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e

s 10 an enduring prblic carees. Written ac the urging of friends who
were overwhelmed and fuscinated by the stories she wid ebout her child-
hood, her grandmother :n Ariansas, ard her mether in Celifornie, An

aelou recalls thar she was “roped” into writing Lhis first volume

At the rioe, Towas real.y soly concersied wich poetry, though Unad writter: «

clevision serics. Jomes Baldwin rock me tou party at Jules and Judy Feiffers

herre. W enjoved each other smmensely anid aat up unti thiee o four
oclodls s the o diinking woteh and welling tales, The aex meraing
Judy Feiffer calludd u Trierd of bers at Random House and said, ~You know
the: et Maya Angelout T vair can get her o write a bouk. * Whan
Rohert Lonmis, fudy's fiend and m sditor ot Randotn House called. 1 1old
him 1hat [was not interested. . hen T went to Calitarnia to sroduce a series
for WNIT Tuamis called me v or theee times, but {eontinued ta say that
Lwas o isterested. Uhen, Lam sure, ke talked 5o Baldwin becase he used

ploy which Lan not proud sy U hasesr't gaisnd contol of yet, U cdled

and s “Miss Angelou, 10 beens e talking 1o you. But Toa rather gla
ehat voudecisded not ro wiie ar anohagraphy beciise o write en annhi
N

thar's an avea | don't hase control of yer at this age. (he minuts somsone

sk, ” Lsaid, “Then 11 o i

ography i Jilexaturs is . most dili-eul

sis e’ a1l af wny errgy goos up and [ aay. “Ves, 1 ean.” | beliee all
things ere passdls for u human being, end - dan’s thinl there is arything in

the world L't dee!

Ou Vebruary 12, 1970, the date on which Caged fird was launched pub-

v, critios had po reason 1o tink thut a lisst book by an envertainment

fiel:

personaiity would he of narticular imostance, although on that dey the

Took reccived a noteworthy review in the New Yort Tises Shortly there
after, in the Murch 2, 1970, edition of Newsveek, crizic Robert A, Gross praised

it “was more that a sous deJorce of aguige or the

Caged Bird, voting th
story of childbood sullering hecause it quietly and gracefully porteags and

Faps tibute 1 the courage, dignity and endurance of the sk, rural

Southern Black communiry in which
years i the rgia's ™ At about thi same time, Edroued Puller observed in

Angelou? spent most o[ her carly

his Walt St jounnal reviess that “only the early sigus ol artistry and intel-
fectual range ave in this story, but their fulfillment ane s cuident i the

molishments of Maya Angelows variud career.” Bo
aged Hird an mark.ag

writing a5 the
fore the ead of he year, sther rrirics were heralding

c

the beginming of 4 new cra in e consciousness of black men snd women

and creating a distinetve phace in black autobogrephi tradition

Caged Bind s @ carcfully concedved record of a young grl's slow and
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. o+ .

We are a tongued folk. A race of singers. Our lips
shape words and chythms which elevate out sprits
and quicken our blood. . . . I have spent over
fifty years listening ta my people.

—AMaya Angelou

Tthink of my life and the lives of everyone who has

ever Hved, or will ever live, s not just joumeys
thraugh time but as sacred journeys.

--Frederick Bucchner.

The Sacred Journey

The fongest journey is the journey inwards.
—Dag Hammarsljild, Markings

NTIL MAYa aNGLEoU published the frst volume of her auto-
biography, no onc could have predicied that she would achicve such
popular recagnision, as distinct from the esteem that many black writers,
such as Sterling Brown. Langstor. Hughes, Gwendolyn Broaks, Robert
Hayden, and Margaret Walker, had long enjoyed in academic and lirerary

circles. J Know Why the Caged bind Sings. published in 1970, broke prourd in

ters of eritical accleim, and large sales throughout the country presaged

the success soon alterward of such wrizers as Rosa Guy, Leuise Merri
witlier. Verta Mae Grasveaor, aud Alice Walker

Maya Angelou started writing selatively lae in life and was forty-one
wheis £ Know Wiy the Cagad Bind Sougs (herealier called Cagad Bird) was pub
lished. Fer adult fife up to then had been a dizzgiig succession of mini-
careers, many of which are desciied 1n the five volumes of the uutobiogra-
phy. tor Angelow, however, the autobingrashical mode was (o become the

21
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is. And when it's dene, then yor can laugh, have a pot of hears., struke
some child’s head, or skip dosn the sureet

writer?

TATE: What i your respon ibility

ancaLon: My responsiility as a wriser is 1o b as good as Tean be at oy

craft. So bstudy my raft. [ don't simply write what Lcel, let it all hang out
Uty baloney, That's no craft at all. Learning the crafr, understending
what language can da, gaining control of the lnguage, cuubles one to
miake people weep, ke them laugh, cven make them go to war, You can
dor this by learning Eow to harness the power of the word. So studying my

craft i ore of my responsibilitics. The other is 10 be &s goad @ human being

as T possibly ca be so that ance | have achicved control of the linguage, T
don't force my woaknesses on a public who pxght then pick them ap and
abuse themselves
During the sixties s
less liberties with youmg people. They tald them “we twra an, e in, and

ne lecturers went 10 aniversittey and took thought

drop out.” People still do that. Uhey go ta universities, and students will
Vs Vs BrotherSister So wnd-Sa, these

teachers hure at this institation wren’t happening, like what should

ask them, “Mr

3 and-So, Ms

we do? Meny leciurers have sald, “Don’t take il Walk our! let your
protest be scen.” That lecturer then gots an a plane, first-cass, with o

double scatch on-the racks, jets off 1o San fuan, Puerta Rico, for a fow

days' vt then travels w soire other place whete he ot she js being paid
o 1o three thonsand dollars o speak. Those young people risk wnd
somatimer lose theic scholastic lives on that zoons because someoady’s
beon irvesporssible. | loathe that, 1wl not do it 1 rosponsible. T an (rpling
tobe respomsible

So fiest, Um wways 1oying o e 4 better human heing, and second, 1

continue to learn my craft. Then, when T aave somathing positive o say,
car say it beattifully. Thas's my resporsibihty

L1 Do you see any distiictions in the ways black male and female writ
exs dramatize their themes and seloct sign:ficant events ? This s « gencral

queestion, hut perhaps there is some Basis for analysis. Gayl fotzes responded

Lo this question by saying she thought wamen teaded w deal with cvents

concerning the family, the commamty, personal ovents. hat were not

thought to be importane by male wiiters. She sail that mase

aenetally
writers tended 1o select “represcntative” events for the significant events in
their works. Tont Bembure said sac theught women writers were con-
cerned with developing a circumscribed place from which the stozy waukl

wnold. 1ave you observed such patterns inn your reading?
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sho's going over to Bonita's, where there is a gaod party going on. Also,
black svemen arc the nurturers of children in our community, White
women arc in u different position in theit soctal istirutions. White men,
who are in effect thetr futhers, husbands, brothers, their sons. nephesws,
and uncles, say to white women, or imply in any case: *T don't really need
you to run my institutiors. | necd you in coxtain places and in those places
vou must be kept- i the hedroow, in the kitchen, v the possery, and m
the pedestal.” Black wornen have never been told this. Black women have
ot bistarically swod in the pupit, but that doesst undermine the Gt
that they built the chusches and maintain the pulpits. The people who
have historically been heads of institutions m black communities have:

never said to black women ~and they o, are their fathers, husbands,
brothers, thair sons, nephews, and uncles—We dont need you in our insti-

tutions.” So thexe s « fundamental diff

rurce

One of the problemss Lsce thar faces Hlack women in the cighties, just as
it has in the past two decades. has been dealt with quite well in Michele
Wallace's Bluck Macho and the Myth of the Superwonsn. A nimber of black men in
the sitics fell for a terrible, rerrible ploy. Thay felf that in cxder to be total
cn to

and free and independent and powerful, they had to be like white

their women. So shere was a terrible time when black men told their

women that if you really love mc. you must walk three steps behind me.
Ltry to Jive what I consider a *postic existence.” That means T take e

sponsibility for the air I breath and the space 1 take ap. | try to be imamed
ate, o be totally present for all my work. 7t This intervies with you s
prime example of this, Tam withdrawing from the griel that awaits me
ysell,
for your wark, and for the peopke who will tead it, 50 1 can tell you exactiy

over the death of someane dear so st 1 ran be present for you, for m

tuw T feek and what T think and try 1o answer your questions as cheer
fully—if | feel cheerful  as | can. That to me is poetic. | try for concen-
trated consciousness which [miss by more than half, bt 'm uying.

141 How do you fit writing info your lifci

ANGRLOU: Writing is a part of my life; cooking is a part of my lifc. Making
love

a part of my lifes walking down the street is a part of it. Writing do-
munds more ime, but it takes from all of these other activities. They all

feed into the writing | think ir’s dangeraus 10 concerr: oneself too damned

mmuch with "being an axfist” Vs more Importunt to get the work done,
You don't have to concern yonrself with it, just get it done. The pondering
pose-the back of the hand glued against the forehead—is baloney. People

spend more Lume pasing than petting the work done, The work is all chere
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Califoruia and produced my series for ®NEI Toomis called rwo or three

times, and T said, “No, I'ea not interestod. Thark you so much.” thea, ['m
sure he talked 10 Badwin lecause he used a ploy which 'm nor proud
1o say | haven't gained control of vet. He called and said, “Miss Angelou.
it's been nive talking to vou. U rather ylad o decided not 1o write e
autobiography because to write ar autobiography as literature is the most

diffic ]t thing anyone conld do.” 1 said, “PIE do -0 Nusw thats an avea |
don't have control of yet at this age. The minute someone says | can't, <ll

at 'm still unable 1o s

1y encrgy goes up and [say, what? W, that you

may be wrong and walk aviy, 'm rot pleased with that, L want to get

beyond that
rare: How did you selut Lhe events to present in the aurabiographies?

ANGLELGU: Some events stoad out in my mind mare than others. Some,
thaugh, were never recsrded because they cither were so bad or so paintul,
that there was no way to write about them honestly and artistically with
out making them melodramatc. They would have taken the book off its

course. All my work, my life, cverything is ahout sursival. All my waork is
meant to say, “You may encounter many defeats, but you must ot be de

foeted” T fact, the encountering miay be the very experience which creates

the vitality and the power to endu

cre: You are a writer. poet, director, composer, lyri

ist, dancor, singer,
jowrnalist, wacher, ard locturcr, Can vou say what te source of such cre-

ative diversity is?

aneLow: Tdon'tdo the dancirg anymore. The rest ry. Ehelicve talent is
fike electricity. We don’t understand electricity. We use it Electriony mekes

o judgment. You can plug o it and Light up  lamp, heep a heart pomp
going, light a cathedral, or you zan clectrocute & person wit it. Flectricity
wil” do all that. I makes no judguyevt. T think

nyone an Jearn the crafl of

ent is like that [ helieve

every person is born with talent, J beliove a

painting and gaint

1 bel:eve all things are possble for a human heing, and I don't think
chere’s anything 1 the world 1 ran't do. OF course, [ean's be five toot four
because I six feet tafl. Tean’t be a man because I'm a woman. The physi
cal yills are yisn 1o me, just like having two arms s a gift. In my creative

source, wherevar that is, 1 don't sce why | can't sculpt. Why shoulda’t
Hueman beings sculpt. T'm a aman heing. [ refuse o indulge any man-
made differences botween myself and another buman beirg. Lwill not do

i P ot going to ive very long, I | live another fifty years. it's mat very
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ANrO: T find thise observations intresting, Tn fact, the question s very
interesting. I think black male writers do deal with th particular, but we
are so conditioned by a sexist society that we tend to think when they do so
that they mean it representutionally: and when black fomales deal with the
particular they only mean it as stch. Whether we look at works by Richard
Wright. James Baldwin, or John Kiflens-~P'm thinking of noveliss—we
immediately say this is & generalization: this is meant as an overvicw, a ;

crocosmic view of the world at large. Yet, il we look atworks by Toni Mor-
rison or Toni Bambara, it we look at Alice Walker's work or Hurston's, Rosa
Guy's, Louise Meriwcether's, or Paule Marshall’s, we must say that these

works are meant as general statements, aniversal statements. I Daddy Wasa

Nusbers Runner by Louise Meriwether|is pot a nvicracasm of a macrocosm. [
don’t know what it is. If Paule Marshzll's Chosen Place and Timeless People is not
a microcosm, 1 dort know what it is. [ don’t know whar Ruly by Rosa

Guy]isif it is not a microcosm of a larger world. {see everybody’s work as

an example of the particalar, which is indicative of the general, | don’t see

any difference really, Whether it’s Claude Browe's or Gayl Jopes's. I can

lowok at Muheid in e Pramived fund and at Coreegidana and see that these writ-
ers arc talking abaut particular situations and yet about the general
human condition. They arc instructive for te generalities of vur Tives.
‘Therelore, I won't indulge inherent distinctions hetween men and women
writers

TATE: Do you consider your quartet to be autobiographical novels or

autobiographics

aneELOU They arc autobiographics, When 1wrote | Know Why the Caged Bird
Sings, 1 wasn't thinkig so much about my owt: Life or identity. 1 way think-
sug about « parsicular time v which T lived and the influences of that time
on a numher of people. Tkept thinking. what about that time? What were

the people axound young Maya dong T used the central figure—-myself
as afocus to show how ane person can make it through those times

I really got roped into writing The Caged Bird. At that time [ was really
only ¢
way, fames Baldwin took me to & perty at Jules Leiffer's house. [¢ was just
the four of us: Jimmy Baldwin and me, Jules Feiffer and his wife, at that
time Judy Leiffer. We sat up unuil three or four o'clock in the moming,

erned with paetry, though I'd written & television sevies. Any

drinking scotch und telfing tales. ‘The next morning fudy Feiffer called «
friend of hers at Random touse and seid, “You know the poet, Maya An
gelou? If you can get her 1o write a book. . . " Thea Robert Loomis at
Random House phoned, and Tsaid, "No, I'n not interested.” I went out to
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stands my work rhythm, and 1 uaderstand his. We respect cact: other, but
the nit-picking does come. 11l say, “This hothers me-—on page twelve,
line three, why do you have a comma theret Do vou mean 1o break 1he

flow

vk How do you feel about your past wurks?

aNarion: Generally, | forger them. P totally free of them, They b
their own life. 1've done sell by them, or | did the best [ could, which 1 all
I can say. T'm not eavalier about work anymore than 1 am aboat sitting
hete with you, or cooking a meal. or cleaning my house. I've tried to he t

tally present, so that when ' inished with a piece o work. Fm fnished. T
ork City at the Waldaor!

Astorii some years age. | think | was with my sister Jriencs Rosa [Gavl,

remember one occasion when we were in New

Paule [Marshall], wed Louise Meriwether|. We were stbng at « rble near
the bandstand during some tribute for somconc, and L't people staring at
me. Somcone was singing, say, stage left, and some peaple were perform
ing  dauce. Tt was very nice, bat [felt people staring: so 1 turned around.
and they were, My sister friends were all swiling. | wonderod what was
happening. | had been folowing the perforiance. Well. it tormed out that
the singer was doing a piece of ming, anc they bad chorcographed 1 dance
toit. Thad forgotten the work altogether. 1he work, once completed, daes
not need me. The work Im sorking on needs my total concentration. The

ane that's Anished coesretbelong 1o me anymare. [thelongs roirse!f,

TaTE: Would you comment on your title selections:

AnGELGU: As you prodably know, h tizle ¢ Krow Wy the Caged Bid Sings is
¢ Nume,

from Paul Tanrence] Dunbar’s “Sympathy.” Cather Togaker m iy

though it does have a Biblical orign, cores from the fact 1 saw so many
adults lying to o mang young peopke, lying in their teeth, saying, *You
Know, when | was young, Tnever would kave done Why I couldn’t.
Tshoubdn't > Iying, Yaurg peaple knos whea you're lying: sa i
thought for a1l those parents and nonparents alike wao have hed about
theis past. Tsill el i
Singin'® and Suingin’ oul Gettin” Merry Like Christmas comes from a time in the
On Sat
- night frorm around nine when they'd give these partics, through the
ncal,

weentios aid thirtics whan black people used to have rent partics
wrdag

next morning when they would go to church and have the Sunday
antit cacly Sunday evening was the time when everyone was encouraged
Lo sing and swing and get merry like Christras 5o one would have some
fuel with which 1o live the rest of the week
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Yer the white world remained wn ever-hovering, dreaded hreat. Towl

wwareness of this threat led to a clearly defined pacrern of bebavior on the

prart ol Bl ks annd ruspect for certain coces of vonduct if one was (o survive
in the South. One respecicd, though unwritien, Jaw was *“Ie less fane
satd! o Whitefolks (o to even pwhitetrash) the betwer.” Morcaver, as An-
aetou writes, Momuea “didnt cotton fo the ads tha: Whitelolk could be
Lalked 1o at all withour tisking ave’s life.” 1

Angelow's consciousrass o the oppession suffered by black Americans

is huned by the re

tics of Maya's daily experience, the must cilficull of

whizh force ber w acknowledge that Fhe Crandmother anderson. Unile

Willie, wnd Bailey-— Tike all thuse she knows t be good and worthy ~sbe is

aparchension,

also bound 1o e affected hy forces autside her control or

Angelou recalls & panfully confusing incident that oceurred wher she
was 1on yees old, an iocident that she later would judge to be o pivoral ex-
perience in her initiarion because it aght her an imposzact lesson about
her grandmother's abilizy to survive and triumph in a hostile environ-
ment. The icident insslves three young white girls who are known to
nettle blacks aad who have come unto Grandmather Hendersow's prop-
¢rty 1o taunt the older black wo.pan with theb rudeness. o ape hr os

and 1o address her nsolentily by her first name,

ture and manncriss

I hrouglout this scene, she stands solidly on her pozels, smilng and hum
ming 4 hyma. When theiv actions produce no resuls, the irly wn w
other means of mackery, maging Jaces at Mrs. Henderson, whispering

obscenitics. and doing Fandstands. The soung Maya, sha abserves this

e the store and safters huailiagon for her grand

painful seene frorr. in

mother, wants to confront the girls directly. hut she realizes that she is “as

Clearly mprisoned behind the seone as e actors outside are confned to

1heir rales. 20
Trsoughout the inaident, Mrs. Lenderson is a piblar of strength wd
. they yell outin suc

digaity, standing tali and firm, As the girls take Jea
cossion, “Bye, Annic.” Never rurning her head to acknowledge their de.
parture or unfolding hee ans, she responds, “Bye. Miz Tlelen. 'bye Miz
Rath, hye Mis Eloise.”! Furaged by her grandmothers seeming sub
servience and powerlossness. My crics bitterls. Later. however, when ske
looks up into the face of her grandmother. who is quictly standing nves
aclou re-

a brown mwon that ‘shines” on jher.” A

het, she sees her face as

calls this moment:

She was heautiul. Somcthung hac happened out there, which 1 coutdn'y

completely cnderstacd, Tt | conld see thar ske was hagpy. Then she bent
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Tong, So I should indulge somebody clse’s prejudice at their whin and not
Sor my own convenience! Never happen! Not me!

Tari: How do you integrate protest in your work?

ANGRLOU: Protest is an mherent part of my work. You can't just not write
abous protest themes or not sing about them. Jt's a part of life. I T don's
agree with a part of life, then my work has to address it.

T remember in the carly fifties [ read a ook, Do Casmurra. [t was written
by Machado De Assis, 3 nincteenth ceatary Brazilian. ] saought it was very
good. A month luter | thought aboat the book and went back and rercad it.
Two months later | read the ook aguin, und six months later T realized the
sensation that | had had while reading the book was s 1f I had walked
down 1o a beach to watch a sunset. [ had watched the sunset and turned
around, only o find that while [ had becn standing there the tde had
come in over my head. Tdecided to write Jike that. T would never get on a
soapbox; mstead, [ would pull in the reader. My work is intended to be
slowly absorbed into the systerm on decper and deeper lovels.

L Would you describe your writing process?

ancEzou: Lusually get ap at about 5

0. and I'm ready to have coffee by 6,
usually with ray hushand. He goes off to his work around 6:30, and I go off
to mine. Lkeep a hotel room in which 1 do my work -4 tiny, mean room
with just & bed, and sometimes, if [ can find it, a face basin. 1 keep a dictio

nary, a Bible, a deck of cards and & bottle of sherry in tae room. Ty to get
thete around 7, and I work until around 2 in the afternoon. I the work is
going badly, I stay until 1z30. I it's going well, Pl stay as long as it's guing
well. Its loncly, and it's marvelous. | edit while Pm working. When 1 wome
home at 2. | read over what Ive written that day, and then try to putit out
of my mind. I shower, prepare dinner, su that when my hushand comes
Tome, I'm not totally absorbed in my work. We have a semblance of & nor

mal Jife, We have a drink topether and have dinner. Mayhe after dinuer
Il read 1o him what Pve written tat day. He doesn't comment. | don't
invite comments from anyone but my editor, but hearing it aloud is good.
Sometimes I hear the dissonance; then Tl iry to straighten it out in
the marning. When I've finished the creative work and the cditing and
have six hundred handwritten pages, I sead it to my edicr, Then we both
begn 10 work. Fve kept the same editor through six books. We havea rela-
tionship that’s kind of fimous among publishers, since oftentimes witers
skift from one publisher to another for larger advances. T just sty with my

own editor, and we'll be together as lang = he and T are alive. 1le under
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thine eyes from tears: for thy work shall be rewarded” (Jeremiab 3116). A
strongly devour woman, Grandmorher Henderson hegins cach morning,
with a traditional prayer of thanks and supplication. one often beard n
black American chuches through mdividual witess and testimony:

Our Father, thank you for letiing e see this New Day. Thank you that you

didn't allow the ded Tlay on lust might 1o be my cewiing board, nor nay blan-

ket ry winding sheet. Guide my feet this day alorg the stzaight wnd parrow,
amd helg 1nc 1o put a bridle on my tongue. Bless this house and everybody

ir it Thank you, in the nane of Yous Sun, Jesus Chieist, Anwen 17

To Grandmother 1lenderson, God is a real and personal riend. n the spirit
of many black Americans of hev time, her understanding of Biblical teach-

ings has persuaded her that blacks arc God's choson vesscls. that He wilk
punish those who torment TTis people. As God protected the fews from
Pharcah, she believes that God, in Fis own tine and in His own way, will
provect and defiver blacks. Linil that day comes, she reaches Maya aud Bai-
ley to rely on the promiscs of a just Ged, to avoid contact with whites
where possible, and to foilow the pats of lifc that she ard her generation
had found to b s

le o

5. She also teachos them to respect picty and those
customary laws that governed all areas of a *good” child’s life and bebav.

for. According to this rigid code, cleanliness s nest 10 Codliness, dirtinesy
the inventor of misery. An impudent child is not anly datested by God and
ashurme to s parents. but will also bring Jestruction ta its house and life

Through the purity of her life and the quality of her discipline, Mrs. Annic
Henderson demonstrates thar, by ceotering onc’s being in Ciod, one can
enddure and mitigate the cltects of an unjust world, Angelou nternalizes
these stlent lessons, Indeed, she owes much of her clarit;

of vision to her

grandmother, who though not wways able to protect h

from the exterior elimate of hate, refuses to diminish herselfl as a human

elf and family

being by succumbing to bitterness o1 hy engaging in aggressive, setaliatory

behavior. Tike any caring sdult who bas been charged with the responsi

flity of

caring a child, Mrs. Hendrson kiows that she must not only in-
terpres soczety to Maya but also equip her with the perticent skills and atti-
tades thet will allow her 1o survive, White she is often unrelenting in her
punishmen: (ie.. when she gives Maya a severe hoating for using the
expression *hy the way”) and has little time or inclination to verbalize af-
fecton, Mrs, Henderson does manage Lo usher Maya safely through her
chiildbaud and early adolescence

Angelou recalls that in Stamrps “segregation was sa complete that most
Black chifidren didn’t really, absolutely know what Whises looked Hike "
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sncion: There were two men wha probably favoed my writing aobi

tion more than any sthers. They were Paul Laurzace Dunbar and Wlliun

speare. | love them. ¢ love the rhythm and sweetness of Dunbar's
dialeet verse. | love “Candle Lighting " ime” and “Listle Brown Badv.” Tatso
Tove James Weldon [ohnson's “Creation.

Tam also impressed by livirg writers. ['m impressed with James Bali
wiin, § continue to see not only his craftsmanship but his courage. Thar
mcans & lot to me. Courage may be the most impertant of ol the virtues
because withoul it onc cannot practice any other viriue with consistency.
P imjpressed by Toni Morrison « geeat deal. 1 Tong for her nes works. [
inprossec by the growth of Rosa Guy. I'm imprassed by Ant: Petry, P in
oy Toward
Jemwsalem, containg short picees, which arc absolutely stunning. T woald

pressed by the wark of Joan Didion. Her first collection, Sioa

walk fifty blocks in high heels to buy the works of any of these wiiters. T'm

wvountry girl,so that means 4 fot

w15 Have wny of vour works been msunderstood?

