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[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to The African American Wisdom Summit, a production of The Shift 

Network. I'm Nadirah Adeye. And I'm very excited introduce today's guest, Nikki 
Giovanni, a poet, teacher and speaker. She has been awarded seven NAACP 
Image Awards. And she says, "My dream was not to publish or to even be a 
writer. My dream was to discover something no one else had thought of. I guess 
that's why I'm a poet. We put things together in ways no one else does." She has 
authored three New York Times and Los Angeles Times bestsellers and is a 
university distinguished professor at Virginia Tech.  

 
 Ms. Nikki Giovanni, it is such a pleasure to have you join us today. Welcome to 

the call.  
 
Nikki: Thank you very much.  
 
Nadirah: You know the question that has been staying on my mind ever since I knew I was 

going to be able to have you participate in this event is something that my 
mother has mentioned. I've heard her say this several times. "It seems like we're 
continuing to have the same conversations." She hears me talking about things 
and being committed to activism and things that we're seeing going on in this 
country. And she says, "It just seems like the conversations have not changed. 
We're talking about the same things."  

 
 What would you say considering that you've been doing this work for a number 

of years? What would you say to someone who says, "It feels like we're talking 
about the same things, that we're not making progress."  

 
Nikki: I would disagree actually. I don't want to disagree with your mom, but there was 

a time for example when a police -- when the plan would lynch somebody and 
you would hear about it, but you hear about it much, much later. And it's not 
that you hear about these things now, but they're on video. You can see them. 
And it's not the country is doing what it should do about it. But we have a black 
president who -- or we have a president of color, I should has say, who has 
refused to step in and just to say something like, "That's a violation of your civil 
rights."  

 
 So there are things that are going on that people dislike people. People hate. 

And I think watching Donald Trump and watching people hate and then watching 
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Donald Trump lose to Ted Cruz is not comforting. But I think that the hatred goes 
on, but then you look at Black Lives Matter and you look at how the people 
themselves have responded and how they have stepped up.  

 
 I think that's wonderful. I'm a life member by the way of NAACP and I'm proud to 

be so. But we have a group of people now who are just saying, "No. We're not 
going to operate like that. We're not looking for the law like that. We're going to 
take some things into our own hands."  

 
 So you have them blocking, which is beautiful, Michigan Avenue and everybody 

had to pay attention. They'll probably have to pay attention a little more. But to 
see people in Chicago blocking Michigan Avenue is a wonderful thing. Or to see 
the football players at St. Louis say, "Well, we're not going to play anymore 
football until we get this resolved." And all of the sudden, the colleges is starting 
to get things resolved. So yeah, they're problems, but I don't think it's the same 
problem. And I don't think that the same solution has been offered.  

 
Nadirah: Can you say a bit more about what you think when you see movements like 

Black Lives Matter or like these football players that you mentioned stepping up 
and really being open about their commitment to making sure that people know 
about what's going on. And that they're not just going to be silent in the face of 
what's been happening.  

 
Nikki: Of course and like most people I think, I'm really proud of Black Lives Matter 

because it's a grassroots situation. You have some mothers and you have some -- 
well, mostly mothers who are saying, "This has to stop," or, "If we can't stop, 
we're certainly going to let you know." And so to watch that group emerge and 
the leadership emerge as it has, there's no Martin Luther King Jr. I admire Dr. 
King. It's not even that. But there's nobody to shoot on that kind of lasso. There's 
nobody to take away because it's the people's movement. And I think watching 
the people saying, "We have to have a change." I think it's just tremendous.  

 
Nadirah: I know that you've been teaching for a number of years. Have you had people 

who say, "Oh, I'm interested in finding ways to get involved. I feel in my heart 
that what I've been seeing is not okay. And I don't know what I can do to get 
started."  

 
 What would you say to someone who's interested in finding ways that they can 

start connecting and making a difference? 
[0:05:14] 
Nikki: Well, I guess the first thing you'd want to do is figure out what is that you do, 

that you actually care about. All of us of course can picket or all of us of course 
can boycott. There's no question of things like that.  
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 But what we are really trying to say is where is your heart? What are you 
interested in doing? Because on a much smaller level, we all have something to 
do. We don't have to shop at Kroger's or we don't have to go to Walmart or 
whatever it is that you would normally be doing.  

