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Marge Piercy's poetry reflects the way her life and her 

feminist beliefs have changed over the years. Her public 

poems reflect her political views while her private poems 

focus on the linguistic problems encountered in male/female 

dialogue. In her private poems, she specifically addresses 

the need for men and women to communicate effectively by 

showing miscommunication occurring between the sexes. Her 

later works present a mature Piercy as an equal partner in 

her relationships. Her public poetry shows her drive to 

change society's view of women. Although critics often 

reject Piercy's militant style, she continues to push for 

changes in society. A study of Piercy's poetry is truly a 

study of linguistic styles, political changes, and 

male/female relationships. 
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Introduction 

Marge Piercy--Voices in Transition 

Marge Piercy labels herself "as a woman, a feminist, a 

political person, someone hungry for ideas, information, 

confirmation of my experiences, knowledge of other people's" 

("Mirror Images" 194). She is prolific, having published 

eleven novels, twelve poetry collections, numerous essays, 

and a play during the past thirty years. Even though Piercy 

has won several awards for her poetry and has written an 

almost equal number of novels and poetry collections, the 

majority of scholarly and critical work available focuses on 

her novels; Piercy's poetry is often ignored or merely 

referred to in critical essays about her novels. 

Ironically, Piercy feels that her poetry is "more personal 

and more universal than my fiction" (188) . Piercy says that 

comparing poetry and novels is like comparing "a diamond and 

an elephant . . It [poetry] arises somehow more directly 

out of human experience and it aims to clarify, preserve and 

communicate that experience" (Parti-Colored Blocks 132) 

Perhaps Piercy's poetry is not often addressed in 

critical work because many believe that her poetry is just 

feminist rhetoric or that she is too militant in her views. 

Unfortunately, these views do not admit some of the more 
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interesting subtleties in her poetry. In this paper, I will 

focus on several major features found in Piercy's poetry 

during the three decades she has been writing. First, her 

poetry can be split into public and private. Piercy uses 

her public poetry as a forum to disseminate feminist and 

sometimes Leftist views. Although she sees her public 

poetry as a way to influence opinions, she does not have any 

desire to be in power herself. She feels many people are 

simply uninformed or unaware of the power of politics, and 

her poetry allows her to change this (304-5) . In her 

private poetry, Piercy explores relationships between men 

and women. She analyzes the way men and women communicate, 

often focusing on situations from her own life. While 

analyzing her private poems, the linguistic changes in her 

private dialogue poetry will be explored: does Piercy change 

her style from the 1960s to the 1990s? What types of 

linguistic techniques are apparent in her works, and what do 

these speaking patterns reveal about the way men and women 

communicate in her poems? Further, has Piercy's radical 

political poetry exhibited the same changes over the years? 

Why is her political poetry often ignored by scholars? 

Piercy's private poetry and the application of linguistic 

theories will be discussed in the first two sections of this 

paper, which examine poetry from the 1960s and 1970s and 

then poetry from the 1980s to the present. The third 

section will be devoted to her political or public poetry 
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over the years and its place in Piercy's changing world . 

Because Piercy has published many collections of poetry, 

this study will focus on representative poems from each 

collection . 

Piercy's private poetry features one of her trademark 

styles: poems with conversation between men and women. In 

Piercy's earlier poems, the conversations tend to show men 

controlling the dialogue and belittling women. Her poems 

from the 1960s and 1970s feature rude, angry men who expect 

women to bow down to them in defeat. Although Piercy's 

early poetry shows men and women in an almost constant state 

of turmoil, her later works feature a woman more content 

with her relationships. She is able to communicate more 

effectively; she has established a loving relationship with 

her third husband; and she has made peace with her parents. 

Piercy's conversation poems reflect theories and 

experimental findings about women's speech and men's speech. 

Women were just beginning to establish themselves as 

credible researchers in the field of linguistics in the 

1960s, so many interesting theories evolved, particularly 

focusing on women's speech patterns (Jenkins and Kramarae 

11 - 12) . A constant battle has dominated the field since 

that time over whether men and women speak differently. One 

school of thought is that men and women communicate 

differently because of genetic differences. Basically, the 

linguists who subscribe to this theory feel that men and 

3 



women cannot control the way they speak; therefore some 

"typical" communication techniques of men and women have 

naturally emerged (Uchida 548) . Still other linguists feel 

that our speaking techniques are learned through example and 

taught to us over the years. These linguists see men as 

playing a dominant role because they are allowed to be in 

control (548). With such an intense debate raging, one must 

carefully evaluate whether a particular technique is 

stereotypical and what purpose exists behind the different 

speaking techniques. After reviewing this linguistic 

information, we will be able to evaluate the conversational 

styles in Piercy's poetry to determine if her poems reflect 

categories others have found, exactly how her poetic 

dialogue has changed over the years, and what purpose 

conversation has served in her poems. 

Certainly Piercy's personal life contributed to the 

many changes in her private poetry. The differences in her 

early and later private poems coincide with marked changes 

in her own life, including two major upheavals: the end of 

her second marriage and the beginning of her third, and 

moving from the fast-paced city life of New York to a rural 

commune in Massachusetts. 

Piercy grew up a "city girl," born and raised in a blue 

collar neighborhood in Detroit that was mostly black (Nowik 

212) . She continued to live in big cities after leaving the 

University of Michigan and Chicago in the 1960s (213). She 
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eventually settled in New York City with her second husband, 

Robert Shapiro, in 1965 (Contemporary Authors 273). During 

the next few years, she experienced both failing health and 

failing relationships. She suffered chronic bronchitis 

caused by years of smoking and was injured several times 

during antiwar demonstrations. One injury was the result of 

being beaten by American Nazis; the other occurred when 

Piercy was dragged down the street by a car (274) . 

By the end of the 1960s, Piercy felt that her marriage 

with Shapiro, an open marriage, was adding a great deal of 

stress to her life in New York. According to Piercy, "At 

least fourteen other people lived there [in Shapiro and 

Piercy's apartment in New York] at varied times for varied 

lengths of time, and every night for supper I was cooking 

for up to twelve people" (274) . 

Because of her health problems and marital 

difficulties, Piercy moved to Wellfleet, a nature commune, 

in Cape Cod in 1969; Shapiro went with her. She had 

developed emphysema and was advised by doctors to leave the 

city air (275) . Piercy learned to live off the land at 

Wellfleet, growing and harvesting her own food for the most 

part and living in the natural world, practices she 

maintains even today (Circles xiv) . She divorced Shapiro 

and married her third husband, Ira Wood, while living in 

Wellfleet. Piercy claims to love living in the country and 

says that she is content only when she is at Wellfleet 
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(xiv) . 

Piercy admits that her poetry changed after moving to 

Cape Cod. She says that her new-found knowledge of nature 

has enriched her work (xiv). She writes for Contemporary 

Authors that "I not only write a lot about gardening, about 

the land and sea, the marshes, the tidal creeks, the piney 

wood, but whatever I am writing about, this place imbues my 

imagery" (278) . She realizes that her view of life has 

softened overall and that her happiness with her marriage to 

Ira Wood has also caused her to find peace in her 

relationships with men . 

Although Piercy admits that her poetry has changed 

along with her life, she is not anxious to be pinned down on 

the question of "voice" in her poems. She appears to be 

writing in her own voice most of the time, often basing 

poems (and even novels) on her life experiences; however, 

she qualifies every statement that might zero in on her 

specific use of her own voice in poetry: "I have noticed 

that readers sometimes misunderstand poems because of 

assumptions that any 'I' in a poem is the historical, 

lyrical 'I' of the poet" (Parti-Colored Blocks 201). She 

does not label herself as a confessional poet; however, her 

political and personal views dominate her work (Circles xi) 

Piercy states that her poetry is based on her own life's 

experiences and the lives of those who have made an impact 

on her; however, she stresses rather cleverly that the voice 
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in her poems "is not dependent on whether they're about me 

or not, but rather whether they're about you" (Parti-Colored 

Blocks 26). Although she claims her poetry is not purely 

autobiographical, she weaves her own story into her poems so 

often that readers come away with a sense of Piercy's life. 

Ironically, Piercy shies away from revealing personal 

information in interviews or articles, so that often her 

poems seem to provide more intimate details about her life. 

While Piercy's private poetry has matured with her over 

the years, her public or political poetry has remained 

primarily the same. She has always concentrated on highly 

charged issues such as feminism, animal rights, 

environmental protection, and so forth. Piercy has remained 

focused on these issues and with the same intensity for the 

past three decades. Her intensity is what drives many 

readers and critics away from her works. She can be 

didactic at times, which turns some readers away, and she 

deals with issues that in her presentation do not offer a 

middle ground. 

One of Piercy's favorite topics is women's rights. 

Born in 1936, Piercy grew up during the height of America's 

second women's movement. By the 1960s, the women's movement 

was gaining media attention, and many organizations were 

emerging all over the country to benefit the move for 

equality. Women were still taking on subservient roles in 

the early 1960s, and most movements for equal rights 
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centered on equality for black men (Simon and Danziger 140-

41) . One significant event that occurred was the 

formulation of NOW, the National Organization for Women, in 

1966, which gave women a more powerful voice in government. 

The ERA, Equal Rights Amendment, which had been defeated in 

the 1940s, became a focus of attention for NOW, and NOW also 

promoted new feminist ideas, such as the theory that both 

parents should be equally responsible for rearing their 

children (20-21) . Other significant organizations that were 

established included NWPC, the National Women's Political 

Caucus, in 1971 and WEAL, the Women's Equity Action League; 

these organizations sought to ensure that women would have 

equal educational opportunities, equal representation in the 

government, and equal job opportunities (22-23, 44-45). One 

organization that Piercy became involved with was SDS, 

Students for a Democratic Society, which was often called a 

"left-wing" group. Piercy believed that SDS was working for 

equal rights for everyone; however, she found out that their 

agenda focused on "the eradication of racism and poverty, 

more student control in colleges . and withdrawal of 

U.S. forces in Vietnam--but they did not include any 

recognition of the oppression of women" (Schneir 103). 

Women in the organization fought for equality within the 

group as well as within society itself, and in 1967, the 

women demanded that SDS focus on their rights also (103-4) 

Piercy was part of this faction for change; however, by 
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1969, she realized this group was not interested in fighting 

for women's equality, and she left SDS. She decided that 

she "wanted to work only with women and only on women's 

issues" (Contemporary Authors 274). 

Piercy believes that women have always been treated as 

inferiors to men, and she says that women "were never 

assumed to have an inner reality equal and coherent to the 

white male" (Parti-Colored Blocks 115) . This belief could 

stem from many different sources. Certainly, she was 

brought up in a household where male dominance was the norm. 

In fact, her own mother was named Bert "because Piercy's 

grandfather wanted a boy instead of a girl" (Walker 132). 

Piercy's father insisted on a patriarchal family, a topic 

that is explored at length in My Mother's Body, a poetry 

collection written when Bert was dying. According to 

Piercy, her first two marriages failed partly because she 

married men who wanted her to follow their lead, rather than 

enjoy a shared partnership (Parti-Colored Blocks 118-19) . 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Piercy's political poetry 

was at its angriest. Mostly, she wrote political activist 

poems and poems dealing with women's rights published in the 

following collections: Breaking Camp, Hard Loving, Four

Telling, To Be Of Use, and The Twelve-Spoked Wheel Flashing. 