ANGTTU A number of people have askd me why Lweare about the rape

i ] Kirew Wi fhe Cage Bivd Sungs. They wanted to know why 15:d to tell that

rape hiappens i the black community. T wanted people (s tsat the man

was not totally an ogre. The hard thing about wiiting ot direvting or pro
dusing s 1o moke sure one decsnt make the negative person Ltally nega

live. | ey 1o tell the truth and presceve it i all artistic forms.
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hands on the sick and

down and touched me as mothers of the church la
affficred —md | quieted.

“Go wash yoa face, Sister.” And she went behind the candy counter and
humred. “Glory. glory, hallelujalr, when Ty my burden dows.”

T threw well water on my face and used the weekday handkerehief 1
blow my nose, Whatever the contest had been aut frunt, i knew Momma
had won 22

This scene is @ dramatic, symbolic re-greation of the kind of spiritual
death and regeneration Angelou experienced during the shaping of her

developmens. But it is also 2 vivid recapturing of blackiwhitc Lensions in
the South of the 19505, On the cne hand, three white girls, attempting to

use their race as an overbear black wornan

g

st of power, trea: a
like another child, practicing the rieuals of white power with the full sanc-
fion of the white communiry and artempring to reduce the black woman

o their Jevel. On the other hand, the black swoman chooses the dignified
course of silent endurance. Although Mrs. Tlenderson knows that she

must accord the girks some modicum of respect, she refascs to recognize
them as anything but white childron, vefuses to register their offensivencss
Secking to prescrve her own in-
tegrity and to transeend the ugliness of their acsions, Mes. Henderson wins
a psychological victary by using this weapon to transcend the limizations
of her social world 23

or humanits, refuses 1o play their game.

White dominance intrudes on other oceasions that also teach Maya vital

lessons in courage and survival and open et eyes to the fact that she be-
longs to an oppressed class. In Uncle Willi, for example, she sccs the d

peril of being black and crippled when e s forsed to hide in the potato bin

when the sheriff casually warns CGrandmother Henderson that local shite

Tynchers will be on a rampage in the hlack community. Through shis terri-
Fring expericnce, Maya learns that lameness offers no protection from the
wrath of igots.

Other occasions provide proof of a predatory white world and of white
ritualistic violence against the black male—for example, when Bailey sees
the castrated body of a black man. Herrificd by what he has seen but not
andesstood, Bailey begins to ask questions that are dungerous for 4 young
black boy in the Arkansas of 1940. The incident leads Angelou to conclude
hitterly that “che Black woman in the South who raises sons, g
and nephews had her heartstrings tied to @ hanging noose."! Years later,
when Angelou must fight for the opportunity to become the first black
person hired as a vonductor on the San Francisco streetears

ndsons

she learns that
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Just Give Me o Cool Drink of Waaser 'fore 1 Disie rfers vo my belief that we as
s are still so innocent that we think we could ask our

indisiduals ir. a vpee
murderet just beforc he puts the final wrench upon the throat, “Would
yau please give me a cool drink of water?" he would do so. That’s inno
cence. s lovely.

The wne of Ok, Pray My Wings Are Gawia it Me Wel! originally comes
from a skave holler, and the words feom a ninetecnth century spiritual

O, pray my wings v g fi e el
Funis tay dowe his ey eadd
i thene o at the s of el

T lay dven shis heavy bos

T planned to put all the things bothering me—-my heavy Toad—in that
hook, and let them pass

The title poem of And SHil I Rise refers to the indomitable spiris of black
people. Here's u bit of it:

Yooy write e dout, i hstery
With you biter, twisted lis,
oty oo me i the very st

B it s, T s

vaTr: Can black women writers help carify or help to resolve the black
sexist debate that was rekindled by Nrozake Shange's Yor Coiared Cirls Who

Have Considered Yiicxie When the Ruimbow £y Fenf and Michele Wallace's Hack

Machn asd the Myth of she Spenvoman?

ancon: Neither Miss Shange nos Miss Watlace staried th,

dialogue, so ¢
wouldo’t suggest any black womap s going (o stop it. If anything could
have clarified the dialogue, Tom Morrison's The Sony af Sobomen siould have
been the work to d that. | don't know i that is a chore or a goal black
women writers should assume. Jf somcone fecls so inclined, ther. she
shoulc go on and do it

Feerything good tends to clarify. By good 1 mean well written and welt
rescarched, Hhore is nothing so strong,

s an idea whose time has come. The
wrter—-male or female—who is meant to clarity this issue will do sa. T,

s alor that hasn't

myself. have no encauragement i that dircction. Th
seen said. le may be necessary

o hear the male view of For Coloved Gals &
book or spoken upon the stage. 1e may ke necessary, and [know it will be

vory painful

raris What writers have influenced vour sorki
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CASERODKS IN CONTEMPORARY FICTION

i Fditor, Wilfiam £, Andrews

With the contirued sxpansivn of the fiterary canan, multicultural werks of mod-
e Jiterary fiction have assumed an increasing ‘mpurtanc: for students and
schulies of American literarase. Casebeoks in Contensparary Fiction assembles hey
documents and criticism concerniag these works that have s recently hecome

cential gunponents of the American eratare surriculua, 1he maorits of e

caschooks treat ficrional works; however, hecause the line between autobiography

annd frtion iy often bnrred i comzaposasy Terre, & siali naler af case

baoks will specialize in autobiogzaphics! ficcion or even straight autcbiography.

vrical context

i casehoax will rprng dacumens elating o the work's i

and voception, repressntats ¢ critical essays, aa isterciew with the suthor, and 2

<1 tine, an cccessible feeum

seloctad bibliogrephy. Uhe series wil provide, for the

in which readers can come o a huller understanding of these conteraporary

rrastorpieces and the nnicuc aspects of the Americct cthnic, wiel, or cultural

experiences that they

bly posiray.
wni Mezrison's
Relereed A Caseboek

red by Wi liarm L. Andrews
and Nellie ¥ MeKay

Maxine Hong Kingsion's

He Woman Fmer A Casehonk

eddied by Sau-ting

Maya Angelon's
1 Ko Wt 1

d by Jomne M. Braxton

A B Sy A Casebook

torthenmiag:

Louise Lrdrichs

Lo edicing: A Lasebaok

<odl by Hertha 9 Sweet Wang
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wish ta become “onc of the sweet little wlive girls who were cverybudy's
dream of whatis right with the world. " tnlike Christ, whusc ¢

fram death the chureh is commemorating, Maya cannat b reborn inte.
another life wheve she will be white and perfect and wonderful 7 Pained by
this reality and by the: impossibility of hur white fantasy, Vaya flecs fron
the chureh "peeing and crying” her way home.

Jhis scene re-creates praphically the dynamics of mang soung back

gitls’ disillusionment and imprisonmient in American society,

In Blch Rage,

psvehiztrists Willioo H. Grier and Price M. ¢ ol descrbe this “imprison-

ment’s

If the socacty says that <o ba attractive is o bo white. the Sack woman fuds

herself unwirtingly st

g 0 be something she caaror possibly b and if

fermininity is rooted ia fecling pacsdf cmineadly ovask. then a suiezy
which vicws her o5 unattractive and repellent has also denied her his fun-

damcntal wellpring of fimininity 3

The young Maya not suly lives in @ souety that defines beauty in white
terms of physical beauty. but she: ajso interaalizas these notions, In a letrer
(Fehruary 4. 1966 10 her longtime friend Rosa Guy, Angelan wrots, “My

belief s @ child)] that 1was ugly was absoluse. and nobady tried (o disabuse

me— not even Mommi. Monun’s love enfelded me like an wumbrella but

at no tiune did s try to dissuade me of my helief that [wis wn ugly child.™
In this ietter and in the wutobiographe as well. Angelou offers impor

tane insights into the citects of sovial conditicning on the micd and emo

tions of a black chifi growing tp in a hostile owvironment. Writing from

within this

the perspective of aduithood. the ofder Angelou reveals th
imprisoning envirorment, there is no place for the young Maya, that she is
& displaced person whose pain is intensined by her awarcness of hor dis
placement. ¥ I growing up is painful for the Southern Back g, being,
aware of her displacemunt is the russ on the raror that thrcatens the

theoat. [Us an unnecessary insull”) Such traths charactseiz: impona
scgmunts of Angelow’s e and provide wide-ranging, significant themes
fiar the work

Yot Angelou does not relate all facets of her einldhood aperiences.
Rather, through a series of episadic chaplen. she sclocts and dirocicles
Lhose incidents rom which she, ws a girlchild. Tearned valuable, life-deter
miin g truths about the workd, abeut her community, and aburt herse ¥
trutbsincareated in moments of meight (intation) and discovery of self. by
ideatfying these epiphanics, the reader s able Lo define the umique vision of

the wark and its precise and individual illumization of realizy
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stature. 'The New York Tinses reported that “the week afrer Angelow's recita
tion of ‘O the Pulse of the Marning’ at the 1ogs inauguration of President
William Jofierson Clinton, Caged Bieds sules increascd by nearly so0 percent,

forcing Rantam ro reprint approsimately qon.00 copics of the autobiopre
-5

phy and Angelows other works.

Although Caged Bind bas geocrated a substavtial hody of criticism and
found a solid place in tae huanites curricalum, 1 s not a book that has
been received without controvessy. According to Lyman B. Hagan, “I Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings, lauded by many as a literary classic which should be
read and taught 1o al: African American young people, is ane of the ten
books most frequently targeted for exclusion from high school and junior
high schoul libraries and classrooms.”s Why? Poct and citie Opat Muore

puts it this way: “Caged Bird elicits criticism for its honest depiction of vape,

its exploration of the ugiy spectic of racism in America, its recounting of

the circumstances of Angelou's own out-ol

wedlock teen pregnancy. and
its humorous poking at the foibles of the institutional church.’ Angelou
inseribes her resistance to racism, sexism, and poverty within the language.
the imagery, the very meaping of acr text; her truth-telling vision con-
fronts storcotypes eld and new, revising porspeceive and discomforting the
reader secking safety

n tae conventional platitudes of the status quo, Si-

rultancously, Caged Bird's profoandly moral stance challenges its audicnee
to confront the contradictions of life und to create positive change, begin-

ning with one's sclf and then onc’s com

nity. As such, the task that An-

gelou set sut for hersclf as a writer must he acknowledged as one of cx-

ceeding complesity: she secks Lo inspirc and to dircct

Angelou empioys two distnct vorces in Cayed Bid, that of the mature
narrator and that of the girlehild whorm Angelou calls “the Maya ¢
ter” (and whom I call Margucritc

raw

Speaking of this dichotomy, Angelou
told Claudia Tate. “I have to be

o internal, and yet while writmg, Thave o
be apart fron. the stoty so that T don’t fall into indulgence. Whenever 1
speak about the books, T always think in terms of the Maya character

<50 a5 o0t to mean me. 10y damned difficult for me o preserve this dis
tancing. But it’s very necossary.”s

Taken Logether, the two voices might he seen as representing the e

play of bistory and memory. 1o horrow from the bluss idiom of Ralph Elli-
som, the mamire autoblographer conscicusiy fingers the jagged edges of
her remembered experience, squeezing out a tough lyric of black and blue

triumph. Maya Angelon, née Marguerite Johnson, emevges miraculously

through a haptismal cataract of violence, abuse, and neglocs. Bvoking tran-

adent awareness through the ageicy of memary. the symbolic Maya
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Gumisy growth, It is also & record of her initiazion into her warld and her
discovery of het interior identity. n Caed Bind, Angelou first confidently
veaches back in memory to pull aut the painful times: when she and her

hrother Bailey fail 1o understand (he adult code and, therefore, break laws

they know nothing of} when they swing casily from hysterical faughter to
desperate loneliness, from a bunger for heroes to the voluntay pleasure-
pain game of wondering who their al parents arc and how long it will be
sefore they come to take them to thelr real home. Growing ap in Stamps,
Arkansas, as Masa Angelou desceibes those Jong-ago years, is a continual
st surrender to the very large adults, who, being black, prac

ticed and taught special rraditiors whost roots were buried in Africa or had

ruggle ag

been created during centurios of slavery. According to these traditions,
good child dropped her eyes when speaking L an adult; a good child spoke
softlysa goed child never resisted she idea that whizes were better, cleaner,
or more intelligent than blacks. Growing up and surviving a5 a young girl
n tne South of the 1930s and early 19405 is a painful experieace for a voung
girl whose warld i colored by disflusion and despair, aloncness, scli-
doubt, and a diminished sense of sclf.

Indeed, Angelou underscores her diminished sease of self and the rott-

Sy of her early childhood years when she prodaims in the prologue:

“What ase you looking ai mo for!

Tdidn't conee w stay 4

The words are painfully appropriate, for the vourg Maya, then Mar
gucrite Johnson, is a shy, tensely sclf-corscious child whe believes that her
Urue beauty is obscured. As she straggles to remember her lines, sheis con-
sciuus of her durel scll, which is the constant subject of her fantasies. Be
ueath the ugly disguise — lavender twffcta dress remade from a white
wouman’y discard, broad eet. and gap-teeth— is the real Marguerite.

Such fantasies are ephemcral, and the ime comes when the young girl
st face the paicful reality of her being, Angelou recalls that

Haster's carly moning sun had shown the dress to be a plam uly cut-down
from a white wonrns snce-was-purple throwaway. i was old-ludy-long
100, hut it dide't hide my skiany lgs, which had been greased wira Blue
Seal Vase

e end powdered with Arkansas red clay, The age-faded color
madu my skin loox dirty like mué, and everyone in chuzch was booking at
my skinny legs.5

For Maya there is 20 magical metamorphosis, ne respite from her
“black drcarn” Uhn this Easter Sunday, she understands the faiility of her
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tea set and a doll with blue eyes, rosy cheeks, and yellow Reir are all sym-
bols of 4 white world foxeign to the caild’s expericnee. Not anly is her
mother alive, s the prasents prove, but Maya,the live-yeur-oid hevself, has
wen the forgotten cbild during her two years of seperation from ber
maother, The young Maya may, In tine, be able to forgive her mother, but
for the moment she must face the unmaginable reality of being both un-
warted aad abandane

Even if Angelou had facused 03 enly the psychologival sraumma of her

carly yoars or Jiad mesely probed the Iragle relationship betsreen the envt
conmicat and her coming-clage, Caged fird would merit the aritical ar-
claim it has recerved. Cleardy, the avtobiography does much more. While
Angelou constantly demunstraes the *.nnecessary insull” of Southern
blazk girlkoad in her passage from childhood 1o adolescence, at e same
time she skilliully re.creates those psyehic, intellectual, and emoticnal
patterns that identify her individual conscioasness and experience. In
doiny o, the antoblographer gives concretz embuodiment 1o such signiti

act them o, and rebirth and thas make

a creative

as death, regene
azd imagmative use of the Chyistian myth

Angelous childhoud i mokded by her wise, hard-working grand
mother, Virs. Anme Heodersan, 1 a communmity where weekly church

services, perindic revival mcerings. and oceasional conlrontations witls

whites puncluate Ure: young gitls education. 4 tovgh-mindcd business
woman who puschased her store and firss parcel of land in 1910 with $t.000

inn dimmes earned from her sale of meat pics ansd lemonade, Grandmother

Handerson s not demonstrative in her Jove for Mage, Yot she s unconysro-

imiing in that lave, A mode of righteous ebavior and o source of knowi
adge and pride, she sustains the young Maa during one uf e st diffi-

cult perinds of her life. Mareover, she gives the child the kind of nurzuring
that will later fortifs her (o fae her growing up vears and tle outside
world. Froum achildbeoad still vivid in her mind, Angelou recally that “a
decp oraading love hung over svervtaing she touched ™ ®

irongh this imdomitable weman, Maga is intraduced o the spirual
side of Black life. Portraed as an individual whase world i« ordered by
wak, dusy, “her oluce,” ind religion, CGraudmother Headersow represents
slavery and

+he religinus tradipon begun in seoret praisc tieetings during
furtber developed in the small frame churcis that onct dotied ta¢ coun-
strengtls of the black

ryside and small Amercan tosns, Much of th
woman in general and of Grandmotiicr Henderson in partizular can he at-
blacks fourd

tributed o the black church. From skwars to emancipatic
solace it th billical injunction 10 “tefragn thy veie fom weeping, and
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After the prologue, the weader mcets two chidren, ages theee and four,
who are wearing wist tags Lthat identify them as Marguerite and Bailey
Jehnson, Jr. A note addressed “To Whom Tt May Concern” state that they
are traveling alon from Long Beach, Californa, to Stamps, Arkansas, to
the care of Mrs, Annie Henderson, Angelou explains thar she and her
brother Bailey were shipped to the home of their paternal grandmother

when their parents decided to end their calamitous marriage. The porter,

who was charged with their welfarc, ends his sssignment the next day in
Arizona, but before leaving the train he pins their sicket to Bailey's inside
coat pocket. Trom that day until the day of their arrival in Stamps, the
children are litcrally on their own. This episde further defines the dg-
namics wnderlying Angelow's batiered self-esteem. Farly on, when the
young Maya fantasizes that she Is white, blord, and beautiful, she docs so
hevause. in reality, she sees hersell s i child whom no one could possibly
love, certainly not her mother o father, who have so totelly rejected her.

Maya aiad Bailey reach saely their destination and geadually adjust
their new life in Stemps, becoming :ntegral parts of Grandmother Hender-
sourssture and zeligion, of Ducle Willies life, und of the community isell,

community that closes azound the children “as a real mother embraces 2
stranger’s child. Warmly but not too familisely." 12

There arc nights when Maya and Baley cry and share heir lonclingss as
unwamed children who have been abandoncd by their divorced parcnts
They also share their questions: Why did they send us away? What did we

do 5o wrongt Why. at threc and four, did we have: fags put on our arms to
be sent by train aone from Long Beach, California, to Stamps, Arkansas,

with only the porter to look after asit Unable to accept the fact that they
have been abandoned, Maya and Bailey convince: themselves taat their
mother s dead because they cannot bear the thought that she “would
laugh and cat oranges in the sunshine without lier children " Comforted
by the imagined reality of her mothers death, Angelou, recalling the
child's eraotional response, writes

7 canld ory anytime | wanted to by sicturing my mother (1 didn’t know
what she fooked like) lying in her coffin, Her hair, which sas black, wes
spread out on a tiny ke pillow and her body wes coveted by a sheet. The
e was brown. Jike a big O, and siow T couldn't fllin the features [ printed
MOTHER across the O and trars wonld £l dows my cheeks ke warm
milk1>

Angelou recalis vividly the assault to the young Mayas diminished
semse of self when she receives her mother's first Christmas presents. 't he
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Gathes Tegeahe, this ue operates outside o the narrator, shawing Maga An-
gelow us & strong. aggressive black mother rasher than a mother wen by
sulf doubt, While Angelou was in Caicago, Guy hiad gotten in wrouble with
a Birooklyn street gang. i ordez o protect herson, she onfrons Jerry, the
gang leacter, and threatens 1o shout his entire family il Cuy is harmed
Jorry's response s an ironic comment on the motherhood theme of the
autchiographics: *0.K., | understand. But foy 4 mother, | must sag vow're a
ircan motherfucier” (84). Powerful, protective of aer son, Amgelou las
hecome in this episode a reincaraation of Mom:na lenderson

Tnlurtasately, ne motler o

grandrother or guardia angel, no mat-

ter haw

trong, can keep hildren forever from danger. Near the ead of The
Heart of & Woman, Gy bs seriowsly infured i a car accidsat. I a condensed,
toemented autobiographical passage. Angelou pazes at the face: of her ug
conscicus son and summarbes ther lfe wgether

He was bom to iy waen Twas seventeen, [ had taken his sway from me

mother's house when he was tvo yea

£ ) and eseepy, for 1 year Lpest in

Lurops wrthout him, aml a monch when ke was stolen by a devanged

warman, we: had speat our ives tagether. My grown life Lay stretched before

e, Sy e bowd, s a stiange countey, bloud vaked on his facy wd

clotted on his clnthes. (263)¢

Gy gradually recavers, moving, during the process of physical healing
toward a position of grearer indeperdence from his tother

Bul Angelow, o, moves towards a separatencss. nich as sha had pre

dicted ins Guther Fogetier (163}, 1 The Heuri of & Waman the texture of Angelouw's

life changes sigoificantly. She mravels o Lot, seeing far less of Vivian -

althoagh sae does write to her mother from Ghans asking fos nencial hefp

alier Guy's acridant (268). She strengthens her public identity, hezaming a

coordinatos in the sivil rights movement ard a professtonally recogred

ncer und actress. Sho also, for the first time in the autubiographics, begins

Ler sccount of selfas writer. Augelau atiends 1 writers workshop: publishes

hort story: hecomes friends with John Killens, Resa Gy, Paule Marshall,

a

and weber Hlack novelists. Most important, wiiting forces her into a con
seions marurity: “F 1 wanred to write] had (o be siting to develop a kind of
courentration faund mostly in people awating exceution, T had to laara

techwique and surrender my ignorance” {41). By extension, the rich ambiva.

ence of Singin ‘and Swisgin’ could oy have been achieved by wwriter who had

tor 4 cansetous sel-exploration
vather establishes this “kind of

abandoned "ignorance

Paradosically, the indeprident writex
concentration” in maternal solitude. Srgin’ ond Swingin’ had ended withs
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Cullinan tells her guests, “Her name’
Margarel!” {(93)

Argeiou follows this chapter with a senes of three chapters, the seven.
teenth through the ninercenth, each of whid
tance (o white oppression. However, while the sisteenth chapter encs with
Maya exulting at the efficacy of her resistance to Mrs. Cullinan, these
12pters increasingly express the limitations of subtle resistance. The sev-

axgaret, goddamn it, her name

depicts subtle black resis

enteenth chapter tells sbout Maya's and Bailey's viewirg movies starring
Kay Francis, who rescrbles their mather, and describes hew Maya turns

the stercotypical depiction of black people in Hollyswood movies back onto
the unknowing white memiiers of the audience. As the whites snicker
at the Seepin Fetchit fike black chauffeur in oae Kay Erancis comedy, Maya

turns the jokc on them:

Tlaughed too, but ot at the hateful jokes. . . . 1laughed because. cxeopt
that ske was white, the big, movie star loosed just 'ike my mother. Tcept

that she lived in 4 big mansion with  zhowsand serveats. she lived fust like
my mother. And it was funny o think of the whitefolks” not know:ng that
the woman they were adoring could be my mothers rwin, except that she

wwas white ad my mather was prettice. Much pretiicr. (99 160)

This passige works very much like Momma's victory over the whits trash
girls: the whites” taunts are rurned back on them, though the whites may
not know it Nonctheless, this permits the black person to fecl superior in-
stead of humilizted while avoiding the kind of open confrontation tret
could lead ta vialence. What is problematic about the seventzenth chapter
i thar, as in the eightcemb and ninctecath chaptess, the end of the chap

ter casts & shadow on the success achicved in the moment of suntle resis-
very different reaction to the moy

it makes
tum suilen, and on their way home. he terzifies Miaga by running in Iont
of an encoming tratn (100).

tance by describing Bae:

In the cighteenth and niucteenth chapters, which tell about the revival
mezting and the [oe Louts fight, a black community is able to fec superior
to whites. Both chapters, though, end ambiguocsly, with a reminder Urat
the feeling of superiority is transitory and fragile. At the revival, the con
gregacion thrills to a sermon that subtly aceuses whites of lacking charity
while reminding the congregation about the ultimare resard for their
true charity. The congregation leaves the revival fecling “it was better to be
meek and Towly, spat upon ard abused for this little time than Lo spend
eternity (ryiung iu the fires of hell” {o—1). Again, the oppressed are uble to
feel superior without risking the violence of an open confrontation. The
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waould seem thematically wireated w L rest of she chapter and only an
xemple of Momma's domeste theovracy wese it not for sa¢ chaprer's
aiefolks
use by the way” to meau while were on the subject’ Momma reminded

final sentence: “When Bailey tried o interpret the words wich: ‘W

us that “whitefolks” mauths were st

gemeral laose and theis worss
6 87). While the “by the way™
episode coucludes the chapter, Black By fashion, with an example of the

were anabormination before Christ’”

awful poswer of wosds, this final sertence concludss buth the epsode and
chipter just as the eraphisis o cleanliness concluded the “povhiterrash™
Crpter: though wadir greater alention o derals. the lendersonfJohn
nd in:

son clan shows itself to be superior w whites: ad of showing
Memma s be abusive and tyrame, the by the way” episede anticipates
the alfiemation Jarer in the baok of the strength blacks find in the care
Fub- even poctic s of worés. st as Mrs, Flowers docs ir: her readiog
and in her specch about words

