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African Poetry: Understanding Our Similarities to See Our Differences.

The continent of Africa is the home to many thriving countries who all share similarities in their customs, belief systems, and the effects of colonization.  Although these countries share similar roots, variations and contrasting ideas exist among them based on the region they belong to.  Since many of these countries have experienced foreign rule, how they express themselves through their use of poetry is also influenced by different methods learned from their colonial masters.  So, African literary criticism follows, to a large extent, colonial masters’ style, except for the themes and some linguistic elements.  For instance, the poems, “Black Woman” and “I am Alone,” by Leopold Senghor, and “When Black Men’s Teeth Speak Out” by Ouologuem Yambo, have similarities in Euro-American form and structure, and they all relate to one specific subject matter – colonial oppression – the African experience.  As a result, they all use the literary device, repetition, to reinforce the major elements of their poems.  However, contrast is seen amongst them in the place of origin of each work.  While Leopold Senghor is from Senegal, a country in West Africa where he has held a prominent role as the President; Ouologuem Yambo’s comes from Mali, a neighboring country, where the history of the people differs from most of other African countries, as predominantly Islamic.  Each work has a different content area which takes the seat as the main focus of each poem.  In “Black Woman,” the content area is the oppression of women and how they are portrayed, “I am Alone” deals with the identity of oppressed people in Senegal, and “When Black Men’s Teeth Speak Out” deals with stereotypes of oppressed people and race relations in Mali.  Therefore, there are countless similarities in these poems, as well as some undeniable differences, and all these do not only relate to Africans, but are also universal human experiences.

In fact, in Leopold Senghor’s poem, “Black Woman,” the woman can be interpreted in numerous ways.  Some critics view the woman discussed in the poem as Mother Africa, a representation of the beauty of the continent of Africa.  Others interpret this poem as referring to an actual woman, especially as Senghor is married to a white woman; so this poem is his tribute to how every woman should be appreciated and viewed in African society, as a beautiful sexual creature or object.  Probably, that is why this woman lacks any depth in her character; instead her physical attributes are highlighted throughout the poem.  The poet constantly refers to her as “Nude woman, dark woman” or “Nude woman, black woman” (Lines 1, 7, 12 & 16).  Using this literary device of repetition to enforce the idea of her nakedness can mean her innocence or purity in African worldview, but in the context of colonial oppression, it can be interpreted as exposed, raped, or exploited, which metaphorically can refer to Mother Africa.  Never once is this woman’s mental capacity discussed, as it is not deemed important, because in terms of colonization, men are reduced to the status of women, and women to nothing.  These interpretations of the woman resonate with Senghor’s imagery used to compare the woman to objects from nature within Africa.  Thus, the black woman is addressed as follows:  “And your beauty strikes my heart, like the lightning of an eagle” (6), “Savanna of the pure horizons, savanna trembling under the fervent caresses of the East wind” (9), “And here in the heart of summer and of noon, I discover you, promised land from the height of a burnt mountain”(4-5), and “Before a jealous fate turns you into ashes to feed the roots of life” (18).  So, throughout this poem, the “black woman” is thought of as a possession to be valued by her beauty through a juxtaposition of her roles as a mother, a continent, a goddess, and a sustainer of life in accordance with “African Cosmology” by Grisso. 

