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Abstract 

This article examines the portrayal of African-American people in the contemporary American literature and 

culture. Through a close reading of a selection of Lorenzo Thomas’ poems from his collection Chances Are Few 

(1972), it becomes evident that black people are still confused regarding their identity, due to the influence of 

white people on the construction of their image. The role of the poet is to subvert this situation and offer new 

grounds upon which racial identity can be determined. Lorenzo Thomas revisits the clichéd images of black 

people in order to comment on them and expose their artificial nature as well as demonstrate the negative 

impact they have had on the way black people have viewed themselves. He maintains that mass media have 

perpetuated this artificial image of black people and exposes them as a means of propaganda led by the 

hegemonic white culture. This negative depiction has resulted in an inner conflict for black people who are torn 

between their American identity and their African heritage.  
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Introduction: Social/Historical/Cultural Background 

The present article will argue that Lorenzo Thomas in his poems “Hiccups”, “The Marvelous Land 

of Indefinitions” and “Class Action”, that are found in his poetry collection Chances Are Few (1972), 

explores the image of African-American people as promoted in the American literature and media 

culture of the 1970s. It will also attempt to trace the impact this constructed image had on the 

identity and self-identification of African-American people as parts or non-parts of the white 

American society. 

Like the 1960s – a decade of great turmoil -, the 1970s was also a decade of uprising, violence and 

war. In the early 1970s, the Vietnam War (1955-1975) was still raging and the American society 

began to react. The more the number of the dead American soldiers increased, the more the number 

of anti-war protests that took place. There were also many African-American soldiers at the front 

fighting for the US. In some of the protests there were violent episodes. 

The Kent State shootings - also known as the May 4 massacre or the Kent State massacre - 

occurred at Kent State University in the U.S. city of Kent, Ohio, and involved the shooting of unarmed 

college students by members of the Ohio National Guard on Monday, May 4, 1970. The students 

who were shot were protesting against the American invasion in Cambodia. Ten days after this 

violent event, there was another shooting at another student protest against the Vietnam War. The 

Jackson State killings occurred on Thursday/Friday May 14–15, 1970, at Jackson State College in 

Jackson, Mississippi. A group of African-American student protesters were confronted by city and 

state police. The police opened fire, killing two students and injuring twelve. America’s faith in the 

ideologies that govern its nation was about to be shaken once more by the Watergate scandal which 

was revealed in 1972, and after a series of trials ended with Nixon’s resignation in 1974. 
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These years of political, social and moral turmoil had as a result the questioning of the ideals, 

morals and values upon which the American Nation was built. People also began to question the 

media by which information was transmitted to them, and whether this information came to them 

after being censored by those who governed them.  

 

African-American People about Themselves 

African-American people have always been caught up between the black and white conflict due to 

the way they perceived themselves and the way they were perceived by others, and in particular by 

the white Americans. That is, the image and the identity of the black people have been shaped 

according to W.E.B. Du Bois’ theory of “double consciousness”, as analyzed in his essay “The Soul of 

Black Folks” (1903). Du Bois argues that “[i]t is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this 

sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape 

of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (9). 

Black people have always defined themselves through the way that white people saw them to be 

and the way they perceived their distinct cultural and ethnic identity. They also viewed themselves 

through the eyes of their peers, that is, an in-group self-identification. Therefore, they had a double-

consciousness of themselves both as individuals and as a racial group. This process of double 

identification created a tension between these two groups that is evident in American literature, art 

and culture. 

During the 1970s, the pattern by which African-American image and identity was shaped was 

similar to that of Du Bois’ theory. In the 1970s, literature, television and the cinema were the primary 

means of information for the people, and they still “remain a powerful presence in U.S. culture” 

(Anastasio and Chapman 152) today. African-American people have generally been invisible in the 

white American culture but “in the late 1960s and early 1970s we begin to find […] black families in 

television drama” (Barker 77) and films. The image of the African-American people produced by the 

white American films, television series and by the literature of the time continued to be influenced 

by the colonial and plantation stereotypes about black people prevalent since the after slavery years 

artistic and literary production in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. Such literary examples are Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) or Harriet Ann Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 

(1861). African-Americans were depicted according to the stereotypes of the submissive “Tom”, the 

gambler “Coon”, the “Tragic Mulatto”, the “Mammy” and the violent, bad “Buck”. The plots might be 

on contemporary issues but the characters were still shaped according to the stereotypes of the past. 

