
 

Nurturing Our Future As African American Females: 
A Courageous Conversation 

September 26, 2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Curriculum Packet 

Sonia Sanchez 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Hosted by Eastern Michigan University's College of Education and 
Office of Urban Education and Educational Equity (OUEEE) 

Grant Support by McGregor Fund 



 2 

 
Introducing Sonia Sanchez 
 
This is the time for the creative 
Man. Woman. Who must decide 
 

 
 
 
that She. He. Can live in peace.  
Racial and sexual justice on 
this earth. 
 
This is the time for you and me. 
African American. Whites. Latinos. 
Gays. Asians. Jews. Native 
Americans. Lesbians. Muslims. 
All of us must finally bury 
 
the elitism of race superiority 
the elitism of sexual superiority 
the elitism of economic superiority 
the elitism of religious superiority. 
 
--"Poem for July 4, 1994" 
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Biography/Criticism 
Sonia Sanchez was born September 9, 1934 in Birmingham, Alabama. Her father, Wilson 
Driver, was a drummer in a jazz band. Her mother died in childbirth when Sonia was only a year 
old. After her mother's death, Sonia and her older sister went to live with their paternal 
grandmother. "Mama," as Sonia called her grandmother, died when Sonia was six and in the 
years that followed she drifted from family to stepmother to family friends. After high school she 
attended Hunter College, where she took creative writing courses. Sanchez spent three decades 
in Harlem before she settled in Philadelphia in 1976. She is currently a tenured Professor of 
English and Women's Studies at Temple University in Philadelphia. She travels to give lectures, 
workshops, and poetry readings. She has traveled to read her poetry in Cuba, England, the West 
Indies, China, and many other countries. Sanchez is the winner of numerous awards for her work 
as an activist and a poet. Her book homegirls & handgrenades earned the 1985 American Book 
Award. She is also the author of children's fiction and plays. On the 1995 CD Sacred Ground, 
by Sweet Honey in the Rock, Sanchez reads her poem "I Have Come Into the City." 
 
It was Sonia's relationship with her grandmother that unmasked her gift for poetry. Mama taught 
her to read at the age of four and little Sonia began to write at six and a half years. In her 
interview "Wear the New Day Well" for the A Movable Feast video documentary series, 
Sanchez recalls that poetry kept her alive during the difficult times following her grandmother's 
death. In her book of poetry, Under a Soprano Sky, Sanchez pays tribute to her grandmother in 
"Dear Mama." Sonia was an active and playful child with scrapes on her knees and dirt on her 
hands. But when the adults would verbalize their disapproval, Mama would say, "Let her be. She 
got a right to be different. She gonna stumble on herself one of these days. Just let the child be." 
Sanchez ends with a powerful, "And I be Mama." 
 
During her years in New York City, Sanchez became active in the civil rights movement. She 
was a member of the New York activist group CORE. During this time she came into contact 
with Malcom X, also an activist working in Harlem. In A Moveable Feast Sanchez states that 
she learned a lot about language from Malcom X and applied it to her poetry. Malcom X was 
direct, truthful, and gave his black audience a sense of history and self worth. Sanchez's works 
are often passionate poems or works of prose that touch on social issues of modern and past 
times. Many of her poems are blunt, passionate, and painfully truthful. She addresses the history 
of African-Americans from slave times to modern oppression. From Malcom X she also learned 
how to present her poetry and always sustain the attention of the audience. This is a skill that 
Sanchez has mastered. (See A Moveable Feast for an example of the powerful delivery with 
which she presents her poems.) 
 
Sanchez also refers to the influence of Martin Luther King, Jr. She met King in 1957 during a 
stop on his book tour. In an audio interview with a Seattle newspaper, Sanchez reflects on Dr. 
King's work and recalls her reaction to his death. 
 
