeking lips of the beloved never tasting 
fruit of his kiss, never knowing the languorous sleep. 
(For My People, p. 28, 11. 11-14) 

The omission of the conjunction between each two items in 

this series helps to convey the idea of oneness or sameness. 

Each one--drunkard, gambler, lover--is indistinguishable 

from the other two in that all have been numbed by their 

experiences in America. 

Often Walker uses polysyndeton and asyndeton in the 

same verse: 

For my people lending their strength to the years, to the 
gone years and the now years and the maybe years, washing 
ironing cooking scrubbing sewing mending hoeing 
plowing digging planting pruning patching dragging 
along never gaining never reaping never knowing and 
never understanding~ 

(For My People, p. 13, 11. 5-10) 

The use of the conjunction and in the first part gives to the 

phrases a musical quality while at the same time it lengthens 

them, enforcing the idea of the long years black people have 

labored diligently, hopefully awaiting the realization of the 

American dream. The omission of and in the second part not 

only gives to the phrases a musical quality but also gives 



146 

the effect of a single, integrated act; provides a rapid 

movement which suggests that all of these actions took place 

at the same time; and gives the effect of plethora, or 

abundance, conveying the idea of the unlimited heavy and 

exhausting labor which have been the continuous lot of black 

people. 

In addition to the devices of alliteration, homoioteleu

ton, asyndeton, and polysyndeton, Walker also makes frequent 

use of the repetition of words and phrases in her poetry. 

Most often she uses anaphora, the repetition of words and 

phrases at the beginning of successive lines. Again, the 

anaphora gives to the lines a musical quality but also often 

achieves special rhetorical effects. To enforce the idea 

that injustice and discrimination against black people must 

be eliminated now, not later, Walker repeats the phrase 

time to: "Time to wipe away the slime./ Time to end this 

bloody crime" (Prophets, p. 9, 11. 33-34). Speaking of the 

immense hatred between the black and white races in the city 

of Atlanta and the penalty which the city must pay as a 

result of this hatred, Walker says: "We weep for this city 

and for this land/ We weep for all the doomed people of 

this land/ We weep for Judah and Jerusalem" (Prophets, 

p. 24, 11. 7-9). Repetition of the clause We weep for 

emphasizes the pitiable state in which Atlanta and its 

people find themselves. 
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This last example of anaphora reflects Walker's tendency 

to appropriate Biblical language, both its meanings and its 

rhythms, for her own purposes. At the same time it illus

trates her use of one kind of parallelism. But Walker 

employs other kinds of parallel structures also. In fact, 

her parallelism, like that of Whitman, is often similar to 

the parallelism of Hebraic poetry, bound not by a set pattern 

of rhyme, meter, or accent but by a general intermingling of 

different kinds of parallelism. Walker achieves variety in 

the musical rhythms and the special rhetorical effects of 

her parallel structures by varying the length of both the 

number of members of the series and the various elements put 

into parallel relationship, by diversifying some of the 

elements put into parallel relationship, and by employing 

either polysyndeton or asyndeton. 

Lines from several of Walker's poems illustrate her use 

of the series and the parallel structure. Near the end of 

her description of a Southern October, Walker presents an 

image of farmers who "heap hay in stacks and bind corn in 

shocks" (October Journey, p. 12, 1. 24). This two-part 

series, which Walker only occasionally employs, creates the 

effect of abrupt and final summary. Each of the two elements 

put into parallel relationship is a verb phrase made up of a 

transitive verb, a direct object, and a simple prepositional 

phrase consisting of only the preposition and its object. 
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The two elements correspond in both length and structure and 

so constitute exact parallelism, or a kind of isocolon. 

In a three-part series of participial phrases, Walker 

depicts Thurgood Marshall as the alter ego of the Biblical 

Isaiah, who sits in the City of New York "Condemning the 

guilty and the violent/ Threatening the complacent/ Cri

ticizing the kings seated on thrones" (Prophets, p. 24, 

11. 30-32). Winston weathers thinks the three-part series 

distinctly related to the syllogism. 65 Certainly this three

part series has the effect of that which is reasonable and is 

thus quite appropriate to the description of one engaged in 

providing legal counsel. 

The structure which Walker employs most often is the 

series of more than three parts: 

For my people walking blindly spreading joy, losing time 
being lazy, sleeping when hungry, shouting when 
burdened, drinking when hopeless, tied, and shackled 
and tangled among ourselves by the unseen creatures 
who tower over us omnisciently and laugh; 

(For My People, p. 14, 11. 5-9) 

Though this parallel structure is also made up of a number of 

participial phrases--the main series consists of present par

ticiples and the subordinate series of past participles--the 

effect is completely different from the reasonableness of the 

65 "The Rhetoric of the Series," CCC, 17 (1966), 221. 
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three-part series above. Here the effect is that of abun

dance, suggestive of the more complicated emotional realism 

of the catalogue, the result perhaps of Walker's desire to 

be expansive. The diverse structure of the elements follow

ing the present participles slightly reduces the degree of 

parallelism, thereby slightly lessening both the musical 

effects and the consideration which the parallel structure 

is to receive. The diverse group of modifiers which follow 

the last item in the series of past participles, but which 

apply to all items, greatly reduces the degree of parallelism. 

Thus this subordinate series, quite appropriately, contains 

fewer musical effects and receives less consideration than 

the main series. Whereas the asyndeton of the main series 

creates the effect of a single, integrated act, the polysyn

deton of the subordinate series enforces the idea of the 

long years during which black people have been frustrated 

by their ordeal in America. 

Finally, much of the musical quality of Walker's poetry 

derives from her almost constant use of the iambic movement. 

In fact, some of her poems have the iambic rhythms of the 

hymn, a form which undoubtedly influenced her greatly. This 

influence is especially noticeable in "A Litany from the 

Dark People." Written in long iambic heptameter couplets, 

the poem divides into four parts, each division followed by 

a refrain which paraphrases the hymn "O God of Earth and Sky 
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and Sea" (October Journey, pp. 35-38). In addition, the 

entire second division is a tissue of allusions to spirituals 

and hymns. 

Though Giovanni generally avoids the repetition of 

rhyme, meter, and stanza which Walker and numerous other 

poets use to give their poetry a musical quality, she does 

employ a number of devices which seem especially designed to 

achieve musical rhythms and effects. Often these devices 

contribute to the meaning of her poetry in much the same way 

that those which Walker employs aid the sense of her poetry. 

In contrast to Walker's frequent use of alliteration, 

Giovanni alliterates only from time to time. For the most 

part, her alliteration is merely a means whereby a specific 

poem receives its musical quality. Lines from several of 

her poems illustrate the musical quality which her allitera

tion effects: "lyric you in _!i!acs / blend into the beach" 

("Kidnap Poem," Women and Men, p. 26, 11. 9, 11); "the 

snails are six" and "pounds of colored 2,opcorn" ("Hampton, 

Virginia," Women and Men, p. 31, 11. 10, 14); and "seeking 

sun and stars" ("Rain," Women and Men, p. 32, 1. 8). Because 

Giovanni often employs two or more lines to incorporate one 

unit of sense, the alliterated sounds sometimes fall in dif

ferent lines: "flowers wilted under the glare/ of frost" 

("Hampton, Virginia," Women and Men, p. 31, 11. 3-4) and 

"slaves and serfs all selling/ and being sold for what end" 
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("Africa,!' Women and Men, p. 42, 11. 30-31). Generally 

Giovanni's alliteration is so muted as to appear nonexistent. 

As such, it contributes to the creation of an art which 

appears not an art. At the same time, this subdued allitera

tion appropriately accords with her ultimate aim of being 

true to the authentic rhythms of natural speech, especially 

that of black people. Too obvious alliteration would create 

musical effects completely at odds with the rhythms of 

natural speech. 

Occasionally, however, Giovanni's alliteration is not 

muted; nor is its function limited solely to effecting a 

musical quality. "No Name No 2" is constructed in its en

tirety upon alliteration: 

Bitter Black Bitterness 
Black Bitter Bitterness 
Bitterness Black Brothers 
Bitter Black Get 
Blacker Get Bitter 
Get Black Bitterness 

NOW 
(Black Feeling, p. 18, 11. 1-7) 

In only six lines the plosive /b/ is alliterated fifteen 

times. · No doubt the constant and conscious alliteration of 

this plosive is designed to suggest the extreme force or 

strength of the blackness, and thus the bitterness, that 

black men must muster up if they are to respond effectively 

to the injustice and inequality to which black people are 

subjected. 
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Other devices which Giovanni uses often are homoioteleu

ton, the use of like endings in the same line, and polyptoton, 

the repetition of words which are derived from the same roots 

but which have different endings. It is likely that she uses 

these two devices to achieve balance, rhythm, and general 

sound effects in her poetry. Examples of homoioteleuton 

include "sitting and rocking 0 ("Alabama Poem," Re: Creation, 

p. 33, 1. 18), "walking, talking, thinking gun" ("Poem for 

Lloyd," Re: Creation, p. 15, 1. 11), "described by love and 

bounded by difference" ("Africa," Women and Men, p. 43, 

1. 10), and "who birthed and nursed my blackness" ("Poem," 

My House, p. 53, 1. 14). The assonance, the repetition of 

identical or similar vowel sounds--especially in stressed 

sullables--in a sequence of nearby words, of the sounds /~r/ 

in birthed and nursed and/~/ in the words walking and talk

ing creates added musical effects in these phrases. In 

Giovanni's poetry homoioteleutonalmost always takes the form 

of the -ing ending. 