 
 You can say, "No, that's not what I'm doing." You can also write a letter to the 

editor. That's always a nice thing to do to say that you, well it is, because it all 
endangers your job or your standing in the community. Once you do that, you're 
taking a stand on something. And once you take a stand, there's bound to be 
some reaction. And usually, when people say things like, "I don't know what to 
do." What they're saying is that I really don't want to do anything right now. 
That's true. And that's why you have churches.  

 
 I've been very disappointed by the way in that the churches have not stood up in 

a way that I though they should. I'm 72. I grew up with the churches being a part 
of the leaders and a part of what they did to help people. And right now, the 
churches seem a little more interested in themselves. Yeah.  

 
Nadirah: What would be a way that they could be more involved?  
 
Nikki: Well, you can always volunteer at the community center or volunteer at your 

school. There's always something that needs to be done. And a lot of time 
people think, "Well, maybe I need to do something big." But it's not always 
something big.  

 
 Sometimes it's just volunteering over at the kindergarten and helping kids learn 

to read or reading stories to them or actually sometimes volunteering at the old 
folks' home. Those are lonely people. And it's really nice to go over and say, 
"Well, I'm going to read there."  

 
 Everybody's got a -- what are those things -- veterinary? Yesterday, I was taking 

some towels and things over. My dog died. My dog had a lung problem, then she 
had a heart problem and she died. And she's been dead now for almost six 
months. But I was taking some old towels over because I know that the 
veterinary is Companion Animal. And I know that they always need old sheets 
and old towels. But they also need people to come over and play with the 
animals that are there getting well. There's always something to do. And it 
doesn't have to be a big something. It just has to be a commitment of some of 
your time to help something, to help some lifeform feel better.  

 
Nadirah: Have you had a grand mission or has there been something that has been 

motivating and inspiring you over the course of these years that you've stayed 
connected to?  
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Nikki: Well, I think because I'm a writer I think the one thing that I've encouraged all of 
my students as well as people I know, I'm just talking to you and we're talking to 
people that we probably don't even know. I've always encouraged people to find 
and maintain your voice.  

 
 So if you're saying, "Oh, I want to write poetry. I have this story." I'm saying, 

"Write the story." And I spent this morning, the morning here today, I spent the 
morning with the athletic department. And they were laughing at me when we 
were teasing. Because one of the things that of course any writer wants is you'd 
love to teach a writer. And I've been privileged because I've taught several. 
Kwame Alexander won the Newberry price for the Crossover. And I'm saying to 
our athletic department, "Yeah, we want these kids to play athletics. But only 
about a third of the kids even have a chance to go onto professional athletics."  

 
 They have stories to tell though and they are disciplined. One of the things you 

expect out of -- well, you have a right to expect out of all of our athletes is that 
they're disciplined. That's how they do their sport. As a writer, I want to take 
that discipline and see if they can develop into poetry and into plays or into 
novels. Because they have a story that need to be told. And most athletes as you 
know have as told to, you know, the John Smith story as told to somebody else. I 
want to teach an athlete who is going to tell his own story. Sometimes it's hard. 
Being an athlete is about a bit of a struggle, but it's also something that brings 
great joy to these people.  

[0:10:06] 
 Otherwise, you wouldn't do it. Why would you be a football player and go to hit 

somebody if it didn't bring a certain sense of joy and satisfaction? And I think 
that the athletes need to tell their own story about that.  

 
Nadirah: Do you have a way that you tell people to or encourage people to remain 

connected to a sense of hope?  
 
Nikki: Well, I don't see why you'd be alive if you aren't hopeful. And I had grown really 

very disenchanted that we keep letting people that don't like us. I'm a Black 
American and we have continued to let people who don't like us tell us how we 
should feel.  

 
 One of the things that we know and we can go back to the 1600s. We can go 

back to Middle Passage. We can go back to the people who were kidnapped in 
Africa and put into ships and brought over to the American shores. If they didn't 
have hope, they not just wouldn't have survived, they would have been insane.  

