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Abstract 

 This study examines the race and gender issues in Nikki Giovanni’s poetry. It explores the 

way in which Giovanni uses her poetry for protesting against the racialized white community. 

She vehemently attacks the boundaries existing in the American society divided by race and 

Gender discrimination. She redefines and reassesses all the aspects of Black woman’s 

experiences. Giovanni writes about the  rightful African heritage and insists on woman’s role 

in creating harmonious black families. Her poems are concerned about creating the social 

identity of woman. 
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I think Black people, and Black Americans especially, are the only  

people to really view earth from its proper perspective since we have 

no land that we can in any historical way call our own. I think at this 

bisection of time and space we are the only ones uniquely prepared 

to accept life on another planet. I believe the poets are the proper 

 people to send since we see love and beauty in the blooming of the 

Black community; power in a people whose only power has been the 

truth. Maybe that’s a compulsion. I like to tell the truth as I see it. I 

hope others do the same. That’s why literature is so important. We 

can not possibly leave it to history as a discipline nor to sociology 

nor science nor economics to tell the story of our people.... 

(Sacred Cows…. and other Edibles 30) 

Throughout the centuries, African American women writers have acted as 

writers of their own history and in doing so, defined themselves, their communities 

and the larger society. Nowhere has this been more apparent than in literature, where 
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the experiences of the writers are recorded as literature. Through these stories, African 

American women continue the tradition of recording history and the changing times 

with perspectives that reflect the struggles and survival of African Americans. 

 Nikki Giovanni was born to Yolande Cornelia Giovanni, Jr., on June 7, 1943 

in the united states. Her work includes poetry anthologies, poetry recordings, and 

nonfiction essays, and covers topics ranging from race and social issues to children's 

literature. She has won numerous awards, including the Langston Hughes Medal and 

the NAACP Image Award. She has been nominated for a Grammy Award for her 

poetry album.  Nikki Giovanni is a true representative of the contemporary United 

States, with sympathy for the past tradition and with a hope and conviction for the 

future  

Giovanni’s poetic career can be divided into two phases; before 1970 and after 

1970. In the beginning, she was an active participant in the Black Arts movement. 

During this period, she wrote revolutionary poems. She projected in her poems, the 

Black male leaders who experienced the visible forms of racial prejudice such as 

judicial, legislative, commercial and political. So, Black struggle came to be 

understood as Black male struggle to attain the privileges within the public spheres. 

Even during Harlem Renaissance, women’s expression was limited. Giovanni found 

herself, like many other Black women participants of the Civil Rights Movement, in a 

complicated predicament. In the beginning years of the movement, Black men and 

women shared a common cause; but as the movement lessened in energy, male 

chauvinism increased, and Black women found themselves speaking out against the 

sexism. Although Black women still wanted to fight the battle of racism, they were 

forced to fight for their own positions and respect within the movements. 

 Giovanni’s strength in speaking out against sexism earned her disagreement of 

the leaders and critics across the country. This change of Giovanni’s stance gets 

reflected in her later poems. Giovanni wrote on Black revolutionary subjects 

previously, began to include other non-revolutionary subjects, after 1970s. Nikki 

Giovanni writes: 

Poetry is the culture of a people. We are poets even when we don’t 

write poems; just look at our life, our rhythms, our tenderness, our 
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signifying, our sermons and our songs. I could just as easily say we 

are all musicians. We are all preachers because we are one. And 

whatever the term we still are the same in other survival/life tools. 

t. I don't think we younger poets are doing anything significantly 

 different from what we as a people have always done. 

The new Black poetry is in fact just a manifestation of our collective 

historical needs” (Gemini 135) 

 In the poem “Nikki-Rosa”, Nikki Giovanni portrays how happy she actually was as a 

child, by symbolically depicting Black love as wealth. She describes how many  

people, who write about her, look past all the joy that she found in everything. They 

solely concentrate on her poverty, but they seem to forget the fact that Giovanni was 

rich because she was surrounded by love. Giovanni shows that many people are not 

able to understand the richness of the love and the strength, received as a child. This 

form of wealth simply allowed all her poverty fade onto the background: 

… I really hope no white person ever has cause 

to write about me 

because they never understand 

Black love is Black wealth and they’ll 

probably talk about my hard childhood 

and never understand that 

all the while I was quite happy (CPG 53) 

The poet has tried to explain how in Black families, love is wealth and not money. 

One might seem to have a hard childhood but they might truly be happy. Money does 

not buy happiness. This poem asserts that happiness is dependent on love and not on 

material possessions. That kind of love is the staple of unity and strength within the 

Black community. 