Some of her earlier poems dealt with issues such as equality 

for women in the work place and society's use of women as 

sex objects. Although Piercy still writes about women's 
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rights, much of her recent work reveals a more concentrated 

view. In collections like My Mother's Body, Mars and Her 

Children, Available Light, and Stone. Paper. Knife, she 

focuses on individual issues such as abortion rights or rape 

rather than the entire women's movement. 

Piercy, through her public and private poetry, attempts 

to make sense of her own life and the world around her. 

This study will show how Piercy's poems have "been of use" 

for Piercy's own soul-searching and for women who yearn for 

equality in all aspects of their lives. Piercy's early 

struggle to be in control of her private life and her 

ultimate success in her marriage with Ira Wood will be 

explored, along with the evolving linguistic patterns that 

mirror this growth. Additionally, Piercy's radical feminist 

poems and their purpose in her life will be examined. 

Piercy's poems "move beyond the causes she supports to 

incorporate an overall thematic interest in the struggle 

between freedom and oppression" (Walker 132). It is this 

freedom for self and others that has always driven Piercy to 

write her thoughts whether the critics approved or not . 
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Part One 

Dialogue Poetry and Feminist Linguistic Theory 

Marge Piercy's early poems from the late 1960s through 

the early 1970s explore many social and intimate issues from 

women's rights to anti-war sentiments, from nature to love. 

Breaking Camp, Hard Loving, 4-Telling, To Be of Use, Living 

in the Open and Stone. Paper. Knife, her poetry collections 

from this time period, provide a view into Piercy's personal 

struggles with her political beliefs and her inability to 

communicate effectively with her second husband. 

In this first section, we will explore some of the more 

typical male/female miscommunications that occur in Piercy's 

early private poetry and discuss how these examples fit into 

researched linguistic patterns. We will also investigate 

the possible reasons for Piercy's stereotypical dialogue 

patterns. When she first began writing poetry, did she want 

to point out conversational flaws between men and women, or 

was she merely writing about the way she herself 

communicated? 

The women's movement brought about many changes, 

including opportunities to study and do research that were 

not previously available to women. One result of the 

women's movement was an increased awareness of new 
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linguistic research by women that disputed many of the 

theories of the time. Prior to the 1970s, most linguistic 

research showed a clear distinction between speaking styles 

of men and women. Women's speech was often labeled as 

"substandard" or "abnormal" when compared to men's speech, 

and most researchers believed that women had a genetic 

inferiority that handicapped their ability to communicate 

effectively (Uchida 549) . In the mid 1970s female 

linguistic researchers, some inspired by the women's 

movement, began their own studies. Robin Lakoff was one of 

the pioneers of this movement, publishing the book Language 

and Women's Place in 1975, which maintained that society and 

not genetics influenced the way women and men speak (549) . 

Other studies from the early 1970s explored sexism in our 

language, including ways that women were belittled in books, 

advertisements, and other printed sources (Jenkins and 

Kramarae 12) . 

Researchers began looking at stereotypical patterns of 

male/female communication in the mid 1970s, and they were 

able to formulate lists of "typical" male/female speech 

patterns (13) . Readers related to this listing because it 

reflected and explained their own speech patterns. 

Linguists like Deborah Tannen began publishing books in the 

mid 1980s that conveyed a "cross-cultural" idea that men do 

not intend to dominate women in speech; however, cultural 

differences between men and women from birth cause 
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miscommunications to occur (Uchida 552). Tannen's theory 

has become increasingly popular for several reasons. First, 

her theory is less threatening than some of the other 

feminist ideas because she maintains that both women and men 

have "equally valid ways of speaking, without any 'male

bashing' accusations" (553). Second, Tannen's books are 

written with numerous "generic" anecdotes that allow each 

reader to see where he fits with Tannen's descriptions for 

the most part (552-53). Tannen's theories are not accepted 

by all linguists and are sometimes viewed as "pop" 

psychology rather than linguistic research. Likewise, many 

questions about other existing theories continue to cause 

debate within linguistic studies. Linguists do not agree 

about the society versus genetics debate nor the cross

cultural idea. Still others believe that language itself is 

not important but rather the way we perceive differences in 

language: if we believe that men and women speak differently 

because of oppression or stereotypes, then that perception 

may be the problem (Cameron 52-56). If one sex judges the 

other to be inferior, communication will not be achieved. 

In the midst of this heated debate, Marge Piercy's 

poetry becomes an interesting study. Many of her poems 

prominently feature the use of dialogue. This dialogue is 

usually between a man and a woman; however, Piercy also 

writes dialogue between groups of men and women, which 

enables her to show both private and public sides of her 
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life. This dialogue provides social context and realistic 

tensions to her poems. 

Linguists would find Piercy's first volumes of poetry 

quite interesting upon examining them, especially when one 

remembers that she was and is a self-proclaimed feminist. 

One reason why her dialogue poems are so intriguing from 

this perspective is that Piercy's speakers often demonstrate 

the male/female communication techniques that linguistic 

researchers are eager to study in everyday life . Also 

fascinating is that the women in Piercy's dialogue poems are 

often in subservient positions when conversing with a man; 

it seems as if her female speakers possess stereotypical 

traits of the "weaker sex" when communicating with men. 

Perhaps even more interesting is that Piercy's dialogue 

poetry differs greatly, depending on whether the poem is 

discussing "public" or "private" issues. It appears that 

when Piercy is involved in a private conversation between 

two people, the female speaker is subservient to the man. 

However, in her public poetry, Piercy blasts male domination 

in conversation and discussions. These early private works 

by Piercy maintain the stereotypes that Piercy herself was 

fighting to break . Not until Piercy left her second husband 

and married Ira Wood at Wellfleet did she begin to write 

private dialogue poetry with equality for women in mind. 

One of the most common fallacies about the differences 

in male/female communication is that women only talk to 
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gossip while men discuss important events and news . Robin 

Tolmach Lakoff, a professor of Linguistics at the University 

of California and researcher since the early 1970s, observes 

that when men talk it "is the 'important' talk; it is deemed 

necessary and worthwhile" whereas women's talk is "trivial 

when it is not considered vicious" (Talking Power 205-6) 

Dale Spender, an Australian linguistic researcher, also 

found this attitude during a study on language and sex. She 

was informed that women's talk was not really a worthwhile 

research topic. She began tape recording conversations for 

analysis anyway and discovered that even if women were 

discussing philosophy while men were discussing sports, "the 

women's talk was dismissed as gossip . The only sensible 

statement that I could make on the basis of my comparison 

was that when men 'gossip' it is called something different" 

(Th~ Writing or the Sex 7, 21). Spender and Lakoff are not 

alone in presenting such findings and interpretations. 

Mercilee M. Jenkins and Cheris Kramarae also discovered this 

attitude during their feminist language studies of the 

1970s. They found that men were willing to study male 

communication techniques or husband/wife communication; 

however, women's conversations were labeled gossip and 

therefore not worthy of research (17). 

One of Piercy's early poems, "In the men's room(s) ," 

clearly mirrors what these researchers have found. The 

poem, written in 1972 and published in To Be of Use, offers 
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a woman's view of what women were allowed to do while men 

discussed the important aspects of life: 

To be certified worthy of high masculine discourse 
like a potato on a grater I would rub on contempt . 
They were talking of integrity and existential ennui 
while the women ran out for six-packs and had abortions 
in the kitchen . . and were auctioned off . 
I learned how their eyes perceived me . 
they said, she is trying to attract our attention, 
she is offering up her breasts and thighs . 
Now I get coarse when the abstract nouns start flashing 
I go out to the kitchen to talk cabbages 
watch who they beat and who they eat, 
watch who they relieve themselves on . who they own 
The rest is decoration. (8) 

Piercy starts this poem with a title that could mean two 

things. Either she considers the men's room a place where 

men could sit and discuss worthy topics after a nice dinner, 

or she is referring to a public bathroom. More than likely, 

she believes that most men and their conversations belong in 

the bathroom. In fact, this image is expounded on at the 

end of the poem when she writes that women should watch "who 

they [men] relieve themselves on." Piercy explains in the 

poem that women were not permitted to be a part of male 

conversation most of the time; she reminds the reader of the 

"good old days" when women would be banished to the kitchen 

while men retired to the library for discussion. These 

discussions were private conversations, and Piercy says she 

wanted "To be certified worthy of high masculine discourse" 

and talk about "integrity and existential ennui." Why be 

the one who carries the drinks and stays in the kitchen? 

Indeed, the slavery image here is certainly brought into 

16 



play intentionally, as women have often been viewed as 

servants. When Piercy tries to break tradition in the poem 

and join the men, she discovers that the men do not see her 

as an equal but rather as a woman trying to attract men 

sexually; it is incomprehensible to the men that a woman 

might want to carry on a conversation for intellectual 

stimulation . This attitude mirrors the fight that the 

female and male members of SDS fought a few years earlier. 

When the women asked for increased emphasis on women's 

rights, they were taunted and accused of causing trouble 

because they were sexually frustrated (Schneir 101-2) . 

Unfortunately, Piercy returns to the women in the end 

and retreats to the kitchen. She admits defeat and would 

rather avoid the men's conversation than attempt to change 

it . Perhaps she felt that men were trying to impress each 

other, and they could not do this if they showed any kind of 

acceptance toward women. In the late 1960s, in Piercy's 

view, women were still not "allowed" to intrude on the men's 

privacy. 

Linguist Jennifer Coates labels another communication 

style as "Verbal Aggressiveness." She states that analysis 

of conversations from 1972-84 shows loud speaking and 

argumentative behavior to be typical of male speakers. 

"Shouting, name-calling, threats and insults are all part of 

male verbal aggressiveness . Women find such 

displays unpleasant and interpret them as meant personally" 
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(153). Lakoff views this same speech habit as another way 

to "reinforce men's position of strength in the real world: 

for surely we listen with more attention the more strongly 

and forcefully someone expresses opinions" (Language in 

Society 51) . 

This particular linguistic style is quite common in 

Piercy's early poetry collections. One early private poem 

indicative of this communication technique is "Concerning 

the mathematician." This poem, published in Breaking Camp, 

was probably written with her second husband, Robert 

Shapiro , in mind, since he was a computer scientist and 

mathematician. Piercy writes: 

You are at home, you nod, you take notes and 
pictures. 
You surface with a matter-of-fact pout, 
obscene and full of questions and shouting 
for supper. 
You talk to me and I get the bends. (51) 

Piercy's use of the words "matter-of-fact pout," "obscene," 

and "shouting" is quite deliberate and is used to emphasize 

this aggressiveness as a male attribute. She is trying to 

have a conversation with her husband while he is simply 

making demands of her. He does not speak to her but rather 

yells ~ her; his only response to everything she says is to 

keep her quiet by shouting. The last line shows a typical 

response to such belligerent behavior--she is nauseated by 

it. She has internalized so much pain and agony over these 

fights and conflicts that she becomes ill. The most 

important point of this poem, however, is that Piercy allows 
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the man to speak to her this way. Rather than walk out or 

argue back, she gives in and hides her pain. 

In another poem, "Mrs. Frankenstein," the reader again 

sees this victimization of a woman: 

. I am 
a feeling man, he said as he re
turned to start divorce 
proceedings. 