Moreover, black people were usually represented either as victims of abuse by white racist men or as 

criminals, having drug problems or in general as being problematic to the white American society. 

During that period one finds in film, television and literature plots, teenage African-American 

characters associated with violence, crime, drugs and guns which led to the emergence of the 

dangerous black ghetto image which influenced the way black identity was perceived. 

On the other hand, African-American people shaping their own image in films, television and 

literature make an effort to overcome the stereotypes and form a new image and identity for 

themselves. The depiction of African-American people by African-American authors, screen writers 

and directors, apart from the influence of the white American perspective, was also influenced by 

the Black Arts Movement that spanned from approximately the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s.  

The Black Arts Movement emerged out of the empowerment that African-American people 

experienced during the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and the Civil Rights Movement of the 

1960s, and it advocated the empowerment of black people through the promotion of their own 

culture as well as the return of black people to their roots. African-American artists and writers were 

seeking to promote black literature and culture, demonstrate the important part of American art, 

literature and culture as well as create a Black Aesthetic. Many people of color became vital cultural 

ancestors to the Black Arts Movement, which embedded as a core tenet the Black Aesthetics during 

the 1960s and 1970s. This movement sought to create art forms capable of expressing the varieties 
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of black experience in the U.S. Black people began to appreciate and embrace their African heritage 

and the most characteristic motto of the movement was that “Black is beautiful”. During this period 

African-American people adopted a style that they believed to be more suitable to their African 

identity. Through the folk expression emerged a distinct African-American style, culture, art and 

literature. Moreover, during the 1970s, jazz, soul and blues music were established as African-

American music and there were also visual works of art which alluded to Africa and the African 

background of the African-American people. It was also considered necessary for every black person 

to have visited his/her ancestor’s land, that is Africa, at least once. 

 

The Black Arts Movement: Lorenzo Thomas 
During the Back Arts Movement there were many African-American people who employed their 

art in order to make political comments and claims. Lorenzo Thomas, for instance, was in favor of the 

premeditated use of language both in literature and in everyday life, a quality that, as he upheld, 

enables poetry to be used as surrogate for political speech. He talked about the political role that 

poetry readings held during the Black Arts Movement claiming that “art is - and should be - a political 

act” (Thomas 308). According to Lorenzo Thomas, poetry readings were employed in order to raise 

the political consciousness of African-American people coming from various educational and societal 

backgrounds. Art is a medium that is accessible to the masses and thus, through the medium of art, 

black people attempted to pass their message to America and bring about change. During the Black 

Arts Movement, art was used by black artists as a means of conducting their political struggle of 

equality and equal representation of the African-American people. Lorenzo Thomas employed the 

poetic form in order to address certain political concerns, that of African-American representation 

and identification with the white American culture. 

In his poetry collection Chances Are Few, Lorenzo Thomas approaches the issue of black people’s 

double consciousness by depicting the confusion that black people experienced, and he also 

attempts to clarify it by exploring the true nature of black identity. Thomas, being an African-

American born in Panama but raised in New York, had a different experience of blackness than those 

born in the U.S. mainland and in his poems he inserts some elements coming from his own personal 

experience, in an attempt to place blackness within a more globalized context. Here, apart from his 

own poems, Thomas has also included his English versions of poems by Roberto MacKay and Leon 

Damas. In doing so, he presents a more globalized worldview of African-American people, which is 

not restricted to the reality and everyday life of black people in the U.S.A. 

To begin with, Thomas’ poem “Hiccups” opens with the epigraph “after Leon Damas” (Chances 

Are Few 63) and therefore, one may assume that this is Thomas’ version of one of Damas’ poems. 

Damas, being himself a French poet with African-American origins, had a different kind of African-

American experience similarly to Thomas, who was born in Panama but raised in the USA. Thomas 

was interested in expanding African-American experience by recording the black experience that is 

not strictly relevant to slavery or the Civil Rights movement. His aim was to include the experience of 

those black people who came to America after that period, as well. Thomas believed that 

“understanding African American poetry of any era requires an ability to hear ‘the whole voice’” 

(Extraordinary Measures 4). Thus, in order to understand the African-American experience and 

identity, one must have the total picture and not focus on certain parts of it. For Thomas, African-

American people are not only the descendants of the slaves who were brought to America in the 