Examples of polyptoton include "smiles smiled" ("The 

Game of Game," Re: Creation, p. 27, 1. 3), "lonely alone" 

("Alone," Re: Creation, p. 10, 1. 4) , "notice me noticing 

you" ("Poetry Is a Tressel," Women and Men, p. 33, 1. 12), 

"i am a teller of tales / a dreamer of dreams" ("Africa," 

Women and Men, p. 42, 11. 1-2), and "needing to be needed" 

("Poem," My House, p. 53, 1. 14). Frequently Giovanni 
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combines homoioteleuton and polyptoton to make a line even 

more musical: "and love loving and wanting and needing 

you" ("A Certain Peace," My House, p. 21, 1. 6). 

Much of the effectiveness of Giovanni's poetry derives 

from her skillful use of anaphora, the repetition of words 

and phrases at the beginning of successive lines. Lines 

from "You Came, Too" demonstrate clearly her use of this 

device: 

I came to the crowd seeking friends 
I came to the crowd seeking love 
I came to the crowd for understanding 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
I came to the crowd to weep 
I came to the crowd to laugh 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
I went from the crowd seeking you 
I went from the crowd seeking me 
I went from the crowd forever 

(Black Feeling, p. 5, 11. 1-3, 5-6, 9-11) 

The repetition of the words I came to the crowd makes a con

tinuum of the first two divisions of the poem and the repeti

tion of the words the crowd makes a continuum of the entire 

poem. The use of anaphora also contributes significantly to 

the force and vigor of "My Tower." These lines will il;lus-

tra te: "i have built my dreams on the love of a man. • / 

i have borne a nation on my heart" (My House, p. 45, 11. 1, 

5, 14). Repetition of the clause i have at the beginning of 

each division of the poem generally preserves the continuity. 

Specifically, this anaphora serves to categorize both 
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building one's dreams on the love of a man and bearing a 

nation on one's heart as mere fantasies in the same way 

that building a tower on the wings of a spider is a fantasy. 

Both are too unstable, too fragile, and, thus, emotionally 

dangerous. "The Women Gather" employs epanaphora, intensive 

anaphora, in that almost every division of the poem repeats 

phrases with which it began: "most of us love," "most of us 

comfort," most of us forgive" and "not alone his deeds" and 

"not alone his shortcomings." The clause "it is not un

usual" is repeated three times (Women and Men, p. 1, 11. 21, 

2 3 , 2 5 ; p . 2 , 11 . 3 8, 4 0 ; p. 1 , 11 • 2 , 4 and p. 2 , 11 • 4 6) • 

Giovanni occasionally employs epistrophe, the repeti

tion of a word or a phrase at the end of a line: 

as you want to be kissed 
when you need to be kissed . . . . . . . . . . . 
i really need to hug you 
when i want to hug you 

("My House," My House, p. 67, 11. 3-4, 8-9) 

"Ever Want to Crawl" also illustrates Giovanni's use of 

epistrophe: "white out the world/ feel the world" (Women 

and Men, p. 21, 11. 15, 17). In each instance, the epis

trophe functions to leave phrases of importance at the ends 

of lines so that the sounds remain in the mind of the reader 

longer than they ordinarily would. 
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These illustrations of Giovanni's use of anaphora and 

epistrophe suggest that she repeats words and phrases at the 

beginnings and ends of lines of poetry both to effect a 

musical quality and to impose order and continuity upon the 

poems in lieu of the slight formal element of design. 

In addition to anaphora and epistrophe, which effect a 

particular kind of balance, Giovanni employs other balanced 

structures. The degree of parallelism in these structures 

ranges from slight parallelism to exact parallelism. In 

0 Housecleaning" only two words in each of the phrases put 

into parallel relationship are identical in form: 

straightening 
the cabinets 
putting new paper on 
the shelves 
washing the refrigerator 
inside out 

(Women and Men, p. 21, 11. 3-8) 

The elements put into parallel relationship in "Always There 

Are the Children" are characterized by almost perfect 

parallelism: 

how do we welcome the future 
not with the colonialism of the past 

for that is our problem 
not with the racism of the past 

for that is their problem 
not with the fears of our own status 

for history is lived not dictated 
(Women and Men, p. 56, 11. 16-22) 
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The elements put into parallel relationship in "Swaziland" 

constitute exact parallelism, or isocolon: 

i am old and need 
to remember 
you are young and need 
to learn 

(Women and Men, p. 44, 11. 1-4) 

The fact that Giovanni employs some kind of parallel struc

ture in the vast majority of her poems suggests that it is 

one of the principal devices which she employs to achieve 

poetic and special rhetorical effects. 

In order to create poetry to which the black masses can 

relate, Giovanni often attempts to revive the rhythms of a 

number of forms usually associated with black culture. One 

of these forms is the black sermon as preached by old-time 

black folk preachers. Litany-like in its call and response 

pattern, "The Great Pax Whitie" simulates the cadences and 

tones of both the preacher's voice and those of the congre

gation. Except for the bulk of the content, one can almost 

hear the preacher calling his lines and the congregation's 

response: 

In the beginning was the word 
And the word was 
Death 
And the word was nigger 
And the word was death to all niggers 

ain't they got no shame 
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CAN I GET A WITNESS? WITNESS? WITNESS? 

hallelujah jesus 
nah, they ain't got no shame 
(Black Feeling, p. 60, 11. 1-5, 16; 
p. 61, 1. 7, 15-16) 

Giovanni even captures the fervor of the congregation and 

includes the grammatical distortions usually associated with 

both the folk preacher and his congregation. She achieves 

the tone and cadences of the folk preacher through a skill

ful blending of Biblical phrases and black spirituals, used 

ironically of course. Only recitation of the lines of this 

poem can really recreate the fervor of the congregation and 

the tone of the preacher's voice, for this poem like much of 

the poetry of both Walker and Giovanni relies heavily on the 

oral tradition. In capturing the essential rhythms of black 

folk preaching, "The Great Pax Whitie" bears some resemblance 

to James Weldon Johnson's God's Trombones. 

Another form which Giovanni revives, both in content and 

in rhythm, is the blues. Among black people there is a 

classic blues configuration, a convention, which has a 

three-phrase form: a statement is made; that statement is 

repeated, possibly with some slight variation; and then all 

is rounded off with a final piece of comment, swift and 

terse, often a wry offshoot of the original statement and 
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its variation. 66 Though Giovanni's "Mastercharge Blues" 

conforms only partially to this convention, it does possess 

many of the features of blues songs as I know them. It is 

loose in form and songful, it is written in black idiomatic 

language, and it has an unquestionably black tone. The 

moaning, wailing note so characteristic of the blues is 

evident throughout the poem. It also incorporates both the 

elements of defeat and the elements of hope which are also 

characteristic of the blues. The speaker, a lonesome, 

troubled, and weary soul, failing to get proper attention 

from her present lover, will seek elsewhere for warmth, 

understanding, and satisfaction. The simple framework of 

the blues songs is well fitted to the stark, full human pas

sions which Giovanni depicts in "Mastercharge Blues." 

In addition to reviving the rhythms of the black folk 

sermon and the blues, Giovanni recreates the rhythms of many 

of her favorite black popular singers. In "Revolutionary 

Music" several lines imitate James Brown's jerky, erratic 

movements as made in accompaniment to his "good god! ugh!" 

and other lines simulate the smooth even beat of the O'Jays' 

"must I always be a stand in for love" (Black Feeling, 

p. 75, 1. 19; p. 76, 11. 6-7). 

66 Blyden Jackson, "From One 'New Negro' to Another," 
Black Poetry in America by Blyden Jackson and Louis D. Rubin 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1974), pp. 55-56. 
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Hence, Walker and Giovanni employ a number of musical 

and rhetorical devices. Though both writers alliterate, 

Walker does so far more frequently and in a much more 

obvious manner than does Giovanni. In the poetry of both, 

homoioteleuton most often takes the form of the ending -ing, 

and the amount of assonance is limited. Whereas both make 

extensive use of anaphora, Giovanni also employs epanaphora 

and epistrophe frequently. Only Walker makes frequent use 

of asyndeton and polysyndeton whereas only Giovanni makes 

frequent use of polyptoton. Though both employ relatively 

elaborate parallelism, Walker tends to put into one struc

ture a larger number of parallel elements. In a number of 

poems Walker often imitates the rhythms of Biblical language, 

the rocking, rolling movements of the folk attending old-time 

church revivals, and the iambic movement of church hymns. 