The internal organization of chepters, as n the

“pone itetrash” and
Mrs. Flowers chaplers, it thematic units that would make Claanth
Broaks proad s a1 ane af the offects Angelew uses i Coged Sind Fyually

effective 1s the way Angeloa justuposes chapters, lar csample, she follows

the Vs, Hlowers chapter, with its lessans on the power of words and on
ideatsg, wish the chapter (the sisteeni ) in which Maya breaks Mrs, Call-

nan's dishes because the white employer neglocts to take a single hut im

portant word  Maya's name  and Maya's identity scriously. T his chapter
comiments, then, on the previous one by showing Maya acting on the basis
of what sae has .earned i the previous chapter wout tac importance of

words and about affirmeng identity. Maya's smashing of the dishes is also

an important stage in the progression of stratepics lor responding te racial
oppression from helpless indignation 1o subile resistance 1o act:ve protest.
o longer helplussty angered and humilicted as she was oy the former
shoriff and the white girls faunting her grandmother. Maya shows in
the Mzs, Cullinan chapter that she has interzalized the Lesson of the
“powhitesrash” episode and can figure out, with her brother's advice,
4 way Lo resist hor white emplayer's denwaning of her that is subtle and
yet allows her 1o feel hersell the victor of an unspoken confrantation
Alfter Vs, Cullinan insists on calling hor Mary instead of Margaret (hich
4 realices that

best approximates her real name, Marguerite), M
she can neither corroect Ber emploger nor simply quit the job. ik
her grendmather with the rude white girls, Maya cannot openly confront
sor, nor can she allow the situation to continue. Instead

ber oppre
she breaks Mrs, Culliaan’s favorite dishes and walks cut, exaltiug as Mn,
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July and August of 1962 stretched ot like fat mers yawring aftor o su:pric
ous dinner. They bad cvery nght 10 glou, lor they hud eaten e up, CGoh
bl me dowvnn Comsamed oy spirit. not in awild rush, but sowly, with the
obscene pacience of cenain victars. hecane @ shadoss walking o the white

bot streats: and gk specre ia the hospitl. (43

The months of helplossty waiting for Gty 1o heal are ke fat, stuffod

men,  deseription that evokes ntemeries of Reverend Thomas, wh ate

Momma Hendersen's chicken, and of Mr. Freeman, wha ate in Vivian

ter’s Kitchen and raped her daughter. Guy's accident has an effect simit

to the rape; Aagelou votreats info sikorce, She s a “shadow” o “dark

tre” a black mother silenced by e fear of hur soms possible death
Guy daes recover. Their rolaonslup, which like the autobiographical

form itself is constantly in flux, maves once again from depandence (@ in

dependence, imasitiy fn @ scene in which Angelou carus that her son is
having an affaic with an Amcricus woman 3 year oldsr tan kel An
gelow at first threarens to strike kim, but Guy mesely pats her head and
says: “Yes. lide mather. Pm sure you wiT (ag) Shortly afterward An-
gelou travels to Germany to parform in Genet's Tl Blacks. Guy meets her
ceturn Hlight aud tabes e lbamme ta @ dinner of fried chicken he has

cocked for bar. Tber, asserting his indeperdence, he announces tat he

bas "alaws far cinser” (156}
Recading botwreen the texes. wa see Angelou atone aga.n efore a plate of

lusion of Tie Her of a Woman, 1 the Travelvg

chicken, s she was at 3¢ cone
Shoes episade, howevor, the canflicting feclings of love und resentment are
more dircetly stated:

1 conti-

He's gone. Moy lovety lirtle bav i g and will rever rewra, That

dert strange taan has done weay with my itle by, and e has the gall o

sy f foves me. (o can e love me? He duesn't ow me, and 1swie w

Deltont ks b, {56

L this passage Angelau authertically “aces and records the confussions of
sceing one’s child achicve scllhuod, universalizing the sair a mother expe
vienees when her “boy™ & transformend o 4 “biy confident st angs nan”
who refuscs L e his mother's *heautifud appendage” (Gather Togetier, 162)
Yet through much of the lifth volume, Argelou continues Lo scparate

hersell from Guy and to form naw relauonships. §he shares exneriences

witk ather wotsen, incuding Fer te roommates; she befriends an
Aliican bov samed Kol she enteys her contacts with the colony o Black
Ansesicarn writers sl wtisis living in Ghana, and she continues her sexual
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sions, my absence, Nevertheless. my child has developed her own fascina-
ot with Maya Anglou, havirg writier 4 short esay, which was posted in
the hallway of her svacol. Mycuh aiso prescated an attographed copy of
O the: Pulse o the Marning” to the D, J. Momague Eleren
ool on my behal? when the scheduled assembly confhited wath my

ou's

Angs
tary §

ety responsibitizies sn campus, Pk you, fao, Myeah, for sour end-
less gufts, the soda can necklaces, puntings, drawings, md paper airplaes
that contirue borh to amaze and -nspire me and to il wy spirit
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mather and son reunited, both dependent and independent, The Heart of a
Wonan ends in separction. Guy, now a stadent at the University of Ghana,

is moving t & dormitory. In the last two paragraphs we find Angelou
£ ¥ parag) 4

alone:

I closcad the door and held my breath, Watting for the wave of emoteon (¢
surge ovex me, knack me down, take my breath away. Notaing happened. |
didn’tfee. bexedt or desolate | dide't feel fancly o7 abandoned. T sat down,
still waiting. Thi first. thenghn. that came to me. periectly formed and

promisig, was “At Last, Il be able to et the whole breast of a roast chicken

by myself” 273}

Angelous reaction to having “closed the door” on her son is, like so many
of bher feclings in (his complicated relationship, ambivalent. The lnguage
whing bappencd. |
didn’tfeel. . . . Ididn'tfeel . . Ihe son she had loved through all of
“our lves together” (263) is gonc. Angelou sits waiting for something

of the passage s initially charged with negativity

dreadful 1o happen 10 hersell s she had carlier imagined Guy's being
stolen or oeing hit by a bus. But the narrator countees this negavse atti-
tude with a note of irony in which she reverses the hiological assumption

whole breast”

of the mother as she-who-nourishes: Ske can now have the *
to hersel.

The family chicken dinner is a recurring motif i the autobiographizal
seics. Recall the marvelous scenc from Caged Bird in which Maya and Bai-
ley watch Reverend floward Thomas gobble down Momma Henderson's
chicken dinner: “Hie ate the biggest. brownest and best parts of the chicken
at every Sunday meal” (25), Now thera is no campetition. Angelou has the
best part, the breast, to herself, On the neative side, Angelou s leit, at the
end of the fourth volume. ie: isolation; the Last word of The Hoart of « Womas
is “mysell” But the negativity is outweighed by the more “promuising” as-
pec
Together and Stngin' cnd Sumgise' which end in vows of innocence and of com.
mitment. The “perfecrly farmed” thought ar the end of The Heart af x Woman
is Angelou’s realization of a new “mysclf.” of & woman ne longer primarity

defined as yranddanghrer or daughter or mother—a woman free to
choose herself.

of being alonc. the word prmisiag an ccho of the resolutions of Garher

hack i time 1 An-
gelou the mother, who anxiously waits at the hospital following Guy's car

AR Gad's Children Need Traveling Shees opens by goi

accident. In an fmage that parodics the well-fed mother of The Hears of 4
Wowan, Angelou compares her anxiety over Gy to being eaten up
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{inal (wo paragraphs of the chapter, however, compare the gospel music at

U revival with the “ragged sound” of the “harrelkouse blues™ coming

om the hotky tnk run by Grace, the good tme woman” {
Like the parishioncrs at the revival, the custorers of the suitably named
Miss Grace "had forsaken, their own disteess for 4 liule while” However,
“reality hegan its tedious srawl Dack st their reasontng, After ll, they

were needy and hungey and despised and dispossessed, and sinners the

world ever were in the driver's seat. How long, merciful Father? Tlaw long?

2 ).

All asked the same questions. How fong, oh God2 How lang
whe

of victory. this chanter ends on one that rings mote of defoat. This is be:

as the “pawliterrash” amt Mes. Callinan chapters crded on 4 note

cause thee ook moves through the three sirateggies for ressonding 1o white
“acist oppression  helpless indignatior, sGbte resistancy, and active
profest. -and at this poin is preparing the trans:tion from the limited vic-
taries of subtle resistance to the outright victory of active protest

The next chapier, the mineteenth, which deseribes the community at

the store listeniag 1o a Joc Louis match, follows the same pattern as the re-
vival chapler, Louiy's viczory provides his faus a stirving morent of rasial
pride and exaltation: “Champicn of the world. A Black boy. Some Black
niather's son, He was the strongest man in the world. People drank Coca
Colas ke amlirosia and ate cady bars lixe Christias™ (1), But while
I ouis's victory allows his bluck funs 1o feel themsclves stronger than and
superior Lo ther white opprassors, tacre are lmts to how far the black
community cin rejoice in its superiority. The chupter ends by mentiomng
that those who lived far oue of town spent the night with fricads in 1w

*jt woulant do for a Black man anc bis

becaus

lamily to be caught on a
Tonely country road on a night when Joe Louis had proved that we were
the strongest peaple in the world” (u5)

Because chaplers eighteen acd nincteen explare the limits Lo subtle but
Jssive: resistance, the book s to o on o present viher possible wags of
responding o white nppressioa, The dimautic response, one that coasists
sisting and breaking

the $an Francisco streetcar company, described o the

of active resistance and outright protast, is Maya's pe

the color line of
Uizt fourth chapter. Sinee Caged Bird was weitten in the late sixtics, at the
height of tha dlack power movement and at a time that was still dedating
the value of Martia Luther King's belicl in nonviolent protest, it b no sur-
prise that this act of protest is the climactic moment of tesistance (o w hite

cof reststance

oppression in the book. i mo:ment that says: Momma's g
was fine in its time and place. 5Ut now it s time for sorae xeal action.
There are at loast thiec othez episodas in the sccond half ¢f Coged Fird, how-
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at the aimpert. &s in the cther voluces, the closure is thus another apen-

ing info the next narsative journey.

Notes

[t

young woman of Larier fogetker. When 1 refor L v

¢ the name M 1 discussing the srotsgonist cither as child or as the

mature womman or 1o the n:

Lur, Luse Angeloa o My /

—

telider Conk's 19,8 Learaing Corpazation of America velep.ay of Coged §

2T
W g aucsus fotlasing Annic Henderson's controsation with the “passhire
trash” girls, Moy, prayad by Constance Good. vy *Ewould cell them to go to Eell
Trwould spit on thie faces.™ Momma, played by Esther Rollz, souzdly slaps Maya

The vorrsctive slag is of coarse net unique in black drams; the sane atress, Ether

Rolle, slips ber daughter Zor blaspheming i the 1988 sroduction of Lor-ain: TTans
Terry's A Rin in dhe Sur Jirected by Hanold Seoit al the Morris A Mechiic Thease
n Balunore.

5. Twisk 1 thank Nellie MyKay 2 Julia Lupron, respectively, fer pointiag ot
2o 1me the echoes of James Welden Jahnson aud William Shakespuare i this pas
sage. Jn Johason's “Cia own Deathe—-A Iuneral Seeman,” fusas “smeothed the
Farnows” frume Sistee Garoline’ e white angels sing s her. Augeien incorporates
tese inrages it 2ev oven fumeral sermorn. Angaow’s conariso of deatl to “thar
“Ulie nndiscever

ourry is . it alusion w Hu s

et (507

ndist e

couatey from whoss baarn { Ko travellor returns.” These references, then, are fur-

e ardienlations of e condlic in bingaage and culiun iat Asgeou i

4 fwd {1 Lo plecse their grandmotaer, Maye and uwley would recite fron:
Jolmson's "The Creation” and mot from Shakespears’s The iendsan of Verice.
& Sec stephen Butsrheld, whe discusses Angelow's sense ol wmor in the

clured scenes of Coged fed and corpares it to humorous techaiques used by

Langstonn Haghes nd fames Weldon [ohason {
5. According o Carol L. Reubaver, Angeloa “idennifies her ven sitaation aac

milies in

the threat of displacmiat as & comnion condition wmong black F
Armeren and acknowiedges the specil responsibities of the black mether” (124).

o G is the s Angelow's son chases for himsell (Sorgin” and Swrgr’ 237351
soscead of Clyde, the name he was et at birth

710 er stady of style and displacemens. in ke Teas of & Wawn, Corol 1

Neubauer discuses the Killers phime call and sther episcdes & aspects of & “pat
tem of Funlsy” through whicl Angelou el “the valnerability she feels as
mother trying (o sreeet aer ekl from ary form of dasges” {128),

5. The “srrange country™ af this passage rocalls e *wndiscaovered counery” of

the shegy 1o Anie enderson,
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invalvements with men. The love affair Lhat seems most vital in Traseling
Sioes, howeser, is with Africa herself. Tn her travels through West Africa
Angelau discovers cerfain connections between her own traditions and
those of her Africar ancestors. She takes great satisfaction in her heritage
when she s mistaken for o Bumbara woman. Among African women she
discovers strong mother figures, most notably Paticnce Aduah, whose cns-
Lo of giving away food by the campfire evokes memorics of Momma
Hendersor's having shared her table with black American travelers demied

rooms in hotels or scats in r

taurants during the era of segregation
in much of Ameriva (Traseling Shoes, 102). Through her identification with
Alrica, Angelou reaffirms the ucaning of motherhood.?

Although captivated by the oral traditions of Mother Africa, Angelou
chooses 1o leave, at the conclusion of Traveling Shoes, in order to rerurn
to the rhythms of Southern black churches, the thythms of her grand-
wother. [n so domg, however, she must also leave her son. The finat scene
in the hook is at the Accra airport. Angelou is saying farewell to her fricnds
and, most specifically, to Guy, who “stood. looking like a young lord of

summer,

raight, surc amang his Ghanaian companions” (z08). Through
4n African prince, Angelou roots himin the cal

this suggestion of Guy
e of West Africa

¥ we look at the closure of Traveling Shoes on a literal Jevel, then An-
aelow's son is a college student, staying o to complete his degree. But i
accept a grander interpretation, Guy has become, through his jnteraction
with the Ghanaians, 2 “young lord” of Aftica, given back 1o the Mother
Continent freely, not lost, like so many ather children, in Midpassage vr in

we

slavery. Angelou lovingly aceepts the scparation, Xnowing that “somcone
like: me.amd certamly velated 1o me” will be forming new bonds between
himself and Mother Affica (209). Guy is making an essentiatly tree choice
that centuries of black creativity in America have helped make possible:
“Through the centurics of despair and dislocarion we had been creetive,
because we faced down death by daring to hope” (208).

Asin the four carlier autobiogeaphies, this one closes with the mothe -
son configuration. But in the final, puzzling line of Traveling Shoes Angelou
swin,

the Zocus away from Guy and towards the edge of the camvas: *1
could nearly hear the old oncs chuckling” (209). In this spirizual call to her
ancestors Angelou imaginatively connects horself to the Ketans and the
Ghanaians, (0 the people placed in chains, to allof God's children wha had
“never completely left Africa” (200). lronically, the narrator herself has not
complotely left Africa cither. The rhythmic prose that concludes the fifth

volume is an anticipated depariure o a new world, with the narrator still
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Neubauer, Carel £. "Displacement and Autobiographical Style in Maya. Angeliou's
T et of a Woman, Bk Arersan Litvsaruie Foriaa 15 (198): 12529
OrReale, Sondra. “Kecosteuston of the Composite. Sell: New images of Black

Womzn in Mava Ange ou's Continuing Aatubiography.” in il Wonen ¥riters

b A Coicel Dratuamen. ¥ Nari Fyan (Garden City: Doubleday, 84},

2575,
Schuler, Khzabsth, “To Be Black and Bluc: The Blues Genue in Black Amexicon 45
tobzography ” Kamss Quanterly % 00, 3 (1975): 596,

gy of Afsican Literatiae (bl

clioa dustin | od, The Africa Asizrtion: /
anapolis. Ocdyssey, 125%)
Srwith, Sidonuc, “The Song of 4 Caged Burds Maga Angebour's Quest after Solf

(1973 36573

Acveptance.” Sauthens Huasscs R
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4. like David Dio, Léopold Senghor, and other contemporary African writces
included in The African Assertion, Angelon adopts the: insge of Africa as mather, ex-
pressing chis image through the Afrivay ural tradition rather than theough her
ewr. written reflections. Thus Angelon has Ghanaian chief Nena Nketisia extol
Mother Africa in “a rhythm reminiscent of preachets in Southera Black churehes”

{ Trareling Shoss, 12),
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An Interview

CLAUDIA TATE

. v »

AYA ANGELD

Lmage making Is very important for every

human heing, 1 is especally important for black American women
in that we are. by being black, s minotty in the United States, and by acing
fernale, the less powerful of the gender
address. Tt we look out of our cyes at the immediate world around us, we
see whites and males in dominant roles. We need 1o see vur mothers,

0, we have two arcas we must

aunts, our sisters, and grardmothers. We need to sec Frances Harper, So
journer ruth, Fannic Lou Hammer, womer: of our heritage, We need to
have these woren preserved. We need them all Constance Motle

tita Motten. All of these women are imporiant as role madels. De
pending an our profession, some may be even mors important. Zora Neale
Hinrsron means a great deat o me as 1 writer, So does Josephine Baker, but

not in the same wa

¥ because her profossion Is no: direc:ly relcted to minc.
Yt Twould imagine for someone fike Diahann Carrol or Diana Ross, Miss
Baker must mean 2 great deal. T would imagine that Bessie Smith and
Mazunic Scwith, though they are inportant w e, would be even more s
to Arctha Franklin

If ! were a black male writer. [ would think of Frederick Douglass. who
was mot just a politicin, but as o writer was stunning, In the nineteenth
century 1 would think of Wiliam Wells Brown, Martin Deleney, and cer

149
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on the Observance of nternational Women'’s Year. & member of the

original cast of [ean Genet’s Les Biancs, as well as the Furopean towting co

pany of Porgy and Boss, Angclows acting credits include an Tmmy Award

nominated perdcrmance as Kante Kinte
film version of Alex Haley's Reots
Without 3 doubt. Mava Angelou is Ame

grandmother in the televised

' most visivle black womaa

autebiographer. While black women writers might share traditional mosi

Varions for writing sutobiagraphy, other motives derive from their unique
expericnces. In the eves of the predorminandy white and male culture,
women, and particulary biack women. spaak as "others.” which s Lo say
that, at
the black womp speaks from 4 sosition of marginality. And vet, zgainst ail

st as far a5 the awarcness of the dominant group s concerned

adds, she cotes 1o sell asareness and finds herscll’ ac the venter of her
owo experience. Veiled though she might be feven twice veiled, thrice 1
she should be « member of 1 sexua” myinority), the black woman autebiop
rephir possesses her awn self-conscious vision of herself and her commu-
hity.? She seos hersell aid her community Io relation 1o those who have
deserbed be as “other” and Lhe very awareness of her enforced macgin-

ality becomes an acditional catedyst for Mo writing, for twstifving, for

clltng it like it s
Often masked, the

anger of this dlack woman sutobiographer is a deep

and abiding ore, as must inevitably b Lhe e when an “othered” writer
develips enough awarcaess of seil and self-esteenn w believe that her Jife is
warth writing about, “When [ pick up the pen to write,” Argelou told Bill
Moyersin a P38 interview, *1 have 10 seape it across those suars to sharpen
the potnt.”?

Muya Angebou has tewpered her ava anger and put ot to a constractive
purpasc: her work speaks o the necessity of reflecting, remembering,

opening, <le
the Caged Liurd Singgs. she focuses almost entizely on the inner spaces of her

asing, healing, and, at tines, issaing a warning. In { Keoe Why

emotional and persoual Jile, c-afting a “literary” autobiography that be-
comes not merely a persanal reco-d hul also a stage on which the sins of

the past cas be recallod wnd situals of healing and reconciliation cracted.

Ax T have suggested eisewhere, Cuged Bind *Is perhaps the most astheti-
cally satistying aatobiography written by @ black woman in the years im-
mediately Following the Civil Rights era.” Stnce it initial publicatior al-

¢ Cagedd Bl Sings Eas captinually ranked

most thirty years ago, | Keow Why
on the New York Times' Best Seller List, Coped Rind Lias Leen stidied by many
critics: it still resonates, even swith readers generations begond it onginad
udience, And Angelow’s audicncy has i reased alang with her pablic
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aioly David Walker. who showed no only purpose but methad To the
swenticth century | would think of Richara

cright. Jean Toomer, and so

otz They mean a great deal 10 me. P black, and they experienced
America as blacks. These particular writers may mean more 1o the black

prest deal o

mle writer, just as 1 imagine Juck folmon would mea g

Jesse Owsns, and Jesse Owens & geeat deal to Arthar Ashe.

L T When you write, are vou pazticulady censcious of preserv-
ing certaia kinds o images of black peapict

ancELous Well, [am some time. though 1 can't actually say when this
happens in the creation of the wark. T make wreting as mich  part of my
e as I do cating or listeniing o music. Once T left church, and 35 1 walked
down the strecr. three vouag black women stopped me anc asked if |
would have 1 glass of wine with them. Usadd. *Yes.” One Is a painter: o is
an actress: and onc a singer. We talced. and when |started to leave, T tried
to tell them what it means to me (o sce young black wemen, I fried 1o tell
ther, but ©could hardly cxpliuin it. My eves filled with reass. Tn one way, it
means all the work, all the lonclitiess and discipline my work exacts, de
tic, absolutely interna)

mards, is nov in vain. 1t alse means, D mare atev

way, that [can never dic. 105 like living through children. $o when Eap
proach a picce of work, that is in my approach. whether it's a poem that
might appear Eivolous or is & seticus piece. In my approach I take as tact

that my wark will be carried on,

s Did veu eawision youny Mayass asymbolic charactet Zor every black

girl growing up in America?

Ascittow Yos, after @ while [ did. T a strauge condition, being aa autobi
orapher and a4 pocL. | have to be so internal, ane yet while writing. 1 have
10 be apart fram the stary so that 1 don't fall into indu’gence. Whenewer 1
spek abour the ooks, | always thini io terms of the Maya character,
When ! wrote the tleptay of | Kron Why the Caged Hird Sings, T would vefor 1o
the Maya character so as not Lo meas me. It damned difticnlt for me to

preserve this disturcing, Butir's very cecessary

—aTr: Whit hes been the cilect of the women’s movement on black
woment

anenon Black women and white somen arc in strange pasitiors in our
acherings of black people, hlack

separate communities. Tn the sovial
swomen have always Lraen predominane. That is to say. i the church it's al-
ways Sister Ludson, Sister Thomas, and Sister Witheringay who kesp the
chuireh alive. In lay patherings i0s abways Lottic who cooks, and Mary
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before. Never heard the words, despire the thousands of times | had sung

them,” and this Jead her  appreciate th

African-American poetic tradi-
tiom us she never had betore, Angelou expresses that appreciaticn with an
allusion to another Jobnson pocm: “OB, Black known and unknown
peets, bow aften have your zuctioned pains sustained ust Who will com
pute the lonely mghts made less lonely by your songs, or by the empty
pors made Jess tragic: by your tales?” (156). Because Johnsors words, like
Angelow's story, arc gathered “lrom the stuff of the black cxperience, with
its sufferiag and its survival,” (o use Keneth Kinnamon's wurds, the singing
of “Tift Tw'ry Voice and Sing” at the end of the graduation cpisode "is a
paradigm of Angelows own aristic exdeavor in [ Kso Why the Caged Bird
Sings” (13333}

Mrs. Flowers lays the groundwork for thus later appreciation of the
power of the poetic word by explicitly staring the Tessan of the positive
power of words in her conversation with the ten-year-old Maya. (Her mes
sage is further cmphasized because the main point of her invitation and at-
tention 0 the mute girl is to convince her to use words again.) * Blear in
tnind,” Mrs. Flowers tells Maya, “language is max’s way of commupicanng,
with s fellow mau and it is language alone that separates him from the
lower aniwals. Words mean more than what is sct down on paper. 1t
takes the buman voice o infuse them with the shades
{82). Mrs. Flowers's specch and her reading from Dickens themselves make
Maya appreciate poetry—"T heard poetry for the first time in my e (84,
she says ahout Mrs. Flawers's reading—and the spoken word, bat 8 ugelow

: decper meaning”

arranges the entire chapter o emphasize the power of wards. The chapter

beging with a description of Mrs, Flowers and her elegant command of
s

andard English. which contrasts in their conversations with Momma's
heavy diales, much 1o Maya's shame: “Shame made e want € hide my
face. Momma left out the verb, Why not ask, How ar you, Mrs
Tlowers?