17th century, but also the descendants of the African-Americans who immigrated to America, 

coming from various places at various periods. Through his poetry, he attempts to establish an 

integral African-American experience and bring forward the new African-American identity that 

emerges from it. In “Hiccups”, Thomas explores the issues of black identity and experience as 

expressed through culture in the post-modern America of the 1970s. 
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Thomas Lorenzo and Postmodernity 

Art, literature and culture in the postmodern era are characterized by fluidity and 

experimentation. New media and new forms of art emerge which affect and alter both the artistic 

and the literary practice. Writers and artists attempt to move beyond limitations imposed on them 

by race, gender and class and beyond conventions. All the grand narratives are questioned and 

writers move beyond the conventions of form and style in writing. They employ less elaborate 

language and techniques in order to be closer to the readers. In order to do so, they often subvert 

the elitist techniques of modernism, and irony and parody prevail in most postmodern texts. Thus, 

grand notions of the past such as identity, history and culture are decomposed in order to be 

reformulated to include a broader scope of meaning and importance. Readers now feel closer to the 

writer, the text and the issues touched upon in postmodern works.   

The influence of postmodern theory is evident in Thomas’ writing as well as in the techniques he 

employs in his poetry collection. Thomas, in his poems, resorts to the use of free verse, the lack of 

punctuation and para-textual elements such as dedications, references to other poets and sketches. 

He employs various language styles, such as Standard English and black dialect, which may often be 

juxtaposed in his poems in order to create a certain effect. In his poems, there are no full stops and 

there are only a few commas, there are also gaps between words which, along with the varying 

length of the lines, indicate the way the poet’s breathing pattern fluctuates. It is obvious that for 

Thomas the poets and the readers are also media of poetic expression as their body language, facial 

expressions and voice, while reading a poem, become part of it. With regard to language use, he also 

brings into his poems words from the French language juxtaposed to the English ones, as in 

“Hiccups”, and onomatopoeic words, as in “The Marvelous Land of Indefinitions”, which create an 

ironic effect. His reference to other poets creates the effect of a community of texts that are 

juxtaposed, or the effect that his poems are conversing with those of the poets he brings into his 

own. His references to other poets and artists also offer a multiplicity of perspectives within his 

poems, which adds to the expanded African-American identity Thomas attempts to promote. As far 

as the sketch is concerned, it is a still, a particular moment in time that is frozen and allows the 

reader/viewer to zoom in or out and pay attention to the details that people overlook in their 

everyday life. It also consists of a visual rendering of the poem, which is also another poetic medium 

that Lorenzo employs in order to profess that poetry is not only about words and letters on paper. 

On the other hand, a frame can limit one’s perspective as it depicts only one moment and not the 

whole picture. Therefore, Thomas urges his readers to pay attention to the details but always try to 

look at the whole picture and not fixate on one specific detail. All these techniques further enhance 

his beliefs of an extended African-American experience, as they dissuade the readers to view his 

poems as fitting into boxes and labels, but from a wide spectrum of multiple perspectives. 

The title of the poem, “Hiccups”, indicates an action that is repeated in a constant rate and one 

that is involuntary, as in the case of a person actually suffering from hiccups. The persona recalls his 

“childhood infancy/ In a hiccup sequence/ hiccup hiccup Pope pap hiccup hiccup” (3-5). By resorting 

to the memories of the persona’s childhood, Thomas touches upon the problems and dilemmas an 

African-American faces in his life beginning with his childhood. The repetition of the word “hiccup” 

creates a sense of musicality of speech which connotes the dominant presence of music culture in 

the life of African-Americans, rendering music to be an intrinsic part of black culture and identity. The 

persona identifies the rhythm of hiccup as “jazz playing” (Hiccup 54). Thus music can be a medium of 

poetry in the sense that it can materialize both the poetic language and its rhythm and musicality. 

Jazz music is considered to be an important issue expressing the views of the Black Arts 

movement on the promotion of an intrinsically black culture. Aldon Lynn Nielsen maintains that “jazz 

has been created by African Americans” (175). It is therefore an original and intrinsic part of African-

American culture. Nielsen also argues that there is an “extensive body of recordings of avant-garde 

jazz works incorporating poetry by black writers” (176). Thus, jazz music and poetry have been 

connected and intertwined for a long time and there is a substantial amount of such works attesting 
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to their existence. As Thomas professes in his essay "Classical Jazz" and the Black Arts Movement, 

“the Black Arts Movement sought to identify a certain intrinsic beauty and vitality in African 

American authenticity. This view particularly affected the way that Black Arts Movement writers 

dealt with jazz” (237).  