 
 If they hadn't had hope, they could not have gotten off those ships and then put 

on an auction block and sold and sent out to some plantation some place to 
work. And to work actually under the threat, under a whip, under the threat of 
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physical violence if they didn't have hope. And that's what I don't understand 
today why youngsters are saying, "Well, we don't have any hope." How could 
you not? Look at what we've done in the last 250 years. We changed the world. I 
think it's an amazing thing what Black history has taught us.  

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. Do you find that because you are an icon in a lot of different ways, in 

terms of your poetry, in terms of speaking out teaching? Like your name is one 
that a lot of people have heard off and connect with a sense of consciousness 
and Black consciousness specifically. How do you manage when people meet you 
and they have a certain expectation of your perception of who you are?  

 
Nikki: Well, I'm just me. So I don't know. I mean if you come to Kroger's because I go to 

Kroger's about twice a week. I always go on Tuesday because I'm over 65 so I get 
a 5% discount. So if you come to Kroger's and you see me and you say, "Nikki, I 
enjoyed your poem."  

 
 I'm going to say, "Thank you." And why wouldn't I? You haven't disturbed me. 

You've said something to me that is kind and I'm going to answer back. When I'm 
out speaking, when I'm working and somebody says, "Well, I'd like to have a 
photograph of you. Can I take a selfie?" Because now, all of the kids can do 
selfies.  

 
 And the answer to that is, "Of course. I'm delighted." And some of them will 

keep it and some of them won't. But why wouldn't I want to do that? What I've 
never wanted to do was to be arrogant and crazy. And I've seen enough people 
who are of course more famous than I am, but I've seen enough people be crazy.  

 
 You look at James Brown or something. That's insane. Why wouldn't you enjoy 

the joy that you bring? Well, I grew up in a church too and again I think the 
church is important. Why wouldn't you use good manners when people stop 
you?  

 
 And the other day, my aunt was here. She's 94 years old. And I was in the 

drugstore because she needed some medicine. And I was in the drugstore to get 
her some medicine. I'd left her in the car. Someone stopped me in the drugstore 
to say something and to tell you the truth I don't know what. And I said to her, 
"I'm sorry. My ninety-four year old aunt is in the car and I need to run." And 
that's what I did. And I have to hope that she understood what I got in the car, 
that 94 year old woman was sitting there. So I didn't have time. But if Agnes had 
not been there with me, I would have stopped to find out what she wanted. I 
mean that's just polite.  

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. How do you continue finding things to motivate you and to inspire 

you in your work?  
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Nikki: Well, first of all I'm just amazed at Black Americans and the more I learn, and 

there's still a lot to learn, that the more exciting it is. And if I could do any one 
thing, if I could have a wish, my one wish would be that we could get more Black 
youngsters involved in space because they just have to.  

 
 That's the next thing coming. And if I could go into a community and into a city 

and get the kids involved, well, they need a little map of course, but they also 
need imagination. If I could get them involved with space and get them looking 
up at the heavens. You know we have the planets lined up. Last month, the five 
planets lined up.  

[0:15:16] 
 And it would be such a wonderful thing to think about driving in Harlem and you 

had your eight year old looking up, pointing out the planets. Because if we're 
going to go into space and we are, the people who are going to take us are Black 
Americans and Appalachians. There's no question.  

 
 Because these are the two groups of people who welcome the people who are 

unknown. So there's a great history to be explored. But Black kids have got to get 
involved in space because it's just the next thing coming.  

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. I like that. And can you say a bit more about the sense of connecting 

to imagination because it seems as though with schools, a lot of schools 
removing recess time and removing the arts, that some of those important 
elements that develop imagination are not necessarily happening in schools. Is 
there a way that you encourage young people to reconnect to a sense of 
imagination or stay in connection to their imaginations?  

 
Nikki: Well, I think first of all, we have a parental responsibility. And I think that 

sometimes parents are saying, "Well, it doesn't matter. My kid doesn't like 
school." If I were on welfare, which thank God I'm not, I would be up in the 
morning going to school with my child.  