Giovanni revives the rhythms of old-time folk preaching, the 

blues, and many black popular songs. Using these devices, 

they effect a musical quality which very often accords with 

their content. Beyond a doubt, these musical devices play 

no small part in the effectiveness of a large number of their 

poems. Walker's skillful use of these devices is especially 

noteworthy inasmuch as she composed her poems without any 

conscious effort to make use of many of them.67 

67 Personal interview with Margaret Walker, November, 
1978. 
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IV. Language and Punctuation 

Because of the need to explore any knowledge or insight 

that can help to explain or clarify a literary work, a few 

other characteristics of the poetry of Walker and Giovanni 

warrant some attention. One of the characteristics of the 

works of both poets is the presence of terminology associated 

with black culture. J. L. Dillard theorizes that there is in 

America a distinctive language, far removed from Standard 

English. Labeling this language Black English, he asserts 

that it is spoken by four out of five black Americans, 

usually black people in the lower socio-economic group. 

Among this group, features of Black English are most preva

lent in the speech of small children. 

According to Dillard, the true ancestor of Black English 

is West African Pidgin English, adopted by the slaves while 

they were still in the slave pens on the islands awaiting 

their departure for the colonies, after they had boarded the 

slave ships, or once they had arrived in the New World. 

Thus, Black English began as a pidgin language, a language 

without native speakers. The plantation slaves were the 

first native speakers of Black English. Thus, in America, 

Black English became a creole language, a language which 

begins as a pidgin language and then becomes the principal, 

or only, language of a community. Carrying Black English 
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wherever they went, the slaves spread this language over 

wide geographical areas in America. Presently, approximately 

eighty percent of America's black population speak Black 

English. Though it is spoken throughout the United States, 

Black English is found predominantly in Washington, D.C., 

Los Angeles, and the urban ghettos in the North, where large 

numbers of black people are concentrated. Through the influ

ences of other dialects, Black English is now undergoing a 

process of decreolization, that is, being modified. 

Also according to Dillard, the basic underlying patterns 

of Black English are completely different from those of other 

American dialects, especially Standard English: it has its 

own syntax; its own verb system; its own rules for the use 

of pronouns, conjunctions, and relative clauses; and a 

limited inventory of prepositions. He thinks, however, that 

it is in its verb system that Black English differs most 

radically from Standard English. Noting that in Standard 

English, verbs have both tense, which indicates the time an 

action takes place, and aspect, which indicates the ongoing, 

continuous, or intermittent quality of an action, he contends 

that aspect "is the only obligatory category in the Black 

English verb system. 1168 

68 Dillard, Black English, pp. 43-44. 
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Dillard ascribes to Black English numerous structural 

features, often providing a large number of illustrations, 

. t d t 'l d t . . t t· 69 minu e e ai s, an ex ensive in erpreta ion. Structural 

features of the verb system include the zero copula, used 

to refer to action of short duration: he sick for he is 

sick; the copula be, used to refer to action which is habit

ual or of long duration: he be sick; the omission of final 

son the third person singular verb form; the omission of 

final ed in past tense and perfect tenses; and hyper-correct 

forms such as done builted or I goes. 

Dillard lists as structural features peculiar to the 

use of pronouns in Black English the double subject; the use 

of they for their and Im for !i the lack of pronoun sex 

reference: He is a tiny little girl; and the objective form 

used as subject: Him eat and get so full him can't hardly 

swallow. 

Other structural features of Black English include non

redundant pluralization of nouns as in forty year and twenty 

bushel; the omission of the genitive~ as in Mary hat; the 

double or multiple negative; the mismatch of prepositions: 

out for out of and outta wool for out of wool; the use of 

what as a relative connector: The man what did it is a 

69 Dillard, Black English, pp. 38-72, passim. 
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crook; and the omission of relative connectors: I don't 

know can he go for I don't know (if) he can go. 

Like many black Americans, and some white linguists, I 

question several of Dillard's conclusions, especially his 

assertion that four out of five black Americans speak Black 

English and some of the meanings he construes in reference 

to particular features of Black English. At the same time, 

anybody who observes carefully and objectively the speech 

patterns of a large number of black Americans in the lower 

socio-economic group must admit that he has heard almost 

all, if not all, of these features at one time or another. 

As is to be expected, the language in Walker's classi

cal forms--the sonnets, elegies, odes, and epitaphs--contains 

none of the features which Dillard ascribes to Black English. 

In her numerous poems about sit-ins, demonstrations, and 

civil rights leaders, only one instance of Black English 

occurs. On the other hand, practically all of her ballads 

contain some of the features of Black English. The zero 

copula appears only once: "Po John Henry he cold and dead." 

There is also only one instance of a double subject: "Sis 

Avery she said." The double negative occurs frequently: 

"He never got caught by no mob," "ain't no more," "Didn't 

nobody," "warn't no soul," and "never had no fuss." Non

standard subject-verb agreement is also frequent: "her 

eyes was black," "his gums was blue," and "Old Yalluh Hammuh 
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were a guy." The ballads abound in Non-Standard use of verb 

tense: "Poppa Chicken owned the town/ give his women hell," 

"all he done was," "I knowed," "I seen," "Little Lad finish 

his dinner plate," and "that horse begun to shrink." From 

time to time, the word what is used as a relative connector: 

"And seen a guy what spoke too soon" and "This here's a tale 

of a sho-nuff man/ What lived one time in the Delta land." 

Hyper-correct forms are sometimes present: "mens on every 

side" and "womens screamed." 

Expressions often associated with black speech but not 

treated by Dillard as specific features of Black English 

also appear in Walker's folk ballads. Some of these expres

sions are the result of Walker's attempt to make her spelling 

simulate pronunciation habits of common black people: leben 

(eleven), unnatchal (unnatural), speck (expect), wid (with), 

dat (that), and nuraerous others. The objective case some

times substitutes for the genitive or possessive case: "them 

ties" and "them guns." Such expressions as that there (that), 

this here (this), and hisself (himself) occur regularly. 

Because Dillard's Black English and similar studies are 

products of the 1960's and 70's, they could not possibly 

have influenced Walker's use of words and expressions associ

ated with the speech patterns of black people, for most of 

her folk ballads first appeared in 1942. No doubt her 

natural instinct for selecting a form appropriate to the 
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content and her strong belief that the ballads should truly 

reflect the black lifestyle account for the presence of 

these words and expressions. Her own intimate knowledge of 

the speech patterns of all groups of black people is 

reflected in the fact that all of the ballads about common 

black people contain numerous instances of Dillard's Black 

English and other words and expressions associated with 

black speech; "Gus, The Lineman" contains very few of these 

expressions, probably to correlate with the description of 

the title character as an extremely sharp and brainy indi

vidual; and "Teacher" contains not one of these expressions. 

Features of Dillard's Black English are also present in 

Giovanni's poetry. The zero copula appears frequently: 

"You pretty full of yourself," "You one of them technical 

niggers, 0 and "you a student at the institute." The double 

negative appears again and again: "you ain't really no hot 

stuff," "I don't want to know how to make no rolls," and 

"that ain't no reason to be uppity." There are omissions of 

the relative connector: "I wonder did she dream" and 

"wondering would my aunt drag me to church." There are 

numerous instances of the omission of the auxiliary have, or 

has, in verb phrases: "They already got Malcolm," "he 

already told the honkies," and "my feet seen more." Two 

instances of the loss of ed on verbs occur: "and we're 

suppose" and "I use to go read." The verb be is sometimes 
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used to denote action of long duration: "we be digging." 

There are a few hyper-correct forms: "peoples be going to 

the moon" and "I gets." In one instance, the nominative 

case substitutes for the possessive case: "they afros." 

Like Walker, Giovanni does not limit her use of words 

and expressions associated with black speech to those which 

Dillard describes. Occasionally, these expressions result 

from her attempt to let her spelling imitate pronunciation 

habits of black people: gonna (going to) and gotta (got 

to). Often these words are ethnic slang expressions: chick 

(girl or female), digging (understanding), and ofay (white 

man). Some are derogatory terms: niggers (the black 

bourgeoisie) and honkies and crackers (white people). 

In complete contrast to Walker, whose poetry is com

pletely devoid of obscenity or vulgarity of any kind, some 

of Giovanni's poetry contains words and phrases which the 

Establishment may consider extremely vulgar or obscene. For 

the most part, however, these obscene words and phrases are 

limited to her angry political poems and to those which 

deride the black bourgeoisie. Only infrequently does she 

use obscene words in her other poems. A few lines from her 

poems will illusirate. Attacking Richard Nixon and the 

white power structure, she says: 
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How in the hell would anyone 
feel 
With a mechanical dick 
in his ass 
lightening the way 
for whitey 

("A Short Essay of Affirmation Explaining 
Why," Black Feeling, p. 22, 11. 14-19) 

In this same poem she uses the phrases jackoff, pissed off, 

and my bang (female sex organ). Relating her conversation 

with FBI agents who visit her in order to get her to inform 

on Rap Brown and other militant friends, she says: 

they said in rounds: 
sister why not loosen up and turn on 
fuck the system up from the inside 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
after I finsihed a long loud stinky fart I said serenely 
definitely though with love 

fuck you 
("I Laughed When I Wrote It," My House, p. 59, 
11. 21-23; p. 60, 11. 4-6) 

Addressing the black bourgeoisie, she states: "And again I 

must point out sex is not the issue/ that we should simply 

fuck/ tokenism" ("The Dance Committee," Black Feeling, 

p. 44, 11. 11-13). 