Therefore, jazz music and culture have been established as part of the “authentic” African-

American identity.  

The persona recalls the influence that music exercised on the formation of his identity early on in 

his childhood, when he identified with jazz music and the banjo, and he did not want to play the 

violin like his mother wanted him to. Black people living in America after the 1960s, having intense 

memories of the segregation and discrimination they suffered in previous years, wished for their 

children’s assimilation in and acceptance by white America in order to avoid their experience of 

discrimination. Thus, they urged their children to embrace white culture, a view expressed by 

Thomas through the reference to different musical instruments and music genres in this poem. The 

persona recalls being resistant to white culture by not wanting to go to his violin lessons, but being 

keen on learning to play the banjo: 

 

NO HOOKY 

PLAYING 

I remember it again it comes to me: 

Your violin lessons! 

A banjo  

You say a banjo 

How you say it 

A banjo you say, 

   “Good… a banjo” (70-76) 

 

In the above excerpt, the persona remembers what his mother used to tell him every time he 

wanted to avoid his piano lessons and reports to the readers her exact words. The capital letters 

create the impression that this child’s mother is yelling at him as if she is scolding him. The persona 

does not want to go to his violin lessons and he skips them, but his mother disapproves of it. One 

may infer that the child in the poem stands for the black people in the 1970s, who wanted to 

maintain a distinct African-American identity, being in touch with their roots and their African 

culture, but who faced the pressure of white American culture which “demanded” their full 

assimilation. This is inferred by the persona’s wish to play the banjo, which is a traditional African 

instrument, while his mother wants him to identify with white American culture signified by the 

violin lessons. This could also highlight another inner conflict that African-American people 

experienced due to their dual identity of being both African and Americans. Trying to identify with 

two cultures also created a tension between them generated by their hegemonic relationship. This 

tension was a characteristic of the entire American culture manifested in all the facets of cultural 

media. David Holloway and John Beck mention that 

 

[d]uring the 1960s and the 1970s the position of dissent within the machinery of capitalist-

democratic visual culture on one hand, and the representation and reproduction on the other 

(feminism, the Civil Rights movement, black power, the antiwar movement, “New Hollywood”, a 

politicized artistic neo-avant-garde) was complex and frequently contradictory (162). 

 

But this contradiction was always present regarding African-American and white American 

cultures. This conflict resulted in the obstruction of the identification of black people with one or 

both of these cultural identities. Thomas, in his poems, brings forward this tension in order to 

demonstrate the impact it had on the formation of an authentic African-American identity. For 
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instance, the persona in the poem faces this conflict when his mother’s wishes clash with his own, 

which leads to his being confused as regards his identity.  

Moreover, Thomas touches upon the labels that had been ascribed on African-American people, 

such as the stereotypical beliefs of blacks being less civilized than white Americans, or having no 

manners and being brutes. The persona argues that his “mother gave her son good table manners/A 

fork is not a toothpick!” (7-8). It is as if the persona is defending himself against the stereotype of the 

brute “Black”. This attempt to alter the negative image of African-American people promoted by 

white culture, is contrasted to the para-textual illustration of a television set embedded in the poem 

on page 66 of the collection. This illustration is also part of Lorenzo Thomas’ poem and he employs it 

here to make evident the power that image exerts over words. The television is a very powerful 

means of information, propaganda and image making. It can create, shift and influence people’s 

opinions and impressions on everything and thus, whoever possesses control of this medium, also 

possesses a lot of power. It was and still remains the leading medium by which people form their 

views of the world and others, and it was also the medium by which most of the stereotypical ideas 

about black people where established in the U.S.A. This was done via films, television shows and the 

news. 

One of the themes that Thomas tackles in his poetry is that of textuality and the forms it may take 

in order to support the work of an author. Thomas’ work echoes Gérard Genette and Marie 

Macleanon’s views about what a literary work should consist of. Genette and Macleanon claim that 

“[t]he literary work consists exhaustively or essentially, of a text…But this text rarely appears in its 

naked state, without reinforcement and accompaniment of a certain number of productions, 

themselves verbal or not, like an author’s name, a title, a preface, illustrations” (261). 