Brother and Sister Wilcos is sho'ly the meanast-—" s,
Momrnat ‘Is'? Oh, please, not ‘is) Momima, for two or more” (3879} As s
result, Angelou has focused the chapler on the importause of words and
their pronunciation, even in s very first pages, before Mayd enters Mrs
Flowerss house.

The chapter's end, afrer Maya returus from her visit, also emphasizes
the wmportance of words, this tine in contrast o the wag white people use
wards. When Maya tells her brother, “By

. Bailey, Mrs, Flowers sent
you some tea cookics— " Momma threatens to beat her granddaaghter
{85) The crivne Is that since “fesus was the Way, the Trath and the Light,”
suying “by the way” was, in Momma's view, blusphemeous (36), This episode

the w
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bus an attention to the formal strategies Angelou ases o emphasize what

the book exprosses about identity and race reveals a sequence of fessens

abvut resisting racist uppression, « sequence that leads Maya progeessively
from heipless rage and indignation Lo forms of subtle resisiance and fmally
L outright ard actve protest.

The progression fron rage and indipnation ta subtle resistanc: Lo active
protest gives Caged fird @ thematic unity that stands m contrast to the oth

cowisc episodic qualiy of the narrative. To chiim thematic unity i Lo arguc

i 1o
much corrent literary theory. However. the formal .o Coged Rird s the ve-

that form and content work together, an asertion that is anather

e of the palitical, und not anafyzing this fext formaly can limit onc's
apprectation of how it intervenes in the political. Crities skould not focus
on the polizical at the cxpense of the formal but instead should see the po
Gitical and the formal as inextricably related. Indead, some of the mose
well-received works on Americar terattre in the Lust decade otfer com
pelling demonstrations af such a sgmbicsis of form and consent. Jane
s and Walter Benn Michacls’s The (ol Standard

Tompkins's Sensationad De

and the Logiz of Nutwalsin, for mstanca, are exemplary instances of new his
toricim o altural criticises, but they neverthelss integrate virmosic
ciose formal azayses of lnerary toxts into their overall projecis.

Caged Bird's comunentarons bave discased bow episodic the ook is. bat
these epsades ate erafted muck like short stories. and thes wrangement
Lhroughut the book does not always follow steice chronelugy. Notirirg
requires an autobiography to he chronofugical, but an expectucion of
chromology on the reader's prtis normal in  text that hegins. as Caged Fied
docs, with ca

iest merotes, Nevertheless, one of tac most amportont

carly episodes in Caged Bird comes much carlier fu the buok than it actually
id i Angebos Tife: the scene in which the “powhitotrash? girls tane

Maya’s grandmother takas up the book's fifth chapter, but it occurred

when Mayi “was arot nd tea years old” (33). two years alter Mr, Freeman
rapes ber (which vecurs n the Lwellth chapter)

Situating the episode vardy in the book makes sense in the context of
the previous chapters: the third chapter ends with Ange ou describing bes
anger at the “Uscd-ts be-sherifi™ who watoed hen Lunily of an impending

Klan ride {15 15, and the fourth chapter ends with ber meditation on her

e as hurman {za-20). T h scenc with

carly inahility 1o perceive white oeos

she “powhitetrash” girls follows this (34 27), indicating how nonhuran

white people can be. But . that was 4l that motivated the organization ot
her epiodes, Angelou coulst as easify have followtd the meditation on

white peopie’s tonbuaranity with the episode in which young Maya
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logical question as old & the Book of Job and as familiar as Willizm Blake's
“The Tyger.”

Thus for a critical style to dismiss the clos
and of liwratuge s to relegate to obscurity an important tradition of

ty reluted catcgorics of form

Aftivan-Awmerican literatore and an important political ool of the strug-
of Americans of Arican descent. This s clearly true

glein the United Stat
i respect Lo Caged Bird, which displays the kind of iterary unity that would
2 how to
fight racism. Angelou wrote Caged Bird in the luie 1960 at the height of the

please Prooks, but to the significant pelitical end of demenstr

New Criticisn, and thersfore in arder for it ta be the jitrry autobiography
Loomis referred ta, Angelou’s book had to display fearures considered at
unity. Thisis a political ges
ture, since in creating  toxt that sat:sfics contemporary eriteria of “high

the time sypical of lrerature, such as organi

arty Angelou underscores one of the baok’s central themes: how unde-
servedly ity protagonist was relegated to secoud-class citizenship in her
carly years. 1o ignore form in discussing Angelow’s baok, thercfore, would
mean ignoring a critical dimension of its important political work

Because scholarly discussions of Angelews autobiographical works
have unly appeared ir. auy significant number in the lest (fteen years, Caged

Birand her ather haoks have avoided— or, depending un enc's
spared— the kind of formal analgsis typically associsted with New Criti
cism or Stzucturalism 2 Scholarly critics of Caged Bird, often influenced by

view; been

fominist and African-American studics, have focused on such fsues as
wwhether the story of Angelot’s young protagonist is personal ot wniversal,
at on race, gender, identity, displaccment, or a combination of these, Tn re-
Tation 1o these issues. they discuss impertant cpisodes like the scenc with
her

s, the graduation, the visit to the dentis

the “powhitetrash® gitls, young Mava’s rape and subsequent mutenes

nee with Mrs. Flow

expe
Maya's month living in a junkyard, or her straggle to become 4 San Fran

cisco stre

tear conduieror3 What they du wot do is analyze these episodes s
Angelou constrited them—often juxtaposing disparate ircidents within
an episode—and arranged and arganized them, often undermining the
chronology of her childhood story and justagosing the events of one
chapter with the evems of preceding and following ones so that thev too
comurent on cach other. The critics da not explore how Angelou, who has

never denied the principle of selection i the writing of autobiography,?
shaped the material of her childbood and adolescent life story in Cuged Bid
to present Maya's first sixteen years, much as o bidgsronan would, as a pro-
gressive process of alfirminy identity, leurning about words, and resisting
racism.? What scholars have focused onin Cuged Bird does merit atention,
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time., { am always amazed Lo see photographs of mysclf. | always look lke

I'm about to cry. and T bave reason for it

Uhe essays that follow, ull previously published, provide « range of per-
spectives on T Knew: Why the Caged Bind Sings and offer appropriate contextual-
ization und a varicty of critical approaches that support sound readings of
the text not only by scholars of autobiography und black and women’s
stndies but also by a more general audience reading Angelou’s work for
pleasure. Dolly McPherson's “Initiation and Self-Discovery” is placed first
hecavse it establishes a literary and culvural context, examining the ways in
which Caged Bird forever reconfigured African-Americar attobiographical
cxpression and paved the way for future generations of black women writ
ers. MicPherson theorizes about the autobiographer’s use of memary 10
recreate herself in the light of her own method and the ways in which the
amuzing popularity of 1 Keow Why the Caged Bird Sugs over a period of thirty
vears parallels Angelou’s emergence as a public ligure. In McPherson’s
wards, “[Clrttics had no reason to think that a first book by an cntertain-
ment personaiity would be of partiauiar importance. . . . Tor Angelou
howover, the autohiographical mode was to become the means to an en
during public career.” This is a worthwhile vbservation, [or even in the
Uniwed States, a country that has emerged or “grown up” with tac aute-
biographicel genre, the writing of literary sutobiography has rarely been a
route ta such popular acclam.

Opal Moores *Learning to Live: When the bird Breaks from the Cage”
originally appeared in a volume on censorship. With First Amendmext

rights under firc from religions conservatives, and Caged Bird one of the
ot [requently bunned books in American schools, no discussion of this
book can be complete without 1 cansideratiae ol the problem of censir-
ship. Moore asks the critweal question, “Will children be harmed by the
truthi® She argues that Caged Bird, at onee so race

- and gender-spacific and
at the seme fime universal, “traascends its author,

Coged Bird must not be
bummed, Moore says: “IA| younger audience . . . needs to knew that
their lives arc not mherited or predestined, and! that they can he partici
pants in an exuberant struggle o subjagate traditions of ynorance and
fear.” Indeed, Moorc lands

d B a5 *a ok Ut Las e potential to
Liberate the reader into life,” a viewpoint shared by many parents, teachers
and critics. 6

Mary Vermillion writes about somztophobia, or tear of the body, spevi-
lically fear of the black female body in this case, in T Know Why the Cged Bir
Sings. Vermillion's essay “Reembodying the Self; Representations of Rase
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ness. They aze “grimy. snotty-nosed guls™ (23), and “the dirt of their] ot-
tn dresses continued on ther legs, foct, arms und faces to malie them all
of a plece” (25}, In contrast o this, Maga's household is a model of cleanli-
ness. Te first thing Momma tells Maya afier the “powhitetrash” giels have
feft i to wash ber fuce (26), This scems appropriate because of how much
Maya had been cryng, bur its zeal siguificaice is apparerst when considersd
ir: the context of the chapter’s begicnig and of what Maya eacs at the end
1 “fhou

of the chapter, The chapter Beging: *thou shall nor be dirrg* a

shall net be mmoudent’ were the twa commandments of Grandmother

Tlenderson upom which hig ous 1etal safvation,” and the two subsequent
paragraphs recount the ends to which Momma went ta epsure her grand
children's cleanliness (2r). At first gliuce, +iais would appear 0 have noth
ing 10 do with the pain and humiliction of racises. But what the entire

chapter demonstrates and what the ten-year-old Maya vaguely .inder

stands i that cleanliness, racsm, and ber prandmother's “victor™ over

the “powhittrash” girls 2eve eversthing w do with cach otler, Maga

would

em 1w have understood this even though the adult Angelou

claims she did not - for ence

she has washed her face, witheut heing wold

10 do 5o, she rakes the trampled front vard into & paczern that her grana

mataer calls “right pretty” (27)

Maya aad Momma demonstrate U, unlike the white trash gils, e
arc netther dirty nor impudent. This is where the victory lies, Part of it
convists of Momimars resisting the white gir's wtempts Lo goud her nto de-
scending to their level o iupudence. But another part of the victory es in
mainsaining persenal dignity thraugh the symbolic importance of ceanli-

ness and politeness. | he victory itsell will not bring about the downiall of

sregation {which is perhaps why some ‘rizics see Grandimother Lendex

son as ultmately belpless against racist opprewion see Kenl, 76; and

Newhauer. 08]), Hut it docs

allow Memma and Mayi 10 he proud of ther-

selves. By demonstrating their own cloanlingss and politeness, Maya and
ber graodmether establish thir family's respectabitity in the face of racise
and subtly theow the axtempt o degrade therm back on their spprassors

Furthermore. there is a mere effective strategy for reacting 16 racksm and
segregarion. than rage and indignation - 3 stratagy wt subrle resisance

what Dallv McPherson calls “the dignified course of silent encurance

Later episades demenstraze the hmizations of subtle resistate, ot om
should not underestimate its powcrs: without risking barm to life. liberty,
or properiy, Mot is able ta preserve her htman digity in the face of
the white girls’ actempts to betitle her. [t nay be all that she can do in the
segregated South at the time, bt iU something, Whal i more, us An
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My grandmother foved me and Unele Willie loved me UNCONDI
IFTCNALLY . even when Lhecame so weird thet they couldn’t un
derstand me ~they loved me. They loved me even then

And wy grandmother W my koowledge never onve Sissed me, St
shed stroke my acir and pat me and say, “Poor pirl ™ Toet was the equiva-
len= 1o sitsing 12 ber lap, you know. Memma would look i my har and
say=and Lwould siten the oo and she would sey. “Momma will plait
your huir.

She'd cook for me. Whatever she wioked was everyhodys dinner, bur
she would say, “Marguerite. vowve gol bumps on your face and I'm gonna
ow thar weas cverybudy else’s dinner too, bt

make You soge grecns.”
1 knew it was for me and whatever bumps T had hac Lo lcave, and
they woule. That knowledge i isclf is a healing Zard, an oiotment,

Fotion. Tuis true therapy. rise. And sometires, [ mean i the erisis, in the
raelstronn, one may not think about the tact that one is loved. But you
come aut of that maclstrom. vou come through the storta bacause of it
You sce?

That's what [ mca: e [don't mean indulgence. The larger socioty

by Lo
could say anything it wanted, woyth.ag shout me, st my graodoother

said 1 was somienody

R

s T surs that you <new that vou would be criticized for writing

about the rape. Why did you do i1

awernnen: Writing is very lard for me. Writing well, that i, wiling the

troth, s almast mpossible. Anything | write, | write because T have &

write. Ard ¥ have to tell the truth about il rot just dact abuut it W could
self, 1 would write the facts. Bud if 1 start to

ot away with it, inside 1
write, | have Lo write the truth.

The sape of a chili is the cruclest action hecausc it has so wany Eaplive-
Goms. Phe child is, herself, himsell, the potontial fapist. Mang people who
bave been raped quite often go to violale everything: themsclyes first, and
then their familics, their lovers, then the community and the society. It s
so awfal. T can say, honestly, that [ dun’t bel:cve a day has pasedd that 1
haven't thought about it, in something | de, in 1y ewe sexuclity, in my
own practices. So T thought to myself, “You write so that perhaps people
e might he discouraged. prople who had

who hadwt raged anybody v
iight be informed, peopls who have not been raped might understand
something, avd people whe have been raped might forgive themsclves.”
“fhat's why | wrate aboul the rape
Tversthing costs, Joanne Braxtan, evervthing costs, cvery:hing, ol the
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Dbreaks the china of her while eraployer, Mrs. Cullinan, What relly orga-

nizes chapters three through five is Angelou's presentation of the futility
of indignation and the utility of subtle resistance as ways of responding to
racism. The scene with the ex-sherill comes at the beginning of his s

quence end only leaves Maya humiliated and angry:

3 on Judgment Dy e summoned by St fer (o give tetimony to the

wscd-to-he sherith's act of kindness, T woull be wnable t say anything in his

behall. Tlis confidence that my uncle and every other Black man who heard

of the Klan's coming ride would scurry under their houses to kide in

chicken droppings was too humiliating to hear. {14

The scenc with the “puwhitetrash” girls causes Maya Lo react with the
sume belpless anger and humiliation, but through the response of her
grandmather Henderson (whom she cails Momma) to the gitls' rudencss
and crudity, Maya learns there can be a better and more offective way to
respond

At first, Maya's reaction to the “powhitstrash™ girls is like her reection

to the wsed-to be sheriffs rage, indigration, humiliation, helplessress
When the girls ape her grandmorher’s posture, Maga weeps, thinks of get-
ting her uncle’s rfle, and wents to Throw lye and pepper on them and 1o
scrcam at them “that they were dirty, scummy peckersoods” (24-25)

When they leave and Momma politely calls good-bye te them, Maya's rage
peaks:

Thurst, & firscracker July-the-Fourth busst, How could Momma call them

M Ihe meen pas

hings. Why couldrt she have come inside the sweet,
ool store when we saw them breasting the il What did she prove? And
thien if Uney were dicty, mean and impudent, why did Momma have o call
them Miti26}

But once the girls leave, young Maya realizes that her grandmother
hay achieved sometbing: cre, which [
couldn’t completely understand. . . . Whatever the contest had been
out front, T knew Momma had we

Something had happened out

{16 27). Angelou claims that her ten
year-old selt couid not fully understand what had happened, though she
dic understnd that therc had been a contest of wills and that her grand-
mother had won it

The voung gir? can be only vaguely conscious of how 1o comprehend
the naturc of the contest, but her next it and the organizarion of the
whole chapter indicate nonetheless how reades

s shoulé compechend it

Angelou's description of the “powhisetrash” wirls emphasives their dirti-
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bedsand . . . Abraham Lincoln had been assassinated before <he signing
of the Fmancipation Proclamation, . . . Harrict Fabman had been killed
by that blow on her head and Christopher Colurnbus bad drowned in the
Santa Maria” (Caged Bird, 152-53).20 This fantasy roshapes history throagh
public remembering in scrvice of « deep necd to overcome the weight of

the past, a past in which black folks and Indians, viewed in a more conven
tional historical light, always ose our.

In “Singing the Black Mother: Maya Angelou and Autoblogsaphical
Contintity,” Mary Jane Lupton argues that Maya Angefou’s autobio-

graphicai scrics is, “like an unfinished painting,” an “ongoing creation, in a

form that refects the finality of a restricting frame.” “What distinguishes
Angelow’s auobiographical method." Lupton argucs, “is het very de-
mal of closure. . . . Angelou, by continuing her nacrasive, denics the
form and its histary, creating from each ending  new beginning, relocat-
2 Lupton ar-

guics that, at this point, there car be no closure o Angelows continuing

ing the center to some uminous place in a volume vet to be

narrative, A carefui look at the body of Angelow's veuvre confirms Lup-
ton's argument. The volumes of Angelou's aurobiographical writing that
oo, Gather Tagether i My Nume (1974, Singun’ and Swingsn”and Getin’ Moty Like
risimas {1975), The Heartof @ Woman (1981), All Gods Children Need Traveding Shovs

(1986}, and her essays and poewry, many of which have aatobiographical

content, suggest a fluidity of form and  layered or accretive approach Lo
selforspresentation that transcends any narxow definition of genrs. 23

In closing, Claudia ‘late’s classic interview from Biack Wowen Writers at

sk discusses, among other things, Angel
tance of image making,
speaks very consciously about her role as an image maker, especially as

philosophy on the impor-

speciaily for black women wrisers. Angelou

voung black postmodemists seck responsible mentors after whon they
may model useful and responsible lives. And the casebook ends, as it began,
with Angelows awn words.

Thirty years ago Maya Avgelou was a virtually unknown black enter-
tainment figure and a survicor of paverty, abundonment, child sbuse, and
unwed motherhood. Autobiography. beginning with the publication of
Caged Bitd ity 1970, s at Teast partially the answer vo the phenomenon of An-
gelows unprecedented ascent to the podiun where she would read “On
the Pulse of the Morning” to celebrate the inauguration of an American
presiden, the first black and the first woman ever honored o be cammis-
siamed 1 write 2 public poem for such un oceasion

Whao s the "phenomenal woman” known as Maya Angelou (née Mar-
gueris Johnson}? "Lz, Angelou” 10 her studl

enes and colicagues at Wike
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PIERRE A. WALKER

s .

s%a ANGELOU has told in interviews how Rober: Loomis, acr
memm Random House editor, goaded her into writing autohiogra-
phy, 1easing her with the challenge of writing Iterary autobiagraphy. Con
sidering hersell 2 poet aad plavsright, she had repeatedly refused Loariss
vequests that she seriie an autobiography until he wld ber that it was just
as well: U said that 1o write an autobiograpby—as literature i
almont impossible. 1 said right then 0d do it” (“Maya Angelou,” with Hitt,
an). Angelou aften admits that she cannot vesist & challenges however, it

cas not the cha

lenge of writing autabiography per sc that Angelou could
not rusist andd that led to the 1970 publication of T Knsy Why the Cgged Bind
Singsy but the challenge implicd in Loomis’s rerark about the dificulty of
weriting atobiography “as literarure, ™!

Angelou does not elaborate on how she distinguishes lircrary autobiog-
saphy from any other kind of awiobiography, and of course, for a post-

structuralist, the challenge to write fierary rather than “ordinary” autobi-

agraphy is meaningless because there s no difference between the two {see
Eagleton. 207). For a formalist sestheric. however, the distinctive qualities
and characteristics of lircrary o poctic language as opposed to ordinary
languzge are central operative concerns (see Brovks, 72-31; Shklovsky
Tish, 65 96). Cleanth Brooks's beliel that *(he rerts of a poem are related to

77
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in Fcdents t the Life of o Stave Girl and 1 Konow Wy the §oged b Sings” esxamines
issues uf rape, vorce, and literary empowerment. According to Verzniltion,
“The wornzn who xecords hr ows rape must—if she does nt wish 1o do
with her pea what Lucrece dees with her sword — close the distance be-
teen her hindy and whtever her socicty posits as a woman's integral self
(ie.. sexual vepuitation, mind, sous, desire, or withy'?

Vermillion explores a fear and disdain for the bady that decidedly

[osters the oppression af black woren i somatophodic socicies. e

prevalence of somatophabia complicates wildly the task of the African

American womas who would remember publicly her iwn rape. Vermil-
Jlion asserts that the black woman writer *must recover and celobrate her
body without reinforcing racist perceptions of her as mere hody." Mare-
aver, she argucs that Caged BirJ continues s the tradition of [Tarrsct Jacoos

Yocidenss i the Life of o Shwe Garl by chailenging and subverting the somato

s

phobia inherent in patriarchal societics that posit blacks and women as
being more bodylike, more sensual.

Pierrs: A. Walker writes about Caged Bl ax “literary autobiography.” fo-
cusing on form, I his “Racial Protest, [dennry, Words, and Form,” Walker

propases the “difficulty of writing rutobiograshy as lirerarure. ™ Analys

ing Angelows scamloss narrative aid “the lormeal ways Caged Hird cxptesscs

and race,” Walker comments on the “in-

s points about identity, wor

ternal orgenization of chaprers” and therr thematic juxtaposition. Walker

demonstrates that in Caged Rirs
inexrrcably related” Tioth to each other and o the developraent of Ar:

“the palitical and the formal [arc|

welocrs acsthotics. 19

In “Paths t6 Iscape,” Susan Gilbert examines the two voices of Caged
Eird, "the child, growing 1o conscibusness of hersclf and Une fimits of her
tie W Unlike the

world, and the author, sxperienced, confident, and did

kero of the b
Caged Bind, like many otkers ir. the black female autabiographical tracition

ngssoman, Margucriie. the loncly and isolated heroe of

nrates a collcctive story wacrein she transcends loneliness and pain ¢

ultimately finds her way o survival, fulfiflment. and the realizazion of «

self-dfining identity
Liliane K. Arensberg’s “Death as I\k\aphm of Sell™ traces Angelou's
“-otean and existential” muvanent, and her continual “reotientation anc
assimilation” s dofining themes of her identity. Arensherg also examines
Angelow’s ambisalens feelings bout her mothssr, including fea, tove, e
sire. and rage. Facang the very real threat of violence from potential white
“revenge fantasy™ in

Iynchers. Marguesite fahnson balances ber fear with a
which “Gabrict Prosser and Nat lurner had killed all swhitefolks in their
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And bitter words o bax her cruet faes:

e paimger was no god 10 lend her thase,
Anc Lheretare Licrece swears he did her worong,

Togive her so s priet, and noea tengue. 1452 643

ing lines typify the many tnes Shakespeare makes this cquation
squcd by

3. e folly

throughour his peem: “This heraldry . Lucrsce’ face was soen,
beaury's zed amd virme's white” (64-65).

3. Aremsberg.2n 76, and Lioenet. s, Neither eritic discusses Mayee's depen

dence o literature in e San Francisca seetion of Caged itid
34 Stephenie A Demesrakopeulos, “The Metaphysics of Matrilincarisna i
inter HAellon’s Loirnerns

Women's Autobiograpay: Studies of Meads Bl
Angelows T Knes Why Tie
Awekioguphy: Beavs i Crvirsi, v

¢ Waman Ve, 0 Womtea's

Cosgad Bord Seag il Kingatoon's i
Estelle € Jelinek (Bronriagion: Tndiana 1ni

Priss, 980}, 189
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Lsaic, “Mom, T don't know haw . . .
She: said, “You're: the only one who can.™
Lsaid, “O.K., you leave the house at 530. You go someshere at 530 this
afternoon.” | thought all day, T prayed, and fmally T calicd him, six o'clack,
their time. Isaid, “Hey, Pop.”
And he said, “Baby, how you doing down there in Norih Caroling”
I'said, "Pretty good. Foppa. |t me speak to Mother.”
He said, “She's out. She went over to your cousin Katie's.”

Fsaid, “Oh, she’s nat fecling very well is she

He suid, “Yeah, she's fecling really good .

Isaid, “Poppa, she is mot eating,”

And he said, “Yes she s

Tsaid, “You mean she’s gt an appotitc

He said. “Sure, your memma’s got an appetite.”

£ said, “She’s not cooking ™

Lie said. *Yes she is, she made that wonderfud lunch for me today and
we had it together . . . she's got a goud appetite.”

Tsaid, “But she's not drinking,”

He said, *

“Yeah, but Poppa I'm trving to get a pictare of her, cause |see her as los-
ing her appetite.”

He said, *No, no she’s got a good appetite.”

Tsaid, “Listening Lo music?”

es sheis, she had |

He said, “Listening to Take Six this morning. We put it on that sound
syster vou gave her.”
Tsaid, “But she's not playing those cards .
Fo said, "She s over at vour cousin Katie's right now; you know they
Playing those bones.”

“Sorwhat you are saving, Popps. is that all of her appetites are good?™
He said, “Yos ma'am, I can tell you that.”