In another poem “Black Separatism”, Giovanni says that freedom is the only 

thought of the Blacks. She may pretend to do the daily chores and finish the daily 

routine, discussing the baseball scores and the comic page of the papers but they could 

not forget the fact that they are not free. Liberation is her only preoccupation when she 

thinks about the Black kids who form the future community. She cannot but be 
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concerned about them. When they come and approach her, she can only sign, ‘Yours 

for freedom’: 

And we talk about the kids 

Signing our letters 

YOURS FOR FREEDOM (CPG 15) 

In the poem “Poem for Black Boys”, Giovanni presents Black boys as stereo-typical 

figures, indirectly illustrating her anger from the perspective of a Black. The poem 

portrays the struggle of African American to be accepted into society and treated 

equally. By talking to the little Black boys, Giovanni prepares the young boys for their 

future telling them to be rebellious and infringe upon the laws because this is what 

everyone expects of them: 

Ask for CULLURD instead of Monopoly 

DO NOT SIT IN DO NOT FOLLOW KING 

GO DIRECTLY TO STREETS 

his is a game you can win (CPG 45) 

Giovanni, in these lines says how society automatically categorises the African 

American race to be uneducated, treating those people to be worthless. The White 

society considers the Black as just a bunch of troublemakers, undeserving of 

participating in normal daily activities. Giovanni tells the boys that they can play 

another game, other than monopoly. The poet suggests to the boys to be strong and 

have faith, for they have to find how to live happily with the older people. In this 

poem, Giovanni points out the struggle of the Blacks to be accepted in civilisation. 

Giovanni’s poetry reflects the mentality of an oppressed race, the anger and desire to 

break the oppression at all costs. In the poem “Poem (No Name No. 2)”, 

she writes: 

Bitter Black Bitterness 

Black Bitter Bitterness 

Bitterness Black Brothers 

Bitter Black Get 

Blacker Get Bitter 

Get Black Bitterness 
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NOW (CPG 18) 

The following poem was written in the first stage of her literary career, 

expressing the extreme militancy of the period. In the poem “The True Import of 

Present Dialogue, Black vs. Negro (For Peppe, Who Will Ultimately Judge Our 

Efforts)”, she captures the fighting spirit of the Blacks in White America. It is a 

strikingly straightforward illustration of the ideology of Black innocence and Black’s 

affected psychology. Giovanni’s status as the unofficial poet laureate of the Black 

Arts Movement was based directly on her ability to articulate clearly the most 

pressing aspects of the changes in racial thinking then taking place within American 

society. She redefines herself in relation to an emerging Black culture, a culture that 

was self-consciously anti-White and more significantly against the anti-nigger psyche: 

Nigger 

Can you kill 

Can you kill 

Can a nigger kill a honkie 

Can a nigger kill the Man 

Can you kill nigger 

Huh? nigger can you 

kill (CPG 19) 

Throughout this poem, the words nigger and kill combine to stimulate the spirit of the 

Blacks and the goal is to promote Black unity in the face of White supremacy. The 

ending lines have the danger of stimulating the violence in Blacks to kill the Whites: 

Can we learn to kill WHITE for BLACK 

Learn to kill niggers 

Learn to be Black men (CPG 20) 

Adopting the revolutionary stance, this poem advocates open violence and 

expresses impatience for social change. It is a call to all Black Americans to destroy 

the Whites who oppress them as well as the Blacks whose passivity contributes to 

their own oppression. Giovanni in the poem titled “The Funeral of Martin Luther 

King, Jr.”, she sadly expresses that a slave can get freedom only when he is dead. 

Martin Luther King, being Black voiced out against the oppression of Blacks. As a 
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result, he could not live peacefully in the world. Giovanni wants a world where all 

men are free: 

We seek the freedom of free men 

And the construction of a world 

Where Martin Luther King could have lived 

and preached non-violence. (CPG 51) 

If such a world existed, then Martin Luther King would have lived happily preaching 

non-violence. 

As one reads through her poems, one cannot avoid recognising that race and 

gender are inextricably intertwined constituents of Giovanni’s thematic concerns. In 

the poem ‘Woman Poem’, Nikki Giovanni paints a vividly real word portrait of the 

paradoxical, ambiguous position of Black woman. It considers the social and sexual 

limits imposed on Black women. She points out that ‘a woman too can be castrated’: 

it’s having a job 

they won’t let you work 

or no work at all 

castrating me 

(yes it happens to women too) 

it’s a sex object if you’re pretty 

and no love 

or love and no sex if you’re fat 

get back fat black woman be a mother 

grand mother strong thing but not woman (CPG 71) 

The devaluation of Black woman as human beings is exposed in these lines of the 

poem. The Black women in the Black Arts Movement opened for the first time, a 

public discourse on sexuality. They rejected the western values as if they were White 

and reversed the middle class White morals. Giovanni was not an exception. 

Giovanni’s “Seduction” showcases her lust for Black men. Only a lusty woman would 

bring this perspective to the world of politics: 

one day 

you gonna walk in this house 
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and i’m gonna have on a long African 

gown 

you’ll sit down and say “The Black…” 

and i’m gonna take one arm out 

then you—not noticing me at all—will say “What about 

this brother…” 

and i’m going to be slipping it over my head 

and you’ll rap on about “The revolution…” 

While i rest your hand against my stomach 

you’ll go on… … … (CPG 35)  

In the poem “A Poem Off Center”, Nikki Giovanni demonstrates the increasing 

awareness of woman for self-identity and says that gender is a problematic component 

in the identity for women: 

i feel i think sorry for the women 

they have no place to go 

it’s the same old story blacks 

here all the time 

if it’s serious a white man 

would do it 

when it’s serious 

he will 

everything from writing a poem 

to sweeping the streets 

to cooking the food 

as long as his family doesn’t eat it 

it’s a little off center 

this life we’re leading 

maybe i shouldn’t feel sorry 

for myself 

but the more i understand women 

the more i do (CPG 245-246)  
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Many of her poems play variations on the theme of gender difference, 

reiterating the idea that women are expected to occupy solely because of their gender 

which leaves them ‘empty in one way or another’.  