So Thomas inserts in his text names of jazz artists and black poets like “Otis” (56), referring to 

Johnny Otis - a great jazz musician-, or Leon Damas, something that, combined with the title and the 

illustration, highlights the various textual layers contained in the poem, which enhances its overall 

meaning. This kind of para-textual effect employed by Thomas exposes the hegemonies built in the 

way information reaches readers or audiences and shapes their beliefs, which is where the irony in 

Thomas’s writing can be detected. Therefore, this illustration embedded in the text is a direct 

comment - a poignant comment if I may say - on the power that television or media exerts on the 

process of shaping people’s beliefs and perceptions. As television also depicts only frames of events 

and not the complete events, it limits people’s knowledge about what has occurred, thus affecting 

their perspectives. In the middle of this illustration there is the line “NEGRO HEAD shrimp” (78). It is 

the image that the white-dominating cultural medium of television promotes about black people, as 

having small heads, meaning that they are mentally inferior to the whites. This offers an insight into 

the downgrading mentality that white American culture adopted towards black people and culture. 

Summing up, in “Hiccups” Thomas argues that African-American people in America in the 1970s were 

confronted with an inner conflict and a confusion of identity that was further enhanced by the 

perplexing attitude white American culture promoted about African-American people. 

This ambiguity pertaining to African-American identity in American culture and media is also 

inherent in Thomas’s poem “The Marvelous Land of Indefinitions”. He believed that poetry should 

touch upon real life issues and problems and that the primary role of the African-American poet is to 

strive to instill the knowledge of African-American identity among black people. Thomas also 

believed that the poet should be in touch with people and not isolated, in order to be able to expose 

the virtues and the vices of the society he lives in. Thomas, being driven by his personal experience 

as an African-American, professed that the “African-American poet in the twentieth century has 

maintained a vision rooted in an Afrocentric knowledge of self and community” (Extraordinary 

Measures 235). He argues, thus, for an Afrocentric identity, one formed by African-American people 

and centered upon their African heritage. He is interested in encouraging black people to focus on 

shaping a common point of reference that derives from their shared African heritage, rather than 

attempting to identify with a restrictive African-white-American experience. Thomas, once more, 
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brings into his poem certain para-textual elements, such as an epigraph, or products of the white 

culture like “Coca-Cola” (79) and “Viceroys” (79). The epigraph of this poem by Ricardo Miro, which 

writes “[t]he poets business is telling the truth” (78), is contrasted to the title of the poem that talks 

about indefinitions. It appears that both the title and the epigraph are intended to function as an 

introduction to the poem, as they inform the readers about the themes it deals with. Thomas claims 

that, even though the role of the poet should be to expose the truth to readers, sometimes literature 

and art have contributed to the exact opposite, that of obscuring the truth. Likewise, there have 

been literary and artistic works that perpetuated a fallible depiction of African-American people. 

In “The Marvelous Land of Indefinitions”, Thomas criticizes the use of poetry merely for aesthetic 

pleasure, as he claims that this kind of poetry addresses only a small part of the American society, 

that is the elite, and it does not address the problems of the working classes. He addresses the above 

issue in these lines: “We have gathered to read and listen to poems/ As if everyone were actually 

equal” (3-4). The diversity of the audience denotes the audience’s varying interests and problems, 

and therefore, this kind of poetry cannot be about definite issues that have to do with realistic 

problems and situations because, as Thomas claims, “poeting with poor people doesn’t end poverty” 

(8). Poetry in itself will not solve the problems but it should awaken people’s consciousness and lead 

them to action. The experience depicted in such poems is restricted only to the hegemonic classes of 

America. These classes refer to white people who do not face any problems, as “poetry is the ‘nectar 

of the gods’” (23) and black people who belong to the lower classes are preoccupied with “security. 

The kids/Daily bread” (69-70). As a result, they cannot identify with a kind of poetry which is only 

intended to please because they need a kind of poetry that addresses their everyday problems, a 

kind of poetry that celebrates “African-American kinship and strong moral families and communities” 

(Thomas 303). 

