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ABSTRACT 

Maulida, A. (2024). The Metaphor of Civil Rights Movement in Selected Poems. 

Undergraduate Thesis. Department of English Literature, Faculty of 

Humanities, Universitas Islam Negeri Maulana Malik Ibrahim Malang.  

Advisor: Dr. Muzakki Afifuddin, M.Pd. 

Keywords: Structuralism, Metaphor, Civil Right Movement 

 

This research aims to find out how metaphors represent the civil rights movement in 

poems from different poets, namely "Caged Bird" by Maya Angelou, "A Historical 

Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails" by Nikki Giovanni, and "Power" by 

Audre Lorde. Poems from different poets are taken from one of the websites entitled 

"Poetry and the Civil Right Movement" which contains a collection of poems to 

commemorate the struggle for social justice. The method used in this study uses literary 

criticism with a structuralism and metaphor approach. Through this structuralism 

approach, researchers seek to find out how metaphor as part of the structure of literary 

works represents the theme of the civil rights movement. From this study, the 

researcher found that each metaphor of the three poems uses symbols, namely in the 

poem titled "Caged Bird" by Maya Angelou uses symbols namely "caged bird," "free 

bird," "bars of rage" and "grave of dream" to represent oppression, resistance and hope. 

The poem titled "A Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails" by 

Nikki Giovanni also uses symbols such as "Her-I-can," "panthers" and "the black 

house" to represent struggle, resilience and hope. Finally, Audre Lorde's poem "power" 

also uses symbols such as "desert," "dryness," and "womb of cement" to represent 

injustice, suffering, and despair. These poems use symbolic elements to represent the 

civil rights movement in an effort to fight for rights and freedoms. The researcher 

suggests expanding this study with different objects in future research.  
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ABSTRAK 

Maulida, Azzahra (2024) Gerakan Hak Sipil Tergambar dalam Puisi Nikki Giovanni, 

Maya Angelou dan Audre Lorde. Tesis Sarjana. Program Studi Sastra Inggris, 

Fakultas Humaniora, Universitas Islam Negeri Maulana Malik Ibrahim Malang.  

Pembimbing Dr. Muzakki Afifuddin, M.Pd. 

Kata Kunci: Strukturalisme, Metafora, Gerakan Hak Sipil 

 

 

Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk menemukan cara metafora mewakili gerakan hak 

sipil pada puisi dari penyair yang berbeda yaitu “Caged Bird” oleh Maya Angelou, “A 

Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails” oleh Nikki Giovanni, dan 

“Power” oleh Audre Lorde. Puisi dari penyair yang berbeda ini diambil dari salah satu 

website berjudul “Poetry and the Civil Right Movement” yang berisi kumpulan puisi 

untuk mengenang perjuangan keadilan sosial. Metode yang digunakan dalam 

penelitian ini menggunakan kritik sastra dengan pendekatan strukturalisme dan 

metafora. Melalui pendekatan strukturalisme ini, peneliti berusaha untuk menemukan 

bagaimana metafora sebagai bagian dari struktur karya sastra merepresentasikan tema 

gerakan hak-hak sipil. Dari penelitian ini, peneliti menemukan bahwa tiap metafora 

dari ketiga puisi menggunakan simbol yakni pada puisi berjudul “Caged Bird” karya 

Maya Angelou menggunakan simbol yaitu “caged bird,” “free bird,” “bars of rage” 

dan “grave of dream” untuk merepresentasikan penindasan, perlawanan dan harapan. 

Puisi berjudul “A Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails” karya 

Nikki Giovanni juga menggunakan simbol yaitu “Her-I-can,” “panthers” dan “the 

black house” merepresentasikan perjuangan, ketahanan dan harapan. Terakhir, puisi 

berjudul “power” karya Audre Lorde juga menggunakan simbol yaitu “desert,” 

“dryness,” and “womb of cement” untuk merepresentasikan ketidakadilan, 

penderitaan dan keputusasaan. Puisi-puisi ini menggunakan elemen simbol untuk 

merepresentasikan gerakan hak-hak sipil dalam upaya memperjuangkan hak dan 

kebebasan. Peneliti menyarankan untuk memperluas penelitian ini dengan objek yang 

berbeda dalam penelitian masa depan. 
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 مستخلصالبحث 

 

 ( حركة الحقوق المدنية المصورة في قصائد جيوفاني ومايا أنجيلو وأودري لورد. أطروحة 2024موليدا ، زهرة ) 

مولانا مالك إبراهيم  البكالوريوس. برنامج دراسة الأدب في المملكة المتحدة، كلية العلوم الإنسانية، جامعة 

 الإسلامية الحكومية مالانج. 

 .المشرف الدكتور مزاقي عفيف الدين، عضو البرلمان 

 الكلمات المفتاحية: البنيوية, حركة الحقوق المدنية 
 

 

يهدف هذا البحث إلى معرفة كيف تمثل الاستعارات حركة الحقوق المدنية في قصائد لشعراء مختلفين ،  

وهي "الطائر في قفص" لمايا أنجيلو ، و "حاشية تاريخية للنظر فيها فقط عندما يفشل كل شيء آخر" لنيكي جيوفاني  

المواقع الإلكترونية بعنوان "الشعر وحركة  ، و "السلطة" لأودري لورد. قصائد لشعراء مختلفين مأخوذة من أحد 

الحقوق المدنية" الذي يحتوي على مجموعة من القصائد لإحياء ذكرى النضال من أجل العدالة الاجتماعية. تستخدم  

الطريقة المستخدمة في هذه الدراسة النقد الأدبي بمقاربة البنيوية والاستعارة. من خلال هذا النهج البنيوي ، يسعى  

ون إلى معرفة كيف تمثل الاستعارة كجزء من بنية الأعمال الأدبية موضوع حركة الحقوق المدنية. من هذه  الباحث 

الدراسة ، وجد الباحث أن كل استعارة من القصائد الثلاث تستخدم رموزا ، وبالتحديد في قصيدة "طائر في قفص"  

و "قضبان  ”free bird“ و "الطائر الحر"  ”caged bird“ لمايا أنجيلو تستخدم رموزا وهي "الطائر المحبوس"  

لتمثيل القمع والمقاومة والأمل. تستخدم     ”grave of dreams“ و "قبر الحلم"    ”bars of rage“ الغضب" 

القصيدة التي تحمل عنوان "حاشية تاريخية للنظر فيها فقط عندما يفشل كل شيء آخر" لنيكي جيوفاني رموزا مثل  

 "Her-I-can  " " وpanthers "   " وthe black house  لتمثيل النضال والمرونة والأمل. أخيرا ، تستخدم قصيدة "

 و "رحم الأسمنت"  " dryness" "  و "الجفاف"  desert"  أيضا رموزا مثل "الصحراء"    أودري لورد "القوة" 

 "womb of cement "    لتمثيل الظلم والمعاناة واليأس. تستخدم هذه القصائد عناصر رمزية لتمثيل حركة الحقوق

المدنية في محاولة للنضال من أجل الحقوق والحريات. يقترح الباحث توسيع هذه الدراسة بأشياء مختلفة في البحث  

  المستقبلي. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explains several aspects related to the background of the study, the 

problem of the study, the research question, the scope and limitations, the research 

significance, and the definitions of key terms. 

A. Background of the study 

The civil rights movement occurred in the United States due to the separation 

between white and black people. Since the 1870s, the segregation of black people, 

known as Jim Crow, has been implemented, thus inaugurating a system of racial 

segregation, especially in the South (Litwack, 2004). Jim Crow laws enforced strict 

segregation between whites and blacks in all aspects of life, with World War II 

highlighting the hypocrisy of fighting for freedom abroad while rejecting it at home 

(Litwack, 2004). This sparked awareness and hope among black people, leading to 

a new era of civil rights activism. As Clark (1965) explains, the African-American 

activist movement began demonstrations with the support of several existing 

communities. The community was actively involved in various large 

demonstrations to fight for the freedom and rights of every American between the 

mid-1950s and 1960s. In 1968, the civil rights movement became very important. 

It was marked by the tragic death of Martin Luther King Jr., widespread unrest that 

followed, and the passage of the new Civil Rights Act. 

The research topic related to this case is the civil rights movement in literary 

works, especially American Literature. The researcher chose to study the poetry of 

poets who fought for right and justice in the United States. Poems that articulate 
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justice, freedom, or oppression fought for in the civil rights movement. The civil 

rights movement emerged rapidly in South America in the mid-20th century, 

especially in the 1950s and 1960s. The movement emerged as an effort to regain or 

gain their right to vote (Civil Rights Movement, 2009). Some communities support 

the civil rights movement include the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC) (Schultz, 2021). In the civil rights movement, 

people can do many things, such as suing in court, asking for help from the 

government, and engaging in actions, such as demonstrations and campaigns. They 

can also use tactics such as black power. Furthermore, the action is written in 

literary works, especially poetry.  

According to Suminto A. Sayuti (2008), Poetry is a form of literary work that 

has a meaning that reflects the feelings and emotions of the poet and functions as a 

communication medium to convey events that have occurred (Anindita, Satoto and 

Sumarlam, 2017). Nikki Giovanni, Maya Angelou, and Audre Lorde are the poets 

that the researcher will examine through their works, which effectively voice their 

fight for rights. Researcher in this study will show that poets describe the events of 

the civil rights movement through poetry. Therefore, the researcher studies poetry 

that conveys events using poetic devices. The researcher selected several poems, 

"A Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails" by Nikki Giovanni, 

"Caged Bird" by Maya Angelou, and "Power" by Audre Lorde, as poems to be 

analyzed because the poets' backgrounds are directly related to the civil rights 
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movement. The three poets are not only productive in writing but are actively 

involved in fighting for justice and freedom as activists. 

The first poet, Yolande Cornelia Iovanni, Jr., better known as Nikki Giovanni, 

was a well-known American poet and author. Nikki Giovanni is an activist, 

commentator, and educator who also writes poems about the power of racial 

identity. He was born on June 7, 1943 in Knoxville, Tennessee. She is best known 

for her works that reflect a strong and militant African-American perspective, 

influenced by the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power Movement, for 

which she has been nicknamed the "Black Poetry Princess." Giovanni was actively 

involved in the civil rights movement and used poetry as a tool to voice resistance 

to the injustices that occurred in America. Second, Maya Angelou was born on 

April 4, 1928, in St. Louis, Missouri, under the name Marguerite Johnson. He is a 

poet, speaker, activist, and writer. Angelou was involved in the civil rights 

movement and supported Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. Angelou's 

Maya works voiced the injustices experienced by the Black community and made 

readers aware of the importance of human rights and equality. Lastly, Audre Lorde 

is of African-American descent, as are Nikki Giovanni and Maya Angelou. Audre 

Lorde is also a poet, writer, and civil rights advocate. She was born on February 18, 

1934, and was known for her courage in speaking out about the problems of social 

injustice that she observed and faced throughout her life. 