 
 I would be sitting in some of the classes with my child. I would be talking to the 

principal with my child. And if none of that worked or didn't worked with me, I 
would be organizing parents particularly mothers to say, "This is what we need 
to do to look at school."  

 
 We know that school is important. But we also know that what is important is 

the reading, the writing and arithmetic as they say. What's important is the 
basics and then to have the imagination. Asking, "Are you going to paint today? 
Are you going to act today? What poem are you going to recite for us today?"  
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 All of that's important. And parents can't just say, "Well, we're Black and we're 
poor." The hero of this generation I'll bet you is the young woman in Flint, 
Michigan who kept saying, "No. Something is wrong with the water and I'm 
going to find somebody who's going to be able to help me."  

 
 And she looked and looked and looked until she came to Virginia Tech where I 

teach. And I am so proud of Virginia Tech that we did not turn our backs. We said 
to this woman -- she couldn't test the water. She didn't know all that from a hole 
in the wall.  

 
 But she kept looking for us. And when she came to us, we did the right thing. You 

said to me earlier, "Well, what can you do?" What you can do is what you're 
asked to do. Am I making sense?  

 
Nadirah: Can you say more about that?  
 
Nikki: If I can, but you can do what you are asked to do. Because people sometimes sit 

around and they say, "I want to do something. I want to do something that's 
really big and important." And that may not be what it is. What you're being 
asked to do is make biscuits or what you're being asked to do, as I was saying 
earlier, is to go to school today.  

 
 What you're being asked to do is to go out to the park. What you're being asked 

to do is maybe something that you say is little. What you're being asked to do is 
to look at that water and say, "There's something wrong here. I'm going to find a 
solution."  

 
 So you have to do what's available. You can't sit there and decide, "I'm going to 

run for president. That's what's important." What's important is that you make 
sure your kid, as best you can, has clean water. And now of course in Michigan, 
what we need to do is impeach the governor of course.  

 
 And we need to sue the government. The EPA needs to be sued. And as I said 

again, I'm very, very disappointed that the president let this go on as if it didn't 
mean anything to him. And there's no way that a government agent -- a 
government agency should know what's going on and the president is 
responsible. So that's a bit of a disappointment.  

 
 And we see him doing other things, but he should have been in Michigan. He 

should have been in Flint with these people saying, "Let's get this cleared up."  
 
Nadirah: Can you say a bit more also about how parents can get their children engaged in 

community activities and having a sense of pride or ownership in what's 
happening in their communities?  
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Nikki: Well, I think that parents have to have a sense of pride in what's happening in 

their community. And you asked me about hope, but parents have to have hope. 
If you didn't have hope then you shouldn't have been having the children. That's 
not hard.  

[0:20:09] 
 If you're going to birth these children, then you have a responsibility to offer a 

new world. And the parents will say, "Well, nothing's going to change." Then 
what you're laying up having them for if nothing's going to change, then you 
need to do something else.  

 
 You have a responsibility. But the easiest thing in the world is you get up in the 

morning, and I used to and I have a son, you get up in the morning and you go to 
school with them. You check the school not out, but you check the school out. 
You get to know the teachers. You get to see what they're learning.  

 
 Sometimes, you sit down in the class. If somebody had said to me or somebody 

would say to you, "Well, I don't think that you can sit in the class because we 
don't want parents sitting in the class." Then you know something's wrong, don't 
you? 

 
 The minute they don't want you to see what's going on, you know something's 

wrong. You're not a fool.  
 
Nadirah: Very true. That's very true. You mentioned that it's very clear that there are a lot 

of people who are filled with hate and who are acting from that place. Can you 
say something about how people who have been in the position of having this 
hateful energy coming at them for so many years can avoid giving into the hate 
themselves?  

 
Nikki: Well, again, now we're back to slavery. We're back to Middle Passage. If those 

people can come to this country and find a way to love each other and to build 
communities, by what right do we have to let the hate come in? It doesn't even 
make sense.  

 
 And of course we know no matter what we think about five white guys with a 

rifle, we know five white guys with five rifles didn't start the slave trade in Africa. 
We know that Africans sold Africans to Europeans who brought us over here. 
And those people who were bringing, and I say us because I'm a part of that, but 
those people who were bringing us over here, we had to find a way to forgive 
them as we did in Charleston, South Carolina recently.  