In the poem “[Untitled]”, Giovanni says the woman lives in a world: 

made up of baby 

clothes            to be washed 

food              to be cooked 

lullabies        to be sung 

smiles           to be glowed 

hair              to be plaited 

ribbons        to be bowed 

coffee          to be drunk 

books          to be read 

tears           to be cried 

loneliness  to be borne (CPG 163) 

A woman is expected to play a conventional role in society. There are lists of 

work waiting for her. House labour requires diligence, conviction and mettle. The man 

thinks that these are the work of women. It is easy to get a man to love but to live after 

he has gone away is difficult. He soon forgets the woman and never returns. It is 

merely momentary pleasure with no emotional involvement. These poems are private 

and criticise the socially prescribed female role. They speak for Giovanni only and are 

not meant to rouse anybody to any kind of revolution. Such a dichotomy in her work 

may be neat, but it contains a high degree of ambivalence for a woman poet like 

Giovanni. One cannot but wonder how the woman who sees herself as a sweet 

inspiration of her people and the woman who has been trained not only to sit and wait 

but also to value interpersonal, private relationships can be the same poet. While many 

of Nikki Giovanni’s poems explore and describe women’s lives, some of the poems 

celebrate Black women. 

The poem “Ego Tripping (there may be a reason why)” is one of the powerful 

celebration of Black womanhood. Far from being bound to narrow and confined 

existence, the speaker says: 
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I was born in the congo 

I walked to the fertile crescent and built 

the sphinx 

I designed a pyramid so tough that a star 

that only glows every one hundred years falls 

into the center giving divine perfect light 

I am bad 

I sat on the throne 

drinking nectar with allah 

I got hot and sent an ice age to europe 

to cool my thirst 

My oldest daughter is nefertiti 

the tearsfrom my birth pains 

created the nile 

I am a beautiful woman (CPG 125) 

 In the poem “The Life I Led”, whose title is already suggestive, the poet 

even envisions her physical aging process: 

i know my upper arms will grow 

flabby it’s true 

of all the women in my family 

…………………………… 

i hope i die 

warmed 

by the life that i tried 

to live (CPG 203) 

The poem sounds as if the poet’s search for identity and womanhood had come 

to fruition. 

Giovanni is a remarkable poet who has written much valuable collection. 

Giovanni is a remarkable poet who has written many valuable collections of poetry. 

Along with inspiration from Black family culture and racial issues, many of Nikki 

Giovanni’s poems showcase her strong opposition for racism. She was actively 
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involved in the Black Arts Movement, an alliance of African American intellectuals 

who wrote politically and artistically, radical poems aimed at raising awareness of 

Black rights and promoting the struggle for radical equality. Like other Black women 

poets, she also involved herself in Black Arts Movement and revealed great interest to 

anticipate in the revolutionary struggle. The poems, written in that period resonate 

with the language of Black empowerment and the liberating potential of Black rage. 

Like Brooks and Lorde, she praises the famous Black people and mourns their sudden 

deaths. She points out how Black culture is rich in love even in the hostile 

environment. 

Giovanni’s refusal to be dictated to by the male leaders of the Black Arts 

Movement or the Black Power Movement pushed her into discovering a female 

identity as well as a Black identity. From personal poems juxtaposed with violent and 

militant works about “killing” the White values imposed on Black America, Giovanni 

soon began to explore the rites of womanhood. Giovanni has received more attention 

first for her militant poems on racial themes and later for her feminist writing. Her 

poems say that Giovanni is trying to be a natural woman doing what a woman does 

when she is natural in doing so, dreaming natural dreams, having a revolution, it is not 

surprising that her career has already gone through three distinct stages: first, the 

Black militant; then the domestic lover; and now the disappointed lover. But it is only 

a response to her times: the seventies and eighties call for different responses than did 

the sixties. In her later poems, her themes are becoming increasingly complex, 

reflecting her maturity as a woman and as a writer. Her later poetry reflects a changing 

consciousness of her role in the society as a single woman, the need to adjust her 

concept of home and family and of the importance of smaller places, such as houses 

and rooms, to fit her own life, a life that many American women and men, Black and 

White, can identify with. Her poems are much agreeable even now because of the 

present worst situation of the United States where one can find the intolerance of 

African Americans increasing day by day. As a witness to three generations, Nikki 

Giovanni has perceptively and poetically recorded her observations of both the outside 

world and the gentle yet enigmatic territory of the self. 
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