Several previous studies of literary works that address similar issues of 

community rights reinforce the theory presented in this study, which seeks to 

explain civil rights. The first research by Syahputri and Dewi (2023) explores 
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human rights issues in the novel Angie Thomas's The Hate U Give. They used the 

concept of extrinsic elements Warren and Wellek (1956) to distinguish external 

aspects of the novel. Their findings reveal that the author's childhood experiences 

significantly motivated him to create novels. In addition, they demonstrate 

violations of basic human rights principles, including universality and 

irrevocability, participation and inclusion, the integrity of rights, accountability and 

the rule of law, and the principles of equality and anti-discrimination. The following 

research was conducted by Permadi (2008), who examined the novel Rosa Parks: 

My Story by Rosa Parks, concentrating on the civil rights movement. Permadi uses a 

new approach that combines historicism with intrinsic component analysis, mainly 

focusing on the main characters. Analysis revealed that Rosa Parks' refusal to give 

up her seat to whites triggered a substantial bus boycott in Montgomery. Rosa Parks 

is the main character in a novel that champions the abolition of slavery and the 

eradication of racial segregation that affects the African-American community in the 

United States.  

Several previous studies have examined the poems below. Jayanti (2020) has 

examined Maya Angelou’s poem entitled Caged Bird. Her research uses Lucien 

Goldman’s genetic structuralism approach with the results shown, namely intrinsic 

and extrinsic elements related to the historical background of the poet’s life, valid 

contextual coherence in literal works influencing the social context of the poet’s life. 

Widjayanti (2019) examined several of Maya Angelou’s poems, including Caged 

Bird. The poems are based on humanitarian issues, especially racism and 

discrimination. Her research uses semiotics and sociology of literature theories, 
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showing that Maya Angelou's poems contain moral values that build human equality 

and solidarity. Asmasika (2022) also examined Maya Angelou’s poems explaining 

discrimination. The results show that Maya Angelou’s three poems describe her 

race struggle and her experience of societal discrimination. 

Nikki Giovanni’s poems were also examined in addition to Maya Angelou's 

poems. Nikki Giovanni’s poems have also been widely examined by previous 

researchers, but they did not use the object of a poem I will use in this study. Agustin 

(2018) has examined three poems by Nikki Giovanni. Her research uses the theory 

of biographical criticism, focusing on extrinsic elements, especially the relationship 

between Giovanni’s personal life and her poetry. The study results showed that the 

three poems explain the different experiences of Nikki Giovanni. Shafiq (2022) has 

examined four poems by Nikki Giovanni. Her research uses cross-cultural analysis, 

and the findings in her research are on the issue of racism. In addition, she also 

found support and enthusiasm from poets in introducing black identity and reviving 

African-American customs, culture, and social relations. 

Audre Lorde is also the last object of research in this study. Several previous 

studies used several poems by Audre Lorde, and one of the poems is similar to this 

study, but only one previous study did not focus on the “Power”. Lady, Dahlia 

Moelier, and Asyrafunnisa (2021) have studied one of the poems entitled “Power” from 

several poems by Audre Lorde. Her research uses critical race theory by Delgado and 

Stefanic (2001) with the concept of Black feminist Collin (2000) and Black Power 

Movement Joseph (2006). The findings of her research show that the three poems contain 

aspects of racism, segregation, discrimination and the power of women against racism. 
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Martisa, Sutiari, and Arman (2022), who examined “Power” in Audre Lorde’s 

poems. Her research uses semantic, syntactic, stylistic, and rhetorical elements, 

including metaphor. The findings show how effectively the poem uses these 

elements to convey its themes and meanings. Then, Widyaswara (2022) examined 

the two poems by Audre Lorde and Lucille Clifton that differ from this research. 

Her research uses the theory of black women's resistance and figurative language, 

including metaphor, personification, simile and imagery. Her research findings 

prove that the two poets' poems are about the struggle of black women against 

inequality. 

This thesis examines the civil rights movement by analyzing three poems by 

different poets: Nikki Giovanni’s poem “In A Historical Footnote to Consider Only 

When All Else Fails,” Maya Angelou’s poem “Caged Bird,” and Audre Lorde’s 

poem “Power. " It utilizes the structuralism approach and metaphor to analyze these 

poems. Previous researchers support this research because they have widely studied 

the three poets. However, differences arise from the object of the research. First, 

previous research used novels, but this research uses poetry. Second, previous 

research used the same poem but different theories. Third, previous research used 

different poems but the same poet. Therefore, this research will examine three 

poems from different poets using a structuralism approach by utilizing the way 

metaphors represent the civil rights movement in each poem. 

B. Problem of the Study 

Based on the research background, this study will answer the following 

questions: 
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1. How does the metaphor represent the civil rights movement in Maya Angelou’s 

“Caged Bird”? 

2. How does the metaphor represent the civil rights movement in Nikki Giovani’s 

“Historical Footnote to Consider Only All Else Fail”? 

3. How does the metaphor represent the civil rights movement in Audre Lorde’s 

“Power”? 

C. Significance of the Study 

This study will help readers with further research by improving the poetry and 

theories used by the researcher, particularly about civil rights in the three poets' 

poems. This study shows how to criticize poetry using the structuralism approach. 

This research can provide information on how to apply structuralism to analyze 

poetry and how metaphors represent the civil rights movement in each poem. This 

research is expected to be a reference for teaching in the literature field and provide 

contributions to lectures. 

D. Scope and Limitations 

The researcher defines the scope and limitations so that the discussion of this 

study is more focused on the problem. This study aims to analyze metaphors that 

represent the civil rights movement through three poems by different poets. The 

limitation of this study is the use of poems by three poets, namely Nikki Giovanni, 

Maya Angelou, and Audre Lorde, as follows: Nikki Giovanni's poem "A Historical 

Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fail," Maya Angelou's poem "Caged 

Birds," Audre Lorde's poem "Power" because these poems are related to the civil 

rights movement. 
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E. Definition of Key Terms 

1. Civil Right 

Civil rights in America are different from those in other countries. Civil rights 

galvanized mass actions in America that overcame racial discrimination and 

segregation. However, civil rights in other countries are affected by the conflict 

between urbanization, industrialization, and modernization (Singh, 2018). 

2. Civil Rights Movement 

After the Supreme Court decision, African American leaders, including Martin 

Luther King Jr., initiated a political movement for civil rights. Martin Luther King 

Jr. was involved in peaceful demonstrations to improve socio-economic conditions 

and civil rights. However, the movement faced significant antagonism, including 

attacks on peaceful protests in 1963 (Singh, 2018). 

3. Metaphor 

A metaphor is a figurative that replaces one symbol with another, inviting the 

reader to uncover new relationships created by the language structure in the text 

(Culler, J. 1975: 142).  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The chapter offers a relevant literature review, covering key topics supporting 

this study's analysis. These topics include structuralism, the civil rights movement, 

and poetry, making this chapter an essential source of information. 

A. Structuralism 

 

Structural and structuralist approaches in literature strongly emphasize the 

literary work itself. Structuralism interprets literary works as interconnected 

systems within literary studies, emphasizing analyzing relationships and textual 

linkages. This method dissects a literary piece by focusing on its essential elements. 

As Warren and Wellek articulate, “Structure is a concept that includes both content 

and form, provided they are arranged for an aesthetic goal” (Warren and Wellek, 

1942). Structural analysis aims to carefully and comprehensively explore every 

facet of literature to derive meaning. Barry (2017) described structuralism as a 

method of literary analysis that concentrates on the structure of the text and its 

various elements, which collectively contribute to a deeper understanding. Thus, 

structuralism perceives texts as structures crafted to fulfil aesthetic purposes. This 

academic perspective sees literary structure as a framework composed of 

interrelated elements. 

Peter Barry is a prominent literary theorist who significantly contributed to our 

understanding of structuralism as a method of literary analysis through his book, 

“Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory.” Barry's 

structuralist approach to literature focuses on examining text structures and patterns 
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to uncover deeper meanings, building on the ideas of Ferdinand de Saussure. 

Saussure focuses more on how meaning is created and interpreted rather than on 

the patterns and functions of language. He also underscores the connections among 

functional grammatical structures. According to the three significant aspects of 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s claim that the current grammatical functional structure 

determines the meaning, according to Barry (2017), Saussure mentioned that the 

meaning of words is not something inherent or natural. It is based on mutual 

agreement. The meaning of words depends on their relationship with other words. 

Ultimately, he suggested that language shapes how we perceive reality, as our 

minds use language to construct the world and give meaning to words. 

Structural analysis focuses on structuring elements and collaborating to create 

meaning. This method of analyzing poetry would entail exploring the genre, 

examining the connection between word choice or vocabulary and the cultural 

context in which the words are utilized, and identifying recurring motifs and 

themes. The selection of words shapes the theme and atmosphere of poetry 

holistically. Additionally, structural analysis explores paradigmatic relationships, 

aligned with Ferdinand de Saussure’s idea that words' meaning depends on their 

relationships. Saussure on Barry (2017) helps us understand the meaning of a word 

based on its context. For instance, the term 'hut' has a specific meaning depending 

on the other words associated with a sentence. This is akin to a chain of words (a 

paradigmatic chain) with similar functions and meanings, with each word being 

able to be substituted for another within a sentence without altering its overall 

meaning. 
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Several tools are available for analyzing poetry through a structuralist approach 

to understand its meaning and structure. An essential tool is linguistic analysis, 

where the researcher studies the poem's sentence structure, word choice, and 

language style. The meter and rhythm are also examined, as they can uncover 

patterns that reveal the poem's overall structure. Analyzing word repetition, motifs, 

and themes is an essential part of the structuralist method in poetry, as it helps 

identify recurring patterns and uncover concealed meanings within the text. Using 

these techniques, the structuralist approach enables readers to explore and reveal 

the most profound meanings in a poem. 

The researcher analyzes poetry through a structuralist approach, focusing on the 

metaphor. In the structuralist approach, metaphor is a crucial element analyzed 

because of its ability to connect various layers of meaning in a literary text. Roland 

Barthes (1970), a leading theorist of structuralism, argues that every literary text is a 

"network of codes" that creates meaning through relationships between signs 

(Barthes, 1970). A metaphor is an essential device that creates new relationships 

between ideas or concepts in a text. Barthes (1964) emphasizes that metaphors serve 

not only as comparative rhetoric but also as a mechanism that produces meaning 

through sign transformation. In literary works, metaphors construct complex systems 

of meaning in which the reader is involved in the literal interpretation and decoding 

of the hidden meanings offered by the text. 