 
 When that fool shot those nine people and they came together to say, "We 

forgive you." Not that there's no justice. There's going to be justice because you 
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murdered nine people. But that we forgive you. We're not going to carry this 
hatred in our hearts.  

 
 Why then would you sit in a city and say, "Well, I hate everybody. People are 

hating me." You have to have some hope and you have to decide how your 
community to look. And we have a responsibility to clean it up. We have a 
responsibility to take care of ourselves.  

 
Nadirah: How do you maintain your own personal sense of connection to peace around 

you?  
 
Nikki: Well, first of all I'm the best person I know how to be. That doesn't make me a 

good person and that doesn't mean that there aren't times that I curse people 
out of something. But I am the best person I know how to be and I'm 
comfortable with that and that's the truth.  

 
 And I am totally, totally fascinated with Black Americans and our history because 

I know how important Black American history is to planet earth. I'm in love with 
space. We talked about space earlier. And if I could do it all over again, I would 
be 16 and I would take an engineering course.  

 
 I was a history major, but I really just love what it is that Black Americans have 

brought to that which is new. And we are the only people on earth who have 
come to a land and brought something new and had to make a decision. Are we 
going to stay here? Are we going to be sane? Are we going to be loving?  

 
 And the answer to that is yes. And we have created this land that we're in. And it 

was difficult. You're not going to tell me that you're not trying to, but nobody 
can say, "Oh, they were okay. They understood that it was difficult and that they 
didn't have any place else to go, but they were going to build a community."  

 
 And when you look at the community that Black Americans built, I'm talking 

from slavery up until probably the '50s throughout the '60s. Once we came 
through segregation, we are having some other problems because we let other 
people interfere with how we look at ourselves.  

 
 But it's incredibly important that we look at ourselves through the eyes of our 

ancestors. And they loved us. They thought that we were good people. They 
thought we could be, that we should be good people. And there's no way not to 
love our ancestors. Look at what they built.   

[0:25:00] 
Nadirah: Absolutely. Do you have by any chance an ancestor reverence practice or how do 

you celebrate your ancestors?  
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Nikki: I probably don't worship anything, maybe Jesus. But I know them and I have a 
cousin who's ten years younger. I mentioned my aunt and my aunt is 94. I'm 72. 
And I have a girl cousin, Allison, and she's 62. And so we are the babies in the 
family.  

 
 And she doesn't know our great grandmother who's Cornelia Watson. And 

Cornelia was the free child, was born the free child of slave parents. And I have a 
photograph of Cornelia because it's one of the fewest and rare enough 
photograph. I have a photograph of Cornelia in my bedroom.  

 
 And I don't worship it, but I know what Cornelia went through. And they 

struggled to buy a home, 400 Mulvaney Street. They struggled. My grandfather 
and that was his mother, struggled to buy a home so that my mother could grew 
up in a home and I have a home.  

 
 So I'm not rich. So I don't have a mansion. This is not Downtown Abbey. But I 

have a home and I'm proud of and I keep it clean and I welcome people to it. And 
I know where I come from because I come from people, that's an old expression, 
who kept their eyes on the prize.  

 
 And I'm so proud of them and I'm so proud. And I would not want my ancestors 

to come here, to come back and say, "Well, Nikki, what have you done with what 
we gave you?"  

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. A lot of times it does feel as though just thinking about my own 

experience in my family and what I've seen of my other friends who have black 
mothers, because it does seem that there's a certain kind of special significance 
there, the importance of family, and the importance of recognizing the gifts that 
we received from our family and how that allows us to go out into the world is 
really something that tends to be emphasized. 

 
Nikki: It's true, but you know, well you don't know. But I'm a big fan of Family Feud. I 

love it. And Steve Harvey of course is the best-dressed man in public life. He 
dresses better. The president needs to call whoever it is that dresses Steve 
Harvey.  

 
 And of course Harvey is bald-headed and he's got those dimples. So he's also 

sexy. But the one thing that Family Feud teaches us is that family is not blood. 
Because sometimes blood kin doesn't work. But family is who you come 
together.  