In 1985 a tragedy occurred in Philadelphia that affected Sanchez very deeply. A group of black 
political radicals were barricaded against the police in their place of residence. The group of  
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citizens called themselves "MOVE." In retaliation to the uncooperative members, the police 
dropped a bomb on the residential building. The drastic and catastrophic actions of the police 
resulted in fires that grew from the explosion and wiped out an entire city block. Many MOVE 
members, including children, were killed. In the midst of all the chaos, Sanchez recalls that 
others forgot that the victims of this violent act were people: 
 
    "Are you saying to me that we are at war with each other in this country? Is the message to be 
given to people that if we speak out and become non-conformists that certainly we can be killed? 
Or are you saying that in a black neighborhood anything goes?" (A Moveable Feast) 
 
In response to this unforgettable tragedy Sanchez wrote "Elegy: For Move and Philadelphia." 
Sanchez wanted people to see the horrible significance of this tragedy and to never forget that it 
happened. She waited three years to present this poem to the people of Philadelphia. She 
believed they needed time to heal in order to understand the poem and realize it wasn't a personal 
attack. Sanchez took on the heavy responsibility of this elegy because she believes "we must 
never let this happen again." 
 
 
Sonia Sanchez's poetry includes a variety of styles, languages, and dialects. Mixed in with poems 
are short stories, short works of prose, and personal reflections. She fills pages with powerful 
images through haiku, tanka, and sonku. Her poetry is free, neither structured by punctuation nor 
the censorship of society's close-mindedness. Through the characters in her poems and through 
her words Sanchez brings the tragedies and truths of life to her readers. 
 
Wounded in the House of a Friend, her thirteenth and most recent book, is her first book of 
poems in eight years. In Wounded in the House of a Friend Sanchez explores and portrays a 
brutal rape scene, the murder of a woman by her granddaughter, an unfaithful spouse, a mother 
who sells her young daughter for drugs, racism, anger, self doubt, and other serious issues. Yet 
the book is also a journey towards healing, hope, and a newfound strength within the human 
spirit. Here and in other books, she reaches from the villages of Africa to the ghettos of America, 
from the violated slaves of the past to the victims of the 1985 MOVE tragedy. 
 
Sonia Sanchez has been recognized as one of the most important figures in African-American 
literature. In support of homegirls & handgrenades Margaret Walker states, "The book is 
another expression of the continuing creativity of Sonia Sanchez. Some pieces are plaintive and 
poignant, others are tough and militant, but all are significant, brilliant and original. Here again is 
another example of Black speech, a vernacular familiar to all who know and love this author's 
previous work." 
 
Donna Seaman of Booklist wrote a short review of Wounded in the House of a Friend in the 
March 1, 1995 issue: 
 

Her ringing voice gives voice to the emotions of many; she is compassionate, proud, angry, 
and determined as she writes about betrayals both private and public...Sanchez forces us to  
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confront these bewildering and horrifying tragedies that take place behind closed doors 
and scar and scorch the American psyche, but she also reminds us that war rages in 
Nicaragua, Bosnia, and Rwanda. Grim matters, but Sanchez offers hope and heroes. She 
celebrates quiet victories in poems... 

The praise Sanchez has received from the literary and black communities is richly deserved, but 
sadly, it is not plentiful. "Sanchez is undoubtedly one of the most under-appreciated poets 
writing today," states Gloria Hull (from Shakespeare's Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women 
Poets). Even ten years later this is undoubtedly true. Information on Sanchez is limited and not 
easily found. Most of the material I came into contact with was either her own work or selections 
of her work contributed to magazines or other books. Few available critiques or biographies are 
available. Considering the many books she has written, the wide span of time she has been 
writing, and the fact that she is currently living, it is a tragedy that there is such a small amount 
of information available on such a talented poet and incredible human being. 
 
