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Introduction

James Berry's Dreaming Black Boy and Olive Senior's Birdshooting Season both show children 
learning where society places them. Berry presents a Black boy whose wishes reveal the daily 
effects of racism, invisibility, and restricted opportunity. Senior presents boys and girls watching 
a Caribbean hunting ritual that teaches them gender roles before they fully understand them. 
Both poems explore childhood, oppression, and social conditioning, but Berry focuses on racial 
exclusion while Senior focuses on gendered tradition and inherited inequality.

Central shared theme: childhood socialisation under oppression, especially how children learn 
the limits society places on their voice, freedom, and future roles.

Childhood and restricted freedom

Both poems present children as limited by forces they did not create.

In Dreaming Black Boy, the speaker repeatedly says "I wish," showing that basic forms of dignity 
remain out of reach. He wishes his teacher's eyes would not "go past" him, and he wishes he 
could travel "every crisscross way of the globe." These wishes reveal a child whose freedom is 
restricted by racism, whether in the classroom, in travel, or in wider society.

In Birdshooting Season, the children are placed on the "doorstep," a powerful symbol of 
limitation. They stand between the adult world and childhood, watching the men leave with 
guns. The boys imagine future access to male power, while the girls whisper for the birds to 
escape. Their freedom is shaped by gender before they can choose it for themselves.

Social conditioning

Both poems show that oppression is learned through everyday experience.

Berry's speaker has internalized racism so deeply that he holds back "when answer comes." 
This is one of the poem's quietest but most painful images. The boy knows the answer, but 
he has learned that speaking may not bring recognition. Racism has moved from the outside 
world into his own self-confidence.
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Senior shows social conditioning through contrast between boys and girls. The "little boys" 
are "longing to grow up birdhunters too," meaning they already desire the masculine role set 
before them. The "little girls" whisper "Fly Birds Fly," identifying not with the hunters but with 
the vulnerable birds. Gender roles are not explained in a speech; they are absorbed through 
ritual, observation, and silence.

Oppression and silence

Both poems connect oppression with forms of silence.

In Dreaming Black Boy, silence comes from invisibility. The teacher's eyes "go past" the boy, and 
his own answer is held back. The speaker's voice exists in the poem, but within the world of the 
poem he is not fully heard. His repeated wishes become a substitute for the direct recognition 
he lacks.

In Birdshooting Season, silence belongs especially to women and girls. The women are 
"contentless," but they do not openly protest. The girls do not shout; they whisper. This 
quietness suggests that dissatisfaction exists, but it has no accepted public voice. Senior 
presents silence as a sign of gendered powerlessness.

Imagery of power

Both poets use imagery to show how power operates.

Berry uses images of movement, education, and light. He wants to be educated "to the best of 
tune up," to travel freely, and to have his "inside eye a sun." These images show the fullness 
of what he desires: not survival only, but development, movement, and brilliance. Racism is 
oppressive because it blocks this growth.

Senior uses the imagery of guns, hunting, food, and birds. The men "make marriages with their 
guns," making weapons central to male identity. The birds become symbols of vulnerability, 
and possibly of the women and girls who wish for escape. Power in Senior's poem is ritualized 
and cultural, built into the season itself.

Tone and emotional effect

The tones of the poems differ, but both are quietly painful.

Berry's tone is wistful, tender, and restrained. The boy does not rage openly. Instead, the 
repetition of "I wish" builds a soft but devastating sense of denied humanity. His final wish 
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that nobody else should carry his "terrible burden" gives the poem moral generosity despite 
its pain.

Senior's tone is understated and ironic. She does not directly condemn the men, but details 
such as "contentless women" and "tomorrow's sport" expose the imbalance. The quiet ending, 
with girls whispering for birds to fly, leaves the reader with suppressed resistance rather than 
open rebellion.

Conclusion

Both Dreaming Black Boy and Birdshooting Season present childhood as a stage where social 
inequality is learned and felt. Berry's poem shows a Black boy struggling against racism that 
limits his confidence, movement, and aspirations. Senior's poem shows children absorbing 
gender roles through a cultural ritual that privileges men and silences women. Together, the 
poems reveal that oppression often begins early, not through one dramatic event, but through 
repeated lessons about who is allowed to speak, move, and belong.