 
 And so I keep saying I want to get on Family Feud and I have one friend who's 

just smart. She's just incredibly smart. And I always say to her, "Well, we can't 
take you to Family Feud." And she's like, "What? I can do it." And I said, "No, 



Nikki Giovanni | February 23, 2016 | p. 11 

because you're too smart and you don't think like --" we asked a hundred a 
people -- "you don't think like a hundred people."  

 
 But I've got one relative and three friends who think like a hundred people do. I 

would love to go on Family Feud and that would be my family. And I have friends 
that I've grown up with that I've known almost all my life. And they are my 
family. Because the blood is one thing, but the family is who you love and who 
loves you. That's what's important.  

 
Nadirah: Another question that you just made me think of is how people, who consider 

themselves activists, can balance doing things that are maybe a little bit lighter 
or that there are elements of fun and joy, while also remaining aware of some of 
the heavier and more upsetting or intense things that we see going on. Is there a 
way that you can suggest or that you can speak to people holding that balance?  

 
Nikki: Oh, you've got to laugh. If you don't ever laugh there's a problem. That's the 

truth. And there are things that you watch that you say, "Oh, that's sad." Some 
of the things you watch you can do something about. Some of the things you are 
watching, you have to recognize other people have jobs, I don't mean working.  

 
 But other people can get it done. You're not the only person that can do 

something. And as we begin to study -- and I'm not picking on Martin at all -- but 
as you begin to study Dr. King a little more, maybe one of the weaknesses was 
that he always thought he was the only person that could speak.  

 
 And though he spoke really well, E. D. Nixon had some things to say, 

Shuttlesworth had some things to say, Fannie Lou Hamer certainly had things to 
say. There were other people that had things to say.  

[0:30:04] 
 Now, Martin would laugh. I didn't know Dr. King. I know people that knew him. 

And they said he would laugh and he did like to eat and that's good. But you've 
got to be a human being. And I know it's one of the problems with Stokely is that 
he was always being serious if there are problems.  

 
 Well, there are going to be problems. There were problems when he was here 

and he's gone and there are problems still. So you're still a human being. And 
what you want to do is you want to be able to laugh. You want to be able to have 
a lovely glass of wine.  

 
 You want to be able to rise to the occasion when you should and you want to be 

able to recognize there's nothing more I can do. I'm going to let somebody else 
tell me what to do or I'm going to let somebody else do it. I think that's 
important.  
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Nadirah: Yeah. You also mentioned that you are one of the babies of your family and 
you're also now 72. Can you share a little bit about just how your perception as 
you look at the world, how your perception has shifted or not since you -- you 
know, from being the baby and now being a person of a certain wisdom and a 
certain amount of experience?  

 
Nikki: Well, I'm just a baby because I had an older sister. But I think that when I look at 

the world -- I grew up at the age of segregation. So I grew up with colored-white 
waiting room, colored only, white only. To this day and you talk about things that 
affects you, I went to the movie a couple of friends two weeks ago.  

 
 And we were laughing about something. Somebody said, "Oh, what's the last 

movie that you went to?" And I laughed. I said, "Well, I can tell you the last 
movie I went to the movie theater, it was the Godfather." So that was, what, 30 
years ago.  

 
Nadirah: Wow! 
 
Nikki: Yeah. Because I grew up in segregation and I didn't want to have to go beg the 

Bijou Theatre in Knoxville, Tennessee to let me walk up the backstairs to be 
entertained. I don't do that.  

 
 I can't even tell you, and I have a son, I can't even tell you when the last time -- 

actually, I don't think I've ever been to an amusement park like Coney Island or 
one of those places. He has been with other people because I'm not trying to 
tamper with his enjoyment. But I wasn't thinking about going so I could ride a 
roller coaster or some crap like that.  

 
 Because to me, all of this is ugly. When I was growing up, we were not welcome. 