I have learned 
to cry on demand. What I feel 
is that you forgot, you bitch, 
to teach me how much fun 
giving pain is. But power 
is the greatest kick of all, 
he said, applying it to her belly. 
Machines only kill, he said, 
but murder becomes a man. 
I act and then I weep and then 
I discuss myself with therapist 
and mistress . 
I am the measure of the human 
and find you wanting; you 
want too much. (Stone. Paper. Knife 5) 

The intense verbal and physical aggressiveness in this poem 

leaves the reader feeling as powerless as Mrs. Frankenstein. 

Again, Piercy chooses the title with care. Dr. 

Frankenstein, throughout the poem, tries to remake everyone 

around him, yet he is never happy with the results. In the 

beginning of the poem, he is described as "a stone face I 

without ears to hear others," and certainly his wife is left 

to feel the pain of that stone crushing her into submission. 

When her husband is unable to hurt her by yelling at her and 

degrading her with names, he chooses to kick her, the 

ultimate humiliation. Unfortunately, Dr. Frankenstein has 

all the answers to justify his actions. He will act the 
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part of contrite ex-husband, crying to a psychiatrist, then 

he will go on with his life. He is only playing a role in 

this poem, not even bothering to hide that he is 

narcissistic and concerned with his feelings above anything 

else. 

In Living in the Open, Piercy presents another poem in 

which women cower before "Verbal Aggressiveness." The poem, 

"For Inez Garcia," gives an inventory of ways women should 

NOT speak to men: 

Don't shout, let him win at tennis, don't boast 
about your grades, don't argue, 
give in, keep quiet, make peace. 
Speak to the rapist nicely, speak softly 
and reasonably, assure him you have 
the best interests at heart. Kiss the knife 
To say Yes one must be able to 
to say No: No to the other, 
the invader, the violator, 
no. How does one say No 
to superior force. (90-91) 

Piercy's poem is about honor--the honor that a woman should 

have every day. The poem suggests that if we follow these 

"rules" of communication, we are giving in. Each rule that 

she states is part of the Verbal Aggressiveness pattern that 

some linguists believe men use in their daily speech, but 

that does not mean women have to follow the rules. Living 

in the Open is a "cross-over" collection for Piercy. It was 

first published in 1976, so some of the poems were written 

before Piercy moved to Wellfleet and divorced Robert 

Shapiro. "For Inez Garcia" was written after Piercy had 

been living in Wellfleet for some time. This shift in her 
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ability to stand up for her rights with men becomes evident 

in this poem. She is finally questioning why she allows men 

to treat her in an inferior way, and she is tentatively 

voicing how she expects to be treated. 

A third miscommunication trait might be labeled this 

way: men often interrupt or silence women. There is, of 

course, a large difference between "Verbal Aggressiveness" 

and silencing someone; however, both techniques achieve 

similar outcomes--the interrupter gains control of the 

situation. According to Lakoff's research, certain traits 

can be found in women's speech although these traits usually 

are exhibited in social settings rather than formal or 

business settings. Two of these traits are that "women are 

more likely to be interrupted" by men and women use 

conversation to indicate "uncertainty or need for approval" 

(Talking Power 204) . Spender devotes a large portion of her 

research to these traits because she feels that if "men 

repeatedly interrupt women in conversation--and silence 

them--they are replicating a pattern that for hundreds of 

years has characterised [sic] the response to women's 

written words" (The Writing or the Sex 19) . Coates claims 

that men use interruptions or silencing techniques to keep 

women from talking at all; thus they have the whole 

conversation under their control (153). Dr. Deborah Tannen, 

professor of linguistics at Georgetown University, notes 

that "interrupting carries a load of metamessages--a partner 
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doesn't care enough, doesn't listen, isn't interested" {YQu 

Just Don't Understand 189). Tannen continues her 

explanation by pointing out that, to a linguist, an 

interrupter is considered guilty of "conversational 

bullying" (189) . 

As this is a very common trait, Piercy has many 

examples to show her response to men silencing women or 

interrupting them. Again, these poems would be classified 

as "private" as they deal with private conversations or 

revelations of innermost feelings. 

One poem, "The friend," which was written in 1967 and 

published in Hard Loving, is one of Piercy's best examples 

of this verbal trait. In the poem, the male speaker makes 

countless demands on the female speaker, totally ignoring 

her conversation: 

We sat across the table. 
he said, cut off your hands. 
they are always poking at things. 
they might touch me. 
I said yes. 
Food grew cold on the table. 
he said, burn your body. 
it is not clean and smells like sex. 
it rubs my mind sore. 
I said yes. 
I love you, I said. 
that's very nice, he said 
I like to be loved, 
that makes me happy. 
Have you cut off your hands yet? (24) 

This poem reveals a disastrous relationship where the woman 

blindly obeys whatever the man tells her. This self-

absorbed man is threatened by women, sex, and love and is 
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unable to listen or converse with his partner in any way. 

She is treated in a subservient manner, and her comments are 

basically dismissed as being unimportant. His patronization 

of the woman is simply to reassure her that he is even aware 

of her physical presence. When she says, as a last resort, 

that she loves him, trying to reach him any way that she 

can, he gives her the pat response of "That's very nice" and 

then asks if she has fulfilled his wants yet. Although 

Piercy is obviously using the lines about cutting hands off 

and burning bodies figuratively, in essence, the woman is 

losing her identity to this man piece by piece. He has 

removed what is left of her self-esteem, and her desire to 

be loved, even by someone such as this man, will never 

happen. The male speaker has very effectively silenced the 

woman. 

Piercy has written several poems that involve offering 

up body parts as payment for relationship troubles. One 

such poem, "Tunneling," appears in 4-Telling, a poetry 

collection written right before Piercy left for Wellfleet. 

Many of the poems in this collection reflect her declining 

relationship with Shapiro. The second stanza dramatizes how 

this relationship was literally breaking apart: 

In a windless cave 
the color of the inside of eyes 
I found you crouching . 
I've come to take you back. 
No, you answered, I love nobody. 
You broke off the middle finger 
of your left hand and offered it. 
I put it in my pocket 
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and crept back to the light. (42) 

In this particular poem, Piercy is not being asked to cut 

her own body to pieces. Rather, the man, after rejecting 

her love, relinquishes his middle finger as possible payment 

to the woman. Now she can leave him alone, and he has given 

her something to replace himself. The significance of the 

middle finger could be pure coincidence in this poem; 

nevertheless, one must question whether the man is giving 

her this finger as perhaps a "metamessage." She obviously 

"gets the hint" and leaves him alone, in hiding. 

Dr. Lillian Glass, another linguistic researcher, feels 

that when men "silence" their partners or ignore what their 

partners have said, they are avoiding intimacy. The woman 

is left with an insecure feeling about her relationship and 

will become frustrated (80-81) . For an example, one may 

want to consider the poem "The thrifty lover," which was 

written in 1971 and published in To Be of Use. Here, Piercy 

shows the male speaker perfecting the silencing technique: 

Then all night you rummaged 
my flesh for some body else. 
You pinched and kneaded 
testing for ripeness, 
suspicious and about to reject me 
or knock down the price. 
You lectured me like a classroom 
on your subjects of the week . 
All the time your eyes veered. 
What's wrong, I would ask. 
Nothing, you would say, 
eyes full of nothing. 
By the time you left 
I went down on my knees 
to thank you for not breaking 
all my bones. (14-15) 
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Piercy zeroes in on certain verbs in this poem such as 

"lectured," "rummaged," "pinched," and "kneaded . " The man 

treats the woman as if she were a piece of fruit in a market 

not a woman who loves him. When he finishes his physical 

tests, he treats her like a child who needs to be taught 

about what he thinks is important. The last eight lines 

above are probably the most significant to the linguistic 

theory mentioned. This man does not even look at the woman 

while speaking to her. When she questions him about what is 

wrong, he tells her "Nothing." She is "full of nothing"-

shut out and left with holes in her self-esteem because he 

does not even deem her important enough to answer. Perhaps, 

though, he is intimidated by women--or even this woman in 

particular--and he is unable to share his thoughts and 

feelings about himself for fear of what it might reveal. He 

can give detached details but nothing intimate. If he is 

truly a "thrifty lover," he will not want to "spend" any 

emotion on this woman. 

Tannen calls this habit of not looking at someone while 

speaking with them "disengaging" (You Just Don't Understand 

268) . Although Tannen has found this to be a male trait 

rather than a female trait, Tannen is quick to point out 

that if someone does not look at you while speaking to you, 

it does not necessarily mean that he is "disengaging." One 

must consider the speaker's words and other body movements 

before determining if the speaker is trying to give him a 
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silent message (268-70) . 

Piercy's "You don't understand me" is another poem 

which reveals the miscommunication techniques some linguists 

see in men. In this poem, the woman is indicating that she 

cannot even begin to understand the man; however, he thinks 

he is giving plenty of "signals" for her to follow. Piercy 

writes: 

I can interpret the language of your hands 
warm calluses. Your body speaks into mine. 
We are native users of the same jangling American. 

A casual remark lets ants loose in your ears. 
The wrong tone drips ice water on your nape. 
Waiting I finger the bruise-colored why. 

Look, I can't study you like the engine 
of an old car coughing into silence 
Can't read the convolutions of your brain 

You want hieroglyphs . . decoded 
in perfect silence 
a woman . with healer's hands. 

I don't understand you: you are not a book, 
an argument, a theory. Speak to me. 
I listen, and I speak back. (Stone. Paper. 
Knife 7) 

The woman must explain to him that she needs more than hand 

signals, body language, and hieroglyphs. Finally, in 

complete frustration, she says, "I don't understand you: you 

are not a book, I an argument, a theory. Speak to me. I I 

listen, and I speak back" (7) . She is imploring with the 

man to talk to her and not "dance around" each subject any 

longer. She is tired of the silly similes that make up 

their lives. He wants to be "like the engine I of an old 

car" that she can tune up; he wants her to be a "healer" who 
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can take his silence and make it right. She wants them to 

be equal and speak to each other as two people -- not two 

objects. She wants them to find a language to share. 

Coates has found evidence from group studies conducted 

in 1982 to show that women tend to be the listeners in a 

conversation while men tend to initiate and lead a 

conversation . "Women tend to organise [sic] their talk co-

operatively , while men tend to organise [sic] their talk 

competitively," writes Coates (154). Studies conducted as 

recently as 1990 seem to concur with the notion that women's 

talk is collaborative, and men's talk is competitive (Uchida 

554 - 55) . Coates also points out that men do not value 

listening as much as women, mainly because they have been 

raised to perceive listening as a failure to speak up for 

themselves (154-55) . 

In a private poem written by Piercy in the early 1970s, 

Piercy writes about "The meaningful exchange." Her first 

two lines are indicative of the poem's theme: 

The man talks 
the woman listens. 
The man is a teapot 
with a dark green brew 
of troubles. 
He pours into the woman. 
She carries his sorrows away 
sloshing in her belly. 
The man swings off lighter. 
Sympathy quickens him. 
He watches women pass. 
He whistles . 
The woman lumbers away. 
Inside his troubles are 
snaking up through her throat. 
Her body curls delicately 
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about them, worrying, nudging 
them into some new meaningful shape 
squatting now at the center of her li f e . 
How much lighter I feel, 
the man says, ready 
for business . 
How heavy I feel, the woman 
says: this must be love. (Twelve-Spoked Wheel 41) 

The man has poured out his problems to the woman . His 

problems are heavy, and they boil inside of him. She is a 

receptacle, who takes in his troubles to lighten the load . 