Lsaid, “Poppa listen, please excuse me, but all of har sppetites are good,
but you see that means that she has got only one appetite that you can sat-
isfyand .. " Dsaid, "Poppa please . . . Poppa. T have to tell you that she
has gone nesding in some arca that only you can . . . fopps please cx
cuse me, the factis she's desperate Pappa

He said, “Goodbye.”

I hung up the phone,

‘Ihe NEXT morning, my mother calls: “licllo, Mother's Little 1ia-
mond!”
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who transcribed the above mentioned interview, and o Casey Cornelins,
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preparation. Dana Boswel, though still a graduate student in ot Ameri
can Studics Program, offered valuable suggessions and advice dout the
manuseript, some of which T accepted. Scott and Vivian Donaldson offered

their warm companionship, lively conversation, avd a sechuded locaticn

where T could wiite under pressure.
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years 0ld, who has endured her mother's distractions and on some occa
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Farest Univesity, "De. A7 10 her

aff, “Sister” v her colleague and
triend Professor Dolly MePherson, “Aunty” to her niece Rosa Johnson, and
“Caandmuthes™ o her beloved grandson Colin Ashant Murphy lehnson,

like the Tittle gir. Margucrite whom she hos somehow kept alive within

her memory and her spiir all of these yews, Angelou has contivud
to grow, returning continually to the black experience Zor mocels and
inspiration.

While Angelou has aeezcome much throwgh personal courage. humaor
andt ramaree, love and laughter have played importan: voles in ber contin
wing quust for growth and renewsl. As Twas about to conclude our inser-
view in Winston-Swem. | asked an upen question. which, characteristi
cally, she used to teach me about the importance of something 1 had

overlaoked i this case, romance.

praxcron: bs thers anything that Tdidn'task you that should have skil

you?
AnGLLOW: Yo, vou shousd have asked me about romance!

BrAxTON: What dhout romace?

wvarron: That's a oo
everyhody’s life. Wicaout romance we risk boing brutisl: and blanc. Witl:

guestion! Laughter'F think i fsvery important i

out romance we might have sur seaual needs satisticd, bt just that
just that. | think that black wimen tend to be romantic much lenger thas
white wommen, so that in my ote sivtics T ind mysell as sexually exciled as

sasin my late forties, for Uit niatier, and excitable

1 have 10 1]l you a storg about my mom. My mom was married to

Pusspa and Poppa was oy steplathar, but he had never had any childeen
So, 1 was his first child as Far as he: was concerned, his fint daughtez, He
praimbly had becn ahaut sixry-nine. He ard my mother marricd shen my
mother was sixty nine. They have bean together for 2 %o vears, bat they
day. So. when she was hout seventy-four,

sarzicd on hersixiy nimth bire:

nia, where she Jives and she said,

she catlod me from Scotland, Califos
“Paby, 'm through with your daddy. in theoaph wizh him. T mezn ¢
youbetter talk to b "

Su Fsabd, “What is it Mare?

“Well you se, he thitks just bocaase he had a strike, that sex is danger
ous for i heart,” she said. “Ctold hizv, whar berter way 1o die?” She suid,
wnce a month

ficd with just having se

“enc he thinks [can be su
1L pus his buet out o the street, you betrer talk 10 hiny
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each other organically, and related to the total theme indirectly”

(730) was
an New Critics. ultimazcly
rehewed to their deermination to distinguisk firerary from sednary Ly

A primary tenct of interpretation for Amer

suage. Poststracturalisi: in its niost vehemently antifrmaliss manifests-

tions usually belittles Brooks's beliefs :n organic unizy and in the unigue

ness of literary language, but criticisms of formatism anid of *lieratuse” as

the-

adistinct znd privileged catepory, so typical of much poststructurali
arizing, berome specially prablematic in refation 1o African-A:merican i
erature.

Many African-American Lexts were writien to create a particular politi-
<al impact. As a result. one can hardy ignore cithes the political condi

tions in which the slave nareatives and Richard Wright's exrly worss, for

xample, were compesed or the political impact their authors {and editors
and publishers, at Least of the slave narretives) intended ther: w have,

Liven African-Amarican texts that are notobviously part of @ protust tradi

L contest, 4

tion are received i 4 politic s ds clear from the tencency in
muc critical Losmentary on Zosa Neale Hurston Lo demanstratt a clu-

cls.

swve clement af protest in her b

So tmportant is the political w the experience of Alricin-Amuricn
litezatuee thas it comes as no surpuse that the increasing ncorporation
of the Africar. Americar: Frerary tradition into mainstzesm acadeimic
litcrary studies since 1980 coincides exactly with the increasingly greater
signiticance of the poltical n the prevailing sritical paradigm: what boner
for u political literary criticism to address than an overtly political liteea-

ture?

The problem s that Afvican-American literatuze has. on more than

ane occasion, relied on condrming s szatts as literature to accomplish ity
political wius. Since shvery rilied e a kelief that thase easlaved were not
really humin beings, slave nurrators responced by writing hooks that em-
phasized e fac 1t they themselves sore humans who deserved to be
treated as seeh. Since emancipazion, Altican-American authors have used
the same irategy £ fight the belief in razial hisrarchics that relegated

them 1o second-class citizen suatus. One way ta do this was o produce

@h 47" which was supposed Lo be one of e achievements of the high-

est orders of human civilization. Alrican Amarican pretry provides ma:

examples of Whis strategy: Claude MeKay's and Countse Callen’s reliance

on traditional, Luropean poetic orms and lumes Weldon Johnson’s "0

et 1o | Marvel,” for instance, relies
Shakespearcan sonnet form,

Rlack and Uthnowe Bards.” Cullen’s *

on recognizable English “litcrary” featu

shyme, mecr, references Lo Greek mytholugy, and the posing of a theo-
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Full of the joys avd soriows of the real world in dll uf their complesity,
Maya Angelou affers her readers the poss:bility hat they might sxpericace
the fullness of their own lives and be baptived into an awareness of the mvs

tery and wonder of swhat it means o live auxd breathe and love and walk uis
carth of ternibie and terrifying beauty. Hovs is 4 road map that crics out for
cach reader o rednvent herseli—in short, to bacome her own mother,
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g S

Ged's Childeen N
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iz (Plilaleiphz: Temple Urivensity Press, 1939), 1 revise Duboiys definiticn 10
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ety and aurobiographical essays. For the witer, one of the anique advantages of
the “layured” fren of the acerctive narmatve is thae it aliows many voices 1o speak
and more than one stosy to b told. Aceretive formis ocenr naturally s the folis dis

course of ural cuitus

i ovesprscher Jeys duw the tread ofa wedl-known narta-

<, amother might pick it up. In Angelow' larger aurrative, the emerging Vayas
carey the sioey. crgaging in i alt and response both with the inagined reader sod
carlier selves, someumes sithin the same toxt, Through this process, the Mava-

myth emerges
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A¥A ANGELOU’S it autobiographical book, I Keew Why
M the Caged Bird Sings (1970), opens in church on Laster Sunday with the
child dressed up in a lavender laffeta dress ovingly tucked by “Momma”
her grandmother. She bopes to wake from her “black vgly dream” to
“look like one of the sweet litke white girls who were everybody's drcam of
what was right with the world” (4). The book Closes with the herome, an
unmarried sirtcen-year-old mother, who has gazed on hee beantiful baby,
afraid to handle bim, untl the night bey mother puts the baby n bed be
side her. Though she fears she will roll over and crus him. Maya wakes to
find himn sleeping safely by her side nnder the tenv of covers she has made
with hes aem. Her mother whispers corfirtingly, “See, you domt have to
think about doing the right thing, If you're for the right thing, then you
doit without thinkig” (:81)

The writer neither wishes to be white nor fears for her black sor.. From
the conflicts of black and white worlds and from the cnflicts of styles of
her roral weligious grandmotker and her streeswise Lrban n-other, she has
found the strengshs thet will lead her beyond them both. But she has ot
done it “without thinking when she was the sixteen-
year-old mother, in 1944, and when as a woman of lorty-two, in 1970, she

Berween the years

published her book, she did a great deal of thinking about “doing the right

99
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case, When tae white secretiy of the San Francisco sticetcar company re

at first

peetedly rustrates her atlempis for @ job nterview, Maya is

tempted not Lo take it personally: “1he inident was @ recurring deeam

concocted years before by stapid whites 1 went further than Forgiv
ing the clerk, Taceepted hor as a fellow viesim of the seme puppeteer” Bug
then Mays decides that tha rebulfs, which have everything to do with her
race, also have everything to do with her personalty, and 1his is because Lise
“The
whole charade we wad played put i that cumeny waiting room had di
. Altaining the strectcar
conduczors job hecomes not only a victory far clvil ights, as a esult, but

personal identity and her racial identity cannot b entirely separate

rectly 1o do with me. Black, and her, white” (2

alsoa persorsal victory for Maya's sense o self. One of the erucial transition
poizts in this evelurior over the course of the entire ook from the ttal
separation i seli-imege and 7ace Lo the connection of the two come
the Mrs. Mlowers chapter, for not only docs Mrs. Flowers make Mava feel

n

liked and respected, but “she made me proud 1o he Negro. just by being
horself” (70,0 This is e first statement of bluck racial pride i the book,
but wthers appear later: Joc Lotiss victory, which “proved that we were

d" (r5), and Maya’s conclusion at the end

the strongest prople in the w

o the gradustion seene that *f was & proad member of the wondesful,
beautiful Negro race” {156

The Mrs. Huwars chapter smphasizes black racial pride by consbiring

two apparently disparate episodes on the basis of therr thematic alfnity.
much a5 the “powhiteirash” chaprer did. Here the affinity is ot cleali-

news but the power of words, a theme contral to Afvicin American ausobi

arves to Richard Wright's ik Fay and e

ogruphy from the sfave o
yoad. The importance of the power of words, m themselvas and in poetry,

anc
Bind
wan's crial caused his death, Biack By demanserates the pegative power of

by implication, the importance of literatuze run ihroughout Cuged

1 enpecially affer the rape, shen Mays fears that her fie al Mr. Esee

words each time Wrght is abused for not saying the right thing,12 yet the
book eoncluces on a pastice nute when Wright walizes that Ec can har-
s the poser of wards Lo fus own artstic and political ends. Much the

sume thing happens in Caged Finl Maya refuscs 1o speak because she fears

the potentially (atal prwer of words, but throaglout the seeond half of the
book she aknnmledyes that the inagmation can harness the power of
wards 1o great erds, Ore of the high poiuts in this realization comes at the
end of the graduation seeny, when ¢ audivnee. having been iasulted by a

white guest speaker, lilts its morale by singing James Weldon johnso

1l ey Voice and Sing” (155). Maya realices that she *had never heard iv
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gelou subsequently shows, it serves u a basis from which Maya can Jater

move 1o protesting and combating racis

An imporrant f
short stary. Tt begins where it ends, with cleandiness and raking the yarc
bracketing the scene with the white trash girls, and it leaves the reades to

ctively.
avure of the chaprer is that Angeiou organives i like &

work ant the relationship betseen the confrontation with the girls and tae
cleaning of the yvard. Because of this organization, the chapter becomes
suore than just « parzation of bigoted hehavior and Momma's and Maya's
responses to it: McPherson, “are recorded not
simply as historical evenss. but 1 symbolic revelations of Angelows inger
world” (a9). The “powhitetrash™ chapter takes on ihe additional dimen
sion of a lesson i the wtility of endowing everyday activities such s wash-
ing, raking a yard, or minding one's manncts with symbolic valuc as a way

Such experiences,” say

of resisting bigotry. Making every minute of the day a symbolic means of

fighting segregation in turn mcans that segregation Is not a helpless and

hopeless sitaation,
Angelou organizs

the fifiecnth chapter, the one about Mes. Flowrs, in
a similacly tight fashion, interrcating the themes of racial pride, identity,
aod th power of words that run throughout. The positive offect that the
autention of the clogant Mrs. Flowers has on the insecurity and identity cri-
s

of young Maya is obvious? By helping Maya 10 begun 10 have some self-
confidence. Mrs. Flawers contributes to the young girl's affrmation of her
identity: *T was liked, and what u difference it made. 1 was respected

for just being Margucrite Johnson. . . . She had made tea cookies for me

and read to me fram Ler favorite hook” (85). Such respect and affection
from an oldex person Maya admired surely hud an important positive ef-
foct on a young gir suffering from the guilt and seff-loathing that resulted

from heing raped hy ber mother

boyfricad. Tt is na wonder Angelou feels
that Mrs. Flowers “threw me my first life line” (57

White the Mrs. Flowers chapter secims. at first glasee, ot 10 have much
10 do with the politics of racism. this important step in Maya's sense of
identity has everything to do with race. Since she Ead heen twice sem away

by her parents <o live with her grandmother, it is no surprise that Maya
had an insecurity and identity problem. Fn the opening pages of the book,
Maya suffered [rom « strong cuse of racial seif hatred, fantasi

ing that she
was “really white.” with “light-blue eyes” ang “long and blond” hait (2) At
that poar, Maya entirly separales her sense of self from her sensc of race,
and this Is part of her identity crisis, since she refuses 1o accept heing who
she is and hankers after a foreign identizy that is 4 compound of received
ideas of white ferninine beauty. By the end of the ook, the opposite is the
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Maya and Bailey return to Stamps. She sulfers guil for having caused
the man’s death and the separation of her brother from the mother he
adores. For a year she retreats to silence, one of the most terrible of the “Si

lences” that women writers have described.

That she emerged from this silence Angelou attributes to the seeength
of Momma, who finds her a sympathctic adult friend and wha Jater
hravely takes the chidren to California 1o their mother’s guardianship,
and, fr beyond Murmma, Lo her mother, Vivian Baxter, a force undaunted
by sexual or racial prejudice: “To describe my mother would be to write
about a hurricane in its perfect power” (58). 11 is strength imperted with a

ietle tonderncss; it s strength to endure hurts, not a serength that can

protect her from them, The strengths and weaknesses of the family and
the relationship of the girl to he
discussion about the book, ro which we will return

family are the mast importam topics of

Reanited with her mother in Sen Francisco, Maya lives fox the first
time m « home with a father provider, Daddy Clidell. She listens admir
ingly to the tales of con men who gather in the

home, tades of duping
bigoted whites re

ered helpless by their very racial prejudice. Though the
aclult author writes with proud identification with this group, the readsr
does not imagine the tall, gawky tconage girl as leeling at home among
them. Rather it s the story of a girl lonely at the whire high school she at-
tends, lonelier still at home,

The last year the book recounts is tumultuous. Maya spends a suroma
o 1h bier Lather and bis uew girllziend wad fecls close to neitber. On o day
Lrip Lo Mexico with her father she sces bim relax in a Mexican bar, a great
man, tall, handsome, funny, admired by an casy crowd, and magives the
men he might have been in another culture. She drives him back dead

drunk. she who had never driven a car, in a teat of succes:

i of despera
tion and courage. Then after a fight with the father’s girffviend, sho is
dumped at someone clse’s house, und wanders off to sleep in @ unkyard of
abandoned cars and to awake to find nersell in 1 community ef homeless,
runasey children. It is an odd setting for Liden but an idyll of the Golden
Age nonctheless. Under the benign rule of a tall Toy, “Bootsic.” there wis

“no stealing”; “everyone worked at something.” collecting bottles, mow-
ing lawns, odd jobs. *Al moncy was hetd by Bootsie and used commu.
nally” (246).

perience basa cracial place n the work. Angslou wrltes:

Afier wmonth my thinking processes had s changed that L swas hardly rec
agnizable T myself. (he unguestioning weeptacce by my peers had dis
Radgesd the Failiar insecarizy. Odd that the homeless children, the sitl of
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thing” and did her thinking theougls a very varied carcer ard wide cxicti-

ence of the sworld. The reader of the buok must deal throughueat with the

dual perspectave ol the child, growing o conscioustess of bersel! and the
timits of her workd, and the suther, esperienced. confident, and didactic
ILis a story o hurt and fonelingss and anger and love. The first memory
s of separations when she was three ard her brother Badles four. they weze
sent alone by train from Calfornia, where their parents had hroken up
their marriage, 16 Stamps, Atkansas, to live with <heir patercal grand-
muther. Fixed forever in the woman's consciousmess are her love for her
beautiful. clever brother, their gricf, and their drearms of te: mother who

s §

nt them away, Intertwined wit’s these memones is the enormus

presence of 1he grandmather, "Momma,” » shopkecpet and a devoum

Christian who prays mornng and eveming. By her fairh she endures shs
world, for whosc injustice she has no esplanasion Lo give the childzen, and
aopes for hat reward and rerribution in the next world. The chuld sces and

the author remembers the crushing poserts of those fuern workess who

trudge through Momma's stere. hopeful end singiag in the morning,
bune weary and no richer at esening,
T whites ol Stawps live across town anc appear i the caxliest memo

of nights when the Klan rides and

rics anly in scattered terrble vignetes
al the bhach e hide. s i the chicken droppings under shir homas,
her Uncle Willie i the botem of ¢ barecl of potatocs; of days when
“Arusie” and ok s

“powhitetrash” girls call the dignified grand:nother
i word and obseene gosture: of 1 grammar school graduation day robbed
of s luster by the carcless hurt of @ white speaker. 4 politicin, who
p
field for the black

At cight she gocs with her brother to lise with their mother in St

mises new laboraturios fr the white high school and a paved sports

s, Here she is fntroduced 1o the ways of the swreetwise arkan blacks

with laws independent of U white dominant culeuze, 1t s o woeldly eich
cnviromment. Theie gay and beautitul mother charms her children with

her singing and darcing s she charmus the patrons of the bars. And sk
turns the other cheek to no one. 1ler gy of ficree brothers holds a
Covenant of loyalty as strong as that of the church brethren of Arkansas
but ctterly dilferent 1 s sules of seaiprocity. Fhe children 1 this srage ho-
Loug te esthar workd but five in awe of Urer muther, never securc Cait she
will be really theirs forever. And Maya, at age cight. s fust findled then

mother's boyiriend. In. the court of white justice he s found

raped by h

sertence, and allowed t go free the same night of the
the resribution is more terrbls.

suilty, given 4 vear's
wrial. i the other cour: af the black stre

Fie i kicked 0 death
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Jend these words her own *looks” if she docs not wish Shakespeare's esqua
tion of Lucrece’s virtue and whiteness to degrade her own blackness 32 In
remembering T Rape of Lucrece Maya must also rememmber or reconstruct
her owihody.

Unc of the ways that she aecomplishes this s by ce.ebrating the bodies
of ather black women. in the enly story Maya creates within Cuged Bird, she
augments her grandmather's physical and verbal powers. After a white
dentist refuses 1 trear Maya because she bs black. Maya imagines her
grandmather en fect tall, arms doubling :n lengeh. As this farasy grani-
motaer orders the dentist out of town and commands by to quit practic
ing dentistry. her wards, to0, metamorphase: “Her tongue had <hioned
and the words rolled oll well inunciated, Well enunciated and sharp like
litde claps of thunder” {167} With Maya’s

brief fntesy, Angelou demon
strates how ber ewn autobiography functions. Maya's svory. which em
powars her grandmother's bods and speeck, attacks the dertist's deraga
Mayzs hods and

taary behavor; angelars auzobiographg, wheea celibrate
words, riciques the rape and racial oppression she suffers

Maya finds. however, i her body and words exist uneasily 1ngether.
While in the early part of the nazrative Maya depends heasily on litera-
tuxe 3 in the text’s finsd San Francisco section, all words, perticularly those
pachaged as fiterature. fail 10 account for aen adolescent body's cliatiges.
Reacing Radelyffc Hall's The Well of Lonelowess (1928) Leads Mlaya 1o mistakenly
inverpret shese changes 4 signals that she is hecomig & lebian, When
Mas
the inabiity of the verbal to explain the physical. Vivian's requiricg Maya

va confronts her mother with this fear, Angelou furtber demonstrites

definition of the word “vulva” echaes

g aloud the detionary
sking Maga to read aloud from Dickens. Unlike Dick-

strangely Flowers's
ens's prose, however, Nosh Websters and Vivia's words lowe ther sootl

ing power as sonn as Maya is confrontd with a stcongor physical reatity—

her own admiration for her girliviend's fully developed breasts This scene
in which Maya shitts her attention from words to bodics paves tae way for
Angelov’s concluding cstebration of the Slack femate body

Sceking physical rather than verbal knowledge of ber sexuality. Maya

determines to have sex with onc of “the most cligible young men i the

neighbothood” (230). Their cicounter, which “is unredeemed by shared
tendamess” (240 loaves sixteen-yeus-okl Maya pregnant and @one. The
somang man quits salking to hor in her fourth month, and Maya’s brother,
who is overseas, advases her not 1o tell her pareuts until she graduates from

s wotherhood as “u tra

schaol. Yet it would be wrong 1o ss May
way 1o end the baok and begin Jife s an adw 1" While Angelou portrays
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silver trays full of scones and crumpets. Women who walked over the

“hearly and read morocco-bownd books. (73

This humorous passage demonserates that Maga’s self-perception remains
dangerously regulated by white culture. Argelou treats such regulation
less comically when Flosers bresks Maya's self-imposcd silence by asking
ber to read aloud. The first words Maya speaks after her long spell of mute
ness azc those of Charles Dickens

Angelou draratizes the danger that aborrowed voice poses to Maya in

her description of Maya’s relationship with Viok Cullinan. Maya makes
fun of this white woman, whose kitchen she briefly works in, until she
discovers that Cullinan’s husband has two deughters by a black woman.
Then Maya--in o geswure of sisterhood and cropathy that is never re-
Lurned by Cullinan—pities her employer and decides to write

“tragic
ballad™ “on bemg white, fat. old and without children™ (s1). Such a ballad

would, of course, completely exclude Maya's owr: experience: black, thin,
young, and (near the end of her autobiography) with child. Through
Maya’s speculation that Cullinan walks around with no organs and drinks
aleohol 1o keep hersell “cabalmed” Angelou implies that Maya's poten-
tial poetic identificarion with Cullinan nearly negates her own body. Culli-
an’s empty insides echo Maya's own perception of herself after he rape as

a“gutkes

ol she bad ealicr ripped to picces (72)

Angelow's most complex and subtle examination of Maye’s attachment
to white Hiterary discourse occurs when she Jists as one of her accomplish
ments the memorization of Shakespearc’s The Rape of Lioreee. Christine
Froula maintains that Maya's feat of memory suggests the potencial era-
sure of black female reality by white male literary discourse.% More spe-
cifically, 1 believe, Angelou's reference (o Lacece subtly indicates that
Masa’s propensity for the verbal und the litcrary leads her to ignore her
wn corporcality. Alicr thisr rpes bouh Maya and Lucrece wrn to repre
sentations of suffering women, Maya reads about Lucrece, and Tucxece,
finding a puinting of the fall of Troy, views Hecuba's mowrning the de-
straction of her sity and husband, King Priam. Unlike Lucrece, Maya secks
strength not from pictoriz] xepresentations of female bodies but from
print. and this preference for the verhal over the pictesial suggests her ten
dency to privilege literature over her own physical reality. Lucrece decides
to speak for the mute suffcrers in the puinting, and Shakespeare writes,

“She lends them words, and she their looks doth borrow.s! Maya’s situa-
ticn i an fnversion of Lucrece’s lending of words and borrowing of looks.
“The once mute Maya can borrow Lucreee’s words, but she mnst sumzehow
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can destray u woman's wutunomy and sclf inage, yet Jacobs and An
gelut trangfoms this potentially destrtetive event 1ato an opportusits to
celehracc their resistance to somatophobia i negative stereotypes about
the black forvale body. An carly scene in Caged Bind serves as a sypecdache
for the reembodiment hoth Angelou and Jacebs accomplish in recording
thair experiences of rupe. Three “powhitetrash” girls ape the posture and
singing of Mava's graadmother. yer she emerges victorious aud beaatifc]
firom this d

radation and calms va. Afterward Mayu rakes

entaged M.

away the girls' fooprines n the lawn and creates o new pastern: " lirge

heart wich bsts of hearts growing smaller trside, and pietcing from the
outside im to the smualicst heart was an arrow” {272 Those cantersed
hearts, shich redresent the bond between Maya and her grandmother, en
capsulate Angelou’s and Jacolw's celcbration ol black motherhood as a sign

ol personal autonemy. In the granémother's trramph over the winte girls

who mack and caricancre her hody

and in youag Maya's erasune of their

faotprin

5. 1 sce Angeleu’s und Jasabs’s ritLution of negative stercotypes
about their bodies. Maya's newly raked pattern resermiles theis witobiogra
phiss—their writngs (or nighlings) of the black female hody outsde of
dominant enlr:raf defmitions
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the pain and confission resulting from Maya's pregnancy, she places a far
greater emphasis on her nessfound autonomy. Even Maya's nawve style of
seduction dccentuates her feminist stance. She asks the young man,

“Would you Like to have a sexual intercourse with me?” {239). In posing this
straightforsard question, Maya claims control of her body and her identity

s unjon with

for the first time in the text. Just as Jacobs describes Brent
Sands as a union of her body and will, Angelou celebrates Maya’s en-
counter with the young man, She acceneuates Maya's reclumation of bher
body and volition by ironically alluding to the violation she suffered as an
cightycar-old. “Thanks to Mr. Ireeman nine years before,” asserts An-
gelou, *1 had had no pain of entry to cndure” (210).