The manner in which Giovanni employs expressions asso

ciated with the black lifestyle suggests that she is well 

versed in the heated and often irrational discussions which 

followed the publication of studies hypothesizing a Black 

English. Her manner of treatment also suggests her two 

primary reasons for employing these expressions. First, the 
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fact that most of these expressions appear in her early 

poems, written when her revolutionary ardor and her interest 

in the black aesthetic were at their zenith, demonstrates 

both her deliberate rejection of the formal literary idiom 

which poets have traditionally employed and her attempt to 

foster black pride. Second, many of these expressions result 

from her attempt to let her poetry accurately reflect the 

black culture. The extent to which she attempts to tran

scribe the speech patterns of diverse groups of black people 

accurately is evident in her putting into the mouth of eld

erly black Southerners hyper-correct forms like peoples and 

I gets, in having black men of the lower socio-economic group 

and children utter many of the characteristically black ex

pressions, and in making the double negative an almost con

stant occurrence in the speech of all of these groups. 

In this same respect, even her obscene expressions may 

be considered legitimate, for the black lifestyle of the 

large urban ghetto is perhaps more obscene than the life

style of any other geographical area, black or white. Fail

ing to reflect any portion of that lifestyle, she would be 

untrue to her art. , Furthermore, many of these expressions 

are intentionally designed to shock or goad black people 

into taking positive action in their struggle for justice 

and equality. For this purpose, Giovanni employs a language 

which is often the only one which sare black people relate to. 
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Thus, the language of both Walker and Giovanni employs 

words and phrases associated with the black lifestyle. 

Giovanni's language incorporates a larger number of the 

features which Dillard ascribes to Black English than does 

that of Walker. More often than Giovanni, Walker attempts 

to let her spelling simulate the pronunciation habits of 

black Americans. As opposed to the numerous obscene expres

sions in Giovanni's early poems, Walker's poetry is without 

the slightest hint of obscenity. With one exception, Walker 

limits her use of expressions associated with black culture 

to her folk ballads; Giovanni employs them in poems on 

various subjects. Finally, whereas the occurrence of these 

features in Walker's poetry results from her desire to cor

relate form with content and to reflect accurately the actual 

speech patterns of common black people, they are present in 

Giovanni's poetry not only for these two reasons but also 

because of her attempts to deliberately reject the formal 

literary idiom traditionally employed by poets and to foster 

black pride. 

The presence of expressions associated with black cul

ture gives to the poetry of Walker and Giovanni a degree of 

informality. Other characteristics also contribute to the 

informal or formal nature of their poetry. In all of 

Walker's poetry, capitalization conforms to conventional 

usage. With few exceptions, her punctuation is also 
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conventional. The obvious omission of commas in "For My 

People" in places where they are conventionally used derives 

no doubt from her desire to achieve certain poetical and 

rhetorical effects. Some of her later poems on the sit-ins 

and demonstrations omit all internal punctuation so that in 

many instances the only mark of punctuation in an entire 

poem is the period at the end. Since her ballads contain 

internal punctuation, it seems likely that the lack of 

meticulous internal punctuation in these poems is as much 

the result of the trend of the poetry of the seventies, with 

its completely unconventional punctuation, as of Walker's 

desire to correlate the mechanics of her writing with her 

content. 

It is somewhat difficult to determine the guiding prin

ciple of Giovanni's capitalization. Excluding the last 

seven, all of the poems in Black Feeling, her first pub

lished volume, employ conventional capitalization. Because 

the last seven poems in this volume and the vast majority 

of her later poems employ completely unconventional capital

ization, it seems safe to conclude that she started out using 

conventional capitalization and gradually abandoned it 

altogether. Thus, in Giovanni's poetry, we find god,~' 

kennedy, i'm, and sunday. Even the first word in a line of 

poetry is written in lower case. In fact, she uses no 

capitals whatever. 
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Giovanni's punctuation deviates from conventional usage 

just as much as her capitalization does. Occasionally she 

uses a comma; a bit more frequently she employs a dash; only 

rarely does she use a terminal mark of punctuation. She 

does, however, use quotation marks religiously. 

It is entirely possible that Giovanni's deviation from 

conventional rules of capitalization and punctuation is the 

sole result of her belief that conventional usage bears too 

close a relationship to the white aesthetic, which she must 

get as far away from as possible. At the same time, she, 

too, may have been influenced by the unconventional punctua

tion of much modern poetry. However, when one considers the 

other ways in which she attempts to make her poetry relate 

to black people, the logical answer seems to be that her 

unconventional capitalization and punctuation are designed 

to achieve the informality which she thinks is appropriate 

to her subject matter and audience. For in addition to using 

expressions peculiar to the black life style and unconven

tional capitalization and punctuation, she often replaces the 

subordinate conjunctions as if or as though with like: 

"Sometimes I feel like I just get in/ everybody's way" 

("Intellectualism," Black Feeling, p .. 63, 11. 1-2); employs 

extreme ellipsis: "like hitler was an ugly dude/ same 

with nixon" ("Ugly Honkies," Black Feeling, p. 81, 11. 4-5); 

and uses the indefinite it and they: "if they kill me/ it 
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won't stop the revolution" ("My Poem," Black Feeling, p. 95, 

11. 5-7) and "They had a rebellion in Washington this year" 

("A Litany for Pepe," Black Feeling, p. 5 7, 1. 1) • 

Walker's capitalization and punctuation differ greatly 

from those of Giovanni. Walker, without exception, employs 

conventional capitalization. Her infrequent deviations from 

conventional punctuation result from either her desire to 

achieve certain poetical or rhetorical effects or her attempt 

to correlate the mechanics of her writing with her content. 

On the other hand, Giovanni is generally unconventional in 

both her capitalization and her punctuation. Her deviation 

from conventional rules probably results from a desire to 

create an informal poetry to which the black masses can 

relate, for in addition to using unconventional capitaliza

tion and punctuation, she often replaces the subordinate 

conjunctions as if and as though with like, employs extreme 

ellipsis, and uses the indefinite pronouns it and they--all 

designed to aid in achieving an informality suited to her 

subject matter and audience. 

One other technique which Giovanni uses in her poetry 

deserves some attention. This is her tendency to play with 

and on words. "No Name No. 2," the content of which has 

already been discussed, provides an excellent illustration 

of her tendency to play with words. By repositioning of 

and by adding either derivational or inflectional endings to 
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the words bitter, black, and brother, she constructs the 

meaning of the entire poem. "Word Game" also reflects her 

tendency to play with words: 

as things be/ come 
let's destroy 
then we can destroy 
what we be /come 
let's build 
what we become 
when we dream 

(Black Feeling, p. 39, 11. 1-7). 

Removal of the slashes possibly results in this interpreta

tion: Let's destroy our present world and build the kind of 

world we visualize in our dreams. Retaining the slashes 

results in an interpretation which on the surface seems 

total nonsense, for if we constantly destroy our future 

world, we cannot possibly build the kind of world we visual

ize in our dreams. Underneath all this, however, the second 

interpretation makes good sense, for it is Giovanni's admoni

tion that we should stop tearing down so that we can begin 

building a new world. 

Giovanni's tendency to play on words is reflected in 

these lines: 

If the Black Revolution passes you bye its for damned 
sure 
the whi - te reaction to it won't 

("Poem," Black Feeling, p. 25, 11. 8-10) 
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The intended puns on bye and whi-te are obvious. Often 

Giovanni plays with words by using epenthesis, the addi

tion of a syllable or letter in the middle of a word, to 

form new words from old words. Usually she does so to com

ment sarcastically on the shifting quality of the American 

dream. Thus, to black people America is a demo~cracy, not 

a democracy; to white people black people really are hu~man 

beings, not human beings; and considering the fact that for 

so long American histories completely ignored the contribu

tions of black people in the making of America, the word is 

his~tory, not history. 

Some of these word games reflect the anagrammatic and 

cryptic quality which characterizes much of Giovanni's 

poetry; others reflect the wryness which makes so many of 

her poems stimulating. These qualities her poetry shares 

with the poetry of William Carlos Williams, from whom many 

of the more recent poets, white and black, take their lin

guistic clues. 