She listens attentively, and he feels much better when he 

leaves. The poem reflects the idea that woman are better 

listeners perhaps and that they either do not need to unload 

their problems on anyone or they do not have the opportunity 

to do so. The woman very possibly does not have anyone to 

take up her sorrows. Unfortunately, this woman has 

internalized the man's problems, and they have become her 

own. Even more tragic is the thought that this woman 

associates her feelings of sorrow and anguish with love. 

She feels somehow fulfilled since she has acquired the man's 

troubles. 

Dale Spender makes note of this condition, which she 

has found in women's written works: "They can attend to 

their own needs only after they have met some of the 

physical and psychological needs of men" (20) . She goes on 

to discuss how women have been taught to take care of the 

"emotional management" of a conversation by encouraging the 

man to speak more and by being a good listener to the man 

(20-21). The woman in Piercy's poem has obviously learned 
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that lesson well. 

Certainly the women's movement produced an onslaught of 

new vocabulary just by replacing the word person for man in 

many conversations and writings. Additionally , the question 

of using he became an issue. Today, comments Lakoff , people 

tend to use he in an almost apologetic way when they are not 

sure if they are speaking to a man or a woman (Talking Power 

212) . Jenkins and Kramarae mention that this issue is still 

open for discussion and that studies on the power of 

pronouns in conversation are ongoing (12) . Piercy does not 

focus on the he / she issue as much as she focuses on the ~ 

issue . Her point is that men tend to say~ rather than~ 

when discussing their relationship or things that they 

should do . Tannen says that women feel hurt by this "slip 

of the pronoun" (That's Not What I Meant 136-37). One of 

Piercy's poems that touches on this perception of the power 

of pronouns is "A shadow play for guilt"" from 1969. 

"A man can lie to himself. I A man can lie with his 

tongue," writes Piercy in "A shadow play for guilt" from To 

Be of Use . She is writing about breaking up with a man in 

this poem, and she discusses how pronouns should have helped 

her see what he was really like: 

You speak of the collective. 
You speak of open communication 
but you form your decisions 
and visit them on others 
like an ax. 
In all of the movement there is nothing to fear 
like a man whose rhetoric is good 
and whose ambition for himself is fierce: 
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a man who says we, moving us, 
and means I and mine. (16) 

Piercy is pointing out how important two little pronouns can 

be to the success of a relationship. She is say ing that if 

a man uses a word like ~ when he really means I , a woman 

should be careful. He is probably just saying~ to 

convince the woman that he wants an equal relationship. The 

man's focus is really himself. Additionally, this man is 

quite dangerous . His words and decisions are "like an ax," 

which might fall. Even though he is a good speaker, he is 

also a liar who manipulates language just as he will 

probably manipulate people. 

In another poem written in 1971 and published in To Be 

of Use, Piercy shows what can be accomplished by men and 

women if they work at their dialogue and choose their 

pronouns carefully. The poem, "Councils," is supposed to be 

like an Indian Council, where members of the tribe met to 

discuss problems that existed for the tribe. The poem is a 

dialogue between a man and a woman, with each speaker's part 

signaled by the symbol for man or woman. Piercy wrote this 

poem to show how men and women could communicate if they 

really tried. The poem is meant to be a model for speakers 

to follow. Some of the items that the man and woman agree 

to include sitting down together while talking so that 

neither has the advantage of standing over the other, 

speaking in the dark so that each speaker is not afraid of 

the other's reaction, and speaking in small groups so that 
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everyone may speak (66-67) . The dialogue continues in this 

way: 

Woman: The women must learn to dare to speak. 
Man: The men must bother to listen. 
Woman: The women must learn to say, ~ think this is 

Man: 
( 67) . 

so. 
The men must learn to stop dancing solos . 

In this poem, Piercy is able to "air" many of the 

communication gripes of both men and women. She does not 

assign blame to either sex but rather indicates that both 

sexes have much to learn when it comes to communicating 

effectively. 

Although Piercy portrays many miscommunication 

techniques in her early poetry, the poems offer the reader a 

chance to view the author's early struggles with her 

relationships. Piercy was changing and moving around quite 

often in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and these 

variations left their mark on her work. Her private life 

was a constant struggle, and her faulty early marriages left 

Piercy open to many negative feelings toward men. Whether 

Piercy was conscious of the linguistic techniques that her 

poems seem to follow is open to debate. What is fascinating 

is that so many of her works tie in to the linguistic 

research that has become so important to the women's 

movement. 

Piercy's decision to move to Wellfleet and her 

subsequent marriage to Ira Wood brought out a new and 

different side of Piercy that is found in her poetry from 
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the mid 1970s to the present. These poems offer a softer, 

more mature, and more accepting side of Marge Piercy. 

Piercy says of her poetry that it is "a journey whose end 

and sometimes even whose true source is hidden until the 

journey is completed" (Walker 150) . If this is so, then 

Piercy's early poetry is truly just the beginning of a long 

and interesting journey filled with lovers and enemies, 

political platforms, visits to the past and future, and 

resolutions of personal issues for the author. 
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Part Two 

Private Happiness/Constructive Dialogue 

Two events occurred in Marge Piercy's life that mark 

the beginning of a new focus to her poetry: she moved to 

Wellfleet in 1969 to live in a nature commune, and she 

divorced Robert Shapiro in the late 1970s. Piercy's life 

changed completely after moving. She left the strain of 

city life and became deeply involved with nature and living 

off the land, and she was finally involved in a monogamous 

relationship with Ira Wood, something she claims to have 

never done before (Contemporary Authors 278) . Her 

relationship with Wood appears to have made an enormous 

impact on Piercy's private dialogue poems. Her sense of 

unity with her third husband is very easy to visualize in 

her poems to him, and she seems to have found a positive way 

to communicate with him, especially through her love poems 

to him. In interviews, Piercy rarely mentions her personal 

life or her husband, but she does describe their marriage as 

"a very close and intimate relationship" (278) . They knew 

each other for six years before they decided to get married, 

and in some of her poetry, Piercy expresses her own 

confusion over the relationship. Piercy was certainly not 

eager to marry for the third time, so she wanted to be sure 

about Ira Wood, or Woody as she calls him. Her poetry 
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reveals more about her feelings for Wood than any interviews 

or published articles. She has many poems that center 

around Woody or their relationship in her works from the 

late 1970s to her most recent works. She stresses their 

unique ability to see "eye to eye" on so many issues . 

Indeed, some of her dialogue poems of the late 1970s and 

early 1980s show other couples struggling with communication 

while Piercy seeks peaceful dialogue with Wood in contrast. 

Piercy acknowledges that her poetry changed after 

moving to Wellfleet. She began writing poetry about nature 

and domestic activities such as canning vegetables; she also 

began to write beautiful love poems to Woody. In some ways, 

her poetry took on a more "traditionally feminine" style. 

In addition, her poetry started to reflect a more spiritual 

need in her life. One of her later collections from 1980, 

The Moon Is Always Female, is even divided into life cycles : 

the past, present, and future. Another collection from 

1978, The Twelve-Spoked Wheel Flashing, explores the 

seasonal differences throughout the year and the sun's 

significance in this cycle. Other poetry collections from 

this later period include My Mother's Body (1977), Available 

Light (1988), and Mars and Her Children (1992) . Stone. 

Paper. Knife (1976) is more of a transitional collection. 

This particular book features some poems from the early 

1970s and some written after Piercy's move. The book is 

intriguing because one can see the changes beginning to 
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occur in Piercy's life through the poems in it. 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Piercy's struggle to 

find a way to communicate with men was easy to discern in 

her dialogue poetry. Her personal life became a battlefield 

on paper between herself and her partner at the time. In an 

interview with Richard Jackson, Piercy was asked about her 

use of language and communication techniques in some of her 

earlier poems. She replied, "These are personal 

relationships where the other person fails to recognize 

conflicting wishes, wills, and so forth. Sometimes people 

just aren't aware of what this or that word or expression 

might mean to someone else" (Parti-Colored Blocks 40-41) 

Although many of the speaking techniques in her earlier 

dialogue poems could be labeled easily enough as common or 

even stereotypical male/female dialogue traits, Piercy's own 

voice was coming through loud and clear. She was quite 

dissatisfied with her relationships, and she was trying to 

solve some of the problems occurring in these partnerships. 

Piercy's dialogue poetry beginning in the late 1970s 

and continuing to the present day reflects a new woman. The 

voice is still her own: assertive and bold, yet seeking a 

loving connection with her partner. Her focus on her own 

relationship problems has shifted as she has achieved a more 

secure feeling about her third marriage. Eleanor Bender, a 

Piercy critic, has stated, "Read chronologically, her first 

six volumes document Piercy's understanding of what it means 
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to love" (1) Her growth is documented through her poetry 

collections, each one showing Piercy's ability to develop a 

more balanced outlook than the last. 

Aside from love relationships, Piercy's later works 

also show her increased understanding of her relationship 

with her parents, specifically her mother. In many of her 

private poems, Piercy talks with her father or mother, and 

after her mother's death, she begins to investigate her 

memories of her parents' relationship. She needs to 

remember her mother, and she uses her poetry to retain some 

of her more distinct memories. Interestingly enough, her 

own earlier relationships seem to mirror that of her 

parents'. Perhaps she needs to reflect on why her parents 

were unable to communicate as a kind of catharsis for her 

own difficulties in communicating with others. Piercy's 

later poetry "resolves old dilemmas and affirms an outlook 

of hope, a capacity for joy" (Walker 142) . A new pattern is 

created in much of her later poetry, one that shows balanced 

communication between men and women and a general happiness 

in her life. 

The two major areas of focus within the dialogue poems 

from these later collections include Piercy's relationship 

with Ira Wood and her relationship with her parents. As she 

is beginning her new life with Woody, she is burying her 

mother and attempting to resolve old issues with her father. 

During this resolution, Piercy is beginning to realize the 
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possible impact of her parents' uncommunicative relationship 

on her own life. 

According to Robin Tolmach Lakoff in Talking Power, 

"The ideal would be for both sexes to move their ways of 

communicating closer to some middle ground. The ideal 

seldom occurs in nature" (207) . Piercy does not claim to 

have achieved the ideal in her conversations with Woody ; she 

focuses instead on the fact that they have accepted and 

learned to love each other despite their differences . In 

the poem "Why Marry At All" from My Mother's Body, Piercy 

writes about how she views starting over again with a third 

husband: 

But we cannot invent a language 
of new grunts . We start where we find 
ourselves, at this time and place 

Which is always the crossing of roads 
that began beyond the earth's curve 
but whose destination we can now alter. 