By detailing how the pregnant Maya copes with her isolation, Angelou
pays Turther sribute to Mayds increased atonomy and scceptence of her
cot ihe literary myths that led her 1o deny her
own agency, Maya accepts compleLe responsibility for her pregrancy:

o body. Beginring to rex

or

cons, it scemcd, Thad accepred my plight as the hapl

5%, put-upon vicm
of fate and the Furies, but this time T had to face the fact that ] had brought

my new catastiophe upon mysel

This acceptance of responsibility
also leads Miaya to @ greater acceptance of her ewn bady's powers: “T had a
bahy. He sas beautiful and mine, Totelly auite, No one had bought b for
me. No one had helped me endure the sickly gras months. | had had help
in the child's conceprion, but no ene could deny that | had had an im-
maculatc pragnimey” (245), Angelow’s use of the word “immaculete” not

aly challenges racist stereotypes that associute black women with illicit
sexuality, but it also suggests that Maya has shed her earlicr conceptions of
as “dirty like mud” (2) and “shit-colored” (17). Because the cight-
year-old May perecives hez own mother as looking like the “Visgin Mary?

her body

(57), the word “immaculate” also incicates that the teenage Maye begins 1o
sce in herself the power and beauty she sees in Vivian

Maya’s Lack of confidence in her bady bricfly returns, however, in the
autobiography’s final paragraphs. Vivian's suggestion thet Maya sleep with
her <hild accentuates her wozry that she is too cumsy to hendle a baby.
Vivian banishes this fear by waling Maya and showing her the baby slecp
ing under 4 tent that Maya anconsciously formed with her body and a
blanker. *Sce,” Vivian whispers, “you dont have to think about doing the
right thing, TE you're for the right thing then you do it without thinking”
(246}, Presenting the motherfchild bond as a symbol of Maya’s newfound
autonomy, this closing scene reverses her earlicr privileging of the verbal

over the physical and celcbrates the harmonious interaction of her bady
and will
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They |the congregation| basked in the righteousness of the poor and the
exclisiveness of the downtrodden. Tet the whitefolks have their money
and power and sgregation and sarcasm andl big houses and schools wnd
Lwns tike carpets, and books. imid mostly- -mistly—Tet them liave their

whiteness. {10}

With the image of the carel and the necdle. Angelou transforus her rape
into a symbol of the racism and somatephobia that afflict Maya and her
vace throughout much of Caged Bird

Rape m Angelou’s test, however, primarily represents the black girl's
difficulties In controlting, understanding, and respecing both her body
and ber words in a somatophobic socicty that sees “swect lietle white girls”
as "everybody's dream of what was right with the world” (1), Argelou con-
nects white definitions of beauty with rape by linking Maya's rape with her
fiest sight of her mother, Vivian Baxter. Angelou’s description. of Vivian
cthoes that of the ghostlike whtes who baffle young Mava, Vivian has
“even white teeth and her Gesh-butter color looked see-through clean

{49). Maya and her brother, Bailey, later determine thar Vivian resembles o
white movic star. Angclou writes that her mother's beauty “literally as-
sailed” Maya and twice obscrves that she was “struck dumb” (sg—50). This
awault by her mother’s beauty unticipates the pliysical assault by Mr. lree-
wman, hex mother's bovfriend, and Maya's mutencss upon meeting her
morher foreshadows her silence after the rape. With this parallel Angelou
indicates that hoth rape and the dominant white culture’s definitions of
beauty disempower the black woman's body and self-expression.

Angelou further demonstrates the Intimate connection between the
violation of Mays bady and the devaluation of her words by depicting her
seli-imposed silence after Freermam's rape trial, Irceman's pheading looks in
the courtroorr, along with Maya's own sheme, compel her 16 fie, and aiter

she learns ehat hor uncles have murdered Freeman, she believes that her

courtroom fie is responsible for his death. Angelou describes the emotions
that silence Maya: *f could feel the ev:Iness flowing through my body and
waiting, pent up, 1o rush off my tongue if | tricd to aper iy wonth, 1
clamped my teeth shat, Td hold it in. 1f it escaped, wouldn't it flood the
world and all the innocert peaple?
this crucial passage enables her to ink Maya's inability to control her body
and her words. Throughout the toxe Maya's failure 1o keop her bodily
functions “pent up” signals the domination of her body by others. The au-

2). Angelou’s use of flood imagery in

sobiograply’s opening suane mmerges her mability to cantrol her appear
< and bodily functions. Wantng to look tike a “sweet little
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So what happens when T write sutebiographies is that I try to suspend
mysell from the present. [ gew mysell into a time, o a particular day and
T'm there, Tach time that | do that, Lam also aware that I might not come
out, that I might be trapped in that tme—it's frighten:ng

Tkeep « hotel room and 1 g to it about live thirty in the mornjng and
pull off my coat. L have a yellow pad and the Bible. ) get on the bed and try
ta find that catry. [t s so scary. Itis so physical that by twelve o'Giock I'm
just wet. Soaked. ‘Then [ get up and take a shower &t the hotel and go
home. Sometimes | will caok, make a pot of soLp, say, and then go back to
the hotel again and write,

raxron: How does it feel #0 sit there holding that tattered old paperback
copy of I Kiow Why the Caged Bred Sings with this nearly thirty-years-younger
Maya Angelou on the cover?

aNGrLou: [Us like seeing a movie. one that’s knosen, maybe one that’s
written. s ot painless Lo remember

praXTON: The Wie is not painless . . . the remembered dife? Or the
writing?

ancrnou: All of them! § just turned to (putting down the book) some-
thing [ baven’t thought about i « long time, When my futher . . . scc,
so many things come to mird. . . . [ mean. T was very kind in this re
membrance. . . . When I left my father’s house, or the house that he
taok me 1o he came bnck 1o give me a dollar and « balf,

Tgrow up that duy terzibiy,

If Angelou here admits employing a self-censoring “strategy of recol-
lection,” this selective remerbering might be an cxample of what Karen
- Often
this sort of memory, witls s emphasis on “(hc utter necessity of geteing it
right” as Ficids points out, docs not like fo be questioned or verificd. 14
During our sonversation, Angelou spoke at length about shattering ex-

Ficlds calls the “wedding ist” or ‘church program’ sort of memor

periences of racism, sexism, and poverty representod in Caged Bird- experic
<uces viewsd through the lens of memory. To aid in exploring the rela
tionships among history, memory, and waterly craft in Caged Bird, Lasked
Angefou to disgeam the yard, the house, and the immediate environs of
the W, Johnson General Merchundise Store in Stamps, Avkansas {gener-
ally known as Sisser Henderson's Store).

Within this clearly swept yard, ten-year-old Marguerite experiences
wht she deseribes in Caged Bird 2s the “most pamfial cxporience that T ever
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Aagelon riscs to become a “peint of consciousness” for ber readers? In
i Know Why
Diostoyevsky. Zora Neale Hurston or Richard Wright, vet Angelou signifies
- song of the self.

Among the many possible approaches to the writing of wn introduction

ke Coged Burd Stags, the reader might hear schoes of Gorky or

on eese inherited modls to “sing” hes

to this collection of essegs on 1 Kwn Wy the Caged Bird Stags, 1 opt for an
exploration of the ways in which Maya Angelou's autobiographical veice
cmbudies memory. Crities of fetion and tonfiction alike agree that mer

ozy i a “plastic” medium through which the past can be seen and rocon-

s almost sacred,” wrote French historian Pierre

structed. “{Mlemory
Nora.’® Aad Melvin Dixon saw memory us 4 toul that coald be used both

1o dismantle and reclaim, in his wordy, “Memory becomes a tool to rogain

and reconstruct pos just the past but history itsels? ™ Pusing it another
way, eritic and writes Kuzen Felds wrote, “[Mlemory sollaborates with
forces separate from actual past events, such as an individual’s wishes. @
moment's contotations, an environment’s chucs, an cmotion'’s demands,

self's evolutior, a mind’s manufacture of order, and yes, even a rescarcher’s

dermands.” " Toi Derricotte expessed it simply and more elegantly, por.

Baps, when siie wiote, “Memary is in the service of the greatest psycnic
>

nee
Ihe callectior is framed by Lwo interviews and begins here in the intro
duction fas it ends m Claudia Latc's well known picce tiom Black Women

iters i Wore) with Angelou’s own words. 1o the [all of 1096, [ visited An-
gelot at her home in Winston-Salem, North Caroline, having obtaircd
pesmission (o interview et for this baok. Phar imterview: is embodicd
withir: the text of this introduction. Fasvinated by the theoreueal wterplay
botween history and memaory fand whiat Melvin Dixon callad *strategies of
recollection”), | asked Angelon tbout her writing technique and. specif
cally, how she uses memory to *rentes” Distorival time,

JeanaF 4R AXTON: [ you think now abont the actual historical moment
and what was gaing on in your mind when you were & child ard then
whan you think of what memory has dooe s that moment. does th

memary seem viry different?

MAra anGeLou: What T remercber |remember completely, Whole scencs

wember the aromain

play themsclves agacnst rouds and furmlund. [ can
the ai, the background sounds. On the other hand, if L don't try to
It has been that way

remermber it, then whole things are lost completcly
with me all of my lie.
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whie girl” Maya is embareassed about her own appearance and camiior xe-
member the words of the Easter poem she. vecites. With her uscape from

the church, Angelou implicitly wsociates Maya's inability to rule her blad-

der with hor inability to speak

stumbied amil st ted v say sanwething, or maybe L scream. bt 4 green
pessiotno, or it could nase been a lemor, caught ne betesen the legs and
spwzed. 1 tasted the sour un my tongue and felt it i e back of my
mouth Then befose T reached the coor, the sting was biraing down my
Legeand into my Sunday sncks. | mied 1o hold, 1o seeen: it back, 16 keep it

from specding (377

Maga’s squcczing back in this passage anticipates her stopping the Hood o
her words aftee the rape. wid Angelon also conncts this opening scene of
urination with onc of Freeman's means of silencing Maye. After cjaculat-
g on a mattress, he telis her that she has wet the bed, and witk this hie, he
denies her knowledge about her own body and comfounds her ability to
make a coherent story out of his actions

“Fhis inabiry Lo create @ story abuut her body pervades he remainder

of Caged bred as Maya struggles o cope with lier emerging womanhood

Angeleu, howsver, is ot content 1o let the muwe, sexuaily abused,

wishing-to-bo-swhire Maya represent the black female hody m her et In

or white

stend, she beging to reembady Maya by critiquing her admizatis
literary disconmse. A cady point at which Angelon foregrounds this o
tique is in Maya's meeting with Mrs. Bertha owers. Presenting this ofder
black womman as the direct apposite of vinng Maya, Angelow stresses 1
Flowess magnificent.y rules both her words and her body, Tndeed Flowers's
bodily control seems almest supernatura: “She had the grace of control to
sumumer days it
scemed she had a privaic brocze which swirled around, cooiing her” {57).

s morc
(93 Al

though Maya begins o respect and admirc the dack female body, white

appear warm 13, the coldest weather, and on the Arken

She miakes Maya proud 1o be black. and Maya claims that Plowe:
beautiful and “just as refined s whitelolks io movies and books

hernites still pravide ber sundard for beawty, and Angelou pokes fun at
the lirerary discourse that whitens Mayt's view of Bertha Flowers and

samanhood:

Stoe [Flowers] appeacd to me becamse sive was Tike people ) had aever mit

whatever

peesoually. Like oo n in Finglish novels whe varked the muos

they wars) with their Leval dogs sacng av a respafad distance. Like the

woraen wh s i ront of roasing Breplaces, drinking tea iucossantly from
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had with my grandmothet.” In this confrongarion, Mrs. Anaie Hendersan,
Marguerite's grandmother and ber absolute protecior, positions herself as
a Tizeral bavricr betweca her family and a “dangerous” white world, even
though she must subject herself to racial insult to do so. liven shn ser
bally assaulted by the adolescent gitds, Momma enderson remains out
wardly "cool.” giving no visibic sign of her iner turmail. Duricy our in-
terview, Angelon axplores perspectives she withheld when writing this

Gritical seen in Caged Bint

AN rox: Ters Lalk about the peogzaphy, the physical peagraphy of your
grandmothur’s yard. Pleasc craw v- diagram things in your prandmother’s

ward? Could vou situate thestore « . . would you mind?
ancierous 0K Thernis the store. Ot back door thi’s the back
door out the hack door as you come out end Lo the left there is ¢

« chicken

gerden-—this is the garden—and behind the garden there is
Coop ripht there. And over on the right e vou came out o the buck doer,
there were Lwo ways out of the back of the house . . . this wes the
ledreom.

Over here was the pigs sty as you tarn rigat. Thisis the kizchen, whick
s bedroom

was aboust here; ut that door wars sieps,

e this was my 4
with Bailey. and my wrandroother’s bedzoom with me was here. And here
was the kitehons al. the rest of this was store, There was a window her.
iear me grendmather’s bidronm, und then a window here, sod there was
abig door ta the store: this was the front door

Tere, anrside, was the veal living arca. This wis a Eindserry L, My
grandmuther had a tahl built azound the chinaberry iree so people coulé

sit there under it On Saturdays, wotnen would come there ard get their

har done and ladies would come, hairdressers. Mon would barber aroand
1his chinaberry tree. At one puint. we had lawn here, where we could play
croguet. in the back. becase in lromt of the house was dirt. ] raked the diet

here from the front porch back 16 the chinaberry. There were wasa
pots, right here, huge wash pots. anc over thure was a well where wie drew
watr.

s rons Pots for washing cloting?

oiled clathes m one and one was

anceLon: Um hum, big iron pots. e
line from that tree [to anothor tree

fior rinsing, and there was a clath
< was 2 drive, | mega, for peo-

e road vume right across here and so th
ple who had cars or wagons,
Along here, this was the way fo town. and this wis the way 10 Mrs
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Towers” house, The school w

s stll up Bere, up the hill: So, you could sie
from the parch—swell. you could just see the path, there wasn't a roud,

but a path up: (o the school

The toilet was between the pigs sty and the chicken o, And there

was 4 doot, and over here there was a bux, and in the hox there were ull

sorts of interesting things hise Sears and Rochuck catalog pages used For

Itoilet peper, but also nice magazines like iy and Good Hosebeeping.
Lades” Home Journal, and ome of those little Christian things thet Momma
thuuglit shoukd go ont heze s seubdn't be saerilegious 1 pul out in the
toilet. ‘They were never used ~these Christiin magazines— for paper,
only the Sears Rodhurk catalog

Now the [white] girls came along this roed, end theyd walk in tront of
the house, in front of the store. Whenever Momma or angbody saw white
girls coming, they'd call Unele Willie and tell him to hide. Becausc these
qirly, o7 women, for that matier. could come in the store and say, *I'] bave
twa pounds of this Tl have ten pounds o this . . . Tl have seand
5o And then they would say. “Put it on my bill, Willie.” And my uncle
corld not say, “You don'thave i bill? because alk they would have ta o is
say. “He tricd 1o touch me.

hey knew they couldr 't blaskmail G

5 indrmother. There was no paint
coming into the store and getting candy or trving o. They showed out be.

cae my granduother was so mpregaable. She was a forrross that could

nat be ertered into.

BRAXFOR: Ar you saying that there s w sexual dyaamc in the backdrop

of this exchange even thiugh everyone who s involved in chaper five is

icrmale?
anGELOU: Absolutely

Brax1oN: Thereis an jmplied threat to yeur Lncle Willic?

ANGELou: Thae's right, and 1o my brather, Baley, ATWAYS a threat

The white and female “children” doliberately ex
status o intimidae and humitiae Mrs. Henderson and her family. Despite

plont their protected

the almost ritual insult by the throe taunting girls, Mrs. Lenderson e
tains, in symbolic memory and as xopresented in the text of Caged find

acarly impassive, Only her apran strings Tutter as the gils flaus

their
imagined racial superiarisy

What is the source of the nasraror's seluctive remembering here? fs the
versiar reprosented by the nanrater o Caged find 4 sanitized example of
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nacne or Jacnhgs farmer masier, James Norcom. In this paper | will sefcr o
the: author of the autebiography as Jaculs. and Lo the acto: wishin it as Srent, In
cader t avaid confasion, | will call the other people Jacobs sites about by theic
preadonys

s Tor the basic enets of “4r1e womanhood” see Borbura Weltar, Dimity Convic-

sizs. The Ampvicas

aw in the Ninetienih Cratimy (Celumbus: Ohia Vv, Lress, 176,

fents i e Vi of w Sine

Gl Woien by Herself ™ in e Stae’s Navagive, od. Charles . Dhavis and Henry Louis

Gaies,Jr. New York; Ostard Univ, Press, 19853, 260-52 Tl introduction, fcdents

anthe Lo o 2 e G by Harviet facabs, od. Yellin (Cambridge: aeverd Univ, Press,
Tos7s it sooddv: Valerde Smith, Self-Discovery aud Authority i Ajeo-Awericss Naratico
(i ambeidgs: Harvard Eniv. Pres, 1957), 3553 Joanre M. Braxton, “Harriet Jucoby

Focidents i the Taje of a Sle Gol: The Re-Defin.tion of the Slave Narrative Genre,

Masscchuseiss Revien. 27 (19863 170 57 G zudia Tty “Allegor v of Black Female D

us of Tlack lemale

rury Sentimental Narra

sire; or, Rercading Nivereenth ¢

Antaenty

o

g e Onn Wande: Essapson Craiisie Theors, and Wonag by Black 1

aw Brumswick: Rugars Univ, Press, 1983 05 1: end Mary Helen Washingion,
Youbleday, 195

faventead Lives, Narvatives of Fleuk Wonen w360 gt { Garden City 3o

5. Susanna Rowson, Clkrdate Temnle, od. Clara M. and Rudaotf Kivk { New Heven:
College and Liv. Pross, 19643, 117 For s oxcellent Ciscussion of haw eigiucenth-

certury Trglis novels roproserted @ split hotweer 1he rase vistis body and

mimid see Frances bergusor . “Rape and the Rise ol the Kovel” Repreantion 00687
85 1
o Wlter, 2.

17, As Susan Stves abserves, the idea of seduction s incomprehensible it

women ave 5o right ovex ety eevn bodis L are simply the property of men to

i they will, as fermale siaves were the property ofshivewiers. See “Britsl be-

ibtecial-Consiiry Astias (4 {1580 176
e

dused Maidlens.” £

v harrier Jacobs, Tndests o e [ife of @ St Girl e loan Fgeen Vellin {Cant

elerences 10 1his rext will be inverted

bridge: Harard Univ, Press, 19573, 3. Future
parenthsnically
1, Widliam | Andrens, *Dinlogre ia Amebellum Afro Americar Autobiogra

iy St i Aiabingraphy, cal Jarm Olney {New York: {x6ord Usiv. Press, 19e8).
4. Braston ulserves that Brent “uses e the way Frederick Daugles usis st

and s oty s @ means of expressing her resistance” (356,

20, Carhy's wecond chapter i Reconsnucsing Wommiood, “Slove aad Mistross:
Ideslagies o Yo anhood under Slaseey” (30160}, b an excel ent study of how

d upen the

rineLse-centis ¢ concpticns of “ade” and “womankend” depenc

wschsinn of bluck women,
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“wedding list” or “church prograre” mewory? Ty the mature agtobiogra-

pher’s decision based on aesthetics
that a radically different treatment of this scene of confrontation, one that
took into uccount all of 1ts racial and sexual iroplications, might cause her

Or was Angelou, when writing, aware

book to be viewed as “just another protest wotk,” possibly limiting her au-
dience? 1f so, did her strategy of recollection collaborate with that aware-

ness? | probed further.

BrRAXTON: During the exchange in the yard, the “Maya chasacter” re-
flected that there was a shotgun loaded and rucked away. Did she bave any
awareness of what it would ave meant to asc that gun?

Antries The four bundred and ren. My Uncle Willic always called it the
four hundred and ten,

Tknew that kitting was a sin. [ knew that you weren't suppased 1o do
anything to whites, not speak to them or even look them in the eye. Lalso
knew that whites sould und did do anvthing to us

At my grandmother's quilting bee. ive o six of her lady friends would

quilt, und they had 3 big rac and they’d put it in her bedroom, which was
y part living rom too. They rolled oue the quilt, and the fadies would
do that fine stitching. And they would talk, and il | couid keep really quict

just outside the door [conld averhear them

The women would tell the most stories about black men being
Iypebied, black mwen running wway, white men they worked Zor trying to
get 10 them, and white women pretending they didn'tsee &, didn’s se the
husband try 16 feel them up. White women being angry with the black
soman for even being an object of sexual desire to their hushands, not
ever angry with the husband. So [ heard all of that, und T knew, had to
kpow, have some inkling of, lots of things. OF course, | didn't understand
all af the implieations, but you couldn’t be black ia the South past five
years of age and not know the threats implied and overt,

BRAXUON: 0 § Know Why the Cagedd Bird Sigs, you write about many rerrible
experiences. How did you emerge [rom the chr

esalis of Maya’s vuluerabil-
ity? What enabled you to heal yousself where anather person might have
been Cestroyed? What was the difference?

ANGELOU: Tcan't remember a time when [ wasn't loved by somchody. So
even in the bad, really bad times, in Sainc Louds, my brather. Builey, helped
When 1 couldn't really trust my mother or her mother, or mey uncles

they amused me, of course . . . they were funny but to tust
them??
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5. Williarn Shekespeare, The Pacus, ed. T 1. Prince {lordor: Methuen, 1974}

163555

6. Stephanie 1T, Jed, Chaste Thinking The Rape of Lucrctia and the Bisth o5 Hamarisns
{Bloominguon: [rdian s Univ. Press, 1539, 13

5. Shakespeare, 4-00. Shakespeare’s sources similaly privilege an infugral
self ovor the body.

8. There are many good faminist readings of Tuzrece My reading is most influ-
sied by Conpelia Kaho, “The Repe in Shakespeare’s lursee,” Stakespoare Stuees 9
{19763 43 72,

g, Spetmun, w652

16, Darlone Clark Fine, “Rape and the Laner Lives of Black Women in the Mid
dle West: Prelimina-y Thoaghts on the Culraze of Dissemblance,” Signs 14 {1989):
or—20. I examining dissemblance. ine also states thet antebetlum black women
b 10 “caliectively cruate alternative self-images and shicld from serutiny these
privae empowering dunitions of self” in order to funceon in white patriarchal

America (916). Lwil” show how Jacobs and Angelou make Uheir empowering sc
definitions public (0 their autobiographies.

1. Because of the vast scholuship on negative stereotypes sbov: the black
woman's bady, Lwill cite anly those works that most strongy ilormed this essay,
bell hocks, Avr's ¢ Worran: Mack Woen and Feomnisen (Boston: Souvh End Press, 1981),
15 86 Angela Y. Danis,
V. Carby. Recomstacting Womanhond: The Lnergence of the Afto-Aanerican Wowan Novelrst | New

inen, Race and € lass (New: York: Random House, roar); Hezel

York: Oxford Ussiv. Tress, 1987}, 20 61; Berbara Chuistien, #ak Feminist Crivicism: Por-

spectives o Hlack Wamen Wriers (New York. Pevgamaon Prss, s9s), 130 Christian, Black
Woror Naveisi: The Dewclopmer: of & Tiliton. 02+ w76 (Westport: Greenwood Press,

8oy

ondra O'Neaie, “Inhibitng Midwises, Usurpirg Creators: The Struggling
Fmergence of Black Womer in Amencon Ficuon," in fenamst Sudiee/Crivical
Studes. ed. Teresa de Lausetis (Bloomington: Tndiaua Univ. Pross, 165), 19-36;
Ssander 1., Gilman, "Black Bodics, White Bodies: Toward an Teorography of Feoale
Sexvality in [ate Ninewen:h-Cenrury Ar, Medicine, and Literatare,” in “Ruce
Writng. and Difference, ed. 1lenre Lovis Gates, Ir. (Chricago: Chicage Univ Press. 103s),
223-t1; Barbara Omolade, “Hearts of Darkness,” ‘n Fowers Of Desive. The Politecs of
Sewwntite. vl Avn Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharen ‘Lhempson {New Yurk:
Manthly Review Press, 1983), 350 70; Frances Foster, "o Respect to Temales
 Differences in the Pormayals of Women by Ma's and Fema's Narrators,” flock
Amencan Lteveture Foramn v5(1981): 66—70; Halk; acd Hine,

12 Toooks, Fatking Buck. Thinking Feminist ‘Uhiivngy Biack (Bsoon: Seuth End Press,
1999). 140, hooks's challenge b indeed a difficult onc. As Bacbara Chvistian observes,
“Che garb of aninhibited pawion wears etter on 2 male, who afler all, doss nat
buxe t carry the barden of the race’s torality or lack of t” (Noveliats, 40}

6. Al the mames in facobs text are pseudonyms, D Hint is a fictitious
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21 Carbry, 5754 Vellin, introduction. xee-ssx; Tate, ws-oy; Washingron, xxii,

2. Washingron, xxiii.
25, dndrews, T Tl « Pee Story: The Fiest Comury of Affo-American Auobiagraphy
17601465 (Urbana: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1986). 259.

