A number of the poems from the Different Cultures and Traditions section deal with issues of language and speaking out.  Using “Search for my Tongue” and one poem of your choice, write about how the poets tackle conflict and the need to express yourself clearly to others.

“Search…” and “Half-Caste”: Points to compare

Both poets use language to reveal character and stay true to themselves.  Bhatt uses Gujarati at the centre of her poem and includes both a phonetic version in English lettering and a translation.  This may be seen as representing that the Gujarati language is at the heart of her life, or as reflecting the way it is being swallowed up by her use of English everyday.  In addition, it encourages the reader to empathise with her difficulty in contending with an unfamiliar language, as within the poem we are presented with a “foreign tongue”, which excludes and confuses us.  Similarly, Agard uses phonetic spelling to represent his accent and uses Creole dialect words, such as “Ah rass” to express his frustration.  By contrast with Bhatt’s words, this accent and dialect is close enough to Standard English to be easy for us to understand, yet it is uncompromisingly individual and demands that we recognise Agard as he is.  He will not conform to someone else’s opinion to fit in, as he wants to be able to tell “de other half/of my story”.

In the same way, both poets address the reader directly, and write conversationally.  Bhatt reiterates an imagined question in the opening two lines of her poem, and responds with a question of her own:  “I ask you, what would you do/if you had two tongues in your mouth…”.  The rest of her poem acts as a way of explaining herself and enabling us to understand and empathise with her experience.  Likewise, Agard’s poem seems to be written in response to a racist taunt.  Although he begins with apparent politeness “Excuse me”, as if trying to attract someone’s attention, or even apologise for his presence, his sarcasm and mockery quickly becomes clear when he says he is “standing on one leg” because he is “half-caste”.  Throughout the second, lengthy stanza, he confronts the person who insulted him, demanding that he should “Explain yuself”.  Both writers are assertive in asking questions of, and challenging, the reader, and both end with a degree of cautious optimism.  Bhatt celebrates the re-birth of her “mother tongue” (although we are left to wonder if she is condemned to repeat the cycle of decay and re-emergence every day and night) while Agard offers a promise “I will tell yu/de other half of my story.”  (Italics mine.)  However, Agard’s promise is dependent on the racist’s reaction to his instruction “yu must come back tomorrow…wid de whole of yu mind”.  This is uncomfortable reading, which makes us wonder whether how long such a “tomorrow” may take to arrive.

Imagery is used in both poems to get the writer’s message across.  Bhatt uses the extended metaphor of a plant to show how her “mother tongue” seems to die in the day, but experiences new growth overnight.  The process begins hesitantly with “a stump of a shoot”, but eventually, she says it “blossoms out of my mouth”.  This creates a triumphant image of beauty and of pride in her language.  Using the plant metaphor perhaps also allows Bhatt to allude to a desire to preserve her ethnic roots, even in Britain.  However, this victory does not come without a struggle; the dominant tongue at any given time “ties the other tongue in knots” and “pushes… (it) aside”.  Agard, meanwhile, uses a series of surreal and ridiculous images to pour scorn on the idea that he is half a man because he is of mixed colour.  For instance, he talks of how “tchaikovsky” would “mix a black key/wid a white key”, and asks whether this created a “half-caste symphony”.  The rhyme used here helps emphasise the opportunity to achieve beautiful harmony through a mixture of black and white people, just as the great Russian composer did through the unhindered use of the piano keyboard.  Agard’s references demonstrate a respect for and knowledge of ‘white’ culture, as the painter and the composer he refers to are European, which gives the reader common ground to stand on.  However, just as he puts his own personal twist on his words through phonetic spelling to mimic accent, he also adds it here, by not using capital letters for the names.  Perhaps this suggests that he is not intimidated by these legends of Western culture, and considers them mere men, just like him, for all their talent.  As a British poet of Afro-Carribean origin, he is now part of this tradition himself!

In conclusion, I believe both poets succeed in ‘finding’ an individual and original voice.  They confront those who do not understand them with compassion, good-humour and dignity, and work to achieve a greater acceptance and appreciation of ‘difference’.  Personally, I enjoy the soft, dream-like quality of Bhatt’s language and metaphor, but prefer the wit, wisdom and energy of Agard’s polemic.

(polemic = a speech or piece of writing that fiercely attacks or defends a belief or opinion.)