This is a public saying to all our friends 
that we want to stay together . We want 
to share our lives. We mean to pledge 
ourselves through times of broken stone 
and seasons of rose and ripe plum; 
we have found out, we know, we want to continue . 
( 42-3) 

In this poem, Piercy is questioning both her relationship 

with Woody and her own ability to make a marriage work . The 

title stresses Piercy's confusion over why marriage is 

important and why she feels that she should put her emotions 

on the line again and marry someone else. She answers her 

questions in the poem, saying that despite "times of broken 
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stone," they feel that they can continue on together and 

make their marriage work. Piercy also emphasizes that a 

marriage needs its own language--one that is based on past 

relationships, but also one that can be changed to fit this 

marriage. She says that they "can now alter" their lives 

through each other. Piercy realizes that an ideal language 

with perfect communication does not exist; however, she 

knows that they can find a midpoint where they will both be 

comfortable. Another important word in this poem is 

"pledge." Piercy uses this word to stress the importance of 

merging their lives. When she says that this poem is a 

"public saying," she is also acknowledging that by making a 

vow in public, they are in some ways making this union even 

more official. Also, Piercy is recognizing that marriage is 

a social and public act as well as a private act. Although 

Piercy readily admits that marriage will be difficult at 

times, they are ready to take on the task of making this 

relationship work. 

In a poem from the same anthology, Piercy writes about 

how she and Woody make up after an argument. In "How we 

make nice," Piercy concentrates on the fact that they will 

reconcile their differences, not dwell on them: 

Before we clean, we scream 
accusatory, rowdy as gulls. 
We screech, we bark, we flap. 

Abruptly we subside and start. 
Always it is two weeks past 
the last endurable point. 
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It is destiny we grovel to, 
that if we do not clean 
we will smother in our own dirt. (51 ) 

The metaphor of the gulls screaming at each other adds a 

realistic notion to this poem; it is easy to visualize the 

couple accusing each other in shrill, loud voices . Their 

pride has kept them from resolving this difference until 

they can not stand this argument any more. They are at "the 

last endurable point . " Interestingly enough, Piercy notes 

that they make up and start over because they cannot live 

for long in the cold atmosphere that an argument creates. 

Her use of the word "dirt" graphically depicts what a fight 

is really like; they will "smother in . . dirt" and their 

relationship will suffocate if they do not settle their 

differences . 

The expression "Still waters run deep" usually means 

that something quiet or passive often contains hidden 

passions and emotions. When Piercy uses the words "Still 

waters" as the title of a poem in Stone. Paper. Knife, she 

implies that what is visible on the surface may not always 

disclose the entire picture . In the poem, she is swimming 

in a pond at night , and Woody is nearby on the shore. 

Piercy is disturbed from her peaceful swim by a couple 

arguing in the distance: 

Their voices carry across the lake. 
Voices speak across the pond clearer 
than through a motel wall: I didn't! 
You did. You lie all the time, they 
argue, voices like glass bells 

Treading 
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water I call, Woody, Woody after you. 
The voices of our doubles, the quarreling 
lovers in the darkness under the trees, 
fall still. I hear the thrashing of y our feet 
near, then cease. Under water you seize 
my legs. We hug, splash back to shore . 
Across the black soup, they are swatting 
each other with words again, but it doesn ' t 
matter . (104) 

This incident shows a contrast between the two 

relationships : Piercy and Woody's strong, balanced alliance 

and the voices arguing in the dark. One interesting phrase , 

"voices of our doubles," could suggest that Piercy 

recognizes herself and her relationships, past and present, 

in the words that she hears from across the lake. She 

struggles to swim away from her past and the negative 

practice of arguing and yelling at each other. When she 

calls for Woody, she is reaffirming her belief in their 

relationship and its strength. As Woody enters the darkness 

and carries her back to shore, saving her from the "past" 

and the negativity that she finds there, she hears the 

battle continue across the lake. Piercy carefully chooses 

to say that the couple is "swatting each other with words 

again." Piercy recognizes that words sometimes do as much 

damage to a relationship as physical blows. The 

juxtaposition of the fighting couple with Piercy and Woody 

creates an interesting effect: the reader feels that Piercy 

and Woody do not have an argumentative relationship because 

the fighting causes such a strong reaction in Piercy and 

drives her to Woody's side for reassurance. 

40 



In another poem, from Mars and Her Children, positive 

communication is again taking place. "Getting it back" 

focuses on Piercy and Woody "regrouping" after guests have 

left their home: 

When the guests have gone, the house is twice 
as big. Quiet blows through it like silver 
light that touches every chair and plate 
to the precision of objects in a Vermeer. 

We face each other and slowly begin to talk, 
not making conversation as one plans and then 
cooks a company dinner, but improvising, 
the words spiraling up and out in a dance 

As intricate and instinctual as the choral 
wave of the swallows darting on the silken 
twilight pale as a moon snail shell, till between 
us the hanging nest of our intimacy is rewoven. 
(82) 

Piercy and Woody have a bond that is not affected by 

outsiders. Even though they face situations where they are 

apart or are unable to have an intimate conversation, they 

are able to regain their sense of unity easily because they 

have already established a firm foundation upon which to 

base their marriage. This poem allows Piercy to show 

another constructive language pattern developing in the 

metaphorical idea of communication being a dance. The 

couple slowly meets, and talking begins. As they become 

more at ease with each other, the dance becomes faster, and 

their words are "spiraling up and out in a dance." Although 

the portrayal of a dance is very romantic, Piercy chooses to 

hold this event in the kitchen, which lends a domestic and 

feminine flavor to the entire scene. The kitchen is 
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traditionally a "family" room where one can find warmth, 

pleasant foods, and time to share events of the day. Piercy 

shows her marriage rebuilding in this room where so many 

agreeable features can be found. In the end, her marriage 

is "rewoven" by this expressive dance of words. 

"House built of breath," from My Mother's Body, uses 

food imagery to coincide with loving dialogue. Piercy 

describes certain foods and their characteristics to give an 

erotic feeling to the poem. The poem also shows the simple 

yet loving connection between Piercy and Wood: 

Words plain as pancakes syruped with endearment. 
Simple as potatoes, homely as cottage cheese. 

Wet as onions, dry as salt. 
Slow as honey, fast as seltzer, 

my raisin, my sultana, my apricot love 
my artichoke, furry one, my pineapple 

I love you daily as milk, 
I love you nightly as aromatic port . 

The words are simmering slowly 
on the back burner like a good stew. 

Words are the kindling in the wood stove. 
Even the quilt at night is stuffed with word down. 

When we are alone, the walls sing 
and even the cats talk but only in Yiddish. 

When we are alone we make love in deeds. 
And then in words. And then in food. (58) 

When readers remember that this kind of playful poem was 

almost non-existent in Piercy's earlier works, they can gain 

a greater appreciation for the change in both her writing 

and her life over the years. Her mature, yet sportive 

42 



endearments show a woman who has accepted her husband as an 

equal and, in order to elicit such words from his wife, her 

husband has more than likely done the same. The focus of 

this poem is in lines 9 - 12: "The words are simmering 

slowly I on the back burner like a good stew. I Words are 

the kindling in the wood stove. I Even the quilt at night is 

stuffed with word down." These metaphors for conversation 

suggest that solid communication will keep a relationship 

"burning" and "warm" and will allow two people to kindle a 

steady passion for each other . If they learn to talk to 

each other, their relationship will constantly "simmer" and 

keep them warm. 

She chooses words with sexual connotations to express 

her outlook on relationships, and she plays with a more 

conventional style of love poem while describing Woody as 

her "artichoke" and "raisin." Some of the images are 

particularly intriguing, such as the idea of affectionate 

words dripping like syrup or the notion that "the walls 

sing" in their house because everyone gets along so well . 

Piercy blends words and talk into the physical aspect of 

their lives with ease; they even make love in words. 

Communication on all levels has become the fundamental base 

of their tie to each other . 

Contrasted with these happy images of Piercy's marriage 

with Woody are the poems about her parents' marriage and her 
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mother's life in general. Piercy grew up in Detroit in a 

working-class neighborhood. Her father was a blue-collar 

mill worker, and her mother was a housewife. Neither parent 

was college educated; her mother never graduated from high 

school (Walker 132). In My Mother's Body, Piercy attempts 

to understand her feelings toward her parents and to accept 

her mother's death. That death caused Piercy to 

re-examine many aspects of her own life, and she focuses on 

her parents' miscommunications as well as her troubling 

relationship with her father. 

The father in the poems uses many of the poor 

communication techniques found in Piercy's early poems. He 

is verbally aggressive with Piercy (and her mother while she 

was alive), and he argues constantly. In "Does the light 

fail us, or do we fail the light?" from My Mother's Body, 

Piercy notes that when her father calls her after her mother 

has died, he is really trying to reach her mother. She 

looks upon his verbal aggressiveness in a mature light, 

blaming his nasty behavior on his frustration and sorrow 

over her mother's death. Although Piercy indicates in 

another poem that her father did not seem moved by his 

wife's death, he reacts bitterly when it is too late: 

When he gets me on the phone 
he never believes it's me. 
When I insist, he swells with anger. 

He really wants to phone my mother. 
Often he calls me by her name 
but every time I fail him . 
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but when I open my mouth 
it's the wrong year and the world 
bristles with women who make short 

hard statements like men and don't 
apologize enough, who don't cry 
when he yells or makes a fist. (99-100) 

Of course, Piercy's father was born and raised in a 

different era, long before his daughter joined the fight for 

equal rights for women. His speech patterns are typical of 

male dominance more prevalent earlier in this century . This 

poem indicates his frustration with both his wife's death 

and his daughter's independent ways. The last stanza seems 

to indicate that he threatened his wife and children with 

physical violence when he could not get his way by yelling 

or screaming. Piercy is rather unemotional in this poem; 

she almost takes on the stance of a reporter, simply stating 

her father's movements. Her father seems to believe that 

only men should "make short I hard statements" and that she 

does not "apologize enough" for being an independent woman. 

He wants his daughter to behave the way her mother did and 

allow him full control over her life. 

In another poem from the same anthology, Piercy writes 

about how constrained her mother must have been in her 

marriage. Piercy has just received her mother's cremated 

ashes, and she is reflecting on her memories of her mother 

and her parents' marriage. The irony of holding the ashes 

in a plastic bag from the undertaker becomes evident in the 

poem's title, "What remains." Piercy is saddened by the fact 
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that only a plastic bag and a few bitter memories come to 

mind at first. She almost immediately remembers her parents 

arguing: 

Archeology in a plastic baggie. 
Grit spills into my palm: 
reconstruct your days, your odyssey . 
These are fragments of a smashed mosaic 
that formed the face of a dancer 
with bound feet, cursing in dreams. 

At the marriage of the cat and dog 
I howl under the floor. 
You will chew on each other's bones 
for years. You cannot read 
the other's body language. 
On the same diet you starve. (24-5) 

Piercy's mother is the "dancer I with bound feet" who was 

never allowed to realize her dreams. We will never know if 

she had any particular goals for her life because she was 

not permitted to leave the house and aspire to anything more 

than a housewife. Piercy recognizes that her parents were 

not compatible--they had the stereotypical "cat and dog" 

relationship, fraught with disagreements and arguments. The 

last stanza emphasizes that her parents fought because they 

did not understand each other. They could not "read I the 

other's body language," so they "starved" their entire lives 

together. They were unable to satisfy each other or even 

themselves. Perhaps Piercy even sees some of her earlier 

relationships in this last stanza. 