Thomas, thus, argues that black people have been invisible in the white culture and ignored by 

readers and audience, being thus unable to identify with the white American culture. He also claims 

that this accumulation of superficial poetry readings is similar to people drinking Coca-Cola or 

smoking Viceroys, an everyday habit that people do without thinking. In addition to that, Coca-Cola 

and Viceroys are both products that people consume and thus Thomas alleges that people in these 

elitist poetry readings consume poetry as they consume any other product, turning thus poetry and 

art into a commodity. Thomas believed that poetry has a deeper meaning and its role is to bring 

forward the truth about serious socio-political issues. Poetry, for him, is not something to be 

examined only on the surface but, on the contrary, readers should look into the deep layers of poetry 

to find the true meaning of a poet’s words. Thus, poetry is not something that readers should 

consume as a commodity; it is the trigger for deeper thinking and contemplation on tantalizing socio-

political issues. 

Moreover, Thomas contends that mass media, poetry and art have perpetuated a clichéd image 

as regards African-American people. In his poem, he argues that “[n]ewspaper headlines are full of 

lies/ And the radio is full of lies/ AND POETRY IS FULL OF LIES!” (42-44). The elitist poetry that follows 

all conventions and is only meant to please can only be, according to Thomas, an artifice as it does 

not “tell the truth”, like Miro claims in his epigraph. Thomas maintains that literature and culture 

have been perpetuating lies and, therefore, one cannot locate the truth behind them. The image of 

black Americans constructed by white media is a false one and this is the source of the confusion that 

African-American people feel as regards their identity. The image in question is one of exploitation of 

the “farm workers” (74) and the image of young black people as drug addicts being “lost in marijuana 

and ‘free love’” (77). Therefore, it is also the media that is responsible for the “indefinition” of black 

identity, since it perpetuates certain racist attitudes and stereotypes as regards African-American 

people. In a society where “everyone prefers blonds and white folks” (80) and “the gringos don’t 

worry themselves about anybody” (83), black people have to fight against all these preconceived 

ideas that are held by white American culture about them. As Kadiatu Kanneh observes, “the limits of 

cultures, or ‘races’, are not always detected internally, but often result from discourses and practices 
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of power; from institutional, collective victimization” (180). Therefore, the limits of African-American 

people and their culture lie in the discourse between black and white cultures, a discourse that is 

political because it is characterized by the exertion of power of the hegemonic white culture on the 

intimidated black culture. This imbalanced power relation can be traced in the collective victimization 

of black people in America, that has been established and exercised through the institution of 

slavery. In this poem Thomas highlights the invisibility of black people in American culture and the 

perpetuation of a false negative image about them that serves to the sustenance of the power white 

America exerts on them. 

In “Class Action”, Thomas continues to explore the various portrayals of African-Americans and, as 

in “Hiccups”, he also attempts to demonstrate the connection of blues and jazz music to black culture 

and identity. An interesting technique he employs, in order to comment on the relation of black 

people to white American culture and history, is the use of the wallpaper as a symbol standing for 

black people. Thomas intends to create a parallel between the status of African-American people in 

America and that of the wallpaper in a Film House, and through this parallelism, he will attempt to 

address the difference of black depiction in white and black American films. He offers the reader the 

opportunity to witness the way that both black and white people portray African-American people in 

their films and, through a comparison between the two, the readers may come to their own 

conclusions regarding this issue. Moreover, Thomas argues for the importance of jazz music and the 

blues in the formation of a distinct African-American aesthetic and a distinct African-American voice, 

which amounts to the process by which black people shape their identity. Throughout the poem 

“Class Action”, he argues that black people and wallpapers share certain characteristics and 

similarities. For instance, the wallpaper in a Cinema Theater is something one barely notices since it 

is not the dominant element in the room. Similarly to the wallpaper, black people in America have 

been marginal, that is, they have been overlooked by white America as Thomas asserts in his poem, 

“[n]obody gives a damn what niggers say” (86). None pays attention to African-American people who 

do not have a voice of their own, so Thomas concludes that “[w]e are the wallpaper” (94). I am of the 

belief that, by the use of the wallpaper image, Thomas argues that black people have been trapped 

behind its pattern, that is, behind the stereotypical and standardized way others see them. He 

believes that, similarly to the wallpaper pattern that people ignore as being insignificant, African-

American people have been ignored and marginalized as well, taken at face value, and none is willing 

to look closer at them, to bring on to the surface all their qualities. This kind of marginalization 

prevents African-Americans from wanting to be acknowledged as parts of white America, since it is 

white America who has segregated them. Anne Firor Scott appears to share the same belief with 