I had the honor of meeting Sonia Sanchez on February 21, 1997, at a poetry reading in 
Minneapolis. It was a fulfilling and unifying experience for all of the people within that room. I 
can only speak for myself of course, but it was obvious from the faces of those around me that 
Sonia Sanchez reached out and touched the hearts and souls of each individual. Her voice was 
not only speaking the poems to us, it was singing and chanting the words to the rhythm of our 
heartbeats. When I first began reading her poetry my thirst for it was unquenchable. I could read 
the same poem over and over and still be affected by it. But to hear her speak the words to me 
was a completely different experience. I was physically, emotionally and spiritually moved. 
There does not exist an adjective beautiful enough to capture the power of that evening. After the 
reading I took her hand and thanked her with words that could not express the depth of my 
emotions. A year ago I knew nothing of Sonia Sanchez; now I cannot imagine my life without 
her writing and the memory of that night. I thank you, Sister Sonia Sanchez. 
 
Selected Bibliography Works by the Author 
 
    * Ash (2001) 
    * Shake Loose My Skin (2000) 
    * Like the Singing Coming off the Drums: Love Poems (1998) 
    * Does Your House Have Lions? (1997) 
    * Wounded in the House of a Friend (1995) 
 

* Sacred Ground, (CD) Sweet Honey in the Rock, "Stay on the Battlefield" (poem "I Have 
Come Into the City," by Sonia Sanchez)," Earthbeat, 1995. 

    * Under a Soprano Sky (1987) 
    * homegirls & handgrenades (1984) 
    * A Blues Book For Blue Black Magical Women (1974) 
    * Love Poems (1973) 
    * We Be Word Sorcerers: 25 Stories by Black Americans (1973) 
    * We a BaddDDD People (1970) 
    * Home Coming  
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* I've Been a Woman: New and Selected Poems  
 
*Some of her poems have been published previously; many have been published in Ebony 
magazine. 
 
Works about the Author 
 
 * Baker, Jr., Houston A. "Our Lady: Sonia Sanchez and the Writing of a Black Renaissance." 
Black Feminist Criticism and Critical Theory. ed. Joe Weixlmann and Houston A. Baker, Jr. 
Greenwood, FL: Penkevill, 1988. 169-202. 
 * De Lancey, Frenzella Elaine. "Refusing to Be Boxed In: Sonia Sanchez's Transformation of 
The Haiku Form." Language and Literature in the African American Imagination. ed. Carol 
Aisha Blackshire-Belay. Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1992. 21-36. 
 * Gabbin, Joan Veal. "The Southern Imagination of Sonia Sanchez." Southern Women Writers: 
The New Generation. ed. Tonette Bond Inge and Doris Betts. Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 1990. 
180-203. 
 * Jennings, Regina B. "The Blue/Black Poetics of Sonia Sanchez." Language and Literature in 
the African American Imagination. ed. Carol Aisha Blackshire-Belay. Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 1992. 119-32. 
 * Joyce, A. Ijala : Sonia Sanchez and the African Poetic Tradition. Chicago : Third World Press, 
1996. 
 * Saunders, James Robert. "Sonia Sanchez's Homegirls and Handgrenades: recalling Toomer's 
Cane." MELUS: The Journal of the Society for the Study of the Multi-Ethnic Literature of the 
United States 15.1 (Spring 1988). 73-82. 
 * Seaman, Donna, "Sanchez, Sonia," Booklist, March 1, 1995.  
 
Related Links 
 
    Biography: 
    Provides a short summary about Sanchez. 
 
    Sonia Sanchez Speaks, November 1995  
    Contains digital audio files of Sanchez speaking about Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
Audio Links 
 
•www.jcu.edu/pubaff/eyeonjcu/sanchez_audio.htm 
 Sanchez reads her own poetry which includes: 
 -“Just Never Give Up on Love” 
 -“Ballad After the Spanish” 
 -“Sweet Honey in the Rock” 
 -“Does Your House Have Lions” 
 -“The Blues” 
 -“Middle Passage” 
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•ªOn YouTube—Sanchez reading her following work: 
 -“Peace” 
  
 -“Love Poems and Haiku” 
 -“Keeping Company with the Layaway Man” 
 -“Poem for Some Women” 
 “Just Don’t Ever Give Up On Love” 
 
Sanchez-Leading Female Voice of Black Activism 
 
 

 
 

An Anthem 
(for the ANC and Brandywine  

Peace Community) 
 