Thus, in their use of poetic and linguistic techniques, 

Walker and Giovanni are both alike and different. Whereas 

Walker often relies upon such conventional forms as the 

sonnet, the ballad, the ode, the elegy, and the epitaph, 

Giovanni avoids such forms, both stanzaic forms and fixed 

forms, preferring to use free verse as the medium for her 

poetry. Both poets employ extensive imagery, figurative 
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language, and allusion, but within these broad categories, 

they use some devices in common and others which are com

pletely different. Though such musical devices as allitera

tion, assonance, anaphora, and the parallel structure are 

common to the poetry of both writers, other musical devices 

are peculiar to each one. With few exceptions, Walker limits 

her use of terminology associated with black culture, syntac

tical structures that make for informality, and unconven

tional punctuation to the ballads. Thus, her other poems 

possess an essential formality. On the other hand, Giovanni 

always aims at informality. She employs terminology associ

ated with the black culture, syntactical structures that make 

for informality, and unconventional capitalization and 

punctuation throughout much of her poetry. In addition, the 

anagrammatic and cryptic quality of Giovanni poetry is at 

complete odds with the long lines and formal nature of much 

of Walker's poetry. The very nature of Giovanni's poetry 

gives to it an originality and freshness which account for 

much of its appeal. At the same time, Walker has stamped so 

much of her own individuality and originality upon the con

ventional forms that she employs that her poetry also pos

sesses much strength and vigor. With the particular 

linguistic and poetic techniques which they selected to 

employ, Walker and Giovanni have made notable contributions 

to the body of American literature. 



Chapter IV 

A Stylistic Analysis 

of Passages from Jubilee and Gemini 

I. Introduction 

This chapter uses stylistics to compare the prose style 

of a passage from Jubilee, Margaret Walker's epic novel of 

slavery, with that of a passage from Gemini, Nikki Giovanni's 

fictionalized autobiography. Advocates of stylistics as a 

tool in the analysis of prose agree that word counts are use

ful in at least tiwo ways: they make evidence precise and 

specific, thereby providing verifiable links between text 

and theory, and they serve as means of discovery, as ways 

of finding out things we did not know before. Josephine 

Miles thinks that "analysis works to support and invite 

intuition .... It does not create, invent, imagine, lead 

to values; but given values, it clarifies and discerns, 

helping us to understand the relation between what we feel 

and what we know. 1170 

Several readings of the passage from Jubilee suggest 

that its prose style is characterized by simplicity, 

70 Style and Proportion (Boston: Little and Brown, 
1967), p. 237. 
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directness, informality, a degree of objectivity, and a 

somewhat rapid movement. Readings of the passage from 

Gemini suggest that its prose style is characterized by 

simplicity, informality, a high degree of subjectivity, and 

a rather slow, laborious movement. Hence, the two prose 

styles possess both similarities and differences. Thus, the 

word counts in this study will attempt to determine the spe

cific techniques which make up the two prose styles and 

those which contribute to their similarities and differences. 

Valid bases of comparison are ensured in that each pas

sage depicts a situation in which the loss of a loved one 

causes the focal character great emotional stress. In 

Text I Vyry, daughter of Marster John, the white plantation 

owner, and the slave Hetta, loses Aunt Sally, the only real 

mother she has ever known--excluding Mama Sukey, the plan

tation slave who cares for all of Marster John's bastards 

until they are big enough to work--to the auction block. In 

Text II the speaker reflects upon her reactions to the death 

of her maternal grandmother. 

Several of the word counts employed in this study were 

suggested by the style machine in Walker Gibson's Tough, 

Sweet and Stuffy; the others I set up. In each instance 

the word counts were selected because of their particular 

relevance to the passages being analyzed. Though most of 

the counts are self-explanatory, some perhaps need 
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explanation. Counts 1, 2, 3, and 4 measure sentence length. 

For the purpose of this study, a sentence refers to any word 

or group of words followed by a terminal mark of punctuation. 

Counts 5 through 9 measure aspects of diction. Counts 5 and 

6 tabulate monosyllables and words of more than one syllable, 

respectively. Count 7 divides nouns into concrete, abstract, 

and fractional. In this study a concrete noun denotes a 

visible, tangible object or person and an abstract noun an 

invisible, intangible characteristic or quality. A frac

tional noun is one which falls into neither of the first two 

groups. Count 8 measures the total number of nouns in rela

tion to the total number of words in the passage, and 

Count 9 measures the repetition of key words and phrases. 

The rest of the counts deal with syntax. Count 10 

divides subjects of finite verbs into nouns used to refer to 

people and neuter nouns. Counts 11, 12, and 13 deal with 

aspects of the verb--the number of be verbs in relation to 

the number of other finite verbs, the number of finite verbs 

in relation to the total number of words, and the relation 

of transitive-active verbs to transitive-passive verbs. 

Count 14 divides independent clause openers into inversions 

and the conjunction and. Count 15 deals with noun modifica

tion, Count 16 with parallel constructions, and Count 17 

with types of sentences. 
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Finally, Counts 17 and 18 are measures of subordination, 

both of which utilize principles of transformational grammar. 

I believe that the principle of embedding is well suited for 

determining just how Walker and Giovanni chose to subordi

nate clauses. Thus, Count 17 divides embedded clauses into 

two groups: · those embedded within a main clause and those 

embedded within an embedded clause. Count 18 uses trans

formational grammar to distinguish between relative pronouns 

that appear in the surface structure and those that have 

been removed by optional deletion transformations. Such a 

deletion has long been recognized as a stylistic choice--for 

example, Giovanni's "the moment my fabher had called my 

apartment" rather than "the moment that my father had called 

my apartment." 

II. Narratian ,of the Results and Implications of the 
Word Counts 

The results of these word counts as a tool in the 

analysis of passages from Walker's Jubilee and Giovanni's 

Gemini have certain implications. Since sentence length is 

of little use by itself, comments on the word counts dealing 

with this aspect of the two passages will be discussed later 

in connection with elements of syntax to which it is closely 

related. Thus, the first word counts discussed will be 

those that deal with aspects of diction. 



Results of the word Counts 

Walker's Jubilee (450 words, 30 sentences= Text I) 

Giovanni's Gemini (512 words, 28 sentences= Text II) 

1. Average sentence length 

2. Median sentence length 

3. No. of sentences with fewer words 
than average sentence length 

4. No. of sentences with more words 
than average sentence length 

5. Monosyllabic words 
No. of words 
% of total words 

6. Words with more than one syllable 
No. of words 
% of total words 

7. Nouns 
Concrete 

No. of nouns 
% of total nouns 

Text I 
(Sulliilee) 

15 words 

12.5 words 

17 

13 

342 
76% 

108 
24% 

54 
69% 

Text II 
'( Gemini) 

18.3 words 

12. 5 words 

20 

8 

339 
66% 

173 
34% 

56 
54% 

~ 
co 
0 



Results of Word Counts (Continued) 

Text I Text II 
(Jubilee) (Gemini) 

Abstract 
No. of nouns 10 17 
% of total nouns 13% 30% 

Fractional 
No. of nouns 14 17 
% of total nouns 18% 16% 

8. Nouns--% of total words 17% 11% 

9. Repetition of key words 52 46 I--' 
a:> 

10. Nouns used as subjects 
I--' 

Person-words 
No. of nouns 50 44 
% of total subjects 88% 68% 

Neuter nouns 
No. of nouns 7 21 
% of total subjects 12% 32% 

11. Finite verbs 
Be-verbs 
-No. of verbs 11 15 

% of total verbs 16% 24% 

Others 
No. of verbs 56 47 
% of total verbs 84% 76% 



Results of Word Counts (Continued) 

12. Finite verbs--% of total words 

13. Transitive verbs--voice 
Active 

No. of verbs 
% of total tran. verbs 

Passive 
No. of verbs 
% of total tran. verbs 

14. Independent clause openers 
Inversions 

Simple adverbials 
Expletives 
Impersonal it 
Prepositional phrases 
Adverbial clauses 

And 

Text I 
(Jubilee) 

15% 

36 
92% 

3 
8% 

8 
1 
0 
0 
2 
0 

Text II 
(Gemini) 

10% 

33 
94% 

2 
6% 

1 
2 
1 
2 
0 

13 

I-' 
CX) 

N 



Results of Word Counts (Continued) 

15. Noun modification 
True adjectives 

Prenominal 
Postnominal 

Noun adjuncts (Prenominal) 
Participles 

Present 
Pre nominal 
Postnominal 

Past 
Prenominal 
Postnorninal 

Prepositional phrases 
(Postnominal) 

Adjective clauses 
(Postnominal) 

16. Parallel constructions 
Similar 
Antithetical 

17. Types of sentences 
According to form 

Simple 
Compound 
Complex 
Compound-complex 

Text I 
(Jubilee) 

10 
3 
4 

2 
7 

0 
0 

2 

4 

18 
2 

14 
5 
6 
5 

Text II 
( Gemini) 

0 
8 
4 

0 
2 

0 
2 

0 

3 

11 
3 

13 
4 
7 
5 

I-' 
o:> 
w 



Results of Word Counts (Continued) 

Text I Text II 
(Jubilee) (Gemini) 

According to function 
Statement 23 28 
Question 3 0 
Command 3 0 
Exclamation 0 0 

18. Embedded clauses 
Within a main clause 13 19 
Within an embedded clause 0 1 

19. Relative pronoun deletion I-' 
Clauses to which deletion 00 

transformation cannot be 
.i::. 

applied 5 4 

Clauses to which deletion trans-
formation can be applied 8 10 

Relative pronoun present 
in surface structure 2 3 

Relative pronoun removed 
from surface structure 6 7 
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In Text I 76% of the words are monosyllables; in Text II 

66% of the words are monosyllables. It is well known that a 

high percentage of words of more than one syllable, espe

cially those of three or more syllables, effects an elaborate 

and affected diction. It is also well known that a high 

percentage of monosyllabic words effects a simple diction. 

