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Shange’s Black Girl’s Song:
Rainbow, Race and Representation
History books are plagued with monstrous accounts and imagery of the atrocities inflicted because of slavery, but often even this is a marginalized struggle. A marginalized struggle of neglecting the true suffering endured into history’s text. For as long as Black men have experienced whipping and lynching, and White women have experienced civil rights oppression, Black women have experienced both. A large measure of African women’s experience in America is framed by efforts to confront and overcome double oppression, racism and sexism. As long as women of African origin have been in the United States, despite the risk of incredible personal loss, they have resisted oppression and fought for their human rights. Ntozake Shange’s For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow… portrays the struggles and experiences of African American Women that are alive and well, as well as their empowering movements and activism. Through the unique combination of performance, as well as the spoken dialect and fragmented speech present in the language of Shange’s piece, action takes places over text, and a sense of collective identity is developed.
When considering Shange’s For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide, one must also consider it is not the typical text, but rather a choreopoem. Coined from this work itself, it is a form of dramatic expression that combines poetry, music, dance, and song. In other words, the language of the play is not simply discovered by analyzing the text upon the page, but rather the rhythm and motion of the words. This sense of unity through music pertaining to a group, as well as the poetic slang-type speech spoken as if it were aloud, help to develop the collective identity being developed in the text. 
This first performance starts with the poem, “Dark Phrases” identifying the shadows and the dismal memories of each of the women’s lives. Each actor, each lady identified only through a different color in the rainbow, dance in a fit of hysterical steps to the sound of screams and unfulfilled promises. This dance, this collective embodiment to an unheard rhythm, portrays what each lady of color speaks into movement:
	i can’t hear anythin
	but maddening screams
	& the soft strains of death
	& you promised me…
	somebody/anybody
	sing a black girl’s song
	bring her out (Shange 21-28)
Through the vernacular dialect and slashed words, the language of the play can be seen and a voice for the voiceless articulated. Each of the women’s actions are not meant to state text, but rather a story through the body, and expression of the mind and emotion. This passage is the beginning of their journey of self-definition, developing the beats of a typewriter to the beats of their footsteps. 
While “Dark Phrases”, the previously mentioned poem deals with the building strength from alienation to beginning to accept one’s self, this next poem “Latent Rapists” deals with a reality of life for these women and a major aspect of identity and growth – sexuality. In this shocking poem, the nature of rape is put into perspective by three different ladies of color, and the emphasis of rape being committed by a friend. The women go back and forth remarking on how they have grown up to learn to be careful of strangers and dark alleys, but instead are “bein betrayed by men who know us” (Shange 13). Instead of coming to terms with their sexuality on their own, they are forced to mature rapidly, at the seemingly chummy hands of friends. This emotional portrayal through back and forth performance, and staggered lines gives so much more to the horror, to the loss of control being experienced.
cuz it turns out the nature of rape has changed
we can now meet them in circles we frequent for companionship
we see them at the coffeehouse
wit someone else we know
we cd even have em over for dinner
& get raped in our own houses
by invitation
a friend 	(Shange line 29-36)
This unwelcome sexual travesty pertains to the ladies of the play building backbone in their own identity and with the girls they are able to connect with, but not in the way that any of them deserved.
In “Sechita”, the next poem, it speaks of a new, yet similar degradation of the body. The language of the poetry brings Sechita’s dancing to life, and in that, the depravity she faces while moving around White people loitering in a crud infested carnival. Her body – her soul – but also an object for the White people to debase, “gold pieces hittin the makeshift stagel her thighs/ they were airnin coins tween her thighs” (Shange 45-46). Despite Sechita’s experience, she dances on through the night as if a goddess, embracing her body and who she is. She lives on in this sense, and while survival is a beauty in its own aspect and a key component to be recognized by her performance, she is also able to find herself by losing herself in dance. Sechita identifies herself through the language of the music, the rhythm in her soul, and refuses to be seen as anything less than the goddess she portrays. Through the lines of the poetry and the unique dialect of the text, Sechita and her struggle is brought to life, allowing the text to connect to other troubled minds and sorrowful situations. Just as Sechita finds her identity in dance, the ladies presenting their experiences find themselves by letting their body and performance take over, losing themselves in music to regain their self-definition. 
	In For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide, there is a constant pressure looming in the background, in the back of every Black girl’s mind of conforming to society. However, each story, each poem, each performance and each song, from young to grown, begin to unite the women and progress their learning to loving themselves. To never losing sense of their own beauty. The poetic language of the play responds to rhythm, to the beats and the motions of its speakers, allowing performance to connect the women and to help find their own self-expression. The women have no names, no numbers, but rather color to identify themselves and connect with each other, making up the rainbow, their individual identity, and a collective Black girl’s song. 