Metaphors, in a structuralist view, allow authors and readers to create deeper 

relationships between seemingly unrelated objects, events, or concepts. Similarly 

explained by Culler (1975), "metaphor is a figurative form that replaces one sign with 
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another, inviting the reader to discover new relationships generated by the structure 

of language in the text" (Culler, J. 1975: 142). In literature, the use of metaphors 

allows for the compilation of complex symbolic codes, enriching the text with 

additional layers of meaning. Barthes asserted that literature is the field for the "sign 

game," where metaphor is one of the most vital tools in connecting signs (Barthes, 

R. 1970: 50). 

Metaphor becomes part of the analysis of structuralism in literature because it 

enriches the reader's understanding of the text through the relationship of complex 

signs. The use of metaphors allows the text to convey more decadent ideas and 

challenges the reader to deconstruct the deeper meanings of the text itself (Culler, 

1975). Barthes stated, "Metaphors not only support meaning but create a network of 

meanings that reinforce the narrative structure of the text" (Barthes, R. 1970: 65). In 

this case, metaphors are part of the code system that forms the structure of literary 

texts, allowing for the creation of complex and layered meanings. 

B. Metaphor 

 

Figurative Language can assist us in finding the poet's meaning beyond the 

literal level. According to Barnet, Burto, & Cain (2008), figurative language is 

language as phrases or words that depart from their standard, literal meanings and 

should not be interpreted literally, highlighting the poet's imaginative ability to 

convey meaning. Similarly, Perrine (1978) explains that figurative language is used 

to express ideas concisely and impactfully rather than being taken literally. 

Figurative language is essential in literature, enabling writers to express intricate 

thoughts and feelings more interestingly and imaginatively. According to Barnet, 
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Burto, and Cain’s (2008) statement, while figurative language employs non-literal 

terms and encourages readers to focus on connotations, certain elements are lost 

when translating from figurative to literal expressions. Figurative language is often 

vivid, concise, and engaging (Barnet, Burto, and Cain, 2008).  

The figurative language combines many literary techniques, each of which has 

a different function, one of which is a metaphor. In this study, the researcher 

focused on using metaphors in several poems. Metaphor is one of the elements in 

the study of literature and structuralism because metaphors can connect and express 

complex meanings in texts. Metaphor is seen in the structuralism approach as an 

essential tool for creating meaning, not just as an art of language. In metaphor 

analysis, both I.A. Richards and Andrew Goatly contributed crucial to 

understanding how metaphor works in literature. Richards I. A (1936) explained in 

his book Philosophy of Rhetoric that tenor and vehicle are the two main elements 

that form a metaphor. According to Richards I. A (1936) tenor refers to an idea 

illustrated through metaphors, while a vehicle relates to an image helpful in 

clarifying the tenor. 

Richards I. A (1936) explained that the vehicle functions to describe abstract or 

foreign ideas (tenor) by drawing comparisons with more familiar or natural images 

(Richards I. A, 1936:93).  Richards illustrates the concept of tenor and vehicle as a 

metaphor, "The world is a theater stage." In the metaphor, the tenor is "the world," 

which refers to real life. In addition, "stage" means a vehicle of the tenor where the 

vehicle clarifies the picture of the tenor. The vehicle depicts life as if it were a stage 

play in which a person plays a role. Vehicles provide a clearer perspective on how 
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life can be interpreted as characters and actions performed by individuals, such as 

actors playing a role on stage. Both Richards I. A and Goatly agree that metaphors 

play an important role in creating meaning but differ in how they function. Goatly 

(1997) developed the idea that metaphors shape the way of thinking and the 

understanding of the world outside the text. Goatly (1997) uses terms used in 

semantic theory, namely image/vehicle for objects used to describe something, and 

object/topic for something to be explained through metaphors and 

sense/ground/tenor, which refers to the similarity of the analogy produced. Goatly 

(1997) also proposed a definition of metaphor in the discourse context but used 

terminology such as topic, vehicle, and grounds/tenor, respectively, for object, 

image, and sense. In other words, Goatly explains that an element of language used 

in communication (such as a word, phrase, or sentence) is used to refer to an object, 

process, concept, or relationship with the world that is not a commonly used use of 

everyday language (conventional referencing). For example, in the metaphor "time 

is money," the word "money" is not conventionally used to describe time. Still, in 

metaphor, the relationship between time and money is formed to convey that time 

is a valuable resource that can be spent, wasted, or invested, such as money. 

C. Civil Rights Movement 

The civil rights movement emerged as a way to seek more fair protection for 

African Americans, women, and immigrants and the proposal to establish new laws 

to reduce the effects of discrimination, racism, harassment, and harmful stereotypes 

within a culture (Singh, 2018). Sunstein (1995) states that the civil rights movement 

of the 1960s undoubtedly shaped our comprehension of core educational principles, 
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particularly the freedom of speech and the guarantee of equal protection under the 

law. Conceptually, the civil rights movement embodies a united effort to attain 

equality and justice for everyone, irrespective of race, ethnicity, or background. 

Fundamentally, the movement aims to dismantle the systemic discrimination and 

segregation that have long troubled American society (Sunstein, 1995). The primary 

aim of the Civil Rights Movement is to eliminate biased practices and systems that 

exclude and subjugate specific groups in society. 

1. Peaceful protests and demonstrations (Non-Violence Action) 

The nonviolent approach is a philosophical idea that became widely recognized 

thanks to Martin Luther King Jr., emphasizing peaceful protests to achieve social 

change. Martin Luther King, along with groups like the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), organized boycotts, sit-ins, and nonviolent demonstrations to 

draw attention to injustice and win the support of the public and media. According 

to Sharp (1973), nonviolent action encompasses a variety of methods for protesting, 

resisting, and intervening without resorting to physical force. The fundamental 

tenets of nonviolent action consist of a commitment to non-violent action, 

cultivation of patience and discipline, readiness for dialogue, and adherence to 

moral steadfastness (Sharp, 1973). This approach successfully attracted both 

national and international focus on the issue of racial discrimination. 

Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X had different perspectives within the civil 

rights movement. King focused on nonviolent resistance and integration, promoting 

change through peaceful methods and racial unity. In contrast, Malcolm X endorsed 
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a more aggressive stance, advocating for self-defense and empowerment through 

political strength and assertiveness (Sunstein, 1995). Anti-violent actions such as 

the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955 saw African Americans engage in a boycott of 

the city bus system in Montgomery, Alabama, in response to the arrest of Rosa Parks 

(Civil Rights Movement, 2009). This boycott effectively ended racial segregation 

within the city’s bus system, resulting from a Supreme Court ruling that deemed 

the practice unlawful. Branch (1988) suggested that the boycott was the first 

inaugural large-scale movement of the Civil Rights era, convincingly 

demonstrating the power of nonviolent resistance (Branch, 1988). 

March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom 1963 was a peaceful protest and 

demonstration that followed more than 250.000 people gathered in Washington, 

D.C. It aimed to urge Congress to pass strong civil rights legislation. In this strategy, 

Martin Luther King Jr gave his “I Have a Dream” speech from Martin Luther King 

Jr. In the 1960s, specifically in 1964, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 made segregation 

in public facilities and Discrimination in employment illegal by President Lyndon 

B. Johnson. Selma to Montgomery Marches 1965, black voting activists initiated a 

fifty-mile procession from Selma to Montgomery under Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

guidance. Police viciously attacked them. The nationwide reaction to the brutality 

inflicted upon demonstrators made a notable contribution to the enactment of the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

Nonviolent action played a pivotal role in fostering shifts in the attitudes of 

white individuals toward the civil rights movement. By engaging in disciplined and 

peaceful protests, activists effectively showcased the injustices they encountered, 
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garnering empathy from individuals who had not previously participated in the 

movement. This strategy also upheld the movement's ethical credibility, which 

Martin Luther King Jr. emphasized as essential for securing public endorsement 

and compelling governmental action (King, 1963). 

2. Civil Disobedience 

 

Civil disobedience is called the conscious and intentional violation of laws 

perceived as unjust to provoke social change and potentially violent reactions from 

authorities. This strategy proved a potent tool in the civil rights movement's 

struggle, resulting in substantial transformations. Within the framework of the civil 

rights movement in the United States from 1950 to 1970, civil disobedience was 

employed to confront prevalent racial segregation, discrimination, and social 

inequity. These activities drew public and media attention and played a role in 

shaping legal and policy reforms. Civil disobedience serves as the ethical 

foundation of this movement; as stated by Thoreau (2014), it represents a moral 

duty to resist unjust legislation. Thoreau (2014) contended whether we should 

endure the existence of unfair laws and passively conform to them to rectify them 

while complying temporarily or defy them outright. This underscores the 

significance of moral considerations in determining one’s stance toward laws that 

are viewed as unjust. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This chapter outlines the research framework used in this research, detailing the 

research design, data sources, data collection, and analysis techniques. 

A. Research Design 

Literary criticism is categorized in this research, following the definition given 

by Abrams (2011), who describes literary criticism as an illustrative study that aims 

to define, evaluate, and analyze literary works. The researcher participates in the 

discussion by describing, explaining, analyzing, and interpreting findings. The 

primary aim of this study is to explore how to represent the civil rights movement 

in three poems by different poets. This research uses a structuralist approach to 

literary criticism, concentrating on analyzing metaphors in poetry to uncover 

insights into the civil rights movement as reflected in these works. 

B. Data Source 

The research object in this study is the poetry written by three poets: A 

Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails by Nikki Giovanni, 

Caged Bird by Maya Angelou, and Power by Audre Lorde. These poems are 

sourced from the website "Poetry and the Civil Rights Movement" Struggle for 

Social Justice remembered through poetry), which features a collection of poems 

connected to the movement. 

C. Data Collection 

Data collection is essential in research, focusing on collecting the necessary 

data. In this study, the researcher followed a series of steps in the data collection 
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process. Initially, the researcher searched for a variety of poems. Then, the selection 

of exciting poems with several poets working as activists follows the concept to be 

researched in this thesis. The poems are read and observed to analyze each line and 

stanza thoroughly. Words or sentences that are relevant to the research problem are 

then highlighted. These highlighted elements are then comprehended and examined 

through a structuralist approach that clarifies the depiction of the civil rights 

movement conveyed by the three poets in the chosen poems. Finally, the data are 

ultimately categorized based on the research problem discussed. 