24, For adiscussion of low peini eging a diverete spiritual zealm increased patri-

axchal authority's control over the bodies of erslaved people and white woman in

antebeltum America, sev Karen Saucher-Eppler, *

iy Bonsds: The Tniersecting

Rhetorics of Feninism and Abolition,” Represcrtarions 24 {1988): 49- 50.

35, Jane Tompkins, Sensations! Desyprs. The Cuiraral rk of Amencan Fiction (Newe
Yors: Oxford Liniv. I
26, Valerie Smith, 32

55,1985}, 150 71

Tor discussions of Jacobs’s depiction of hee motherhood as & source of her
personal autonomy, see Carby, 40- 61 ) ate, 10705 and Beaxton, pessin.

2. Maya Angelou, T Knne Why the Caged Bird Sings New York: Bantam. 1969), 65,

luture references to this text will be inserted parentheticaly. | wll refer to the au

thar of Caged Bird s Angelou, and 0 the actor within it as Maya. in my reading of

the carly part of Angolows autobiography, 1 ar indebted t: Sidonic Smith's di

us-

sion ol Maya's quest aiter her “seli-accepted black womanhood” o tiliane K.
Arcnsherg’s analysis of Maya's dependence on huoks, and t Francoise Lionnet's ox
ploration of how Angetou makes he body the souce ané madel of her creniivity

Sce Smth. “The Song of the Caged Bird: Maya Angzlow's Quest for Sclf-Accep

wance,” Seuther Timamizes Revew 7 (1971): 365 75; Arensbery, “Death as Metuphor of
Selt i 1 Know Why the €

Vs, Race, Gender, el Portarr {ithaca: Cornell Ui, Press, fo%9), 1o 65. | ditter

d Band S CiA 20 (1970 275

Livanet, Ausbiographcal

fram these readers in that [ discu

the somataphiihia and racism in white literaty
discourse us significant obstacles that Maya mus: overeome heturs: she can begin ta

recover from her rape

n take pride in hee body

29. For another exariination of this apening scenc and for a consideration of
Angelows ather images of fowing liquids and rhythms, s Lionnet, 134 35, 146,
Unlike lionnet, | craphasie Maga's uttempts 1o conurol her body and words

3. Christine Froula, “The Daughter's Seduction: Scxual Vioknce and Literaty
History.” Sigrs T (16863 673

. Shakespeare, 1498, The dhivotes over twa hundred lines w Tucrece’s viewing
of this puinting (367-1569) and contrasts the mutencss of tre painted Heciba with
Lucrece's venting of griet and nutrige it her rape

On this sad shades [Hecubi; Tucrece spends her eyes,
And shapes acr sorros ta the beldame’s woes,
Who nothing wants to answar her bt criss,
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ever, thar explore the Jine hetween subtle but passive resistance and active,
onen protest: the graduaticn scene (chapter twenty-three), the dentist
ene (chapier twenty

tells dpout double-crossing a white con man {chapter twenty-nine}

our), and the story Daddy ClidelDs friend, Red Leg,

Falling ot they da between the Joe Leuis chapter and the San Francisco

streetcar company chapter, these three cpisoxdes chart the transition from

subtle resistance to sctive protest. The graduation scenc for the mest paxt
foilows the cady, entirely pasitive examples of subtle resistance in Caged
Bind. The only differcnce s that the resistance is 0 longer so subte and
ifically tak

that it spe the form of pactry, which jn irself valorizes the
African-American literary tradition as a source for resisting white racist
1 chapter conforms to the pattern es
tablished by the “powhitcerash” and Mos. Cullinan chapters: fiest, there is

the Insuit by the white person, when the speaker tells the black audience

oppression, Otherwise, the graduatic

about all the improvements that the white school will receive—improve-
ments that far surpass the few scheduled for the black school (151). There is
Mayas first respanse of humiliation and azger: *Then Lwished that Gabriel
Prosser and Nat Turner had killed all whitefolks in their beals® (152), shared

now by the communizy: *[1fhe proud graduating class of 1940 had dropped
their heads” (152), Then there Is the action on the part of u member of
the black community—Henry Reud’s improvised leading the audience
it “Lft ey Voice and Sing” {155)  that at the samc time avoids an irre-
versible confrontation with the white oppressor and pennits the black
community to feel its dignity and superiority: “We were on top agaic. As
always, again, We survived” (156}

The primary difference in the graduation chapter s tha: because the
audience sings together, the resistance is a commuity uction. The resis
tance is still not exactly an outright protest, and it stll avnids open con
frontation since the white insulter has koft and docs not hear the singing,
Otherwise., the scene resembles a civil rights protest twe: decades later. The
graduation also serves as an introduction for the dentist chapter, whic is
similar to the graduation chapter hevause of the way i highlights litera-
1are as a possible source for resisting racist appression, and which is the
eruvial sransitional chapter from suatle resistance Lo active protest because
it opens the doot to the eventuality of open confrontation by presenting
the closest instance ki the book of a back persou in Stamps openly con.
fronting a racist white.

The insult in the dentist chapter occurs when Stamps's whire and only

dentist—ro whom Maya's grandmother had lent money, interest-free and

a favor—refuses to treat Ma;

s excruciuting tothache, telling Maya
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ined, italicized fantasy passage Eve pages later as itsellan instance of poetry.
For one, the apostrophe includes in the category of “pocts” anyone who
wses the power of the word— “include preachers, musicians and blues
singers” (156).  hus, anyonc who uses linguage to des
ing and their causes (ie., blues singers) helongs in the caregory of pocts

cribe pain and suffer

According to this definition, the author of  Know Why the Caged Bird Nings s o
Blues singer, and thereiore & poct, 100, since tclfing why the caged bird

sings is an instance of describing puin and sutlering and their causes, a
stance of the blucs, Loosely defined, poetry is also an act of imagins
and thus the stalicized fantasy passage in the dentist chapter is poctic since
ct, it is the first instance of Mays being a
poct and thus the first step toward the far more monutental act of writ

it is an act of imaginction. In (4

ing I Kinaw Wiy the Caged Bird Stngs 1tse]€. Poetry, in all its forms, can be 4p uct
of resistacce. The greduation chapter bias alrcady made that clar, but the
dentist chapter makes it decr that the victim of sacial oppression can her-
self become o poet and use her prietry as a fonm of resistance. Maya had
begun to lean the positive power of poctry and of words in the Mss. Tlow

ers chapter. Now sl begus e proc
to positive effect, 4 process that concludes with the composition almost
thirty years later of the very book in hand

ss of haenessinng the power of seds

The final instance of not-quite-outright rosiswanc

c s the scam Red Teg
tells (in chapter twenty-nine) abour pulling on a white con man. This
episade is ot the open, active protest of Maya’s iniegration of the strect-
cars since it does not involve a direct confrontation

with the white racist,
les of resistance becausc

but it is closer to it than any of the provious exa

the white person ends up knowing that he has been had at his own game
Theinclusion of the episode s at st glance irrelevant wo the heroing’s per-
sonal development, but Angelows comments at the end of the chapter
wmake clear how the passage fits with the rest of the hook. For cae, Angelou
vemarks, “Tt wasn't possible for me Lo regirdd | Red Teg and bis accomplice
as cximinals or be anything but proud of their achicvements® (190). The
reason for her peide is that tsese black con artists are achiovizg revenge for
wrongs incurred against the entire race: “We arc the victins ol the wotld's
most comprehensive robbery. Life demands a balare, I¢'s all right if we do
alittle robbing naw” (190-91. Ihe scam is, therefore, anothier example of
fighting back against white domination and rac

st oppression, an cxumple
approval.

that, ke the others, meets with the autho:
The scam arti

chapter ends, Iike so many other chupters, with « para
graph that appears te have fivtle to do with what precedes. It tells abaut
how Vaga and her black schaolmates leamed to ase Standard English and
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and Momma, My policy is [d rather stick my hand in @ dogs mouth
than in a nigger's” {160}, From this paint on, though, the chapter ceases
follew the pattern of the previous examples of resistance. Instead, Monmna
leaves Maya in the alley behind the dentis: s ffice und, in a passage printed
in ttalics, cnters the office transiormed into a superworsan and threatens
to rum the now-trembling dentist out of town. Readers quickly perccive
do hieve

that this passage is italicized beciuse it is Maya's fantasy. but Cie

to read 1 fow sentences of the (antasy before realizing it The chapter ends,

and Momma travel 1o the black derist in Texarkana, with An.

after Viay
aelow’s explanation i what really happened inside the white dentist's of
fice - Momma collected interes on her loan to the dentist, which pays the
bus fare to Texarkana
ferved, my version” (16

The fantasy scenc bears attention because it is She nly ore like it

and Angelows rewmarks °T preteercd, much pre-

Caged Bird. It s the onty italicized passage in the book and the enly ane that
confuses the reader—even i emly for a moment—over what is real tué
what is Fustesy. Seme crities lave wrgued that this passage serves dae pue-

pose of underlining how limited Mommuh ability 0 fight rackouis, * and
i s true that in a hetter wor'd, Momuma would have been able to exart

proper and courteous care from a dentist who was behalden to hor. | his

reading, howsver. does not account for either the uniquencss of the pre
sencanon of the passige or the very real pride Vaya fels for her grand-
mother as they ride the bus between Stamps and Toxarkana [ was so
proud of being her pranddaughter and surc that seme of her magic st
have come down to me” (162 65} O the one hane, the italicized passage
docs bighlight the contrast hetween what Maya wishes her grandmother

comtd da i 1 racisu with what little she cen do, thus again deaumstratng

the limitations of subtle resistance & an overall strategy for responding 10
racist ppression. On the other hand, the firtasy passage anticipares the
kind of outright confrontations betwoen appressed Dlack and racist op-
pressor that accurred when Maya broke the streetcar corapany's color line
and in the civil rights movement. A'though itis only a fantasy, itis the first
instance in Caged Bred of @ black person openly confronting a racist white
and thusis the first hint thatsuch conlrorstation s a possibility

U'he fiet shat the fantasy pawage bs an act of imagination is also signifi
cent, since it hints that imagination and storytefling can be forras of resist

ing recism, 1t is natural to read the Fantasy passage in this way because of its

placement immediately after the apostrophe 10 “Black known and un
known poets” at the end of the graduation chepter (136). Because of this
pussage praising black puets, we are all the morc inclined to sce the inug-
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escapably o read politically. but o foregzound the politics. as i these canld
somehin be distiaguished from the reeding itself,is to render the reudicg

suspect. (67}

To neglect many of Lhe formal ways Caged Bird expresses its poiats about
identity, words, and race is 1o ignore the extent to which Argelou success
fully met Loomis’s challenge, an important aspect of her ar

plishment, und the potential utlity of this text in literary cla

tic accom-

roomns, espe-
cialy those that emphasize combining fornal and ideologically based
approaches 1o analyzing litezature

Notes

1. Angelou tels the story about how she vame to wrile | Know ¥y the Coged Bud

sgs in soveral interviews callected by Jeffrey M. Hliot (s, 15132, 2u). She admits
having an inability to “zosist 4 challemge” (“Westie

50} in her 183 imerview sirl

vicss she discusses

Clandia Tate ("Maya Angelou” 151 52}, unc in at least two inte:
Jarnes Baldwin's possibl: role in helping Loomis s her attraction 4 challenge as
a ploy to get her to agree o write an aatobiography (“Wesvays” f; "Mava An-

gelow,” with

¢, 155).

2. A search in the MLA somputerized data bank reveals fonty-four irems on
Angelou, with the oldest dating back to 1973, threc years after the publication of {
Knaws Why the Caged Burd Sings. T

cnty-eight of these forty four items have appeared
since 108, wnd only nie sppeared befare 1980 (and of these, twe axe interviews, one
is bibhographie icformation, and nne s a portion of a dissertation . | bere are differ
ert possibrlities for interpreting these facts: o tiie one hand, it may be that schol-
arly caitics have boen slow to “catch up” 1o Angelou, slow <o treat her work  and

vhus 1 vecogmize it—as literat:ire worshy of their artemtion; un the other hand, 1t

may be that the scholarly starus of Argelou's work has risen in ceners with post

sructaralism’s rise and has done so because poststructuralism has made it possible
10 appreciate Argeiou’s work in new ways.

3. For the sigmificance of identity in Caged Sird, see Burrerlicld (za3}, Schmids
{25 27}, McFhersor (16, , 1ar), end Areibery (27, 2% 0, 58890, O displace
meat, see Nesbauce {1r-19, 126

) and Bloom (206-97). For o consideration of the
). Ve
Murry (1991, and Kinnansor, who stresses the importance of community in Ciged
McPherson
{3m37 and McMurey (108), For an extensive consideration of th rape, sec Fraula

personl vs. the universal, see McPherson (as—an), Cudjon {10}, @Neale (4

Bl (125=3). On e “powhiterrash” scea, see Burterficld (o 12)

(634=34). Far the effect of the rape on Maya and her rclationship with Mrs, Flo

vars,
see Lionnet {197-52). For the graduation, see Butterfield (207), McMurry (106-0),
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dialestin thir appropriate sortings. This shion ¢ paragraph certainly belongs
2o the commentary “unning throughout the ook on appreviating the sig

nifcance anc power of words: *We wore alert (o the gap scparating the
written word from the collogurl” {1a1). Tt 1lso serves 1o smphasize the
superior ability of blacks to adapst 1 and get 1he best sl s nanstances and
situations: “My education and that of my Black associates were quite dffer

entfrom the edicaton of our white schoalmyates, T the cJassroom we all

learned past participles, but in the streets and in our homes the Bla

Teannl 1w <lrop v frum plusals and suflixes from past-tense sorbs” {190}

Angelou shows here tae superior adaptability of ber black schoolmates
{and thas Maya has come a long way from her scorn of her grandmother’s
use: of dialeet): the blacks kearn all the whites do and more. Uhis Jesson i
entirely appropriate 1o the con artist chaprer, since what the stories aaout
pulling scams demonstrate s the: black version ol herolson, which is 1o
make the most of wwhar little one s in other words, acaprability: [l 'n
the Rlack American ghettos the hero is that man who is oflered only the

crumbs from his country's table but by ingenuity and courage is zble to

< for himsel“a L uzullan feast” (ivo).

an ability s the essence of the

Within strictly legal confines, sac
Amesican myth of success, and imdoubtedly. at least part of the appeal of
tion of black heroism and

Caged Biadis that it corresponds both to this de
ta the outline of 4 typical suteess story. 0 The product of a broken faaly,
vaped at age cight, Angeloa was otfered at first “only the crumbs™ from her
“countey’s table.” She suffers Trom an inferarity conples, wn identity i

sis, and the humiliation of racist insubts, By the end of the book, Mewever,

er feels inforior, knows who she is, and knows thar she can
respond fo racism in ways thet preserve hee dignite and her e, fierty,
nd demonstrates p aibdinor. through

she no lor

and property, and she knows
the very existence of the book itacll  that she can respond by wsing the
powes of words. Tt may be irpassible 10 cnnvince a poststructuralist that
there is somcrhing uniguely literary aboat Angelow’s autobiography,
but certain’y part of what this autwbivgraphy js aboot s the power and
utlity ef literature and its ot ganesis and oxistence s @ protest aganst
cacism. Ome serves Angelon wad Caged S htter by emphastzing how
{orm and politicel content work together., As flizabeth Fox-Genovese says
im respect o the genvral teadition of autabiographics by Altican-American

women

The theoretical challrge Jies 1n bringsng sophisnvated skit o the service

of a palitica’ly informed weacing of tets. To read wel, 7o road Tully, s in
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{2617}, McPherson (55-35). Arensberg (200-01), Butterfisld (213, Liennat (55
36, Dremermakapoulus (16605, ad M Kethan (60).

10. Ty being herself, Mrs. Flowers made Maya proud of her

al backgrourd,
“prand Lo be Negro,” but the real lesson Maya nescis 15 learn is double: by buing
herscl, Maya hersell can be "aroud to be Negro,” and by being “proud o be
Negro.” Maya can be herselt. Thus the fanguage of the phrase inplies the link be
tieeen bring “proud to be Negra® and being onesclf.

. Sec MacKetken, who emphasices “vsbal bumor as 1 survival strategy” in
&

exution in Afro-Amsrican thought,” veads Caged Bird :n the context of this impor

i Bind. Cudjow, wgaing that *specch and language hewsune instruments of ib-

tam theme (w1}

12. Bxamples of this cbuse occur when Wright tetls his grandimother to kiss hus
ass. when he nonchalartly answers his uncle’s question aboun the time of da, or
when adrunken shite man hashes him i the face for forgetting to say *sir” (40-44,
x4 53, 1754),

1. Thanks to my <olleague, Mark Richardson, for poining out that in Serge.
Eisenstein's otersbn the sailors rebeiled against sheir off.cers by sonashing dishes and
for iunplying that dish smaashing w so .1 of rebellions rvay b a linerary trape

14 Angelow has spoken in al leest two interviews ubout the importance of
protest in her work #Zelo Tnterviews Maya Angeion.” 163; “The Maya ¢ haracter.
58).

5. See. for example. Neuhzuer (1t8). Mary Jane 1upton also %eeis that in the
dentist episode: “the grandmother has boen defeatcd and humikated. ber only re-
ward a mere ten doflars n interest for a laan she had made 20 the denust™ {260,

16, On May 29, 1694, Twenty-four years after Cagal B initial publicarion, the
paperbisck edition wis 1 itssists-seventh sweek on the New Yark Ties ok Revrew list
a paperback bestsullers.
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Arersherg (283), andd Cudjoe 14}, Fox T2 vivit 1o the dentisl, see Braston (302 04}

and Newawer (819} cr the month in the junkyard, see Giliert (22) and Lionaet

(155

b Soe Angelao's inlorviews with Tate (Mava An

low” 197} i with

Neubaver {“rcrview,” 689, In an iewsiew included m VicPherson's Drder
O of Lhaws, Angelou mentions a panebes of incilines she omited-some con-

3. O'Neale,

ho writes that Angelou's “rarrative was beld *ogerher by comralled technignes

sciously, sime uncanscicusly from Coged Bl (138 40, 145 4

6

F artistic ficrion” (26 and that her baoks are “arcanged in Jaosely structured plos
stquences which creskilli by contralled” f42), docs not diseuss taese secaniques or
arrangements ia any deca |

5. Angelou craatienaugh pozential confusion about her progaginists deotivy
by Raving hex called different nummes by different people Rite, Mays, Viarguerite
ey, | use the name "NMaya™ to re'er

Margaret, Mary, Sisier. for the saxe of consirte

W che prostugowist of Caged fimd and the pame *Angelou™ o seier 10 s autkor

6 Michacls’s beok is published in Sephon Greenblatt’s series, “Tac New His

toricism: Swdies in Cubswral Pactics” and Tompkin's boot, whose subille is

ke Codtoal Workof Arsican Hician, 550 e, cnphasics reading lerature in s ais
Loreal contest, Tompking's chaprer, “Sentimental Power: Uacke Tan's G ad the
Polivics uf Lerny issore,” aad Milacls's chapter oo Mcthger st'ke ne e Jail-
liant close literary wralysss

<. Schnude (25} and McPherson (26) comment on the cpivacic qualizy of Caged

i, Schimide is the one commentaton on Caged Biid 1 maation that “cach reninis-

Caged Bind i 1y hows readily

venee forms 3 upir” 251 An irdicarion of how episod

s from it have Tant themselves 1o being antholagied

S, MeMurry arguss insighstully that Maya “is using the design she 1aces it the
(ront gl organiz fulings she could not otherwise order or cxpress, us. s
Momma bas used the son to arganize her thoughts and feelings beyond the range

bt be

o the children's taunes Ske trimaplis nn onty in spie of lier restsisL v

cause of Lnem. It is hecausy, a5 a 3lack woman, she must mainti the role of re

€ the true

spees wward e whise children thar she discovers another vehicle

erotion” {103}, Kinnamon, arguing that “Angelou’s purpuse s to portray cleaali-
hess s a bonding situal s Wach Lulture” (8223, onteasts the impostzie of washing

whitetvasa” chupter with the scene i Bask Bey in whech Richard Wright

in the *p
tells ahout L grandmort aers washing him

5. See Blo
(21). Sexual identity is centrat 1o the brok's last 1o chaprers, in which Avgelou

frwho prints 1o Mrs. Liowers s "2 percegtive mother-substitute”

tells aheul Mava's concerns about hee sexual identty and the birth of ber son. Tos
discussions of these st Lwo hapters, see Smith 5505 a3 Buss (03 o4, Sclimidt
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parmership of misogeny acd somatophobia in Shakesncare’s The Rupz of

fsrece because his pocm influcnced the two vurcbiograpacry wham [ ex

amine in the second and third purts of this cssay. Mayi Angelou specifically

refers to the poem, and it shaped the navels of seduction that Harriet Ja-
cobw critiques i her autoblography. Shakespeare describes the taped
Lucrese a» peivileging kerinorent mind ose: her vinlited body: 1 hough
my gross blizod be stain’d with this abuse, { Lonmaculete and spottess i my
trind. "% Stephanic Jed describes how somarophobia springs from such a
Platonic duality batween body and mind: “implicit in every construct of
chaste or integeal mind is the splitting off of the body as the zegien of all
potuntial wontamination.” he dire but logical consequences of this split
ting off emerge when Lucrece siows her violaed body through patri
archy’s eyes. Purceiving her body as her hushand's daaged property. she
wives ke following rationale for killing herself:

My hono: Pl bequeath uno the: nife

That seunds oy body 5o dishorored.

"1 hanor o deprive dishovord 1
“The one will live, the other being dead

S oFshame’s asaes shall g fame be bred,
Fon

My shume so dead, 1mine honer « new bars,

in oy dextl § murther shameful scorn:

Intorming lucrece's deadly resolution arc somatophobia and twa other

key aspects of patriarchal idcology: the identfication of the fenuale wich

Eer body and the cquation 5f fermale “honot” and chastity. The destruction
of Lucreee’s bady perperuats these patriarchal conceptions of woman
haud $

I worsan who records ber own repe spust ~<f she does not wish
Claose thie distance b

do wich her pen what Luercce Cucs with hus sward
twoen her body wod whatever ler sociery pesits as a worman's integral self
1 reputation, i, soul, dosire, ar will), She mast rec.aim hee
ents

(i, soxu
by, While this written reclamazion js dhfficult for any woman, it pres

aspecial problern i the black worran because of the meanings Lkac hepe

somic white caltures have assigned o her body. Acvording 10 Spelman
somatophobia supports kot sxist and vacist thinkiig because these hege-
than men and

monic cultures have positad women as more bodylike
blacks as more bodylike than whites. Within these twa hicrarchical rela-
iwed as the most bodylike,

tionshi

, the black woman is implicitly pe

and this perception fosers her oppression In somatophobis societivs * Nu

merous scholirs have demonstratil that boily the mstitutions of slvery
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Representations of Rape in Incidents in
the Life of a Slave Gixl and
1Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

MARY VERMILLION

. s e

STELY Or A weman's written record of her own rape can illus-
Anm the dual consciousness that Susan Stanford Iricdman identifics
asa primary characteristic of female life-writing, According 1o Friedman,
woman’s alienation from her cultusally defined selt motivates the ercation
of an alicmave self in her autobiography. Because pariarchal coltural
definitions of @ woiman center on her body and sexual status, the rape vic-
tim not only becomes painlully aware of her culturally defined self, but
she also confronts a hideous paradox as she tries to construct en alternate
sl Tn trying vo perceive herself s whole and untouched, the rape victim
of excluding her body from what
she considers as the rest of her self. Such negation of her body is a natural
continuation of the actual rape: the victim tells hersclf that she was not
there dusring the rupe—it was not dhe whom be: raped. Unanswe

runs the risk of fragmenting her identi

able ques-
tions then loom. 1f she was Lot there, then who wast Who is this “shc,” this
“self” who exists bodilcssi

The rape victim's uncertainties about her own subjectivity stem in pare
from a long tradition in Western patriarchal thought—what Elizabuth

Spelman termy “somatophobia,” fear of and disdain for the body, Spelman
demamstrates that patriarchal thinkers from Plato onward huve channeled

most of this disd

ain toward the female body. T will briefly examine the

59





index-73_1.png
G2 Mary Vermillion

own carporsality in order to counter negative sterectypes about bluck

women, and after this poin, s beging constructing mew post v i nages of
the black female sods.