Although in “I am Alone” Senghor uses repetition and personification to drive home his theme on the feelings of being alone, the poem can also be interpreted as the struggles that Africans had to face when the colonizers arrived and the feelings of being treated as foreigners in their own homes.  The poet repeats “I am alone in the plains / And in the night” (5-6) to remind the reader of the desolation of being alone.  The poet also repeats the line “O the chimneys!” (16 & 26), and “O you fingers” (23 & 27) in an almost nonsensical matter, but can be interpreted as a source of freedom for this person who is alone.  The chimneys are the passageway where the smoke from a fire can escape a house, which the poet also describes as, “The road for refugees of smoke?” (19). There are references to Biblical characters who also had to endure loneliness, but in the end there were rewarded for their obedience, such as “Freedomway for Jeremiah and Job’s dust - ” (17).  Senghor concludes the poem with “And Israel’s body as smoke through the air!” (28). By pinpointing these characters who were tested through isolation, Senghor is extending the same hope of freedom to Africans, suffering under the oppression of colonization.  His hope for freedom is also enhanced by the literary device of personification to give inanimate objects human characteristics.  When describing the loneliness “With tree curled up from the cold / And holding tight, elbow to body, one to the other” (3-4), “With the hopeless pathetic movements of trees / That have lost their leaves to other islands” (7-8), Senghor paints the picture in the reader’s head of a very sad tree/human, but logically, the reader knows trees do not have elbows and human feelings.  The poet goes on to use this device once more with “Like a knife between life and death - ” (25) for a greater effect, where the knife is given human characteristics. Finally, the expression, “For the host who used to be a guest – “(22), leaves no one in doubt that this is a poem about Africans’ struggles for independence under colonial rule.

Unfortunately, often in America, we stereotype people from other countries mostly because of our lack of knowledge about their culture and customs.  In fact, the poem, “When Black Men’s Teeth Speak Out,” by Ouologuem Yambo is a comical poem about the dangers and effects of such stereotypes.  Like Senghor, Yambo uses the literary device of repetition, but also adds onomatopoeia, and satire for heightened effects.  The line, “Hurrah for tomatoes!” (5, 20, 39 & 58) is used throughout the poem in the way of changing the atmosphere of the actions from tense to comical.  When the character announces that he is being put to death, he opts for his last words to be “Hurrah for tomatoes” (58), which helps avert the reader’s attention from the seriousness of death, making it a laughing matter.  Therefore, Yambo uses satire to drive the entire poem to ridicule the ignorance of the foreigners – colonizers.  The main character says, “I’m a pretty husky guy for someone so underdeveloped” (25), which can be interpreted as both being underdeveloped in intelligence and demeanor.  He goes on to say “With no knives around / Which is understandable for vegetarians / Of the Western world” (47-49), so, there is no doubt that he is trying to poke fun at the colonial powers. Yambo’s most cutting sarcastic humor is “People are pretty nasty when they say I gobble up / Tourists boiled alive / Or maybe grilled / So I said which is it grilled or boiled” (15-18).  This satire shows the ignorance of our stereotypes and the poet’s deliberate attempt not to address the real issue at hand; he opts to poke fun at the ridiculous claim of cannibalism by asking “grilled or boiled”.  The poet also uses onomatopoeia to the same effect, like “Slishh”, “Slashhh” and “Plonk” to describe when the oppressors decide to cut open his belly.  In a satirical tone, these sounds help the reader to imagine the gruesome price this man has to pay as a result of social injustice, with the background voice that says, “Open his stomach / I’m sure that daddy is still inside” (45-46).  But when his belly is opened, there is no daddy inside, rather “And there they found a tomato field in bloom” (56), symbolizing the harmless occupation of most Africans; “Washed by streams flowing with palm-tree wine” (57), representing the traditional popular African drink; and “Hurrah for tomatoes” (58), reminding his oppressors that red is the color of blood inside every human being irrespective of the skin color.  In the midst of his satire and sarcastic humor, Yambo is able to emphasize his theme on human dignity and the evils of stereotypes

Finally, in spite of many differences among these three poems, “Black Woman,”  “I am Alone,” and “When Black Men’s Teeth Speak Out,” their stylistic devices of repetition, personification, satire, symbolism, and sarcastic humor have been very effectively used to reiterate themes on oppression, stereotypes, and independence.  In each of these poems, nature is referenced by Senghor and Yambo, as they use images which stem from the continent of Africa to define their works as African poems.  Nevertheless, most of the themes in the poems also relate to American experiences, and the universality of human sufferings in other parts of the world, which illustrate the fact that literature has a humanizing effect.
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