Later in the same poem, Piercy realizes that she has 

only thought of the unhappy times. She vows to her mother 

that she will hold good memories as well as the previously 
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mentioned bad thoughts: 

I promise to hold you in the mind 
as a cupped hand protects a flame. 
That is nothing to you. You cannot 
hear. Yet just as I knew when you 
really died, you know I have brought 
you home. Now you want to be roses. (25) 

This private dialogue with her mother shows Piercy's desire 

to forget the ugliness of the past and attempt to remember 

good times. In Piercy's last line, "Now you want to be 

roses," she is promising that she will sprinkle her mother's 

ashes in the garden and help beautiful flowers grow out of a 

life that was less than beautiful. 

In several other poems in My Mother's Body, Piercy 

presents conversations with her mother that show her mother 

as a woman completely lorded over by her husband. In "Out 

of the rubbish," Piercy talks with her mother about various 

souvenirs and trinkets in their house. When Piercy sees a 

photo of her grandfather, she remembers that he traveled 

frequently. She discusses this with her mother: 

Don't you ever want to 
travel? I did when I 
was younger. Now, what 
would be the point? 
Who would want to meet me? 
I'd be ashamed. 

One night alone she sat 
at her kitchen table 
gluing baubles in a cap. 
When she had finished, 
pleased, she hid it away 
where no one could see. (13) 

Piercy's mother is certain that she is basically worthless 

and that anything she does in unimportant. She obviously 
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had little say in any matters, and her husband's dominance 

led to her own self-worth deteriorating over the years until 

she really believed she was useless. 

In a conversation between Piercy and her mot her, the 

topic of her father's dominance comes up again. Piercy's 

mother has hidden money all over the house for some reason 

and now wants to share it with Piercy: 

Then the last evening while Father watched 
a game show, you began pulling out dollar 
bills, saying Shush, don't let him 
see, don't let him know. A five-dollar 
bill stuffed under the bobby pins, 
ten dollars furled in an umbrella, 
wads of singles in the bottom of closet 
dividers full of clothes. You shoved 
them in my hands, into my purse, 
you thrust them at Woody and me. 
Take, you kept saying, I want you to have 
it, now while I can, take. 

That night in the hotel room 
we sat on the floor counting money 
as if we had robbed a candy store: 
eighteen hundred in nothing larger 
than a twenty, squirreled away, saved 
I can't stand to imagine how. ("The Annuity" 8) 

As discussed with Piercy's earlier dialogue poems, in this 

instance, Piercy's father has "silenced'' his wife, keeping 

complete control over every aspect of her life. The last 

line indicates that Piercy's father must have been in strict 

control over the house, which is why her mother would have 

had to hide even small dollar bills for her own use . The 

last line could also imply that Piercy's father may have 

used physical abuse to keep his wife under his control . 

Piercy's choice of the words, "I can't stand to imagine 
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how," suggests fear on Piercy's part--fear for what her 

mother must have lived through. Not only did her parents 

fail to communicate; they failed to even have a semblance of 

an equal relationship. 

In "When I was caddy," a poem in Mars and Her Children, 

Piercy verifies that her mother did not see anything wrong 

with men physically abusing their wives: 

Suddenly my mother was taking phone calls at one a .m. 
She was warning, Do you want to lose it all? 
So he hit you. So what else is new to wives? (48) 

The key phrase in this stanza is "Do you want to lose it 

all." To Piercy's mother, her marriage and her husband were 

all that she had. She was not educated, and she was not 

trained to do any other type of work. She was reared in a 

time period when many women aspired to be good mothers and 

homemakers and nothing more. If her husband hit her once in 

awhile, she would tolerate it. The alternative was probably 

much too frightening for her to even consider. In fact , she 

advised other women to endure the abuse rather than break 

out and take charge of their lives. 

Piercy uses her mother's death and the reflections on 

her parents' marriage as a kind of cleansing from her own 

past. She is seeking reasons for her failed relationships 

and ways to work at her marriage with Woody. By analyzing 

her parents' mistakes in her poems, she can begin to 

understand her own errors. She can see why she had 

difficulty communicating with men, and she can understand 
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where her failed communication skills originated. 

Fortunately for Piercy, her current marriage is the 

antithesis of her parents' marriage and her first two 

marriages as well. 

Thirty years after Piercy first began writing poetry, 

her private dialogue poems show a woman who is not afraid to 

express herself to her husband--a big step considering where 

she started in the mid 1960s. She has come full circle with 

her private communication techniques, learning to say what 

is on her mind while still being considerate to another's 

feelings. In Stone. Paper. Knife, the poem "The name I call 

you" seems to summarize Piercy's growth: 

Love is work. Love is pleasure. Love 
is studying. Love is holding and 
letting go without going away. 
Love is returning and turning 
and rebuilding and building new. 
Love is words mating like falcons a mile 
high, love is work growing 
strong and blossoming like an apple tree, 
love is two rivers that flow together, 
love is our minds stretching out webs 
of thought and wonder and arguments slung 
across the flesh or the wires of distance, 
love is the name I call you. (97) 

Piercy stresses that love is not always the good times but 

rather a combination of all types of occasions. Again, she 

uses the concept of words and language, indicating that when 

two people are in love, their words "mate" and form one 

language that both can understand and appreciate. She also 

mentions that love involves fighting with words once in 

awhile; however, lovers need to begin "rebuilding and 
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building new" after an argument. She ends the poem by 

underscoring the fact that love is the name for someone who 

fulfills these many requirements--someone who can talk 

things over and still be in love. 
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Part Three 

Public Didacticism and Poetic Voice 

Eleanor Bender, a Piercy critic, describes the author's 

political side in this way: "Marge Piercy is most explicit 

in confronting the political, social, and economic realities 

of her time. A poet of conscience, Piercy does not separate 

her politics from her life, or her life from her poetry" 

(1) . The question of whether Piercy separates her life and 

politics is certainly important. Piercy seems to be two 

different poets: a private and a public poet . Her voice 

varies in her poetry, depending on whether she is writing 

about a political or a private concern. We will discuss 

this difference of voice in this chapter as well as its 

impact on Piercy's career. 

Over the years, Piercy has fought for abortion rights, 

animal rights, equal rights, environmental issues, and of 

course, women's issues. She does her political fighting and 

social commentary on paper with her "public poems" that show 

her support for these many causes. She has always felt 

strongly about using her poetry and fiction to help others 

understand certain issues. Additionally, Piercy is not 

afraid to act combative if she thinks the cause is 

justified . "To me," she writes, "it's very important to 

fight" (Parti-Colored Blocks 33) 
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At times, Piercy's militant writing style may cause 

some readers to recoil. After all, many of her political 

poems are not aesthetically pleasing. In fact, her language 

can be harsh and unpleasant in some poems, and readers who 

expect to find the same style as is found in some of her 

beautiful love poems will be disappointed with her political 

poems. Sue Walker emphasizes the muckraking character of 

Piercy's political writing: "She dredges the ugly for social 

utterance and never spares the ways it limits and destroys 

human growth and development" (Walker 133). Piercy also 

mentioned this "ugly" style in an interview when she was 

asked what difficulties she had encountered with publishers. 

She remarked: 

The people in publishing tend to admire books that 
reflect a rather peculiar aesthetic -- a great 
deal of surface decoration and finicky 
concentration on emptiness; a confusion of a 
certain kind of intellectual violence with true 
grit. (151-52) 

Piercy balks at those who think her poetry is either 

personal or political . She feels that her poetry is multi-

dimensional and has facets of both poli.tical and personal 

issues . Although she does write some poems exclusively for 

political rallies or feminist meetings, she believes that 

many of her poems combine politics with her personal life. 

Piercy believes that so many contemporary issues today blend 

our political and personal lives together that it is 

difficult to separate the two realms: 

I am not able to make the distinction between the 
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personal and the political that seems to come 
easily to people who have not lived their lives 
involved in struggle and group process. My 
writing and my readings are political as my life 
is . . I do not differentiate between my 
political poems and non-political poems; I am not 
sure which is which. (Parti-Colored Blocks 182) 

Two main issues arise when analyzing Piercy's private 

and public poems. First, what differences exist in style 

between her private and public poems, and why do they exist? 

Second, could Piercy's political poems be labeled as "art" 

or strictly politics? Piercy was and still is a very 

politically active feminist. She has always been in the 

forefront of many political battles: "As there were 

movements that arose, and occasion to do things, I duly 

arose. I think since I've been fifteen I've identified with 

the Left . . I cared about women's issues before I could 

understand them" (143) . Piercy began writing poetry for SDS 

in the mid 1960s. She gave poetry readings; however, she 

notes no one was interested in publishing her political 

works or even rea,ding most of her manuscripts. Again, 

Piercy mentions her lack of "artistic" language as a 

possible reason for this in a formalist climate: 

The acceptable academic poetry of the time left 
out as forbidden territory most of what I wanted 
to write about and the type of elaborate form and 
overwrought and involuted language much admired 
with its freight of literary allusion made 
speaking in my own mode difficult. (Contemporary 
Authors 273) 

In the early 1970s, no longer a part of SDS, Piercy 

found a more eager audience for her poetry within the 
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women's movement, which she felt "had a widespread if not 

universal understanding of the importance of cultural work" 

(273) . She believed her poems could reach people and help 

them understand a feminist perspective of the women's 

movement . Interestingly enough, Piercy prefers to reveal 

her political views through her poetry rather than through 

her novels because she enjoys reading poems aloud at poetry 

readings. She feels that they are meant to be read aloud, 

and she believes that audiences tend to listen more to a 

short poem than to a long passage from a work of fiction 

that must be explained before one can fully understand it . 

Additionally, Piercy feels that people are not inundated 

with reviews for poems; therefore, opinions can be formed 

without bias. She feels that in fiction "a few New York-

based publications can make or break a novel . . and 

determine whether you will ever hear of it" ("Mirror Images" 

193) 

Unlike her private poetry, Piercy's public or political 

poetry does not appear to have changed much over the years. 

Her message is still powerful and militant; she still 

concentrates on unpleasant matters in poems such as "The 

secretary chant" and "Rape Poem." Nowhere in her various 

poetry collections does one sense any kind of "weakening" or 

changing of Piercy's political stance. If anything has 

varied, it would be the concerns that are addressed. 

Certainly many issues such as women's rights and war are 
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constant fodder for her poetry; however, Piercy has returned 

to some earlier issues, such as protection of the 

environment, which appeared in Breaking Camp and To Be Of 

~' her first poetry collections, and did not reappear 

until Mars and Her Children, her most recent collection. 

Regardless of what the issue may be, Piercy's public poems 

have not undergone the metamorphosis of her private poems. 

She has not changed tactics, and the issues have not been 

resolved. Although it seems as if Piercy should have come 

to terms with some of her political disagreements, most of 

her political poems deal with global problems that may never 

be resolved in the foreseeable future. Issues like violence 

toward women and racism will probably remain intense, and 

that is why Piercy feels compelled to continue her fight 

against such problems, using her poems as a battlefield. 

Despite the changes that occurred in her personal 

relationship poems, Piercy's public poems remain strong and 

confrontational. From her earliest book of poetry Breaking 

~ to Mars and Her Children, the latest in a long line of 

poetry collections, Piercy lets her poems speak for her 

social views, inviting the reader to share her beliefs and 

learn more about each political issue. 