And if we're not going to be welcome, I still don't want to go. Nothing has 
changed for me. I didn't want Thomas to grow up having the same attitudes that 
I do. And he now has a daughter. So I'm sure that he must take her so some 
amusement park or some place. I like zoos. So I took him to the Cincinnati Zoo. 
And I took him to when we moved to New York to the Bronx Zoo and some 
things like that. But for the most part, there are things that I don't do. People my 
age don't swim. There are very, very, very few Black American women my age 
who can swim. And that's because again swimming pools were segregated. And 
nothing is going to change on that.  

 
 I don't do it. I'm not unhappy. It's not something where a teacher decision or I'm 

sorry I can't swim. If I had my way I would learn to swim because swimming is 
important. And actually if I had my way, I would make swimming one of the 
things that we teach kids from kindergarten on. I would make sure that every 
school had a public swimming pool. And that we taught youngsters to do a public 
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swimming pool. But if I had my way, we'd also make sure from first grade on that 
every public school child started to learn another language. Mostly Spanish 
because have so many Hispanic people. But China is so important that it'd be just 
incredibly wonderful to teach American youngsters Chinese. So that as they grow 
up, they're getting used to the idea that English isn't the only language. That 
there's something else out there. Am I making sense?  

 
Nadirah: Uh-hmm. Absolutely. Yeah. When you're teaching, is there one certain thing that 

you're really wanting students to get from their time with you?  
 
Nikki: Well, I'm really hoping that they gain confidence because I'm a confident 

individual. And just because I'm confident doesn't mean I think I'm right because 
I don't necessarily think I'm right. I just think I'm trying to do better.  

 
 And I say to my students in school that started back for this semester, I say to 

them all the time, "There's no such thing and there isn't as a mistake. Everything 
is something that you learn." 

[0:35:00] 
 So if we were a math problem and we said, "Five plus five equals nine." It's not 

that five plus five is wrong. It doesn't equal nine. It's that you have learned that. 
So rather than say, "I made a mistake." You have to say to yourself, "Oh, I have 
learned a lesson." And everything that we do is about learning. And so once you 
take that in, your confidence in yourself can grow.  

 
Nadirah: As we are drawing to a close on this interview, do you have something that 

people who are listening can take and start applying to their lives? Some way 
that they can go out into the world that they're living in right now and start 
making changes or doing something so that they're feeling like they are 
contributing to the world that they're being a part of?  

 
Nikki: Well, I think it's so important that you say to yourself, "I'm all right. I'm doing a 

fairly good job." It's important to look in the mirror and say, "I'm free. I look all 
right and I'm doing the best that I can do." It's important to smile.  

 
 Every day, you got to smile about something. If I have a day that nothing makes 

me smile I really start to worry. You have to smile. Something has to go right. 
And of course, I believe in food. I'm a big fan. So every day, you want to cook a 
little something that you enjoy. I'm mentioning my aunt, right, and her name is 
Agnes. And when Agnes called to say is it okay if she comes to visit, which is fine 
by me. I knew the next thing I had to do was make chitlins because she loves 
chitlins. 

 
 So I went out and I bought ten pounds of chitlins. Well, you know how long it 

took me to clean them. I don't have to tell you any of that. But I cook pretty good 
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chitlins. But it's just good to do something for somebody else. It can be very 
small, but just that. So that when she came, when we had lunch the next day, I 
could share chitlins. And she was happy. She's an old woman. She's 94 years old. 
So you could say, "Well, it didn't change the world that you made chitlins for 
her." No, but it said to her, "I love you." And that's only fair. It's only fair that you 
love somebody.  

 
Nadirah: That's beautiful. Thank you, Nikki Giovanni, for taking the time to speak with us 

today. I really appreciate what you've shared. And I just wish you so many 
beautiful blessings as you continue doing your work. Thank you for the work that 
you do.  

 
Nikki: Well, thank you and it's wonderful. But I say again, Black Americans are 

incredible people. So it's important that our listening audience and everybody 
else learn something about us, about the people we are and what we have 
created and what we brought. Because you can't live in today, you have to look 
for what happened in the past and what's going on tomorrow. Anything else is 
going to make you crazy. And you're not allowed to be crazy. You have to go 
forward. So thank you very much.  

 
Nadirah: Thank you and thank you to everyone who's listening to this session. And I hope 

that you will be sure to join us for the next session.  
 
[0:38:13] End of Audio 
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