
parsley by rita dove analysis
parsley by rita dove analysis offers an insightful exploration into themes of language,
identity, and cultural misunderstanding through the lens of historical trauma. This poem,
authored by Rita Dove, delves into the 1937 Parsley Massacre, a tragic event that
highlights the devastating consequences of ethnic and linguistic divisions. The analysis of
"Parsley" reveals how Dove employs vivid imagery, symbolism, and nuanced language to
convey the tension and fear experienced by the victims. Understanding this poem requires
a close examination of its historical context, literary devices, and the emotional resonance
embedded in its concise yet powerful verses. This article provides a thorough parsley by
rita dove analysis, covering the poem’s thematic concerns, stylistic elements, and its
broader significance within contemporary poetry. The following sections will outline these
aspects in detail for a comprehensive understanding.

Historical Context of "Parsley"

Thematic Analysis

Literary Devices and Style

Symbolism in "Parsley"

Impact and Contemporary Relevance

Historical Context of "Parsley"

The 1937 Parsley Massacre
The poem "Parsley" by Rita Dove is rooted in the historical atrocity known as the 1937
Parsley Massacre, during which thousands of Haitian immigrants and Dominicans of Haitian
descent were brutally killed under the orders of Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo. The
massacre was triggered by linguistic discrimination, specifically the inability of victims to
pronounce the Spanish word "perejil" (parsley). This linguistic test was used as a deadly
marker to distinguish Haitians from Dominicans, as Haitians primarily spoke Haitian Creole
and French rather than Spanish.

Rita Dove’s Background and Motivation
Rita Dove, a prominent American poet and former U.S. Poet Laureate, often explores
themes of history, memory, and identity in her work. In "Parsley," Dove demonstrates a
commitment to shedding light on overlooked or suppressed historical events, particularly
those involving racial and ethnic violence. Her motivation in writing this poem is to



memorialize the victims and provoke reflection on the power of language and ethnic
divisions.

Thematic Analysis

Language as a Tool of Power
One of the central themes in parsley by rita dove analysis is the use of language as both a
weapon and a means of survival. The poem underscores how a simple linguistic
test—pronouncing "parsley"—was wielded by oppressors to discriminate and decide life or
death. Language here transcends communication; it becomes a symbol of identity,
belonging, and exclusion.

Identity and Otherness
Parsley explores the fragile nature of cultural and ethnic identity. The victims are marked
as "other" based solely on their linguistic difference, emphasizing how arbitrary and
dangerous ethnic divisions can be. This theme invites readers to reflect on the broader
implications of prejudice and xenophobia in society.

Memory and Historical Trauma
The poem also acts as a medium for remembering a painful chapter in history. Through its
evocative imagery and poignant narrative, "Parsley" commemorates the trauma
experienced by the victims and serves as a reminder of the atrocities that can arise from
intolerance and hatred.

Literary Devices and Style

Imagery and Sensory Details
Rita Dove uses vivid imagery to immerse the reader in the harrowing experience of the
massacre. The sensory details, particularly the focus on the sound of the word "parsley,"
create an atmosphere of tension and fear that mirrors the victims’ peril. This technique
enhances the emotional impact of the poem.

Economy of Language
The poem is noted for its brevity and precision. Dove’s economical use of words packs a
powerful emotional punch, allowing the poem to convey complex themes and evoke strong



feelings within a limited space. This conciseness contributes to the poem’s haunting and
memorable quality.

Sound and Phonetic Elements
Phonetic emphasis on the pronunciation of "parsley" (perejil) is central to the poem’s
structure and meaning. The sound of the word becomes a motif that symbolizes the divide
between life and death, belonging and exclusion. Dove’s attention to sound highlights the
cruel arbitrariness of the linguistic test imposed during the massacre.

Symbolism in "Parsley"

The Parsley Plant as a Symbol
The parsley plant itself is a potent symbol within the poem. It represents the linguistic
marker used to distinguish victims from survivors, but it also signifies broader themes of
cultural identity and survival. Parsley, an ordinary herb, is transformed into a deadly symbol
of ethnic cleansing.

Language as a Symbol of Identity and Division
Language functions symbolically throughout the poem, representing both the connection to
cultural heritage and the means by which people are alienated. The poem illustrates how
language can simultaneously unify and divide, serving as a metaphor for the complexities
of ethnic identity.

Death and Silence
Symbolism of death is pervasive in the poem, linked closely with silence and the inability to
speak or be understood. The victims’ failure to pronounce "parsley" correctly leads to their
deaths, underscoring the fatal consequences of silence or miscommunication in oppressive
contexts.

Impact and Contemporary Relevance

Raising Awareness of Historical Atrocities
Through "Parsley," Rita Dove brings renewed attention to a largely forgotten episode of
ethnic violence. The poem serves an educational purpose, prompting readers to engage
with history and acknowledge the suffering of marginalized communities. This awareness is



crucial in preventing similar atrocities in the future.

Exploration of Language and Identity in Modern Society
Parsley remains relevant today as it addresses issues of language and identity that
continue to affect societies worldwide. The poem encourages reflection on how linguistic
differences are treated and the ways in which language can be weaponized in social and
political contexts.