Our vision is our voice 
we cut through the country 

where madmen goose step in tune to Guernica. 
 

we are people made o fire 
we walk with ceremonial breaths 

we have condemned talking mouths. 
 

we run without legs 
we see without eyes 
loud laughter breaks over our heads. 
 
give me courage so I can spread 
it over my face and mouth. 
 
we are secret rivers 
with shaking hips and rests 
come awake in our thunder 
so that our eyes can see behind trees. 
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for the world is split wide open 
and you hide your hands behind your backs…  
 
 
Sanchez’s poetry is visionary with a powerful sense of the past.  Typically she presents role 
models in strikingly harsh situations in order to inspire her readers to improve their own lives.   
 
Sanchez continues the tradition of African-American female protest writers such as Zora Neale 
Hurston, and Gwendolyn Brooks, women whose writing calls for freedom, for change, and for 
social justice.  She is joined by Toni Morrison, Nikki Giovanni, Alice Walker (The Color 
Purple-Pulitzer, 1983) and Gloria Naylor (The Women of Brewster Place, National Book Award, 
1983).  
 

Does Your House Have Lions? 
In Does Your House Have Lions? Sanchez has written a “book-length poem that memorializes 
the life and death of her brother, a young black man who died of AIDS after a brief, furious 
exploration of the gay subculture in New York City.” For the reader, it is a momentary glimpse 
into her pain, anguish, anger, and determination as she draws us into the rhythm and cadence and 
culture of the City, of Black Nationalism, and of the music of the time.   
 
“Sanchez’s poem is written in four parts, “sister’s voice,” “brother’s voice,” “father’s voice,” and 
“family voices/ancestors’ voices.”  The first three sections, and most of the fourth section, use a 
modified terza rima rhyme scheme; each individual unit poem has a rhyme scheme of 
ABABBCC  This tight structure suggests the emotional confinement her brother is rebelling 
against. 
 
The first section “sister’s voice,” presents the most detached, assured poetry, as the sister (a 
persona representing Sanchez herself) describes her brother’s immersion into the New York gay 
subculture as “a migration unlike/the 1900s of black men and women/coming north for jobs.” To 
repay his father’s desertion, he sold his body as a prostitute, auctioning off “his legs, eyes./ heart. 
In rooms of specific pain.” By contrast, the second section, “brother’s voice,” is written with the 
emotional directness of pain.  He begins by saying, “father. I despise you for abandoning me,” 
and tells of trying to make a new life on the New York streets, “a country of men/where dollars 
pump their veins,” “father’s voice” tells poignantly of a father’s neglect and is remarkable alive 
with the rhythms of the music the father plays professionally; “I come to collapse the past/while 
bonfires burn up your orphan’s mask,” the father sings about trying to reconcile with a son 
approaching death. 
 
The last section is the most magisterial.  Most of these poems represent the voices of the family, 
but several represent, “the ancestor,” and have a distinct African folk quality to them.  Together, 
they chart the family’s attempt to heal even as one of them is dying.  The cumulative effect is 
both wrenching and uplifting.  This is poetry which demands performance; a reader almost has to 
imagine the poetry being staged to fully appreciate it.”  (MacGill Book Review) 
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(The title comes from an interview with jazz great Rahsaan Roland Kirk, and in this context 
speaks of a household’s need to face life with courage.  Sanchez’s poem is a record of how one 
family found the courage of lions.)  
 
 
For Students: 
As you read her text, even though your story may not have been set in New York, where did you 
find yourself? What was familiar to you?  Just as she stepped back from her family in order to 
better understanding a complex and painful situation that could have been prevented, step back 
now from your own family.  How have events in your family helped to shape who you are? 
Where do you find yourself at this moment?   
 
•Consider the following in your examination.  Your own: 
 •family values   •family traditions 
 •family members  •your place in the family—birth order, roles 
 •faith    •culture 
 •sense of community  •education 
 •expectations   •your responsibilities in and to the family 
 
 
•What place does your family hold in your life?  What place do you hold in your family? 
 