Thus the high proportion of monosyllabic words in both pas

sages contributes significantly to the sense of simplicity 

which characterizes both Text I and Text II. This simplicity 

is well suited to the bare human emotions which the focal 

character of each passage exhibits. 

In both passages the concrete nouns outnumber the com

bined abstract and fractional nouns, reflecting the nature 

of the content of the two passages. Text I focuses first 

upon Aunt Sally's preparations for her departure and her last 

minute goodbyes and second upon Vyry's reactions to her leav

ing. Text II depicts first the speaker's reactions and 

thoughts at the moment she receives word of her grandmother's 

death, during the funeral, and on her return trip home. 

Second, Text II depicts the speaker's visit, several years 

after the death of her grandmother, to the neighborhood and 

house in which her grandparents had lived for long years and 

which the speaker's family had shared during her early child

hood. Since both passages describe people and either physical 

objects or natural scenery, many of the nouns used must of 
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necessity be concrete nouns. Moreover, concrete nouns create 

a vividness of impression which cannot be paralleled by 

abstract and fractional nouns, by nature vague, indistinct, 

indefinable. 

Despite the preponderance of concrete nouns, the large 

number of abstract and fractional nouns in both passages 

cannot be ignored, for they too suggest something of the 

content. Because both passages depict situations in which 

the focal characters experience great emotional stress, they 

naturally focus to some degree upon feelings and attitudes, 

best conveyed by abstract nouns. The larger number of com

bined abstract and fractional nouns in Text II appropriately 

accords with the fact that it focuses more upon the feelings 

and attitudes of its speaker than Text I focuses upon Vyry's 

feelings and attitudes. No doubt much of the subjectivity 

which characterizes Text II derives from its focus upon the 

feelings and attitudes of the speaker. In addition, Text I 

is a reflection, a recalling of memories. Reflections and 

memories are in themselves abstractions, a kind of philo

sophical thought which naturally lends itself to development 

by the use of abstract nouns. It is entirely possible that 

Giovanni uses these abstract nouns to suggest the speaker's 

detachment from the world around her so as to sharpen the 

emphasis upon her total preoccupation with her own feelings 
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about her grandmother's death. When one considers that the 

fractional nouns are more closely allied with the abstract 

nouns than with the concrete nouns, these points are empha

sized even more . . Thus, it seems that Walker and Giovanni 

use concrete nouns to place their focal characters in the 

real world, among men and things, and abstract and frac

tional nouns to convey their feelings and attitudes toward 

the loss of their loved ones. In addition, Giovanni uses 

abstract and fractional nouns to emphasize her speaker's 

preoccupation with her own feelings of loss and dejection. 

When we consider that the number of concrete nouns in Text I 

(76% of the total nouns) is somewhat higher than the number 

of concrete nouns in Text II (66% of the total nouns), we 

realize that the two passages are quite similar in this 

respect. Inasmuch as in both passages the nouns make up 

almost twenty percent of the total number of words, it is 

evident that this proportion of nouns suggests something 

about the particular prose styles of the two passages. Just 

what is suggested will be considered later. 

Both Walker and Giovanni utilize the repetition of key 

words and phrases, or some variation of them, for two pur

poses: to give the words a degree of prominence in relation 

to other words and phrases and thereby to assure the 

reader's continual awareness of them, and to serve as 
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transitions between s~ntences, helping the reader to move 

smoothly from one to the other. Thus, Text I repeats 

Aunt Sally, sometimes varied to she and her, thirty times; 

Y:iI_y, sometimes varied to she and her, nineteen times; and 

auction block three times. Text II repeats I, sometimes 

varied to~ and~ (referring to the speaker), thirty-one 

times; she and her (referring to the grandmother) thirteen 

times; and funeral twice. In addition to assuring the 

reader's continual awareness of them and to serving as tran

sitions between sentences, the repetition of these words 

functions to suggest the primary focus of the central char

acters' thoughts. In this respect also the two passages are 

quite similar, for Text I repeats three expressions, total

ing fifty-two repetitions, and Text II repeats three key 

expressions, totaling forty-six repetitions. 

The data on finite verbs also reflect the content of 

the two passages. Text I employs as subjects more than 

seven times as many person-words (88% of total subjects) as 

it does neuter nouns (12% of total subjects). Person-words 

used as subjects in Text II (68% of total subjects) outnumber 

neuter nouns used as subjects (32% of total subjects) by 

slightly more than two to one. These figures support the 

above assertion that both passages focus primarily upon the 

focal characters. The extremely high frequency of the pro

nouns!,~' and~ in Text II contributes largely to its 
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subjectivity, for the word I tends to exclude the reader. 

The high percentage of person-words effects in both passages 

a dynamic, personal quality rather than a static, impersonal 

quality, which a large number of neuter nouns would have 

done. However, the larger percentage of neuter nouns in 

Text II, rather than reducing its dynamic and personal 

quality, is perfectly in keeping with the content of the 

passage, for the second part of Text II (the depiction of 

the speaker's visit several years after her grandmother's 

death) focuses upon the speaker's thoughts about the neigh

borhood, the dead neighbors, the house, the yard, and the 

garden, which were for so long the core of her grandmother's 

life. 

Walker and Giovanni's particular use of the verb also 

contributes to the final effects of their prose styles. In 

both texts, the be verbs (16% of total finite verbs in 

Text I and 24% of total finite verbs in Text II) constitute 

a relatively small percentage of the total number of finite 

verbs. Again, in both passages-the percentage of transitive

active verbs (92% in Text I and 94% in Text II) is extremely 

high in comparison with the percentage of transitive-passive 

verbs. It has long been recognized that verbs in the active 

voice make for a dynamic, personal quality, whereas those in 

the passive voice make for a static, impersonal quality. 

The fact that there is no significant difference in the 
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percentage of be verbs and transitive-passive verbs in the 

two passages indicates that the dynamic, personal quality 

is pretty nearly the same. When this is considered in rela

tion to the above finding--that in respect to the number of 

person-words used as subjects, both passages are dynamic and 

personal--it becomes evident that the dynamic qualities of 

the two passages are just about equal. 

Though Walker and Giovanni differ significantly in their 

use of independent clause openers, each w~iter employs them 

to secure particular effects. Text I uses eight simple 

adverbials, one expletive, and two adverbial clauses to open 

independent clauses. An adverb placed in front of a sentence 

buids suspense, increases the reader's curiosity as to what 

will happen. And when several adverbs, or an adverbial 

clause, are placed in front of a sentence, the expectancy 

increases even more. Then, too, such an arrangement often 

results in a periodic, rather than a loose, sentence. In 

Text I these adverbials build suspense, create a melancholy, 

dejected tone, and break what could be a quite monotonous 

effect. 

Giovanni selects as independent clause openers con

structions that produce an effect albogether different from 

that of Walker. The use of only two expletives, one simple 

adverbial, and no adverbial clauses as independent clause 

openers in Text II suggests that she does not aim at building 
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suspense. Rather, her use of the conjunction and to open 

thirteen of the twenty-eight sentences in Text II suggests 

that she aims at portraying the huge complex of personal 

feelings which the grandmother's death engenders in the 

speaker. At the same time, it is generally thought that 

the frequent use of and results in immature sentences, often 

associated with the linguistic patterns of small children. 

No doubt Giovanni wishes to convey the idea that the speak

er's great emotional stress as the result of her grand

mother's death renders her childlike. Further, perhaps 

Giovanni wishes to suggest that the speaker's feelings are 

both spontaneous and without hierarchy. 

Walker and Giovanni seem only moderately fond of 

description, for both Text I and Text II employ relatively 

few instances of noun modification in relation to the total 

number of words in the passages. Of the 32 instances of 

noun modification in Text I, 13 are true adjectives, 4 noun 

adjuncts, 9 present participles, 2 prepositional phrases, 

and 4 adjective clauses. Text II employs 19 instances of 

noun modification: 8 true adjectives, 4 noun adjuncts, 2 

present participles and 2 past participles, and 3 adjective 

clauses. The equal number of prenominal and postnominal 

modifiers (16 of each) in Text I reflects Walker's lack of 

preference for either of the two kinds of modifiers. The 

15 postnominal and 4 prenominal modifiers of Text II reflect 
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Giovanni's preference for the former. In both passages the 

present participles, which effect a dynamic, personal quality 

characteristic of transitive-active verbs, counter the 

effusive effect which the true adjectives used alone would 

have produced. 