D. Data Analysis 

The steps used to analyze the data are as follows: The first step is to conduct a 

close reading, which is to analyze each poem in detail by paying attention to the 

use of metaphors and symbolism. In this process, key metaphors related to the civil 

rights movement will be identified, and the connotations and denotations of these 

metaphors will be explored to understand their various meanings. The next step is 

to provide historical contextualization by examining the civil rights movement to 

gain a deep understanding of the time's actual events and social issues. Finally, 

conduct a thematic analysis by identifying and analyzing themes that often appear 

related to the civil rights movement. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This research aims to find out how metaphors represent the civil rights 

movement in poems from different poets, namely "Caged Bird" by Maya Angelou, 

"A Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails" by Nikki Giovanni, 

and "Power" by Audre Lorde.  Through this structuralism approach, the researcher 

tries to find how metaphor as part of the literature structure represents the theme of 

the civil rights movement. 

In this chapter, the researcher explains the findings and discusses the poems 

analyzed by the three poets: Nikki Giovanni’s “A Historical Footnote to Consider 

Only When All Else Fails,” Maya Angelou’s “Caged Birds,” and Audre Lorde’s 

“Power.” The chapter refers to using research question, theory, and method. It 

utilizes metaphor to find how poets represent the civil rights movement. 

This chapter is also divided into three parts. Section A covers answering the 

first question, section B covers answering the second question, and section C covers 

answering the third question. This section focuses on metaphors to discover how 

the civil rights movement is represented. 

A. The Way Metaphor Represent Civil Rights Movement in the Poem Caged 

Bird by Maya Angelou 

1. Textual Analysis 

Caged Bird by Maya Angelou has seven stanzas, each with different lines. The 

first and second stanzas consist of 7 lines, the fourth and fifth stanzas of 4 lines, and 

the third and last stanzas of 8. "Caged Bird" metaphorically depicts the reality of 
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racism and oppression faced by a black person in the United States. This poem 

compares two birds: a free bird and a caged bird. To make it easier, the poem is 

provided below. 

A free bird leap 

on the back of the wind 

and floats downstream 

till the current ends 

and dips his wing      5 

in the orange sun rays 

and dares to claim the sky. 

But a bird that stalks 

down his narrow cage 

can seldom see through     10 

his bars of rage 

his wings are clipped and 

his feet are tied 

so he opens his throat to sing. 

The caged bird sings      15 

with a fearful trill 

 of things unknown 

but longed for still 

and his tune is heard 

on the distant hill      20 

for the caged bird 

sings of freedom. 

The free bird thinks of another breeze 

and the trade winds soft through the sighing trees 

and the fat worms waiting on a dawn bright lawn   25 

and he names the sky his own. 

But a caged bird stands on the grave of dreams 

his shadow shouts on a nightmare scream 

his wings are clipped and his feet are tied 

so he opens his throat to sing.     30 
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The caged bird sings 

with a fearful trill 

of things unknown 

but longed for still 

and his tune is heard      35 

on the distant hill 

for the caged bird 

sings of freedom. 

 

This poem describes the difference between the freedom and rights that the 

black community fought for and the injustices that had to be overcome in the era of 

the civil rights movement. This difference is symbolized in free birds and caged 

birds. The free bird is a metaphor for a privileged group, most likely white 

Americans, who enjoy freedom without hardship. Additionally, the caged bird is a 

metaphor for the black community's injustices during the civil rights movement. 

Maya Angelou's poem "Caged Bird" was published in 1983 after the civil rights 

movement peaked in the 1960s. Maya Angelou's personal experience influenced 

the literary works she wrote because Maya Angelou was an activist.  He supported 

the civil rights movement and worked with figures such as Martin Luther King Jr 

and Malcolm X. According to white (2024) provided the fact that “Maya Angelou 

helped Martin Luther King Jr. organize Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SCLC) activities to advocate for civil rights through nonviolent action” (White, 

2024). The poetry reflects Maya Angelou’s experiences as a black person and 

activist. 

This poem primarily speaks of the sharp contrast between freedom and injustice 

the black community fought for during the civil rights movement, symbolized by 

free and caged birds. In this context, freedom here touches a privileged group, most 
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likely white people who enjoy freedom without difficulty. Meanwhile, the 

injustices faced by the black community were overcome by civil rights movement 

activists to fight for justice and liberty. 

A free bird leaps 

on the back of the wind 

(lines 1-2) 

In lines 1 and 2, on metaphor, “A free bird leaps on the back of the wind,” 

readers can imagine this bird with its wings wide open, feeling the wind take it 

wherever it wants. It is not limited by anything; it can enjoy the wind and move 

wherever the current takes. This is a picture of the unlimited freedom desired by 

those who live under injustice. This free bird symbolizes people who enjoy special 

privileges, such as white people at that time. In this case, activists fought for the 

rights and freedoms experienced by black people. In the 1950s and 1960s, the civil 

rights movement used peaceful protest strategies to fight for freedom. One form of 

such a strategy is the March on Washington, organized by Martin Luther King Jr. 

and Africa Nationalism supported by Malcolm X, seeking to change oppressive 

social structures and open the way for more inclusive freedoms.  

The researcher found that the second stanza illustrates the caged bird. In this 

section, the reader feels anger and sadness, reflecting on a life of limitations. 

Nevertheless, the poet reminds the reader that despite many obstacles, voices and 

actions have the power to change the world. 

But a bird that stalks 

down his narrow cage 

can seldom see through 

his bars of rage 

his wings are clipped, and 
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his feet are tied 

(Lines 6-11) 

The second stanza describes the deepest feelings of activists fighting for 

freedom. Metaphor in the second stanza, “but a bird that stalks down his narrow 

cage can seldom see through his bars of rage, his wings are clipped, and his feet are 

tied.” A narrow cage is a symbol of a situation where an individual or group feels 

trapped within the tight confines of a social and political system. The line brings 

the reader to a sense of sadness that arises from the image of the caged bird, unable 

to fly or move freely, reflecting the feeling of being confined by injustice. Civil 

rights activists often felt constrained by unjust laws and policies but continued to 

move and fight within this “cage.” Therefore, peace and demonstration became the 

primary strategy to demand change. Activists, led by figures like Martin Luther 

King Jr., adopted a non-violent approach to challenge injustice.  

Line 9 is "bars of rage," a symbol element that describes pent-up hopes that are 

not completely extinguished, causing anger. This anger was born from the 

awareness of the rights and freedoms taken away. Frustration and anger felt by the 

caged bird. It can also be seen as a reflection of the feelings of activists who were 

angry about injustice but chose to express their anger peacefully. In the March on 

Washington in 1963, thousands gathered to hear Martin Luther King Jr. Delivers 

the “I Have a Dream” speech. Although many of them feel anger at the injustices 

they face, they channel their emotions through peaceful demonstrations, showing 

that even though they are “caged” by their rage, they are still trying to see a brighter 

and more just future. 

Lines 10 and 11 are “clipped and tied” for the limitations of freedom and 
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potential. During the civil rights movement, many people faced various restrictions 

that prevented them from achieving their dreams. However, as the poet illustrates, 

they still found ways to express themselves despite being restricted. Peaceful 

protests such as the Freedom Rides, where activists traveled by bus through 

segregated areas, exemplify how they tried to “fly” even though their wings were 

“clipped.” The reader’s sadness transforms into admiration in line 10 for the bird’s 

resilience as it sings despite being clipped and tied. This inspires the reader to 

appreciate the power of voice and peaceful action in the face of adversity.  

The third and last stanza explains how the caged bird remains enthusiastic about 

achieving justice despite uncertainty. 

The caged bird sings 

with a fearful trill 

(Lines 15 and 16) 

The metaphor in lines 15 and 16, “the caged bird sings with a fearful trill,” 

illustrates the fear that civil rights activists experienced as they stood up against 

injustice. However, despite their fear, they did not allow their fear to silence their 

voices, still singing. “Caged Bird” is a symbol of an oppressed individual. However, 

these oppressed individuals continue to fight for freedom despite their limitations. 

Such as Maya Angelou's life experience in her autobiography, especially while 

working in the production of Porgy and Bess as a nightclub singer representing the 

United States abroad (White, 2024). Meanwhile, she is trapped in racial inequality 

at home. It refers to the contradiction or incompatibility that she faces; even though 

he feels trapped in inequality, he must sing to represent America on the global stage. 

The metaphor in lines 15 and 16 creates two things between the freedom fought for 
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and the fear enveloping the oppressed. 

The fourth stanza has four lines, and in return, it discusses the free bird, 

continuing the first stanza. The free bird describes a life in contrast to the caged 

bird. 

The free bird thinks of another breeze 

and the trade winds soft through the sighing trees 

and the fat worms waiting on a bright dawn lawn 

Moreover, he names the sky is own. 

(Lines 23-26) 

The poet cleverly uses metaphors to highlight the groups that have freedom and 

are oppressed. Line 23 of “Free Bird” serves as a tenor that represents individuals 

or groups that enjoyed freedom, such as white or dominant groups during the civil 

rights movement in the United States. Line 23 shows that such individuals or groups 

enjoy freedom and can think and plan for a promising future without hindrance. 

Line 24 describes the ease the group enjoys as if everything is organized for their 

convenience. Line 25 describes the abundance and prosperity available to them 

without working hard to earn it. Finally, line 26 shows the claim that they feel that 

everything in the world is rightfully theirs. The symbols such as “breeze,” “sky,” 

“fat worms,” and “winds soft” represent the various aspects of freedom, ease, and 

abundance available to these groups. The relationship between symbols shows how 

the dominant group considered freedom a natural right. In contrast, others remained 

confined in a cage of injustice.  

Last but not least, stanza 5 contains four lines from the previous stanza 

analyzing the caged bird, but the researcher takes 1 line for the last data.  

But a caged bird stands on the grave of dreams 
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(Line 27) 

The poet chooses the metaphor “stands on the grave of dreams” to convey that 

the bird is standing on a dead or buried dream. “grave of dreams” is a symbol that 

represents despair, where the hopes of individuals are blocked by injustice and 

oppression. The metaphorical way of representing the civil rights movement is 

through the poet’s use of the symbols of “caged bird” and “free bird.” Both symbols 

are the strongest in Caged Bird's poem. The free bird represents a group that has 

freedom, such as white people. In contrast, the caged bird represents the condition 

of the limited and oppressed group, especially the black community, whose rights 

are restricted and forced to fight for their freedom. In addition, the poet also added 

the symbol “bars of rage” and “grave of dreams.” Bars of rage represent the 

condition of the oppressed group, which is symbolized as a caged bird that 

experiences limitations and despair in fighting for freedom. The grave of dreams 

symbolizes the hope that is destroyed due to the limitations experienced. Through 

symbolism, the poet represents hope and despair due to social injustice and 

highlights the difference in life between the free and oppressed groups by 

symbolizing birds for both differences. 