Thomas, as she maintains that “[b]lack people (except as slaves) were long invisible” (8). It seems 

ironic that black people were only visible as slaves, and thus as non-persons, since as slaves they 

were only identified by the name of their master, which consequently leads to the realization that 

their identity was non-existent, as it was reduced to a mere property item. Moreover, Thomas argues 

that America has designed the image of black people like one designs the patterns on a wallpaper: 

“Like wallpaper America designs/ Ourselves/ Projections in the dark/ Children of genius whose 

inventions/ Include the ferris wheel, Passing the buck” (136-41). At this point the tone of the poem 

becomes sarcastic, as Thomas makes poignant comments on the clichéd depiction of African-

American people as the “Buck”, or as people of low intelligence, since the greatest invention a black 

person could construct is the ferris wheel, which connotes that black people are not capable of 

innovative thinking that would advance cultural heritage.  

Furthermore, Thomas offers two different but clichéd depictions of African-American people, two 

viewings from two different perspectives, that of black and that of white people, respectively. 

Thomas believes that African-Americans have been silent as regards their dislike to the clichéd 

images perpetuated by white America about them. He argues that “the spirits pout” (Thomas 99) 

when they realize that black people maintain a passive stance towards this depiction. It appears that, 
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by these “spirits”, Thomas wishes to refer to the spirits of Africa and thus to the African heritage of 

black people. In the poem, he writes: 

 

While spirits pout, we others spot and fade  

Spinning with fortune like unspooling film 

Unleashing great comedians and pissed-off heroes,  

Doomed ingénues expiring without perspiring 

In molten gardens filled with sighs and silent  

Movie glances (Thomas 99-104) 

 

Consequently, African spirits are “outraged” because black people, not only accept passively the 

demeaning depictions that white culture constructs for them, but they are also responsible for the 

perpetuation of certain images about their own race. Therefore, one may infer that it is black people 

themselves who reproduce the clichéd images of the victim, the comic character and the enraged 

and dangerous one about their own people. On the other hand, white people depict blackness as a 

mere external or decorative factor. Thomas claims that,  

 

In Africa, the spirits gad about like niggers  

Long, shiny shone shoes! Amazing limousines 

With music blasting speeding to heaven and back (157-59) 

 

Thomas professes that black people had good lives and all the privileges of their communities 

when they were in Africa and they lost all that by being brought to America by force. When they 

were brought to America, white people immediately attempted to erase their cultural identity by 

trying to “tame” them and by giving to them white people’s clothes to wear. Naturally, that image 

was odd and ridiculous and it signaled the beginning of the ridicule of black people in America. Shane 

White and Graham White contend that the process of enforcing upon black people of a European 

(and controlled) identity began upon the arrival of new slaves in America. They argue that “newly 

arrived African slaves were quickly clothed in European garb and made to conform to European 

concepts of decency” (White and White 6). Thus, upon arriving in America, black people were 

prevented from maintaining anything that connected them to their African heritage. It seems to me 

that black people’s confusion regarding their identity is only a natural outcome of centuries of 

brainwashing into a strictly white American culture and way of thinking. 

Finally, in “Class Action” Thomas also touches upon the issue of the importance of jazz music and 

the blues in African-American culture and identity. He believed in the power of the oral language 

over the written, as the written form of poems served for him as guidelines by which one could 

reread them. He argued that the poem on the page should function as a music score left for its later 

reproductions. According to Nielsen, Thomas 

 

has viewed the printing of the poem as a performance piece. It is simply not the case, in his view, 

that the poem exists only as spoken performance (the print being reduced to a set of instructions 

for the performance), nor that there is a strict separation between the written poem and an oral 

realization. […] Thomas turned to jazz for an analogy to explain his conception of the poem as 

practice (152). 

 

So Thomas parallels jazz music to poetry and therefore, as far as black culture is concerned, jazz 

and poetry are closely linked. Black people, over the years, have employed poetry and music on 

several occasions, in order to make their voice heard, from the slavery songs of the 17th century, to 

the hip hop music of the 20th and 21st centuries. Music has been part of African-American culture 

since their arrival in America and therefore, one can argue that there is a distinct African-American 
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music that has been formed over the centuries and it comprises an inseparable part of African-

American identity.  