After reading Piercy's private poems and witnessing her 

growth into a mature, equal partner in a relationship, the 

reader may be disappointed that no such transformation takes 

place in her public or political poems. She remains 
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constant in her fight for her various beliefs, never 

wavering in her determination to change the ways of the 

world. Although we find that her voice has shifted in her 

private poetry from subservient woman to equal partner, the 

voice in her public poetry remains consistent. She tends to 

"humanize" or dramatize each public event, playing on 

sympathies at times and presenting emotional situations. 

This causes readers to become more involved in Piercy's 

poems thus allowing Piercy to present her views more easily. 

Readers will not find dialogue in these public poems 

probably because the issues are being presented as Piercy's 

beliefs only. Piercy does not intend to offer arguments for 

or against her opinions. Also, Piercy is not seeking to 

change herself in her poems but to affect the attitudes and 

beliefs of her audience, an audience usually sympathetic to 

feminist issues and ready to rally around her beliefs. 

Certainly the status of women is of primary importance 

to Piercy, and this topic arises in every one of her poetry 

collections. One collection with poems from 1966 - 1969, To 

Be Of Use, contains poems that Piercy labels "feminist 

consciousness'' (Parti-Colored Blocks 311) . The book "begins 

in exploitation and dependence and goes through the very 

difficult work of trying to bond with other women, moves 

through rising anger into fuller consciousness into being 

able to take action" (311) . She wrote the poems to raise 

her own consciousness as well as that of other women . In 
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addition, Piercy's personal "theme" for her life and her 

works has always been "to be of use," both in what she 

accomplishes each day and in what her poems and stories do 

for the reader. "What I mean by useful," writes Piercy, "is 

simply that readers will find poems that speak to and for 

them, will take those poems into their lives and . 

remember bits and pieces of them in stressful and quiet 

moments" (Circles on the Water xii) . 

Many of the poems in this book deal with women in the 

workplace. They are often working at menial jobs with 

little pay. "The secretary chant" is one example of this 

type. In the poem, the secretary talks of office equipment 

and supplies as parts of her body. This identification 

shows the futility of her job and how she is just a piece of 

equipment in the office--not a human being who can think and 

respond: 

My hips are a desk 
From my ears hang 
chains of paper clips. 
Rubber bands form my hair 
My head 
is a badly organized file. 
My head is a switchboard 
where crossed lines crackle. 
My head is a wastebasket 
of worn ideas . 
File me under W 
because I wonce 
was 
a woman. (5) 

The use of petty office supplies allows the reader to better 

understand the secretary's diminishment. She certainly 

feels worthless, her ideas are worn out, and she does not 

58 



even feel human anymore. Piercy chooses to show a woman in 

a subservient position, whose only contribution at her job 

is to file, clip papers together, sort, and so forth. She 

has been doing this meaningless job for so long that she 

cannot even think anymore. Piercy's play on the word "once" 

by adding the letter W to it is probably to show that the 

secretary has also lost her identity as a woman. She is too 

busy doing busywork in a male-dominated office where her 

opinions are unnecessary to everyone around her. Losing 

herself is the final stage in the dehumanization process. 

In 1974, Piercy continued writing about the rights of 

women, focusing again on the powerlessness that many women 

feel every day. "Rape Poem" was written in response to a 

series of rapes and rape murders that had been occurring in 

Missoula at the time; the police in the area were apparently 

unconcerned with the issue. Piercy says that in this poem 

"something gets said boldly and simply which we need to have 

said" (Parti-Colored Blocks 196) : 

There is no difference between being raped 
and being run over by a truck 
except afterward men ask if you enjoy it. 
There is no difference between being raped 
and being bit on the ankle by a rattlesnake 
except that people ask if your skirt was short 
and why you were out alone anyhow . 
The rapist is your boyfriend's brother. 
He sits beside you in the movies eating popcorn. 
Rape fattens on the fantasies of the normal male 
like a maggot in garbage . 
All it takes is to push what you hate, 
What you fear onto the soft alien flesh. 
To bucket out invincible as a tank . 
to possess and punish in one act, 
to rip up pleasure, to murder those who dare 
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live in the leafy flesh open to love. 
(Circles on the Water 164-65) 

Piercy deliberately uses analogies in this poem to show that 

society does not understand why rapes occur nor what the 

real outcome is for the victims. She throws out the tired 

explanations of "women enjoy being raped" and "women ask for 

it." Lines like "Rape fattens on the fantasies of the 

normal male I like a maggot in garbage" leave the reader 

wondering if all men are potential rapists given the right 

circumstances. To further convey her message she uses word 

patterns like "possess and punish" and "rip up pleasure" to 

create an awful image of women, who are usually associated 

with life and pleasure, being mistreated obscenely. Women 

are shown to be soft, defenseless beings in this poem, who 

are exploited by men. Piercy does not sugarcoat this topic 

for two reasons: it is an ever-present threat to women 

everywhere, and Piercy herself was the victim of an 

attempted rape (Contemporary Authors 275) . 

Countless other poems featuring women in subservient 

positions, struggling to maintain their sense of self and 

direction in life can be found in Piercy's poems. One 

significant poem is "High frequency" from To Be Of Use, 

which offers a metaphorical image of a woman being destroyed 

by man just as the earth is being bulldozed to make way for 

development. Also, the poem "For shelter and beyond" is 

important because it addresses the issue of battered women. 

In this poem from the mid-1970s, Piercy inventories the many 
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ways in which women can be battered by men, yet she 

maintains that all women can rise out of the depths and help 

others who are just like herself. 

The exploitation of the environment is another social 

issue that Piercy feels compelled to tackle in her writing . 

Again, she is steady in her attack, never changing her 

arguments . She basically believes that all things in 

nature, including the earth itself, animals , and plants , 

should be treated carefully by humans. Although many 

readers may assume that this conviction came about after her 

move to Wellfleet and her subsequent return to nature, 

Piercy actually has long believed in this. She claims to be 

"doing battle for the survival of not only humankind but 

rabbitkind, wolfkind, whalekind," and so on (279) . Piercy 

has become more conscientious in her efforts to raise her 

own foods and recycle since her move to Wellfleet, but even 

her earliest poetry collections feature poems which show 

man's mistreatment of the earth. Although some feminists 

would object, Piercy tends to accept the traditional views 

of "Mother Earth" or "Mother Nature . " She suggests that we 

must care for our "Mother" by saving the earth and being 

kind to nature, and she views these elements in much the 

same way that she views women in general. Just as she 

believes that women are mistreated, Piercy maintains that 

the earth and nature are as well. 

"World problem" appeared in the collection Breaking 
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~' which was published in 1968. Because this was her 

first poetry collection, it offers more of an overview into 

many of Piercy's interests and concerns. The book does not 

have a central theme like many of her later collections; 

instead, it sets a pattern of themes to be explored in later 

works. In "World problem," Piercy uses a first person 

narrative to add significance to her words: 

I find I am inhabited 
Stupid parasites, 
foreigners to my belly, 
wetback subversives, 
stop mining me. 
Cities of my gut, 
if I go down 
you'll be buried. 
A little birth control, 
please, to conserve 
our mutual body . 
What do they care? 
Wormy centuries fade. 
Eroded, polluted, 
gradually cooling, 
I am their earth. (60) 

Piercy uses the earth, presented as a human body, to further 

emphasize her message: Stop misusing our world. The first 

person point of view stresses the problem by making it seem 

even more real. The poem's comments in the earth's voice 

generate many subtopics, including birth control, 

overpopulation, and mining rights. She uses powerful images 

of the cities and people eventually just burying each other 

until no one can breathe any more. Finally, the earth dies. 

In the collection Mars and her Children, Piercy 

concentrates on nature and the beauty of the world around 

her. This collection was published in 1992 and represents 
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Piercy's latest reflections. She uses the colors of the 

rainbow as a backdrop for different aspects of her current 

life, which is one of happiness and inner peace in her 

personal life. 

Despite her own peace, Piercy still acknowledges that 

the world has many problems to solve, and she continues to 

work for the environmental causes that interested her 

earlier . In this collection, she writes about animal 

rights, specifically lambasting animal experimentation. 

Again, she views animals as helpless beings who are often at 

the mercy of men with hidden agendas. The poem "Cousin, 

Cousine" allows Piercy to discuss animal rights in a story 

format. In the poem, the first four stanzas consider the 

plight of animals caged up and used for experimentation. 

Piercy writes about how cruel and inhumane it is to capture 

animals for use and then just let them die when the money 

for funding is all gone. As the poem progresses, the story 

of Vlad the Impaler unfolds: 

Vlad the Impaler had a relative who drank 
the blood of young women because she thought 
it kept her beautiful. So do we drink the world's 
bright blood out of terminal vanity. 
The young women were peasants: she had a right 
to their blood, she believed. Tell me how 
it is different, how those beings . . talking, 
waving to us, are ours to use as walking organ 
banks, how we can give them AIDS and endless pain. 
(37 - 38) 

Both people and animals deserve the right to live in peace 

Piercy points out. She talks about drawing the lifeblood 

from animals and using them as if they were slaves to us, 
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and she illustrates her point by showing a comparison that 

most people would find repulsive--the idea of one human 

drinking another human's blood for the sole purpose of 

remaining attractive. She focuses on some recent hot 

issues, such as using animals for organ donors and injecting 

animals with AIDS for research purposes, and she is 

obviously against these acts. 

Other environmental protection poems are found 

throughout Piercy's collections. "The Peaceable Kingdom" is 

another poem in Breaking Camp in which Piercy berates the 

government for spoiling the earth. She wrote this poem in 

response to the painting of the same name by Edward Hicks, 

and yet she ironically paints her own picture of the earth 

that is no longer peaceable nor beautiful after politicians 

allow developers to ruin it. 

In each political poem, Piercy's voice is heard, 

confronting a particular issue and defending her viewpoint 

without apology. Some similarities exist within her 

political/public poems. For example, Piercy seems to 

concentrate on exploitation of seemingly helpless victims 

(the earth, women, animals). Additionally, she frequently 

employs the use of analogy in her public poems, probably 

because readers can relate to examples better than they can 

relate to simple rhetoric. Finally, in all of her public 

poems, she demands change for those less fortunate and makes 

a call for humane treatment of all living things. Although 
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many of her poems seem to attack men in general, Piercy is 

quick to dispel this idea. She points out that her poems 

sometimes focus on particular men, not all men, and some of 

these men have negative behaviors that need to be exposed. 

She writes: 

What I hate in men is what I consider ugly, brutal, 
violent, mean behavior--behavior damaging to women, 
to men they consider inferior, to children, to 
other living creatures with whom we share our 
biosphere. (Parti-Colored Blocks 312-13) 

Piercy believes change will only come about if we are aware 

of the problems that exist in society and can tackle them 

head first. 

Despite Piercy's protestations, her political poems and 

private poems do not seem to be one and the same. Over the 

years, her private poems have dealt with relationships and 

frustrations almost exclusively important in only her life; 

however, her public poems have pondered social issues not 

only important to Piercy but also important to many people 

in the world. Her political objectives are relatively 

clear: "I am conscious of being engaged on the Left and 

wanting to move the society constantly toward equality and 

to contribute to liberation struggles everywhere" (201) . 