Walker and Giovanni employ a number of parallel con

structions, most of which are of similar notions or ideas 

rather than of antithetical notions or ideas. It seems that 

most of the two writers' parallel constructions derive from 

their predilection for compounding. At the same time, much 

of the parallelism is what is called explicit parallelism, 

"the inevitable expressions of any writer who dwells upon, 

el~borates, or emphasizes a11y point, even for a moment. 1171 

Walker most frequently--and in this order--compounds 

predicates, predicate adjectives, subjects, and sentences. 

In nineteen of the twenty instances of compounding in Text I, 

two elements are put into parallel relationship; in one 

instance three elements are put into parallel relationship. 

Thus, Walker's parallelism most often constitutes a two-part 

series, which conveys an impression of finality or abrupt

ness. This two-part series is especially appropriate in the 

sentence ''Suddenly she decided she would go with Aunt Sally, 

and just then Big Missy slapped her so hard she saw stars 

71 Wimsatt, p. 23. 
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and when she saw straight again Aunt Sally was gone." 

Throughout most of Text I, Vyry, though her heart almost 

breaks at the thought of Aunt Sally's leaving, does not cry. 

When at the end of the passage she momentarily goes to 

pieces, Big Missy slaps her, bringing her abruptly back to 

her senses. In combination with the fact that the situation 

in Text I is described entirely from the third person point 

of view, these nineteen two-part series give to the passage 

a direct, objective quality. Further, these two-part series 

contribute significantly to the rapid movement of the passage. 

Giovanni's parallelism creates a completely different 

effect. Whereas six of her fourteen instances of parallel

ism use the conjunction and or but, most often and, to 

connect subjects, predicates, or direct objects, eight are 

merely two or more independent clauses joined by and. The 

frequent use or repetition of the and functions to lengthen 

the clauses, phrases, or words, conveying the idea that the 

speaker is really agonizing over her grandmother's death. 

Further, it deliberately effects a slow, laborious movement, 

suggestive of the speaker's lack of life and interest as the 

result of her loss. 

The average sentence length and the frequency with 

which it occurs; the composition of characteristic sentence 

types; the way in which clauses are subordinated; the fre

quency of clause subordination; and the frequency of relative 
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pronoun deletion also produce certain effects in the prose 

styles of the two passages. Text I and Text II differ very 

little in reference to average sentence length, that of 

Text I being 15 words and that of Text II 18.3 words. The 

median sentence lengths of both texts are identical--12.5 

words. In both passages, the number of sentences with fewer 

words than average sentence length exceeds the number of 

sentences with more words than average sentence length. 

Further examination of the data on these aspects of the sen

tence reveals a great variety in the number of words in each 

sentence. It reveals also that in several instances both 

Text I and Text II contain series of short statements, con

veying an impression of speed. In other instances, each 

text contains a series of much longer sentences which give 

it an air of solemnity and deliberation. However, occur

rences of the series of short statements in Text II are 

countered by the use of and at the beginning. Thus, the 

movement of Text II is considerably slower than that of 

Text I. 

The data on types of sentences according to form reveal 

that in both texts the number of sentences containing only 

one independent clause is considerably larger than the 

number containing at least one dependent clause. Generally, 

sentences containing subordinate clauses make for more com

plexity than sentences containing only independent clauses, 
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whether or not the independent clauses have been compounded. 

These data thus suggest that in both texts a kind of com

plexity has been imposed upon an apparent simplicity. 

This point is emphasized when we consider the way in 

which subordinate clauses are embedded and relative pronouns 

deleted. In Text I all subordinate clauses are embedded 

within main clauses; in Text II nineteen subordinate clauses 

are embedded within main clauses, with the remaining one 

embedded in an adverbial clause. The embedding of clauses 

within main clauses makes for complexity, and embedding 

within embedded clauses, however .. slight, increases the com

plexity just that much more. In Text I the relative pronoun 

has been removed from six of the eight clauses to which the 

deletion transformation can be applied. In Text II it has 

been removed from seven of the ten clauses to which this 

transformation can be applied. The deletion of relative 

pronouns, common in oral communication, effects both simplic

ity and informality. Thus, by simultaneously embedding 

clauses and deleting relative pronouns, both Walker and 

Giovanni again impose complexity upon apparent simplicity. 

One final implication may be derived relative to cer

tain of the word counts. Those word counts dealing with 

the ratio of finite verbs to the total number of words, with 

the ratio of nouns to the total number of words, and with 

the proportion of adjectives suggest that the prose style of 
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Text I is slightly more nominal than verbal and that of 

Text II almost equally nominal and verbal, both being only 

slightly adjectival. 

Thus, these word counts support, in a precise and con

crete way, the assumptions made at the beginning: that the 

prose style of the passage from Jubilee is characterized by 

simplicity, informality, directness, a degree of objectivity, 

and a relatively rapid movement; that the passage from Gemini 

is characterized by simplicity, informality, a high degree of 

subjectivity, and a somewhat slow, laborious movement; and 

that the two prose styles possess both similarities and dif

ferences. The similarities of the two prose styles derive 

largely from the fact that each employs more monosyllables 

than words of more than one syllable, more concrete nouns 

than combined abstract and fractional nouns, more transitive

active verbs than either be-verbs or transitive-passive 

verbs, and more sentences with only one independent clause 

than sentences with at least one dependent clause. In addi

tion, each repeats key words and phrases, employs as sub

jects more person-words than neuter nouns, and simultaneously 

embeds clauses and deletes relative pronouns. The differ

ences in the two prose styles result mainly from the dif

ferent ways in which the two writers choose to compound 

sentence elements; Giovanni's frequent use of!,~, and !!!l. 
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in contrast to Walker's exclusive use of the third person1 

and Giovanni's almost constant use of the conjunction_ and 

to open independent clauses, thereby lengthening the ideas 

and giving to the passage a slow, laborious movement. 

Finally, the word counts served to point up a large number 

of techniques which had, at the beginning, been entirely 

overlooked. 



Chapter V 

Conclusion 

This comparison of Margaret Walker and Nikki Giovanni 

revealed significant facts about both their lives and 

literary works. The product of a religiously and classi

cally-oriented home environment, the recipient of a solid 

academic education, also primarily classical, and an indi

vidual who has lived practically all her life in the deep 

South, Walker published first during the early 1940's, a 

period when black writers, who still had faith in the 

American dream, hoped to enter the mainstream of American 

literature. Like other black writers of the period, Walker 

used the forms and techniques practiced by white writers 

to express her special subject matter. Thus, her literary 

works have much in common with her black and white 

contemporaries. 

In contrast to Walker, Giovanni grew up in a black 

middle class environment which was in no way classically 

oriented, received a substantial but completely different 

kind of education, and has spent most of her life in the 

North. She first published during the late 1960's, a period 

which had earlier witnessed the assassinations of Martin 

Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X, the riots in the city 
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ghettos, and the emergence of the extremely angry and mili

tant Leroi Jones, who had energized a whole group of young 

black revolutionary writers. Personally involved in the 

·activities of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee 

and in continuous dialogue about the black revolution, black 

power, black consciousness, and black pride, she was also on 

familiar terms with Leroi Jones and Larry Neal, prime movers 

in the Black Arts movement, a movement which opposed the 

evaluation of black writing in terms of a white aesthetic 

and proposed and formulated instead a black aesthetic, 

grounded in Afro-American culture. 

These formative influences are reflected in fundamental 

differences in the selection of subjects, th.e attitudes 

expressed toward these subjects, the poetic and linguistic 

techniques, and the prose styles of Walker and Giovanni. As 

blacks possessed of an artistic temperament which renders 

them particularly sensitive to the discrimination and injus

tice to which white America has consistently subjected black 

America, both women preoccupy themselves with the black 

experience. Under this broad general topic they treat a 

number of subjects in common. On the subject of racial con

flict in the American society, Walker believes in a common 

humanity, which includes blacks and whites; contends that in 

both races, some men are good and others evil; asserts that 

the inferior status of blacks in today's American society is 



200 

attributable to both whites and blacks; thinks that through

out history black people, including black men, have demon

strated considerable strength and courage, often against 

overwhelming odds; and deplores violence in any form as a 

means to be used by black people in their fight for equality 

and justice in our present society. On the other hand, 

Giovanni, who tends to categorize, to view things in an 

either or pattern, believes that for the most part white 

people, wishing to annihilate black America, conspire to

gether against the best interests of black people; holds 

that black women have been courageous and strong, but that 

black men, primarily responsible for the inferior status of 

black people, have consistently failed to respond to white 

racism in an acceptable manner; and advocates violence as 

the appropriate response to violence. These radically dif

ferent attitudes derive largely from Walker's continued faith 

in the American dream and from Giovanni's sincere belief that 

since black America can in no way depend on the humanity of 

white America to help alleviate the inferior status of black 

people, black people themselves must take positive action in 

their own behalf. 