In “Class Action”, Thomas characterizes jazz music as the process by which the uneducated black 

people think and voice their thoughts because, unlike poetry, jazz can be understood and 

appreciated by people of all educational backgrounds. Nielsen argues that “poets and jazz artists 

have generally tended to choose texts that seem most ‘accessible’ to a listening audience, perhaps 

out of a concern that a more ‘difficult’ poem might be lost in the music” (200).  

Artists used simple language not only for reasons of understanding, but mostly because they 

wanted to place more emphasis on the words of the poem and less on its rhythm. 

In his essay “Neon Griot: The Functional Role of Poetry Readings in the Black Arts Movement”, 

Thomas upholds that jazz music and jazz poetry emerged out of the attempt of the Black Arts 

Movement to bring art close to the people and, at the same time, to promote an authentic black 

culture and invent an authentic black voice. Following up from these lines, Thomas claims in his 

poems that “[u]nlettered negroes called this logic jazz/ Relating thought to life, love to projection/ 

Spirit entertained by spirit /as in life / And when the movies chose to speak/ the voice was jazz” 

(“Class Action” 189).  

Thus, jazz culture for Thomas is related to the life and the spirit of African-American people and to 

the moment when black people decided to begin expressing themselves through a distinct African-

American voice, which is what jazz music signifies for them.  

William Van Deburg addresses the issue of the importance of music during the Black Arts and the 

Black Power Movement and he also explores its political nature. Van Deburg expresses the opinion 

that black artists during this period of political upheaval, “[t]hrough their musical messages and 

dynamic performance style, they both mirrored and directed the people’s struggles for 

empowerment” (215). Throughout time, it was the black artists, who, being able to address a large 

public, have always been responsible for awakening black people’s consciousness and inciting them 

to act. Black artists were also the ones who, via their portrayal of black people, contributed to the 

shaping of a positive African-American image and identity either by projecting a positive image of 

black people, or by ridiculing the clichéd image that white America has shaped for them.  

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, in the 1970s America, black people are still confused about their identity, but poets 

such as Lorenzo Thomas have undertaken the task to unravel this confusion. Black people seem to be 

unable to identify either with their black or their white heritage, as they are placed somewhere in 

between. It appears that, even 80 years since Du Bois’ theory of “double consciousness”, black 

people still view themselves through the veil. All three poems touch upon the inner conflict that 

black people feel as far as their identity is concerned. This inner conflict derives from the tensioned 

relationship between the black and white cultures that have always been in a battle for power. 

Thomas revisits the clichéd images of black people in order to comment on them and expose their 

artificial nature, as well as demonstrate the negative impact they have had on the way black people 

view themselves. He maintains that the mass media have perpetuated this artificial image of black 

people and exposes them as a means of propaganda by the hegemonic white culture. This negative 

depiction has resulted in an inner conflict for black people who are torn between their American 

identity and their African heritage. Therefore, although it appears that he perpetuated the 

stereotypical depictions of black people, he actually tried to expose the truth behind the myths, so as 

to demonstrate that they have remained in touch with their African identity and cultural heritage, by 

establishing an inherently African-American cultural identity through music. So, jazz music and the 

blues are presented as the authentic voice of the black people. Lorenzo Thomas brings forward the 

image of African-Americans, who, having balanced between their African and their American 

identities, are able to get rid of all the labels that have been ascribed to black identity. Through the 

voice of such a persona, he overcomes one by one all the stereotypical images black people have 
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been bound to, through a process of elimination. Bringing down one by one the arguments by which 

black people have been restrained in the margins of America, he intends to reposition them at the 

center of the American society. 

Nowadays, although African-American people have fully come to terms with and maintained their 

African-American identity, they still remain at the margins of the American society. African-American 

people are still victims of white people’s violence, as there are several attacks a year against black 

people by white policemen. The most recent example is the Ferguson case, where a young boy was 

shot dead by the police, despite the fact that he was not an immediate threat. Moreover, not even 

famous and well established black people get the recognition they deserve. These days, there is great 

controversy over the fact that no people of color are nominated for the Oscar awards. On the other 

hand, America has its first black president. Barack Obama’s election as the President of the U.S.A. has 

brought a lot of hope to all minorities in the U.S., but it seems that this has not changed many things 

in the American society. All in all, the years may have passed but African-American people have still a 

long way to go to reach the center of the American society. It is true, though, that more and more 

people of color are rising in the political and scientific hierarchy of the U.S. creating hope for the 

future. 
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