Another difference between her private and public poems is 

that the private poems show an emotional maturation over 

time, which includes at times a softening of her sometimes 

harsh style. Her public poems do not show this change 

occurring. In fact, except when Piercy uses a specific 
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event in a poem that occurred at a set time, it is difficult 

to distinguish when some of Piercy's public poems were 

written. Perhaps her aim is to be timeless and "universal" 

with her issue poems. 

Another key issue raised when discussing Piercy's 

political poetry is her rather "harsh" style; this style 

often leaves readers debating if her public poems are art 

forms or political statements. As Piercy herself has noted, 

her works have sometimes been rejected by publishers because 

of her polemical language or her political views . Some 

critics are also alienated by her heated political 

protestations, and even critics who favorably review Piercy 

are quick to note her curt writing style as a drawback for 

many readers. The subject of art versus politics has been a 

debated topic for many writers, and women writers especially 

have had to face a barrage of criticism whenever they write 

about political views. Often it seems that critics think 

anything political cannot be called poetry. Piercy notes: 

Actually, there is an attitude that has developed 
since about the 1890's that attempts to cast all 
politics and sociology out of poetry . . the 
attitude itself is political. Art which embodies 
the ideals of the ruling class in society isn't 
conceived of as being political, and is simply 
judged by how well it is done. Art which contains 
ideas which threaten the position of the ruling 
class is silenced by critics: it is political, 
they say, and not art. (45-6) 

Piercy feels this exclusion of social concerns leads to 

denigration of women's involvement in political writing, and 

she seeks to change the "patriarchal" attitude that women 
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should not write about political topics. 

Piercy also believes that poetry cannot be diminished 

to just one label: art or politics. She thinks that critics 

expect "typical" or acceptable feminine poetry to have 

little action. She feels that too much happens in her 

poetry for many readers to view it as art. She believes 

that modern feminist poetry is often singled out as too 

political because of its action and drama (Walker 148-49) . 

According to Piercy, another problem that exists for 

women writers is that it is still not acceptable by all 

critics for a woman writer to voice her opinion about 

equality or politics. In an interview in 1981, Piercy 

commented that women writers "must meet criteria based on 

other critics and the work of dead male white writers" 

(Parti-Colored Blocks 137) . Piercy objects to this 

screening system and finds it offensive that reviewers can 

dictate what will be acceptable. She writes: "When 

reviewers read novels whose attitudes offend them or clash 

with their own ideas, they perceive those novels as 

political and polemical, and they attack them" ("Mirror 

Images" 194). One book critic in particular, Ron Schreiber, 

says that Piercy "continually offends . She is 

consistently radical in her politics, whatever the national 

trends She is scholarly but thoroughly unacademic" 

(10) 

Schreiber's comment about "national trends" brings 
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about another interesting idea that surfaces in the art 

versus politics debate: Is the United States ready for 

Leftist, highly political writings at this time? Nan Nowick 

studied this matter in the writings of Adrienne Rich, Marge 

Piercy, and Alice Walker and believes that all three had to 

put their careers on the line when they chose to write 

political, controversial literary works. Nowick notes that 

the United States has an established literary code that does 

not readily accept political works. In her article, Nowick 

points out that many foreign countries, especially Latin and 

South American countries, promote writing to express 

political or social issues (208-9, 216). Piercy agrees with 

this notion. In the early 1980s, she argued that in the 

United States "there's only a huge right and a center which 

is fairly far right of center . Nobody ever asks the 

hard brutal questions of the oil companies, the government, 

the corporations" (Parti-Colored Blocks 144). Adrienne Rich 

recognizes this phenomena in American literary circles as 

well; she says that "political poetry is suspected of 

immense subversive power, yet accused of being by 

definition, bad writing . No wonder if the North 

American poet finds herself or himself slightly crazed by 

the double messages" (179-80). Rich claims that she had to 

go to Nicaragua to find out that a political artist could be 

treated with respect and as a useful, contributing member of 

society (167, 184-85). When she returned to America, she 
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wondered why our culture believes that "poetry is neither 

economically profitable nor politically effective and that 

political dissidence is destructive to art" (167). Yet, 

Adrienne Rich still feels a need to write political poetry 

and state her own personal convictions and beliefs in her 

works. 

Margaret Atwood is another North American author who 

recognizes that political poetry is often discredited simply 

because it is political. She notes, "It's only during 

certain phases of American intellectual history that 

divisions are made between 'poetry' and 'politics'" (10). 

Atwood has enthusiastically reviewed Piercy's poetry and 

finds it to be forceful and passionate. Of Piercy's work, 

Atwood comments: 

Because her poetry is so deliberately 'political' 
. how you feel about it will depend on how you 

feel about . . male/female relations, abortions, 
war and poverty. Those who don't like these 
subjects will use adjectives like 'shrill' to 
describe the poems. (10) 

Because Marge Piercy continues to write poems with 

political themes, she offends many members of the literary 

community who object to these topics. Nowick states that 

"while these writers [Piercy, Rich, and Walker] sell well 

and are sought after for campus visits and get taught in 

women's and ethnic studies courses, they are not frequently 

taught in the standard contemporary literature classes" 

(217). 

Certainly of the three feminist writers mentioned, 
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Piercy is the least popular for literary study, and perhaps 

that is because of her rather brazen approach to political 

and even private issues. She makes no apologies for her 

style and often seems to almost ''dare" the reader with her 

"tell-it-like-it - is" approach. She believes that her poetry 

is both art and politics as much as she feels that she 

blends her personal and political poetry together. Earlier 

in her career, she seemed to need more affirmation from 

critics and reviewers; however, Piercy appears to write more 

for personal confirmation now. She writes to reestablish 

her pol itical beliefs and to strengthen her bond with those 

t o whom she is closest on a personal level . For Piercy, the 

questi ons of art versus politics and public versus personal 

do not seem to play much of a role. She believes that her 

poems c an "be of use" regardless of what critics say. 
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Conclusion 

One Poet/Two Voices 

Marge Piercy seems to be two different poets, probably 

because she has spent the last three decades defining the 

role of women in the public eye as well as in private. 

During her career, political issues, such as the role of 

America in the Vietnam War, women's rights, and the fight to 

end racism, have all emerged, and Piercy has been a part of 

all of them. Despite her outward appearance as political 

"rabble-rouser," Piercy has also spent the past thirty years 

making peace with her parents and discovering that she could 

maintain a successful, happy relationship with a man. Her 

poetry has served as a healing force for her at home and on 

the political front, yet there is a marked difference in the 

way Piercy deals with her private and public concerns. 

When evaluating Piercy's private dialogue poems, 

readers discover a significant difference between her 

earlier and later works. When she first began publishing 

dialogue poems in the mid-1960s, a lack of communication was 

already taking place between the female and male speakers, 

especially when those roles are played by Piercy and her 

husband, Robert Shapiro. Through her personal dialogue 

poems, Piercy is able to demonstrate many communication 

techniques gone awry, whether she is conscious of doing this 
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or not. 

The study of communication techniques by and for women 

is a field that has become increasingly popular during 

Piercy's lifetime, so it is somehow fitting that her poetry 

should lend itself so well to this linguistic research. In 

fact, women did not break into the field of linguistics as 

respec t ed researchers until well into the late 1960s 

(Jenk i ns and Kramarae 11-12 ). Linguists like Jennifer 

Coates, Robin Lakoff, Dale Spender, and Deborah Tannen have 

studie d communication between men and women at length and 

have formulated lists of characteristics common to both 

sexes, some of which can be found in Piercy's earlier 

dialogue poetry . It is important to note that not all of 

this research is considered flawless by every linguist . 

Some linguistic studies being conducted on male/female 

dialogue have been termed as "pop" research, and 

stereotypical traits sometimes surface. The specific 

dialogue patterns that are mirrored in Piercy's early poems 

often show men in control of the conversation; women, 

presumably Piercy herself in many instances, play a 

subservient role. Piercy's unwillingness to stand up for 

herself in these private poems leaves the reader wondering 

if she really believes in equality for women. Fortunately, 

Piercy begins to change the way she communicates when she 

leaves city life behind, divorces her second husband, and 

meets and marries Ira Wood. 
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Ira Wood contributes greatly to her metamorphosis. She 

learns new ways to communicate that are more effective and 

fulfilling in her personal life. She leaves much of her 

bitterness behind, and her later poems show a calmer Piercy 

who has found harmony in her personal life. 

Part of Piercy's inner peace comes about because she 

reconciles her differences with her parents and learns to 

accept her mother's death. Piercy discovers after much 

inner reflection that her parents demonstrated the same poor 

communication patterns in their marriage that she had been 

exhibiting in her earlier relationships. She is able to use 

this knowledge to "free'' herself further from negative 

dialogue. 

While Piercy's private poetry shows a great deal of 

change, her public or political poetry is just the opposite; 

it remains the same over the span of thirty years. Piercy 

struggles with several issues that never find resolution and 

probably never will. She chooses to fight for global 

beliefs, which is one reason these concerns have remained on 

the forefront for so long. In addition to fighting for the 

same issues over the years, Piercy's style of confrontation 

has not changed either. She uses a headstrong approach that 

does not allow room for leeway; she does not waver in her 

battle nor does she modify her convictions . 

Perhaps Margaret Atwood described Piercy's public 

writing style best: 
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If poets could be divided into Prioresses and 
Wives of Bath, Miss Piercy would very definitely 
be a Wife of Bath. Low on fastidiousness and high 
on . . "gusto," earthy, bawdy . . highly 
conscious of the power relationships between men 
and women but seeing herself by no means as a 
passive victim, she is ready to enter the fray 
with every weapon in her command. (10) 

This unyielding writing style of Piercy's has led to some 

negative criticism over the years, and Piercy recognizes 

that her intense manner sometimes dissuades publishers as 

well. When one critic, Victor Contoski, commented on 

Piercy's sometimes unpopular views, he said, "Her work has 

almost automatically divided people into two groups: those 

opposed to wide-sweeping social reform and those in favor of 

it" (205) . Earlier in her career, Piercy was more concerned 

with gaining acceptance from critics; however, she feels 

that her reviews have been inadequate--so much so that she 

has written some of her own criticisms of her work and begun 

to dismiss outside reviews as worthless and unimportant 

(Parti-Colored Blocks 139) . 

Piercy is, then, a writer of contradictions. She has 

shown that she has the ability to reevaluate her life and 

works and change for the better, and yet she also has an 

unbelievably strong and steadfast sense of commitment when 

she believes that she is right about an important issue. 

Whether her work will continue to change and grow as time 

passes remains to be seen. Although she will probably never 

be regarded as a great American poet, she has earned her 

place amongst the ranks of feminist poets who have made a 
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difference in the lives of women. One of Piercy's signature 

poems is "To Be of Use," which is published in the 

collection with the same name. In the poem she writes : 

The work of the world is common as mud . 
Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust. 
But the thing worth doing well done 
has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident. 
Greek amphoras for wine or oil, 
Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums 
but you know they were made to be used . 
The pitcher cries for water to carry 
and a person for work that is real. (50) 

For Marge Piercy, success is measured internally rather than 

externally. She evaluates her accomplishments by whether 

her work has been "of use," not by whether she has won a 

literary award. She continues to write because she feels 

that her poetry is useful to others and because she 

fervently believes in her ability to contribute something 

positive to the world through her work. 
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