On three other subjects which Walker and Giovanni treat 

in common--family relationships, love between the sexes, and 

the preservation of black folk history and culture--their 

attitudes are more nearly similar. Both believe that strong 
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family relationships are built upon complete selflessness 

and loyalty. Though Giovanni treats love between man and 

woman far more frequently, and with more emphasis upon pure 

sex, than does Walker, both convey the idea :that it is 

especially important. In addition, believing that white 

America has stripped black America of its cultural heritage 

and that the black artist must try to record black history 

and culture as far as it is now possible, both writers use 

their creative works to preserve black history and culture, 

Walker to a far greater degree than Giovanni. 

In her treatment of the subject of the elderly, which 

Walker explores only in Jubilee and even then only slightly, 

Giovanni lauds the wisdom of old people and counsels young 

people to learn from them, laments the poverty and loneli

ness of many aging people, deplores both the flippancy of 

the young toward the elderly and the generation gap, and 

calls for better relations between the two age groups. 

Walker and Giovanni also differ radically in their use 

of forms, their capitalization, and their punctuation. 

Believing that a work of art should appeal to the cultivated 

taste; that it should be judged in terms of artistic or 

aesthetic considerations; and that form and content are 

inseparable, the content determining the form, Walker uses 

diverse forms with easy mastery. Often she is the classic

ist, writing elegies, odes, epitaphs, and crisp sonnets; 
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sometimes she is the folklorist, writing ballads which suc

cessfully reproduce the essences of black folk rhythm and 

imagery and which reveal her excellent ear and technical 

proficiency; at other times she is the writer of long verse 

paragraphs which protest racial discrimination practiced 

against blacks in the South and call for more militant 

actions on the part of black people; at still other times 

she is the extremely militant black writer using a kind of 

free verse to extol the sit-ins, street demonstrations, and 

other non-violent activities of various black groups. For 

the most part her capitalization and punctuation are com

pletely conventional. 

Giovanni believes that art should function to cultivate 

taste, that it should permit the involvement of all who wish 

to become involved, and that it should be judged primarily 

in terms of its social considerations. Believing also that 

conventional forms, capitalization, and punctuation would 

not only prevent her communication with the black masses but 

also constitute an obvious contradiction of the black 

aesthetic, Giovanni avoids both stanzaic and fixed forms, 

imposes order upon her poetry by employing the general-to

specific and specific-to-general patterns of organization 

frequently and others infrequently, relies solely upon free 

verse as the medium for her poetry, and for the most part 

uses neither capitalization nor terminal punctuation. 
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In nearly all of their poe t ry both Walker and Giovanni 

employ extensive imagery, figur a tive language , and allusion 

but with altogether different effects. Though nature and 

the Bible and Christian belief are principal sources of 

imagery for both poets, Walker often lavishes description 

upon the natural objects themselves and uses Biblical and 

Christian imagery with piety and seriousness; Giovanni most 

often uses natural scenery as the setting for the presenta

tion of an intellectual idea and employs Biblical and 

Christian imagery ironically. The emotional past of black 

people and domestic life function as favorite sources of 

imagery for Walker and Giovanni, respectively. Both employ 

mythological allusions only infrequently. Whereas Walker's 

usual method is to pile image upon image, Giovanni tends 

either to illustrate a thesis or a hypothesis by patterning 

a parallel analogical world or to select a designated concept 

or idea and then illustrate this concept by poetic imagery. 

For both writers metaphor and simile are favorite figures 

of speech. 

Both Walker and Giovanni employ a number of devices 

which give to their poetry a musicality and achieve special 

rhetorical effects. In common they often utilize allitera

tion, homoioteleuton, anaphora, and elaborate parallelism. 

Whereas Walker makes frequent use of asyndeton and polysyn

deton, Giovanni finds polyptoton well suited to her purposes. 
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Both also reproduce rhythms associated with black culture. 

The manner in which Walker and Giovanni employ these devices 

makes for altogether different effects, both musically and 

rhetorically. 

Much less often than Giovanni, Walker incorporates into 

her poetry linguistic features associated with the black 

lifestyle, both those which J. L. Dillard ascribes to Black 

English and others. Limiting these features primarily to 

the ballads, Walker employs in her classical forms a quite 

formal language. Everywhere protesting the formal literary 

idiom traditionally used by poets and seeking an informality 

which will appeal to the black masses, her intended audience, 

Giovanni not only employs these features throughout most of 

her poetry but also incorporates other features that make 

for informality. 

The word-count analyses of passages from Jubilee, 

Walker's epic novel of slavery, and Gemini, Giovanni's fic

tionalized autobiography, reveal similarities and differences 

in the two prose styles. In that both passages employ high 

proportions of monosyllabic words, concrete nouns, 

transitive-action verbs, person-words as subjects, and inde

pendent clauses; repeat key words and phrases; and 

simultaneously embed clauses while deleting relative pro

nouns, the two prose styles are similar. The two prose 

styles differ mainly in the way sentence elements are 
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compounded; the frequency with which!,~, and !!!X. occur in 

Gemini in comparison with the exclusive use of the third 

person in Jubilee; and the frequent use of and to open inde

pendent clauses in Gemini. 

Far too often black writing, accused of failing to deal 

in universals and of containing an excessive amount of 

social protest, is judged to possess little literary quality. 

Yet the novels of Charles Dickens, Theodore Dreiser, and 

Sinclair Lewis; John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath; much 

of the poetry of Edward Arlington Robinson; and much of the 

poetry written since the sixties do much the same thing. 

This study reveals that if viewed objectively, most of the 

writings of Walker and Giovanni must be judged to possess 

real literary merit. 

First, there is no doubt that most of the creative works 

of both Walker and Giovanni meet exceptionally well that 

criterion which holds that "any literary work which offers 

significant insight into the cultural or racial background 

that produced it is valuable. 1172 Walker's Jubilee is a sus

tained, serious, and deep study of black character and life; 

her ballads depict the everyday activities of common black 

folk, portraying them in all their strengths and weaknesses; 

72 Nick Aaron Ford, "Black Literature and the Problem 
of Evaluation," College English 32 (Feb. 1971), 544. 
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"For My People" provides a panoramic view of black life in 

America, both the good and the bad; several poems reflect 

the feeling of desperation which black people in the South 

have long felt; and a number of her later poems provide 

insight into the attitudes and activities of militant blacks 

in present day America. Though many of Giovanni's early 

poems are so militant and blunt as to stand little chance of 

winning sympathetic approval, even these poems do not con

stitute strict pamphleteering. Furthermore, they provide an 

insight into black attitudes and feelings which cannot have 

helped but change some attitudes on the part of some black 

and some white Americans. In addition, such poems as 

"Nikki-Rosa," which provides a glimpse of black childhood 

and of love and loyalty among members of black families; her 

numerous poems which convey the attitudes of black militants 

and revolutionaries toward the black bourgeoisie; and 

"Adulthood," which explains in detail her reasons for becom

ing a revolutionary, are all part of the present of black 

people. There is no doubt that both Walker and Giovanni 

write on the black experience out of fidelity to the deepest 

experiences of black people. 

Second, it is indeed evident that the two nouns used 

most often to judge true art, creativity and originality, 

are applicable to the literary works of Walker and Giovanni. 

Walker's Jubilee, though perhaps employing fictional 
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materials of the past, is completely different from any past 

fiction about slavery. In fact, it is not only the first 

historical novel on the black experience in Arnerica72 but 

also the first to make use of the oral tradition in the 

creation of black history. More often than not, Walker's 

conventional forms vary the pattern of content, rhyme scheme, 

meter, and stanzaic pattern of the traditional forms. Though 

some of her works strongly resemble the works of some of her 

black and white contemporaries, they are in no way replicas 

of them. At the same time, Giovanni's continuous quest for 

informality; her avoidance of conventional forms, capitaliza

tion, and punctuation; the anagrammatic and cryptic quality 

of most of her poetry; and the unusual dexterity with which 

she manipulates words give to her poetry an originality and 

individuality refreshing in themselves. These qualities sal

vage her poetry from that depressing sameness which char

acterizes that of so many of her contemporaries. 

Finally, there is no doubt that the creative writings 

of Walker and many of those of Giovanni also meet the 

aesthetic criteria by which literary works are generally 

measured. Because Walker has never questioned her aesthetic 

relationship with America, all of her creative writings 

72 Gloria Gayles, Intro., How I Wrote Jubilee, Insti
tute of the Black World, by Margaret Walker (Chicago: Third 
World, 1972), p. 7 
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exhibit her conscious efforts to correlate form and content. 

The fact that practically all of Giovanni's later poems show 

a marked departure from the sentiments and stylistic tech

niques of her very earliest volume of poetry suggests that 

she has resolved her aesthetic relationship with America 

and has become very much a conscious craftsman, seeking 

always to correlate content and technique. 

Without the creative writings of Margaret Walker and 

Nikki Giovanni, America would have been denied their valuable 

insights into the black experience and the American tradition 

would have been deprived of two of its "still undiminished 

resources." 
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