Literary Significance
As a work of contemporary poetry, "Parsley" stands out for its historical depth and
emotional intensity. It exemplifies how poetry can engage with political and social issues,
offering a powerful medium for empathy and understanding. Rita Dove’s mastery of
language in this poem has secured its place in modern literary discussions.

Historical Context and Background

Thematic Exploration: Language, Identity, and Trauma

Use of Literary Techniques and Stylistic Choices

Symbols and Their Meanings

Enduring Influence and Modern-Day Implications

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Rita Dove's poem
'Parsley'?
The central theme of 'Parsley' by Rita Dove is the brutality and inhumanity of the 1937
Parsley Massacre, highlighting themes of oppression, identity, and the power of language.

How does Rita Dove use language in 'Parsley' to convey
fear and oppression?
Rita Dove uses vivid imagery and the repetition of the Spanish word 'perejil' (parsley) as a
linguistic test that determined life or death, symbolizing how language can be a tool of
oppression and fear.



What historical event is depicted in 'Parsley' by Rita
Dove?
The poem depicts the 1937 Parsley Massacre, where Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo
ordered the murder of thousands of Haitians living in the Dominican Republic, based on
their inability to pronounce the word 'parsley' correctly.

How does the poem 'Parsley' reflect on the power
dynamics between the Dominican Republic and Haiti?
The poem reflects the power dynamics by illustrating how language and ethnic identity
were weaponized by the Dominican regime against Haitians, showing the violent assertion
of dominance and control.

What role does the repeated word 'parsley' play in Rita
Dove's poem?
The repeated word 'parsley' serves as a linguistic shibboleth used to distinguish Haitians
from Dominicans; failure to pronounce it correctly led to execution, symbolizing the deadly
consequences of cultural and linguistic differences.

How does Rita Dove's 'Parsley' use imagery to evoke
emotion?
Dove employs stark, haunting imagery of fear, death, and silence to evoke empathy and
horror, immersing readers in the victims’ experiences and the brutality of the massacre.

Why is Rita Dove's 'Parsley' considered an important
work in historical and cultural literature?
'Parsley' is important because it sheds light on a lesser-known historical atrocity, giving
voice to marginalized victims, and exploring themes of identity, language, and systemic
violence through powerful poetic storytelling.

Additional Resources
1. Rita Dove and the Poetics of Memory
This book explores the recurring themes of memory and identity in Rita Dove’s poetry, with
particular attention to her poem "Parsley." It analyzes how Dove uses historical events to
evoke personal and collective remembrance. The study also highlights Dove’s stylistic
choices that blend narrative and lyric elements.

2. Historical Trauma in Rita Dove’s Poetry
Focusing on the theme of historical trauma, this work examines "Parsley" alongside other
Dove poems that confront painful pasts. It discusses how Dove gives voice to marginalized
histories and the impact of colonial violence. The book delves into the emotional and



political resonance of her poetry.

3. Language and Power in Rita Dove’s "Parsley"
This analysis investigates the role of language as a tool of oppression and resistance in
"Parsley." It considers the linguistic nuances in the poem, particularly the significance of the
repeated word "parsley" as a life-or-death test. The book provides insight into Dove’s
critique of authoritarian regimes.

4. Rita Dove’s Narrative Strategies in "Parsley"
This book focuses on Dove’s use of narrative techniques to create a compelling historical
account in "Parsley." It explores her blending of poetic form with storytelling to engage
readers emotionally. The study also examines character perspectives and the poem’s
structure.

5. Memory, Identity, and Diaspora in Rita Dove’s Work
This work situates "Parsley" within the broader context of themes like identity and diaspora
in Dove’s poetry. It explores how the poem reflects the complexities of cultural
displacement and survival. The book considers Dove’s contribution to African American and
Caribbean literary traditions.

6. The Intersection of Language and Violence in "Parsley"
This analysis centers on how Dove’s poem reveals the deadly consequences of linguistic
discrimination. It investigates the historical basis of the Parsley Massacre and how the
poem memorializes the victims through sound and repetition. The book highlights the
power dynamics embedded in language.

7. Rita Dove’s Poetic Response to Caribbean History
This book examines how "Parsley" engages with Caribbean history and politics. It discusses
Dove’s portrayal of the Dominican Republic’s dictatorship and its effects on Haitian
communities. The study contextualizes the poem within postcolonial discourse and memory
studies.

8. Empathy and Witnessing in Rita Dove’s "Parsley"
This work explores the ethical dimensions of witnessing atrocity in Dove’s poetry. It
considers how "Parsley" invites readers to empathize with victims and confront
uncomfortable histories. The book analyzes Dove’s role as a poet in bearing witness
through art.

9. Sound and Silence: The Poetics of "Parsley" by Rita Dove
Focusing on the auditory elements of the poem, this book discusses the importance of
sound patterns, repetition, and silence in conveying meaning. It explores how these
techniques enhance the emotional impact of "Parsley." The study also reflects on the
interplay between voice and erasure in the poem.
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