The metaphors in Caged Bird by Maya Angelou carry both literal and figurative 

meanings, offering layers of interpretation that deepen the reader's understanding 

of the poem. On a denotative level, the free bird refers to an actual bird with the 

ability to soar freely, while the caged bird is confined within a physical cage. 

Similarly, elements like “bars of rage” and “grave of dreams” describe physical 

barriers and the loss of aspirations. These literal interpretations ground the reader 
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in the imagery, creating vivid scenes that are easy to visualize. 

On a connotative level, the metaphors extend beyond their literal meanings to 

symbolize broader social and political realities. The free bird connotes privilege, 

ease, and unbridled opportunities, likely representing dominant groups such as 

white Americans during the civil rights era. In contrast, the caged bird connotes 

oppression, frustration, and resilience, symbolizing the Black community’s 

struggles against systemic racism and inequality. Metaphors like “bars of rage” 

evoke not only the physical limitations imposed by oppression but also the intense 

emotional response—anger, despair, and a yearning for justice. These metaphors 

allow the poem to resonate universally, capturing the shared human desire for 

freedom. 

Furthermore, the interplay of denotation and connotation within the metaphors 

enhances the poem's thematic depth. For example, the "grave of dreams" denotes a 

burial site where dreams are laid to rest but connotes a profound sense of despair 

and loss experienced by those denied freedom. This dual meaning reflects the 

duality of the civil rights struggle, grief for what has been lost, and hope for what 

might still be achieved. By combining both denotative precision and connotative 

richness, Angelou crafts a poem that not only tells a story of racial injustice but also 

inspires readers to empathize with and reflect on the universal fight for liberty and 

equality. 

2. Historical Contextualization 

Maya Angelou's poem "Caged Bird" (“Poetry and the Civil Rights Movement,” 

2024) was first released in 1983 as part of her collection Shaker, Why Don't You 
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Sing?. However, the themes of freedom, oppression, and resilience evident in the 

poem are also present in Angelou's earlier writings, especially in her autobiography 

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969). These themes, combined with Angelou's 

prominent role in the Civil Rights Movement as a northern coordinator for Martin 

Luther King Jr.'s Southern Christian Leadership Conference in the 1960s, highlight 

her lifelong dedication to the struggle for racial justice. Her writings often placed 

the civil rights struggle in the broader context of combating racism on a global scale 

(White, 2024). 

The poem is particularly significant in discussions about personal freedom and 

civil rights. Released in the early 1980s, "Caged Bird" served as a poignant 

reminder to American society, which had seen significant but incomplete progress 

after the civil rights struggles of the previous decades. It urged continued 

perseverance in the pursuit of freedoms that had yet to be fully realized. Angelou’s 

activism deeply influenced her literary work, drawing from her personal 

experiences and her collaborations with leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Malcolm X. As one researcher noted, “Maya Angelou helped Martin Luther King 

Jr. organize Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) activities to 

advocate for civil rights through nonviolent action” (White, 2024). The poem 

reflects Angelou’s lived experiences as a Black woman and activist during a 

tumultuous time in American history. 

The 1950s and 1960s civil rights movement, a backdrop for Angelou's activism, 

was characterized by peaceful protests aimed at dismantling oppressive social 

structures. One such pivotal event was the March on Washington in 1963, where 
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Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his iconic “I Have a Dream” speech. Despite being 

metaphorically “caged” by discriminatory laws and policies, civil rights activists, 

including Angelou, channeled their frustration into nonviolent demonstrations. This 

approach symbolized the community's resilience and commitment to envisioning a 

brighter, more equitable future, even under oppressive circumstances. 

Angelou’s own life embodied these contradictions. For instance, while 

representing the United States abroad in productions like Porgy and Bess, she faced 

systemic racial inequality at home. This duality—singing to represent America on 

the global stage while grappling with domestic injustice—parallels the metaphor of 

the caged bird, singing despite its captivity. Her experiences underscore the broader 

struggle of the African-American community: the enduring fight for equality 

despite systemic barriers. 

The African-American community’s perseverance, reflected in peaceful 

protests like the March on Washington, demonstrated their refusal to surrender their 

dreams to unjust systems. Even when faced with overwhelming adversity, they 

continued to strive for justice, much like Angelou’s caged bird, which sings of 

freedom despite its confinement. The peaceful demonstrations of the civil rights era 

exemplify how individuals and communities, restrained by injustice, used their 

voices to fight for a brighter future. Maya Angelou captured this enduring spirit of 

hope and resilience through her poetry and activism. 

3. Recurring Themes in Caged Bird 

a. Oppression 
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One of the most prominent themes in Caged Bird is oppression, symbolized by 

the caged bird. The poem vividly portrays the restrictions faced by marginalized 

communities, particularly African Americans during the civil rights era. Metaphors 

like "his wings are clipped, and his feet are tied" and "bars of rage" represent the 

physical, emotional, and systemic barriers imposed by racism. These symbols 

reflect the limitations placed on individuals and communities, depriving them of 

the freedoms and opportunities enjoyed by others. The oppression depicted in the 

poem mirrors the harsh realities faced by Black Americans during segregation, 

where their potential was stifled, and their dreams often seemed unattainable. 

b. Resistance 

Despite the overwhelming oppression, the theme of resistance shines through 

in Caged Bird. The caged bird "sings with a fearful trill," a powerful metaphor for 

the voices of activists who, despite fear and uncertainty, refused to remain silent. 

This act of singing represents the nonviolent protests, speeches, and demonstrations 

that defined the Civil Rights Movement. Even with “clipped wings” and “tied feet,” 

the caged bird’s persistent song symbolizes the resilience of those who fought 

against injustice, highlighting their unwavering determination to challenge 

systemic racism and demand equality. 

c. Hope 

The theme of hope is intricately woven into the poem, providing a 

counterbalance to the themes of oppression and resistance. While physical and 

societal constraints bind the caged bird, its song transcends these limitations, 

symbolizing the enduring spirit of hope. Phrases like "his tune is heard on the 
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distant hill" suggest that the bird’s message of freedom reaches far and wide, 

inspiring others to join the struggle. This hope reflects the belief held by civil rights 

activists that change was possible, even in the face of overwhelming adversity. The 

metaphorical bird’s song serves as a reminder that even in the darkest moments, 

hope can be a powerful force for change. 

Maya Angelou's Caged Bird eloquently captures the dichotomy between 

oppression and freedom, using the vivid metaphors of a free bird and a caged bird 

to symbolize privilege and marginalization. The poem’s recurring themes of 

oppression, resistance, and hope illustrate the struggles of the African American 

community during the civil rights era. Through metaphors like "bars of rage" and 

"grave of dreams," Angelou conveys the emotional and physical confines imposed 

by systemic racism. However, the caged bird's persistent song, despite its clipped 

wings, embodies the resilience and determination of those who resisted injustice 

through peaceful activism. This duality underscores both the sorrow of oppression 

and the enduring spirit of hope that fueled the fight for equality. 

Placed within its historical context, Caged Bird becomes a testament to the 

ongoing struggle for civil rights and the resilience of those who dared to dream of 

freedom. Angelou’s lived experiences as an activist and her work with civil rights 

leaders inform the poem’s profound message, connecting the personal and political. 

The bird’s song reaching "distant hills" reflects the impact of the civil rights 

movement, inspiring collective action and change. By intertwining literal and 

figurative meanings, Angelou crafts a narrative that not only recounts historical 

struggles but also resonates universally, reminding readers of the transformative 
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power of resistance, hope, and the quest for justice. 

B. The Way Metaphor Represent Civil Rights Movement in the Poem A 

Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails by Nikki 

Giovanni 

1. Textual Analysis 

This poem, Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails, by Nikki 

Giovanni, consists of six stanzas, each with varying lines. The first stanza consists 

of 9 lines. The second stanza consists of 5 lines. The third stanza consists of 7 lines. 

The fourth stanza consists of 8 lines. The fifth stanza consists of 11 lines, and the 

last consists of 6. This poem uses enjambment, where sentences or phrases continue 

from one line to the next without punctuation, and the use of parentheses to provide 

additional comments or information in the poem. To make it easier, the poem is 

provided below. 

While it is true 

(though only in a factual sense) 

That in the wake of a 

Her-I-can comes a 

Shower        5 

Surely I am not 

The gravitating force 

that keeps this house 

full of panthers 

Why LBJ has made it       10 

quite clear to me 

He doesn’t give a 

Good goddamn what I think 

(else why would he continue to masterbate in public?) 
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Rhythm and Blues is not      15 

The downfall of a great civilization      

And I expect you to 

Realize 

That the Temptations 

I have no connection with      20 

The CIA         

We must move on to 

The true issues of 

Our time 

Like the mini-skirt       25 

Rebellion 

And perhaps take a 

Closer look at 

Flour power 

It is for Us        30 

to lead our people 

out of the 

Wein – Bars         

into the streets 

into the streets       35 

(for safety reasons only) 

Lord knows we don’t 

Want to lose the        

support 

of our Jewish friends       40 

So let us work 

for our day of Presence 

When Stokely is in 

The Black House 

And all will be right with      45 

Our World 

The researcher found that the use of metaphor in the first stanza reflects the 

internal dynamics of the civil rights movement which various elements, including 
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the Black Panther community, are in tension. 

Her-I-can comes a 

Shower 

Surely I am not 

The gravitating force 

that keeps this house 

full of panthers 

(Lines 4-9) 

In this stanza, a metaphor is found in line 4, “Her-I-can comes a shower,” and 

continues with the word “shower” as a symbol. This implies that someone or 

something is considered to have influence even though it is not directly explained. 

The phrase shows that after a hurricane, there is always rain. The poet likens a 

hurricane to the wordplay “Her-I-can.”  This reflects the dynamics of the civil rights 

movement, Rosa Parks' resistance to racial segregation in Montgomery, Alabama, 

triggering mass protests and peaceful demonstrations (nonviolent action). Although 

this action often faced violence and oppression, it brought positive changes, 

including a boycott of Montgomery buses (Feuerherd, 2023). Peaceful actions that 

begin with conflict end with a change in the law. The poet considers the influence 

in the struggle not to be himself in the metaphor she illustrates in lines 6 - 9: "Surely 

I am not the gravitating force that keeps this house full of panthers.” The poet 

considers himself not the focal point of influence in an organization through the 

phrase he wrote, “gravitating force,” which influenced the movement's struggle. 