•The format you use to present your responses to these questions is up to you.  You may choose 
to directly answer or to write prose, haiku, or poetry or even a short play.  Respond as it feels 
right to you, but in such a way that it speaks to everything here.  It is not length but depth and 
sense of self-examination that is of importance. 
 
 
 
 
 
Selected Sanchez Haiku 
 
your love was a port 
of call where many ships docked 
until morning came 
 
 
      we are sudden stars 
      you and I exploding 
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      in our blue black skins 
 
 
Haiku 
 
i see you blackboy 
bent toward destruction watching 
for death with tight eyes 
 
 
 
 
      let me wear the day 
      well so when it reaches you 
      you will enjoy it 
 
 
 
 
 

the sprawling sound 
    of my death sails on  the wind 
  a white butterfly. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    love between us is 
    speech and breadth.  loving you is 
    a long river running. 
 
 
 
 
 

Tanka 
 

I thought about you 
the pain of not having 
you cruising my bones. 
no morning saliva smiles this 
frantic fugue about no you. 
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Blues Haiku 

 

let me be yo wilderness  
let me be yo wind 
blowing you all day. 

 

 

     

 

Lesson Plans  
Sample lesson plans are available at the following web sites: 
  

•http://www.academy.agnesscott.edu/~jking/unitplan.htm 
The language of the Civil Rights Movement: A unit in history, English and 
technology literacies for 10th grade (includes works of Mari Evans, A. B. 
Spellman, Nikki Giovanni and Gwendolyn Brooks.) 
 
 

 •http://www.rockhall.com/exhibitpast.lesson-proud-black-women 
  “And Still I Rise” Proud Black Women for grades 7-12 
 
 •http://www.artsedge.kennedy-center.org 

Type in Sonia Sanchez—The Kennedy Center has a wonderful lesson (Including 
objectives assessment, rubric, and extensions) that teaches students to listen to 
and analyze jazz music and the jazz characteristics in Sanchez’s and Langston 
Hughes’ poetry.  The lesson then helps students to incorporate these same 
techniques into an original poem.   
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Getting to Know Each Other Through a Biographical Poem 
 
 
 
 
I   (Your first name) 
 
Four adjectives (that describe you) 
 
Daughter of  
 
Lover of  (three things or people or ideas) 
 
Who feels  (up to three items) 
 
Who needs  (up to three things) 
 
Who fears  (up to three things) 
 
Who would like to see(up to three people, ideas, or places) 
 
Am a resident of (city, state) 
 
Welcome to my poem.  
 
 
 
Physical Identity 
 
      Gwine find a beauty shop 
      cause I ain't a lovely belle. 
      The boys pass me by, 
      They say I's not so swell ... 
      I hate that ironed hair 
      And dat bleaching skin ... 
      But I'll be all alone 
      If I don't fall in. 
      Una Marston 
 
      My blackness is a beautiful cloak 
      of selfhood that permeates the soul 
      Maud Sulter 
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Historical View-African American Poets 
 
 
 
1700-1800  Phyllis Wheatley & Jupiter Hamon 
 
 
 
1800-1860  “Struggle against Racism”—George Moses, Horton & Frances Harper 
 
 
 
1861-1865  “The Black Man in Civil War”  no poets 
 
 
 
1865-1915  Reconstruction—  Paul Laurence Dunbar 

W.E. B. DuBois, 
       Wm. S. BraithWaite 

  Fenton Johnson 
 

1915-1945  Renaissance & Radicalism—James Weldon Johnson 
Claude McKay 
Gwendolyn Brooks 
Ima Mu Baraka (LeRoi Jones)  
Owen Dodson 
Samuel Allen  
Mari Evans 
Etheridge Knight 
Don Lee 
Sonia Sanchez 
Nikki Giovanni 
 

1945-Present  Gwendolyn Brooks, Sonia Sanchez, Maya Angelou, 
       Zora Neale Hurston, 
       Nikki Giovann 

Audre Lorde  
 