However, the survival of a struggle group is a greater force than each person’s 

contribution to a broader collective effort aimed at a common goal. The metaphors 

in this poem describe the power that the black community faced from the challenges 

of injustice in civil rights. For example, "full of panthers" is a symbol where the 
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panther is a symbol that represents the black community's revolutionary group, the 

Black Panthers.  

In stanzas 2-4, the poet clearly describes the government's criticism. In addition, 

the poet also provides the view that culture is significant in the struggle for civil 

rights. 

Why, LBJ has made it 

(else why would he continue to masterbate in public?) 

(Lines 10 and 11) 

Rhythm and Blues is not 

The fall of a great civilization 

(Lines 15 and 16 ) 

Like the mini-skirt 

(line 25) 

For example, in the second stanza, the poet mentions LBJ, which refers to 

American President Lyndon B. Johnson, who openly states his indifference to 

public opinion. However, in this second stanza, the poet adds the metaphor in line 

11, "masterbate in public." This symbol, “masterbate,” is the poet’s way of 

describing the government's indifference to the voice of the civil rights movement. 

This criticism makes the reader feel disappointed with the government and the 

activists' frustration because the government does not fully support it. This 

indifference strengthens the spirit of activists to continue fighting. Therefore, in the 

third stanza, cultural solidarity is strengthened by emphasizing that African-

American cultural elements are not the cause of social problems, which states the 

metaphor in lines 15 and 16, “Rhythm and Blues is not the fall of a great 

civilization”, is responsible for significant social issues. Furthermore, the poet 

emphasizes that cultural elements have nothing to do with political conspiracies but 
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with culture as a tool to unite and inspire people to participate in the civil rights 

movement. In addition, the poet invites focus on action in the civil rights movement 

era, where action is not always a protest but can also be an act of civil disobedience 

of change in the way of dressing that challenges oppressive social norms. As Rosa 

Parks defied racial segregation in which she refused to give up her seat on the bus 

to white passengers. The poet states the symbol " the mini skirt," in line 25 which 

is a symbol that challenges social norms about how women should dress. The 

symbol represents the courage of women to take control of their identities in 

fighting the limitations imposed on women culturally or politically.  

The poet passionately urges a collective call to encourage change in the fifth 

stanza.  

It is for Us 

to lead our people 

out of the 

wein-Bars 

into the streets 

into the streets 

(for safety reasons only) 

(lines 30-36) 

In lines 30-36 of stanza 5, the poet uses enjambment, which combined becomes 

the metaphor "to lead our people out of the wein-Bars into the streets." The 

metaphor speaks directly to his community to lead in the streets (transforming 

passivity into action). The symbols "wein bars" and "the streets" are vehicles. "wein 

bars" represent passive places or entertainment that distract from issues of injustice. 

Meanwhile, "the streets" represent places of public action where social change 

occurs. The call is reinforced in the poet's statement that "(just for safety reasons)" 
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are peaceful or nonviolent actions. These actions are carried out safely in the streets 

to avoid violence and maintain public support, as occurred in the Selma Marches. 

The civil rights movement relied on peaceful protests and nonviolent 

demonstrations as a focal point for advocating for justice and equality. 

The last stanza also urges the reader and community to unite towards a common 

goal. 

So let us work 

for our day of presence 

When Stokely is in 

The Black House 

And all will be right with 

Our world 

(lines 41- 46) 

As seen in the line 41, “So let us work.” Emphasizing the concept of a “day of 

Presence,” in the line 42, Giovanni symbolizes a moment of significant change in 

society and politics. It goes beyond mere physical presence; it is a call to actively 

shape a reality that fights for social justice and progress. Giovanni emphasizes that 

creating a harmonious world requires united action and a deep understanding of the 

impact of one’s presence and influence on the affairs of society. The poet affirms, 

“When Stokely is in the black house and all will be right with our world, " inspiring 

the reader to become wholeheartedly involved in the fight for equality. The stanza 

suggests that peaceful activism and effective leadership are crucial to bringing 

about desired social change. It echoes the ideals and ambitions of the civil rights 

movement, seeking to redefine power structures and amplify the voices of the black 

community. "The Black House" is a symbol of the ideals of the American political 

structure of fair and equal power for the black community. All of these metaphors 
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reflect the complexity of the civil rights struggle experienced by the black 

community, as well as their hopes for a more just and equal future. 

The metaphors in Nikki Giovanni’s Historical Footnote to Consider Only When 

All Else Fails offer profound layers of meaning, blending connotation and 

denotation to articulate the complexities of the civil rights movement and its 

cultural legacy. Giovanni employs symbols such as "Her-I-can" "full of panthers" 

"mini-skirt" "wein-Bars" and "The Black House" to deepen the reader’s 

understanding of the struggles and hopes of the Black community. 

The phrase “Her-I-can comes a shower” in the first stanza, for instance, uses 

wordplay to denote a natural storm. On a denotative level, it represents a storm or 

hurricane, but its connotations are rich with strength, resilience, and transformative 

energy. “Her-I-can” suggests empowerment, particularly of Black women, who are 

often central yet overlooked figures in civil rights struggles. The “shower” that 

follows the hurricane hints at renewal and growth, signifying the aftermath of 

struggle that leads to societal change. These metaphors convey the dualities of 

destruction and hope, emphasizing that even in turmoil, there is potential for 

progress. 

Similarly, the phrase “full of panthers” explicitly denotes a house filled with 

Black Panthers, referring to the revolutionary group fighting for justice. The 

connotation, however, extends beyond this literal imagery to evoke a sense of unity, 

strength, and an unyielding spirit of resistance. It encapsulates the ferocity and 

determination of the civil rights movement, portraying it as a collective struggle 

rather than an individual endeavor. The “house” signifies a shared space—both a 
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physical and symbolic representation of community and solidarity. 

In the third stanza, “the mini-skirt” carries layered connotations. On the surface, 

it denotes a simple fashion item. However, connotatively, it represents defiance 

against oppressive societal norms, much like Rosa Parks’ refusal to yield her bus 

seat. It challenges stereotypes about conformity, especially for Black women, and 

symbolizes empowerment and autonomy. The mini-skirt becomes a metaphorical 

call for cultural and political rebellion, encouraging individuals to reshape their 

identities and assert their freedom. 

The metaphor of “wein-Bars” in stanza five offers another dual perspective. 

Denotatively, it refers to places of leisure, such as wine bars, but connotatively, it 

symbolizes stagnation or escapism. These passive spaces are juxtaposed with “the 

streets,” which represent active resistance and the heart of social change. By calling 

for a movement from “wein-Bars” to “the streets,” Giovanni critiques apathy and 

urges direct action, emphasizing that meaningful progress occurs in collective, 

public spaces where voices are raised against injustice. 

Finally, “The Black House” in the last stanza denotes a symbolic counterpoint 

to the White House, the seat of American political power. Connotatively, it 

represents the dream of Black political agency, fairness, and equity in governance. 

The reference to Stokely Carmichael, a prominent activist, further deepens this 

metaphor as it envisions a reimagined political landscape where the Black 

community holds significant influence. This symbol not only reflects hope for 

structural change but also serves as a powerful call to action for creating a more 

inclusive society. 
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In essence, Giovanni's metaphors are multifaceted, weaving together denotative 

meanings with rich connotations to explore themes of empowerment, resistance, 

and the pursuit of justice. These layered interpretations invite readers to reflect on 

the civil rights movement’s legacy and the ongoing fight for equality and 

representation. 

2. Historical Contextualization 

Nikki Giovanni’s poem Historical Footnotes to Consider Only When All Else 

Fails (“Poetry and the Civil Rights Movement,” 2024) was published in 1980 as 

part of her poetry collection Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day. Giovanni, a prominent 

figure in the Black Arts Movement, wrote the poem in the United States during the 

post-Civil Rights Movement period. At this time, she and many Black activists were 

reflecting on the legacy of the civil rights struggle and the erasure of Black history 

from the dominant American narrative. Through this poem, Giovanni critiques how 

history is often written from the perspective of the white majority, marginalizing 

the contributions and experiences of Black people as insignificant footnotes. She 

uses the poem as a medium for social criticism, including sharp commentary on 

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s perceived indifference to the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

The poem’s themes connect directly to the dynamics of the civil rights 

movement, such as Rosa Parks' act of resistance against racial segregation in 

Montgomery, Alabama. Her defiance sparked mass protests and peaceful 

demonstrations rooted in nonviolent action, which often faced violence and 

oppression but ultimately led to substantial progress, such as the Montgomery bus 
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boycott (Feuerherd, 2023). Despite starting amid conflict, these peaceful actions 

culminated in legal changes that reshaped society. Events like the Selma Marches 

exemplify how the movement strategically relied on nonviolent demonstrations to 

advocate for justice and equality, maintaining public support and fostering 

significant societal transformation. 

Giovanni employs metaphor in Historical Footnotes to Consider Only When 

All Else Fails to encapsulate the essence of the civil rights struggle. Symbols such 

as “Panthers” and “The Black House” highlight key aspects of the movement. The 

“Panthers” symbolize the strength and resilience of the Black community, 

specifically referencing the Black Panther Party and its fight for the rights and 

welfare of African Americans. Meanwhile, “The Black House” serves as a 

metaphor for hope, the aspiration for political power, and fair representation within 

government structures. These symbols underscore the importance of collective 

resistance and the enduring hope for justice, capturing the spirit of the civil rights 

movement and its broader implications for social change. Through these metaphors, 

Giovanni conveys the complexity of the struggle, blending critique with a call for 

continued activism and unity. 

3. Recurring Themes in Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else 

Fails 

a. Oppression and Resistance 

The theme of oppression is woven throughout the poem, encapsulating the 

systemic barriers faced by the Black community. This is evident in symbols like 
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“wein-Bars,” which denote passive spaces that contrast with the active resistance 

symbolized by “the streets.” Giovanni critiques the complacency that can arise from 

oppression while emphasizing the need for action. Resistance emerges as a 

counterpart, highlighted in the metaphorical imagery of the Black Panthers, who 

represent the fierce fight against injustice. The poem underscores that resistance is 

not just physical but also cultural and symbolic, as seen in the references to Rhythm 

and Blues and the mini-skirt, which signify defiance against imposed norms.  

b. Criticism of Government and Authority  

A strong critique of governmental inaction and indifference is central to the 

poem. Giovanni explicitly calls out President Lyndon B. Johnson in the second 

stanza, depicting him as emblematic of political apathy through the metaphor 

“masturbate in public.” This phrase not only critiques his failure to fully support 

civil rights but also highlights the frustration of activists who felt ignored by those 

in power. The poem portrays the government as a barrier to progress, reinforcing 

the necessity of grassroots efforts and community solidarity to achieve meaningful 

change.  

c. Cultural Identity and Solidarity  

Giovanni celebrates cultural identity as a source of strength and unity for the 

Black community. The poem asserts that African-American culture, symbolized by 

Rhythm and Blues, is not a societal downfall but a foundation for solidarity and 

inspiration. By invoking cultural symbols, Giovanni affirms the importance of 

preserving and valuing Black heritage in the face of systemic oppression. This 
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theme is further emphasized in the metaphor of “The Black House,” which 

envisions a future where the Black community has equal representation and 

influence in societal structures. 

d. Hope and Collective Action 

Despite its critique of societal injustices, the poem is ultimately hopeful, calling 

for collective action to bring about change. The phrase “So let us work for our day 

of presence” in the final stanza encapsulates the aspirational drive to create a just 

and equitable society. The theme of hope is reinforced through the metaphor of 

Stokely Carmichael in “The Black House,” symbolizing the potential for 

transformative leadership and empowerment. Giovanni’s call for unity and peaceful 

activism underscores the importance of shared responsibility in fighting equality. 

In conclusion, Nikki Giovanni’s Historical Footnote to Consider Only When 

All Else Fails masterfully intertwines metaphor and historical reflection to examine 

the complexities of the civil rights movement and its enduring legacy. Through 

vivid symbols such as “Her-I-can,” “full of panthers,” and “The Black House,” 

Giovanni encapsulates the struggles, resilience, and aspirations of the Black 

community. The poem critiques societal oppression, governmental apathy, and 

systemic barriers while celebrating cultural identity as a source of empowerment 

and unity. Giovanni’s use of enjambment and layered connotations further deepens 

her work's emotional and intellectual resonance, inviting readers to reflect on the 

ongoing relevance of the civil rights struggle. 

Ultimately, the poem conveys a message of hope and collective responsibility, 
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urging action toward a just and equitable society. Giovanni’s call to move “out of 

the wein-Bars into the streets” exemplifies her emphasis on active resistance and 

the transformative power of community solidarity. By envisioning a future where 

figures like Stokely Carmichael lead in a reimagined “Black House,” Giovanni 

inspires the pursuit of leadership, cultural pride, and societal change. Her work 

serves as both a poignant critique of past injustices and an enduring call for 

activism, unity, and progress. 

C. The Way Metaphor Represent Civil Rights Movement in the Poem Power 

by Audre Lorde 

1. Textual Analysis 

The poem consists of five stanzas with varying numbers of lines. The first stanza 

consists of 4 lines, followed by the second with 15 lines, the third with 6 lines, the 

fourth with 12 lines, and the last with 11 lines. Each stanza communicates different 

nuances and meanings, using metaphor to articulate the racial injustice and violence 

experienced by black people. Next, the poet explores the emotional and ethical 

dilemmas of responding to such injustices. To make it easier, the poem is provided 

below. 

The difference between poetry and rhetoric 

Is being ready to kill 

Yourself 

Instead of your children. 

 

I am trapped on a desert of raw gunshot wounds    5  

and a dead child dragging his shattered black 

face off the edge of my sleep 

blood from his punctured cheeks and shoulders 



46  

is the only liquid for miles 

and my stomach       10 

churns at the imagined taste while 

my mouth splits into dry lips 

without loyalty or reason 

thirsting for the wetness of his blood 

as it sinks into the whiteness      15 

of the desert where I am lost 

without imagery or magic 

trying to make power out of hatred and destruction 

trying to heal my dying son with kisses 

only the sun will bleach his bones quicker.    20 

 

A policeman who shot down a ten year old in Queens 

stood over the boy with his cop shoes in childish blood 

and a voice said “Die you little motherfucker” and 

there are tapes to prove it. At his trial 

this policeman said in his own defense     25 

“I didn't notice the size nor nothing else 

only the color”. And 

there are tapes to prove that, too. 

 

Today that 37 year old white man 

with 13 years of police forcing      30 

was set free 

by eleven white men who said they were satisfied 

justice had been done 

and one Black Woman who said 

“They convinced me” meaning      35 

they had dragged her 4'10'' black Woman's frame 

over the hot coals 

of four centuries of white male approval 

until she let go 

the first real power she ever had     40 

and lined her own womb with cement 

to make a graveyard for our children. 
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I have not been able to touch the destruction 

within me 

But unless I learn to use      45 

the difference between poetry and rhetoric 

my power too will run corrupt as poisonous mold 

or lie limp and useless as an unconnected wire 

and one day I will take my teenaged plug 

and connect it to the nearest socket     50 

raping an 85 year old white woman 

who is somebody's mother 

and as I beat her senseless and set a torch to her bed 

a greek chorus will be singing in 3/4 time 

“Poor thing. She never hurt a soul. What beasts they are.”  55 

In Audre Lorde’s poem “Power,” metaphors are undeniably the most powerful 

figurative. The metaphors in the poem vividly depict the despair and brutality faced 

by the black community and the profound emotional impact they have. The poet’s 

inner devastation reflects a deep inner struggle, depicting the poet as entangled in 

suffering and trauma. The opening stanza depicts a significant contrast between 

artistic representation and practical implementation in the civil rights movement. In 

this stanza, the poet uses metaphors to underscore the difference between mere 

rhetoric, which may seem grand but lack substance, and real action that demands 

real sacrifice. 

The difference between poetry and rhetoric 

is being ready to kill 

yourself 

instead your children 

(lines 1-4) 

Line 1 introduces the difference between “poetry and rhetoric.” “rhetoric” is often 

characterized by mere words that have no real impact, while “poetry,” in this 
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context, represents emotional depth and sincere commitment. The metaphor in this 

line explains the need for more than verbal expression in the civil rights movement, 

emphasizing the essentiality of concrete action and significant sacrifice. This shows 

that civil rights efforts included more than just rhetoric, emphasizing personal 

commitment and sacrifice. The researcher found a phrase that implied personal 

sacrifice in lines 2-4: “being ready to kill yourself instead of your children.” The 

poet seems to be stating that in the fight against racial injustice, one must be 

prepared to sacrifice oneself rather than allow their children and the next generation 

to continue to suffer in an unjust system. Throughout the civil rights movement, 

activists often faced significant risks, illustrating the profound and burdensome 

sacrifice they experienced. Readers may experience a sense of awe and inspiration 

when reading this passage, recognizing the enormous sacrifices required to achieve 

justice and equality. 

The lines in the second stanza take the reader into a depiction of death and 

brutality. The researcher took several metaphors from the second stanza that depict 

the symbol of the symbol of the poet’s despair. 

I am trapped on a desert of raw gunshot wounds 

my mouth splits into dry lips 

trying to heal my dying son with kisses 

(Lines 5, 12 and 19) 

The poet expresses her memory explicitly of the deceased child. She finds 

herself entangled in the memory of this child, whose life was brutally taken away. 

In line 5, in the metaphor, “I am trapped on a desert of raw gunshot wounds,” The 

researcher finds a symbol that the “desert” is a vehicle the poet represents as a place 
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where there is no life and hope, only cruelty without help. The poet’s angry tone is 

evident throughout the stanza due to the poet’s emotional state of being caught up 

in trauma and violence. The tone of the poet’s despair is clear throughout the lines 

because the poet’s emotional state is trapped in the memory of the brutality. In line 

12, the researcher finds “dry lips” in the metaphor “my mouth splits into dry lips.” 

The symbol in the metaphor is dryness as a vehicle that represents the poet’s 

condition who is unable to voice suffering. This illustrates how strong the impact 

of injustice is that paralyzes a person, especially physically and emotionally. So that 

only despair and helplessness are felt by those who suffer in the face of such 

brutality and injustice. 

Line 19 also reflects the struggles felt by black parents, who are powerless to 

protect their children from the brutality of racism and police violence. The “dying 

son” is a symbol for the young black people who are victims of repeated oppression 

and violence. Kisses, which are usually an expression of love in this poem, are 

powerless against the wounds inflicted by oppression, illustrating the fragility of 

resistance based solely on love when faced with a system that is so cruel and unjust. 

The poem's fourth stanza depicts the liberation of a 37-year-old white man by 

eleven white men and one black woman. 

Today that 37-year-old white man 

with 13 years of police forcing 

was set free 

by eleven white men who said they were satisfied 

justice had been done 

and one Black Woman who said 

“They convinced me,” meaning 

and lined her own womb with cement 
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(Lines 29-41) 

After a “set free” declaration by a jury composed of biased individuals, although 

the black woman expressed confidence in justice being served, she admitted feeling 

coerced and forced to conform to the white jury’s verdict. The rhetorical use of the 

term “convinced” implies that she experienced the undying approval of white males 

throughout the centuries. It conveys that the jury coerced and intimidated the 

woman into accepting an unfair decision. She is forced to relinquish her primary 

authority, symbolizing the need to compromise her beliefs and influence in 

response to significant societal pressure. A particularly impactful metaphor in line 

41 describes how the woman covered her womb with cement to create a grave for 

children. This underscores the profound impact of the ruling, where systemic 

injustice obliterated the prospects of a young generation of black people. “Womb” 

is a symbol that represents life, nurturing, and protection; it is transformed into a 

grave because of cement, representing how the justice system and racism in society 

rob black mothers of their ability to protect their children.   

The way the poet uses metaphor to represent the civil rights movement in the 

poem by using symbols “desert,” “dryness,” “black woman,” and “womb with 

cement.” The strongest symbols, "desert” and “dryness”, represent despair and 

helplessness felt by those suffering from such brutality and injustice. The symbol 

depicting motherhood is found in the poem about “black women” and “womb with 

cement.” The symbol “black women” represents black mothers who experience 

conflict and oppression in the context of being forced to give up motherhood.  

In the metaphor “womb with cement,” the womb, traditionally a symbol of life, 



51  

nurturing, and protection, is transformed into a grave, representing how the justice 

system and racism in society rob black mothers of their ability to protect their 

children. “Cement” represents the hardening of emotions or the forced suppression 

of maternal instincts due to external pressures, reflecting the hopelessness of 

motherhood in a world where black children are not safe. This symbol poignantly 

depicts the pain and despair of black mothers who have to watch their children’s 

lives be destroyed by violence and injustice. 

In Audre Lorde’s Power, metaphors vividly convey the despair, brutality, and 

resistance tied to racial injustice, each carrying explicit meanings (denotations) and 

deeper associations (connotations). The opening line, “The difference between 

poetry and rhetoric,” contrasts sincere, impactful expression with empty, 

ineffective speech, critiquing superficial advocacy while emphasizing the civil 

rights movement’s need for genuine commitment and sacrifice. This idea is 

reinforced in the metaphor, “being ready to kill yourself instead of your children,” 

which reflects the generational burden of protecting the future. It evokes the trauma 

and resilience of activists who risked their lives to shield their children from 

systemic oppression. 

In the line, “I am trapped on a desert of raw gunshot wounds,” where the desert 

symbolizes hopelessness, isolation, and the unhealed trauma of systemic racism, 

while the “raw gunshot wounds” evoke both physical violence and emotional scars. 

This sense of powerlessness continues in the metaphor, “my mouth splits into dry 

lips” where dryness represents the silencing of victims of oppression, illustrating 

the paralyzing impact of trauma that renders resistance almost impossible. 
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Similarly, “trying to heal my dying son with kisses” captures the heartbreak of 

Black parents unable to protect their children from societal brutality, as love and 

tenderness prove tragically insufficient against systemic violence. 

In the poem's fourth stanza, the metaphor “lined her own womb with cement” 

transforms the womb, a symbol of life and nurturing, into a grave, representing the 

devastating impact of systemic racism on Black mothers. The “cement” signifies 

emotional hardening and the erasure of maternal agency under oppressive systems 

as societal pressures force mothers to relinquish their nurturing role. This is tied to 

the broader symbols of “desert” and “dryness,” which underscore emotional 

desolation and the suffocating hopelessness of injustice. Through these metaphors, 

Lorde vividly depicts both the personal anguish and the collective struggles of the 

Black community, creating a powerful narrative of sacrifice, resistance, and the 

enduring fight for equality. 

2. Historical Contextualization 

Audre Lorde’s poem Power (Poetry and the Civil Rights Movement, 2024) was 

written in 1978 as a poignant reaction to police violence and systemic racism in the 

United States. The immediate inspiration for the poem came from the tragic killing 

of Clifford Glover, a ten-year-old African-American boy, who was shot and killed 

by a white police officer, Thomas Shea, in Queens, New York, in 1973. Glover, 

who was unarmed at the time of the shooting, became a symbol of the vulnerability 

of black lives in a society plagued by racial inequality. The case took an even more 

devastating turn when Shea was acquitted of all charges by a predominantly white 

jury. This decision sparked widespread outrage and became a flashpoint for anger 
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and disillusionment within the African-American community, who viewed the 

verdict as yet another example of a biased justice system that routinely devalued 

black lives while protecting those who perpetrated violence against them. 

In response to this tragic and unjust event, Lorde penned Power. This poem 

channels her deep anger, grief, and frustration toward the systemic racism 

embedded within the American justice system. The work does more than express 

outrage it is a scathing critique of the ways power is wielded to oppress and inflict 

suffering on vulnerable communities, particularly black Americans. Through vivid 

and often harrowing imagery, Lorde confronts the brutality of police violence and 

exposes the moral failures of a society that allows such injustices to persist. 

At the same time, Power also explores the emotional and psychological toll of 

systemic oppression, illustrating how feelings of powerlessness and despair can be 

transformed into a resilient force for resistance and survival. Lorde challenges her 

readers to reckon with the destructive consequences of unchecked authority while 

simultaneously calling for collective strength and unity in the face of ongoing 

injustice. The poem is an unflinching reflection of a painful reality and a powerful 

testament to the enduring spirit of those who refuse to be silenced by oppression. In 

doing so, Power resonates as a timeless reminder of the importance of confronting 

injustice and reclaiming agency in the fight for equality and dignity. 

3. Recurring Themes in Power 

a. Racial Injustice and Police Brutality 

The poem directly addresses the systemic violence inflicted upon Black 

communities, mainly through the tragic killing of Clifford Glover, a ten-year-old 
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African-American boy, and the subsequent acquittal of the white police officer 

responsible. Lorde critiques the pervasive racial injustice that allows white 

perpetrators to avoid accountability, highlighting the deep-rooted bias within the 

American legal system. This theme resonates with the Civil Rights Movement’s 

ongoing struggle to combat police brutality and institutional racism. 

b. Misuse of Power 

Lorde explores the misuse of power as a tool for oppression. The title itself, 

Power, underscores the dual nature of this concept: it can be wielded destructively 

by institutions to maintain systemic racism or reclaimed by oppressed communities 

to fight for justice. The poem critiques how power, in the hands of the state and law 

enforcement, is often used to silence and subjugate marginalized groups rather than 

protect and serve them. 

c. Grief and Trauma 

The poem vividly portrays the grief and trauma experienced by Black 

individuals and families as a result of systemic violence. Lorde's anguish over 

Clifford Glover’s death mirrors the collective mourning of a community that 

continues to lose its members to racially motivated violence. This theme reflects 

the emotional burden of those fighting for civil rights as they grapple with loss and 

suffering while striving for justice. 

In Audre Lorde’s "Power," the poet masterfully uses metaphor to portray the 

deep anguish and systemic injustices faced by Black communities, particularly in 

the context of racial violence and police brutality. The symbols such as the “desert 

of raw gunshot wounds” and the “womb lined with cement” highlight themes of 
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hopelessness, sacrifice, and the destructive toll of systemic oppression. Through 

these symbols, Lorde critiques the misuse of power within legal and social systems 

while reflecting on marginalized individuals' psychological and emotional tolls. 

The poem underscores the duality of power: its potential for destruction in the hands 

of oppressors and its capacity for resistance when reclaimed by those fighting for 

justice. 

Simultaneously, Lorde contextualizes the historical trauma of systemic racism 

by reflecting on actual events, such as the killing of Clifford Glover and the 

subsequent miscarriage of justice. This grounds the poem in the lived realities of 

the Civil Rights Movement, linking personal grief to collective resistance. By 

exposing the failures of justice and calling for profound sacrifice and commitment, 

the poem resonates as both a poignant critique and an inspiring call to action. 

"Power" remains a timeless testament to resilience, urging readers to confront 

oppression while affirming the enduring spirit of those who seek equality and 

dignity in the face of relentless adversity. 

D. Differences and Contrasts of the Three Poems 

The three poems “Caged Bird” by Maya Angelou, Historical Footnote to 

Consider Only When All Else Fails by Nikki Giovanni and Power by Audre Lorde 

share a common thematic focus on oppression, resistance, and the struggle for 

justice. However, they approach these themes from different perspectives and 

through varied poetic styles. All three poems grapple with the racial injustice and 

systemic violence faced by Black individuals, using vivid imagery and symbolism 

to explore the emotional and psychological toll of these experiences. Angelou’s 
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poem centers on the yearning for freedom and the constraints imposed by societal 

racism, symbolized by the caged bird whose soul still longs for liberation. 

Giovanni’s poem uses historical references to critique governmental apathy and 

celebrate collective Black activism, positioning unity and resistance as the means 

to break free from oppression. Lorde’s poem focuses on the trauma and devastation 

caused by police brutality and systemic violence, particularly highlighting the 

emotional burden carried by Black mothers and the broader community. 

However, the poems differ in their tone, imagery, and methods of addressing 

the issue of power. Angelou’s work is infused with hope and a desire for 

transformation, as the caged bird’s song symbolizes a longing for freedom and 

justice despite the oppression it faces. While recognizing the weight of historical 

struggle, Giovanni's poem uses a more confrontational and assertive tone to 

highlight the pain and strength of Black people’s resistance against historical and 

present-day injustice. In contrast, Lorde’s Power is emotionally charged, focusing 

on the devastation wrought by police violence and the emotional fragmentation it 

causes. The metaphor in Lorde’s poem is particularly stark, depicting the 

dehumanizing effects of oppression and the harsh realities of seeking justice. Each 

poet uses different symbolic representations, whether the caged bird, historical 

figures, or the metaphor of a “womb lined with cement,” to reflect on the 

multifaceted impacts of systemic racism. However, all converge on the essential 

theme of Black resilience in the face of adversity. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION 

This final chapter discusses research findings derived from the analysis and 

discussion of the previous chapter. In addition, researchers provide suggestions to 

various parties for further research. 

A. Conclusion 

The three poems used in this study include Maya Angelou's "Caged Bird," 

Nikki Giovanni's "A Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All Else Fails," 

and Audre Lorde's "Power." Based on the analysis of the three poems through 

metaphor analysis, it was found that every metaphor in each poem uses symbols to 

represent the civil rights movement.  

Firstly, in Maya Angelou’s "Caged Bird," she uses "caged bird" and "free bird" 

to symbolize privilege and marginalization. The recurring themes of the poem about 

oppression, resistance, and hope describe the struggles of the African-American 

community during the era of civil rights. Through metaphors such as the "bar of 

rage" and the "grave of dreams", Angelou conveys the emotional and physical 

limitations caused by systemic racism. 

Secondly, Nikki Giovanni’s Historical Footnote to Consider Only When All 

Else Fails masterfully intertwines metaphor and historical reflection to examine the 

complexities of the civil rights movement and its enduring legacy. Through vivid 

symbols such as “Her-I-can,” “full of panthers,” and “The Black House,” Giovanni 

encapsulates the struggles, resilience, and aspirations of the Black community. 

In Audre Lorde’s "Power," the poet masterfully uses metaphor to portray the 
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deep anguish and systemic injustices faced by Black communities, particularly in 

the context of racial violence and police brutality. The symbols such as the “desert,” 

the “womb of cement,” and “dryness” highlight themes of hopelessness, sacrifice, 

and the destructive toll of systemic oppression.  

Although these three poems were born and published at different times, the 

three poets voiced the civil rights movement during the poems focusing on the same 

themes of oppression, resistance and the struggle for justice. However, differences 

arise in the picture and method in responding to difficulties. Angelou's work is filled 

with hopes for freedom and justice despite the oppression she faces. Giovanni's 

poems, while acknowledging the gravity of historical struggles, use a stern tone to 

highlight the suffering and strength of black people's resistance to historical 

injustices. In contrast, Audre Lorde's poems are full of emotion, focusing on the 

devastation caused by police violence and the emotional fragmentation it causes. 

B. Suggestion 

Based on the results of the discussion of the findings of this study, the researcher 

hopes to provide suggestions to students, activists, writers, and other researchers. 

They need to follow in the footsteps of Maya Angelou, Nikki Giovanni, and Audre 

Lorde in voicing truth and justice. Many readers may not be aware of the long 

struggle that these black poets went through in fighting for their freedom. By raising 

public awareness through works such as the poems analyzed in this study, it is 

hoped that society can begin to view and treat black people more positively and 

equally. This study can be a reference for future researchers interested in similar 

issues. It is hoped that additional research can be conducted to expand our 
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understanding of the role of literature in civil rights movements. Therefore, 

researchers suggest exploring different objects or theories further in future studies. 

The researcher realizes this research is far from perfect and would be very happy if 

it could be used as a reference in further research.  
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