Far aver e hundzed years preseding Jacobs's writing of hor awtobiog

raphy, sentimental novelists portaved both raped and seauced heromes as
belieslng, like Shakespeares Lucrece, Lhat their sexual activities sever their
integral sulves from their bodic

In Susanna Rowson's Charlotte Tanple
(ron), Tor instance, when the eponymous heroine leaves her paternal
home with Fer seducer, she manras, “If seemed bike the separation of soul

and body."17 Sentmental heroines who undergo such a separation (i.c.

Le it by their own ciwoice or nat -face o bout
bt To

scriving the “fallen” woman's body as damaged male property, the senti-

lowse their “sexual puricy

i madness or mutencss usual'y Zoliowed by a sfow. painful dee

nacatal novid idunsifies e fema'e with hee body and promoes semato-
phobia. Furthermore, in dishing out the sume “punshment” o both
ruped and seduced Besvines. the sentimental povel as  literary wiode ob-

scures seductor’s aruvial difforence from raper seauction Tequires a con-

st of wills, whtle vape: raquizes the mastery of one will pver another. n

disgusing this diflrence, the sentimental novel crases female volition. Ja

cobs, 1 believe, must have recognized that such an erasure reinforced the
slaveholders negation of the enslaved wopan’s will.”? b: order 1 reclaim
her own volition. she appropriates the sentimental novel's obfuscation of
rape and seduction. By portraying in the language of seduction her former
master’s legally sanctioned threat 10 sape her. Jacobs refutes his iden that
she was bis property, “subject 1o his will in all things.” 15

lition by depicting the uncqual

Jucobs further accentuates kex own v
comtest betsveen Brents and Hints bodics as an equal zontest of wozds, Ob
serving that Jacobs's atnobingraphy conzains more recontrucied uisloguc
taan any male-authored slave nnrative, William Andeows maintaios that
Brent's and Hints dialgues piver on argummens of the shave woman'
rights te define herselll91 want Lo argne that jacobs also uses didfogue
challenge the hegemonic culture’s perception of her as meze body. Flint
tries to control Bront by whispering toul words into her car, and lacobs
wettes hat he “peoplef my young mind with unclean images, such as only ¢
wile munster could itk of” (27, emphasis added). ith the choice of the:
people” his

ward *peoplec.” Jacobs merely lints that Hlint would like 1o
plantation through Brents hady. She portrays the sexual threat that Flint
posen as a predominantly psychologicalispiriiual onc and thus lessens et

reader’s tendency ¢ her body with illicitsuxuality, Jacobs contin-

ucs ta mystify her former master’s physwal pawer and legal right to rape
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and antebellum writimg constructed the black woman as the sum total of
her bodily labor und suffering, Antcbellum writers—including abolition-
ists andd black males  depicred the black woman as breeder, wet nurse.
field laboser, and, most significant, sexually exploited victim, So pervasive
swore these images of the black woman's hody that the National Associa

ton of Colored Women's Clubs, Founded in 1396, targeted for its most ve-

hement attacks negative stereotypes of bluck women's sexualily.® Angela
Diavis and bell hooks lustrate how these nincteerth-century stercotypes
inform twentieth-century vacist images of the black woman a promiscu-
cus wod bestial 1 Because of this fong bistory of negative storeotypes, the
black woman wha records her own rape faces the arduous task of reaffirm-
ing her sexuad autonomy without perpetuating the racist myths that asso-
ciate her with flicit sexuality. She must recover and eelebrate her body
without reinfatcing racist perceptions of her as mere body

This task is. of course, abo a crucial project for contemporary black
feminists, Reviewing Spike Lee’s fitm, She's Gatta Hace 1t (1986)—in which a

black woman, Noia Derling, is raped—hooks writes:

She Darliag] 9zs had sex throughout the hlm: what she has not 2ad is a
sense of self that would eabie her to be fuily autonomaous and sexually as-
sertive, independent and liberated. . . . A new image, the onc we havz yer
tosee m Blm, is the disiring black weman who prevail, who triomphs, not
desexualized, nat adone, who is ‘Logether’ in every sense of the word, 12

How two black women who have suffered rape (o is threat) bagin to con
struct this “ncw image” will be my focus as | examine Harriet Jacobs's and
Maya Angelow’s autobiographics.

Yacabs, in Incdents in the Life of a Slave Gerl (1861), adopts the psevdonym Linda
Brentand describes how, asa young nslaved gidl, she coped with the threat
of rape from her master, Dr. Flint.&In order to excape this threat, as well as
slavery irself, Brent deli

berately chooses ta have sexual relations with an-
other white man, Mr. Sands. Many critics have argued that Jacobs’s narra
tion of these events echoas and subverts vaxious cetuponents of ninetecnth:
century sentimental discourse—particularly the seduction plot and the
and do
mesticity).’* In my cxamination of these subvezsious. [ will fovus on how

basic tencts of “true womanhood” (picty, purity, submissivenes

Jacobs critiques somatophobia and degrading images of the black femalc

body. Brent’s dedision to have sexual relasions with Sands marks a turning,

pointin Jacohs's reembodying strategies. Before this point, she ubscures her
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liasser Sundag Maya Augelow comprehends the futitity of ber wish to e
came “ane of the sweet Ertle white gitls who were ceerybody's dream of
swhat was right with the world.™ “If growieg up is painti| Tor the Sou there

Black girl” the adult weiter conedudes, “being anwase of her displacement is

the rust on the razor that threatens the throwt,” Although she acknowd

edges the “unnecessary st of her own white fintasy, Angelou never
theless prts the rust on e rzor by her awarcness of its insidious and
ubiquiteus presarice.”

The fozm an autebiography takes is as revealing as 1< style and content
By placing this anecdote befors the body of her narrasive, Angelow asscrts
the parsligmatic impartanee of this parricular event on e e The atear
porality of this expericnec (Maya®
with the spmbolic setting o) Laster Suday, sugests a personal myth

age remainy ubmentivnal) coupled

deeply embeddad in Angelou's uncenscious. One could, indeed, speculate
araphy. s the

“epiphanic mament” of her outh. For this shart narrasive prossnts the

that this event, introducing Maya Angelows autobic

v dyramic operatives that circumseribe Angelows self: her blackeess

and her vuneast aosition

Tmmediately striking in the uncedote is Mayas fantastic beliet thas ©

was realiy white,” that “a cruel fairy stepmother, who was understandably
jialous of iny beauty” {2) hed tricked Mava of her Caucasion oirthright.
I fairy tale imagers employed fo depict ber creanon is charactenstc of
tac imegnaive and impressionable girl, bat the meaniog of her tale can-
not he overlooked. For, according to her schiena, Maye's identity hinges on
e whitss of this faire stepmostier. 1Fbenevolent, she will waoslorm Maya

back into @ pretty white girl it she: remains crnel, lier spell aver Maya will

rost unbrohen.
Maya is forced to contend will her blackness, Bat il she acknowleidges this

When her dress does not produce the longed for results,

Mackiess, Maga must also acisnowledge the castence of an arbitrary and
makevolent ferce bevond e controd it dic ties her persanal wd racia
identity.

As it mourning the death of the Tavely white ady begond |

£ posses-
stan, Maya desc ribes her dress as sounding *like crepe paper on the back of
hearses™ (1) Mayas body indeed becomes a symbolic hearse, containing
nor onty er deod decam bt also a Life whose very exivienec is thrcatenzd

by the whims of o murderous white culture,

Angelou’s highiy personal confession of racial scif-hatred s, unforta

ately. not unique i Afro-Americar: experionce. Many works of conten-
poriry black novelists and autobiographers— from Ralph Elison and

Imamu BarakaicRot Jones o Richard Wright and Macolm X--—assert
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possibilitics. It is, in fact, hee mustability, born of and affirmcd through re-
peated movement, reorientation and assimilation, that becomes Angelou's

wnique identity, her “identity theme™ o use Heinz Lichtenstein’s more
pregise term. And iF “work, in man, serves the maiotenance of the indi

viduals identity theme,'s as Lichtoustcin asserts, then the numerous

careers of the adult Angelou-- as dancer, prostitute, S.LLC. organizer,
actor, poet, journalist, and dircctor—document hor restlessness and
resilience.

The unscttled life Angelou writes about in  Know Why the Caged Bid Stngs
suggests a sense of self as perpetually in the process of becoming, of dying
and being reborn, in all its ramifications. Thus death (and to some extent
s compauien concept, rebirth) is the term by which her “identity theme”

operates. Itis the metaphor of self that most dircctly and comprehensively
communicates Angelows identity. Morcover, the compulsion (o repeat

& necessary instrument for the maintenance of any “identity theme™
sdds credence £ the power of this major motif in Angelou's narrative. Vor,
while the book's tonc is predominantly witty, cven light, resonating just
below the surface of almost cvery page of Angelow's ausobiogzaphy s the

hidden, but everpresent, theme of deatb.

Angelou introduces L Knaw Wiy the Caged Bird Sings with an anecdute. 1L i
Easter Sunday at the Colored Methodist Bpiscopal Church in Stamps. Tn
celebration of the event, Momma has prepared a lavender raffewa dress for
Maya. Believing it to be the most beautiful dress she Eas cver scen, Maya at-
nibutes to it magical propertics: when worn, the dress will change Maya
into the lovely, blond, and biuc-eyed “sweet little white gil” she actually
believes bersel( 1o e,

But o Faster morning the dress reveals its depressing actuditgs it is “a
plain, ugly cur-down from a white woman's once-was purple trowaway.”
No Cinderella metamorphosis for Maya; instead, ske lives in a “black
dream” from which €here is no zespite. Unlike Christ, whose resurrection

from death the churcais celebrating, Mayz cannot be rehorn into another

life. Overcome with the impossibility of her white fantesy, she escapes the
church “pecing and crying” her way home, Maga paust, indeed, lose con-
tro] o ker body and feclings. “It would probubly run Tight back up to my
head,” she believes. “and my poor head weuld busst like a dropped water.
meion, aud al} the brains and spit and rongue and ayes would rall all aver
the place” (3). By letting go of her fantasy-—physically manifested by let-
ting go of her bladder—Maya will not "dic from a busted head

But, to “let go,” as Lr:k Lrikson obscrves in Childioed amd Swciety. “can

turn into an inimical letting loase of destructive forces.™ lior, on this
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only evidence her mother’s exotic and alien fife but also intimate questions

of guilt and banishment ro live-year-old can answer. The doll, especially

whaose d

P
virtue of beirg femate and he

escription so dlosely purdieis Maga's own wisked-for physical ap

wance, is an intolerable presence, [vserves as an etfigy of ier mather by

r gift, as well as of Maya's impossible 1antasy;
Maya and Badley “tore the stufling our of rhe doll the day alies Caiistonas”
(44}

Abandonme:t by a did

sther iy Forgivable, but abamdenment sy
fiving e evokes @ rage vo threatening that it mus: undergo massive e
pression, Thus, Maga becomes passive, inhibiting Lot deep unger and hos-
ity The fear of abasdonment. ever: when lising with her mother in St
Louis, never abates. *If we got an ker nerves or if we were disobedicnt, she
coulé always send us back to Stamps. The we.ght of appreciation and Uhe
three, which was pever spoken, of a retuen 1 Momma wore burdens St
clogged my childish wits into i passivity. Ewas called Ol Lady snd chided
for moving and talking like winger's motasses” (57). Maya's feass come true
after her rape sho is again banished to Stamps.

Nevertheles, Maya repeateelly protests loudiess toe her wisther, Boeuth

fal, honest, gay. and tough, Vavin Paxter keaces her daughter awestruck

She was so

“F could never pui my finger on her realvess,” Angelou writs,
pretty and so quick that 1 thought she lnoked like the Viegie: Mary”
“Methes”

i For marrauve, while “father™ remains in Towercise. But Yivian Baxter s

£7). So much b Vivian Baxter idealized that Agelou capizalizes

diameczically opposite to the brown-ficed nurturing mother Maya hac
mourned aml yearned for in Stamps. Her beauty and animation keep Maya

suspic.ous of taeir consanguinicy

Maya’s ambivalence about her mother —her lear ard lovis, ber rage and
need [or her, her imolation and her desive for closeness  is never fully re-

sobved. Althongl: she insists verbal'y en this love, her affect reveals sullen

e resignation, deprewiou, and overwhelming passivity. Maya's aggres
sion sgainst her mather is well-defended. and thus specific suggestions of

bostibty Loward her are rare. Bt the profiferating refercuces o death in

Angelows autobiography provide anotaer toute for relcasing Maya's {and
Angelou's) repressed violent aggression.

This aspect of deatlys overdetermined significance is important but by
references as least ive subthemes, each bearing

1o means the only level o
on the major theme of deach, cmerge i I Kuw Wy the Caged Bond Sings. The
frst s the most obvious: she realistic fear of whites that Momma and the
Southern black clou

didi’t cotton o the idea that white folks could e talked to at all

memunity have drummed iato Maya, Mumima, An

writes.
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that invisibil:ty, violence, alienation, and deach are part and parce: of grow-
ing up black in « white America. Likewise, psychological and soziolngical
studics affirm that the first lesson in living taugbt the black chidd is how to
ensure his or ber suevival. “The child must know,” write Gricr and Cobbs,
“that the white world is dangerous and that if hie does not understand its
rules it may kil him? 1 s, then, pitfully understandable for Viava to
wish herself white. since blackness forcbodes annihilation.

OF equel significance in this Introduc oy anscdote s Viaga’s belief that
a stepmother has put her urder this spell and then abaadoned her. tler
smage of hersclf, for at leust the first five years of Life, s that of an orphan
Even later, when forced to recognize the exds

sence of both her parents, she
still clings e this orphan identity. Although acknowledging that Builey, by
dint of beauty and personality, is his parcnts' truc son, she describes herseli
a5 "an orphan that they had picked up o provide Bailey with compuny”
(a5).

While her father is as cofpable as hor mother in Maya’s abandonment, it

is neverthele e mother whom Maya moss yearus for and consequently

blames. No real mother would “laugh and cat oranges in the sunshine
without her children” (42). Maya reflects hiaserly when firse confronted
with her mother's cstence. No proper mother should Let her child so
profoundly moun: her passing as Maya has done.

I could cry anytime | wanted by pictunng my mother {1 didn't know waut
she loked lik) iving in her coffin. flor hair, swhich was black, wis spread
ot an a tiny litele pillow and her body was covered with 4 shest. The face
was brown, like a big O, and since T couldn't 6l ir. the fearues | printed
MOTHE R across the O, and tears would fell down my checks Like waran
milk, {15}

Maya’s image of her dead mothes is deeply comforting to the child. The
protective and Surtaring maernad love Maya yearns for s symbolically
exeaed through her own tears: they “would fall down my cheeks like
waum milk” Consider then, the shock, the alfront to her tottering solf
image as wall os to the image o

r dead mother, when Maya receives
et mother's fisst Christmas presents. Not only is lier mother alive, but
Maya hersclf must hase been as good as dead during those carly years of
sepurativn.

tea

Adding insult to injury are the * awlul presents” themsclves:
set—a teapul, four cups and saucers and iny spocns— and a ol wizh blue

eyes and rosy cheeks and yellow hair paintec o her head” (43), Sybols of

a white warld beyond Maya's reach ar everyday expericnce, these toys ot
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without risking onc’s life” (33). The white lynchers whora Uncle Willic
hides from in the vegetable bin, the taanting “powhitetrash” gits. the
bloated dead man fished out of the river--—all are daily proof of a predatory
white world. This fact leads Angelou 1o a bitter conclusion: “the Black
woman in the South who raises sons, grandsons snd nephews had her
heartstrings tied to a hanging naose” (95).

The daily fear of murder at the hands of whites leads the Southern
black zommunity into the haven of religion and the beliel of « Dlessed re-
ward in “the far of? byc and bye.” Thus, Southern black religion celebrates
death, since lifs itsellis Lo precarious 1 pin one’s hopes on. Even at the re-

vival meeting atiended by members from a var:ety of Southern churches,
death contirually asserts its prescnce: the cardboard fens flourished by the
wosippers advertise Texarkana’s Lazgest Negro funexal parlor. “Teople
whose history and Tuture were thieatened each day by cxtinction,” com-
ments Angelow, “considersd that it was only by divine intervention chat
they were able to live at all” (101).

Ralancing this image of a white world threatening her own and hey
puoplers hives is Maya's revenge funtasy of murdering the offending whites.
“When Dentist Lincolo. refuses 1o treat her toathache, Maya creates an
claborate reverie wherein a Herculean Momma has the cowering dentist
pleading for his fife: “Yes, ma'am, Thank you for not killing me. Thank
vou, Mis. Henderson” (1ez).

Far and away the most dramatic instance of this revenge theme occurs
e day of May's raduation from Lafagetts County Training School Un-
able 10 stand the invited white speaker’s “dead words,” which systemati-
cally destruy the dreams and aspirations of the black children and their el-
ders, Maya wills thom all dead

Then T wished thar Gabriei Prosser and Nat Turner had killed all white
ks in their beds and that Abraham: Tincoln had been wsassinated before
the signing of the kmancipation Prockamation. and thaz Tlarziet ““ulnnin
had been killed by that blow on her head and Christopher Columbus had
drowned in the Savie Mart

I was awfu to be Negro and have no controf over my hfe. L was brutal
t be young and already trained to sit quiedy and Fster 1o cages brouglt
agaiast my color with no chance of defense, We should wll be dead. T
thought I should like 1o sce us all dead. one ox tup of the other, A pyramid

of flesh with the whitefolcs on the batto, as the broad base, then the Iaci-
aps with: theiv silly tomahawks and roepees and wigwanns wid treaties, the
Negroes with their maps snd recipes and cotion sac<s and spintuals sticking
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After Brent escapes Plin's plantation, his puss.it of her is so rigorous
that she is forced ta hide for seven yours in a vrasl space in ber grand.
imother’s attie. OF these years in hiding Andrews writes that “her disen-
bodied presence in patriarchal sacicty lets her become for the st time Dr.
Flint's manipulator inssead of his 101725 While Tacknowledge this power
shift, 1 want 1o farther explore Androwss use of the word “dismbodi
ment” Confined oa caffinlike space aad wmporarity losiag e use of ber
lirmbs. Brent is indeed discmbodied in her seuation, Yot jt is. | maintain, in
describing this very discmbodiment that Jacons cmbudies hersell i her
text. Ther dvscriptions of Brent's physical sufferings in the attic reinfore:
the hond between her hody and her will, Jacobs engages 1 pattern of first
caraloging Brent's physical ills and then comuasing them favorably to her
state as ashave

T weas cuger to look on their [her children’s: faces; but there wus no hoie, nu

axack *hrowgh which Trould peep. This caminued derkness was o dpressive.

1 ssemed borsible 2o sit or lic in & crampud position day after day. without
ome gleam of light. Yet [ would havs: chosen this, ratber than my lo us

shave (114}

Here Trent's physical suffering accentuates not only her ability to choose
her children's freadom

but also the reason behind her choico

Jacubs alsa emphastacs this connection heisveen Bre
children Dy juxtaposing her agony in hiding with the pain of the slave
mother whose children have been sold (127). This recorrent figure who has

G will, hodly, ard

fost both her will and the [ruit of ber body represents the completely dis-
cmbodied black worman. She is [acobs's aritype and has no wish tv con-
Why dant God kill me?” esks one (16). "Pve got nozhing to

Tive (or now,” says

tinue her lite

nother (70). Tr chapter 13, “The Church and Slavery,”
Jacons uses the disembodied slive mother to demonstraie how the 5o
matophobic privileging of an intarior salf aver the budy disembodies the
black race. In this scene not only does the childloss woman vorce her suf-
fericyg and [nss, but Jacobs abio minutely records her physical tovmert. The

woman stands and bealy her breast, then sits down, *

quivening in every
Timb.” The white constable wh presides wver the Mezhodist class meeting

disregards Ler lunging fot her sold children, her physical suffering, and the

many endaved people who weep in sympathy with Ter. He stifes a laugh

and say 10 the Lord that svery dispensation of his divine will

may be sanctified 1o the goud bl your poar needy soul” (7). This “spiri-

Sister, pray

tual” advice disembodics the woman and hey friends, leaving them only
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her by contining it to verbal expressions. She primarily depicts bis cco
nomic mastery over Brent not as bis ability to ovexpower ber physically
St as his power fo perpetuate her slavery in his last wilt and testament. Ja-
cobs further confines Flint’s power to words as she portrays him sending
Brent letters, muking speeches, and, ironically, promising to waks her 2
lady. a category from which black women were excluded by the white
plantee culeure 2 Fven after Brent runs away, itis Flint's words, and not his
body, that threaten her. In her first hiding place the sight of Flint gives bex
4 "gleam of satisfaction” (106, but the: sound of Iits voice “chills her Blood”
(193). Brent's differing reactions to Flint highlight Jacobs's primary strategy
in recording his thrca 1o her body. As Fline’s body nears Beents, as he en-
ters the house she hides in, Jacabs describes him as a mere voice, In record-
ing Flint's zttempts to disembody her. she disembodics him,

n thus obscurig the corporcality of Ilict's threat of rape. Jacobs mini-
mizes her own hody and thereby sxikes a blow against the racist stereotype
of the black woman as sexually esploited victim. The pen with which: she
strives, however. is double-edied, and like Tuerace's dagger. annihilates her
awn body. L the carly part of her autobiography, Jacobs. ke Luzrece, priv-
s presencein her text.

sleges an interior self over her body and nearly erases i
Thrent's dec

sion to have sexual relationy with Sands. however, hgins fa-
cobs’s rewriling of her body inte her 1 stary. Most feminist readers of Jo-
cobs’s narrative interpret her discussion of this incident as her most power-

ful rejection of sentimental discourse and “true womanhood.”2! | want to
cmphasize that Jacobs's reverssls of the seduction plots conventions also
cnable her 1o reject the bordy/mind duality that promotes somatophobia
When Flint asks if she loves the fasher of her unborn child, she retorts, “
am thankfal that T do net despise him” (59). Unlike the stock seduced
maiden, Brent has no uncontrollable passion for Sands. Keasontng thai b
will buy and frec her and the children they have, Brent oxerts her own will
1o escape Fins, “IL scems,” she siates, “less deprading to give one's self,
than to submit to compulsion. There is something akin 1o freedom in hav
ing a lover who has no control over you except that which he gains by
kinduess and attachment” (56}. Marg Helen Washingror. calls this declara
tton “the clearest statement of ... . the need for control over onc's fernale
body:

22 Jacobs, T helicve, seizes this control by insisting upon a connection
between her sexuality and autonomy: "I knew what | did, and I did it with
defiberate calculation” (35). By thus emphasizing that Brent willed her
sexual activity, Jacobs critiques the somatophohic sentimental convertion
that severs an unchaste worair’s body from ber integral sclf, and she in
seribes Brents union with Sands as a union of ker own body and will.
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carlier masturbatory episodes aud even the rape irself probably siem as
much from reverge against the mother e casy access to the daughter,
Maya's own need for attention and physical dosencss cannot be over-

tooked.
part. Tl held me so softly that 1 wished he wouldi'e cver let me go. 1 felt at
home. From the way he was holding me [knew he'd never let ine go or let

Stor she st of these episodes, Angelon writes, “came the nice

anything bud ever happen 1o me. This was probebly my real father end we

had found each other at last” (61). Piufully unable to distinguish lust from
peternal love (never having sxperienced the Jatter), Maya projects onto
froman this physical warmth missing from all hev relationships with
acdults “1 began to feel lancly for M. Vreeman and the encasement of his
big arms” Angelou recalls. “Before, my world had heer Bailes. food,
Momma. the Store, rezding books and Lacle Willic. Now, for the first
time, it included physical contact” (62).

Freeman’s subsequent murder (he was kicked to death by her undes)
evokes overwhelmitg guilt in Maya, At Freeman's trial Maya gives false
d because 1

testimany abous their encounters, and aow “a man was de
led (72). Asseciating her spoken word with death, Maya stops talking.
fourth dimension af death and viclonce

Maya as bearer of death it the
in Angelr’s narrative In disgrace with God hecanse “1 had sold myself 1o
the Devil and there could be no escape.” Maga concuives herself 10 be the
cursed irstrument of violent death, This conviction is part of the pattern
of self-rejection and inferiority well-cstablishod within Mavas psyehe; it
lies but one smak step beyond a pexsonal sense of inherent gross repulsive

ness. Introjecting this repulsiveness— which she believes everyone except

Bailey feels toward her—Maya generalizes on her rolo in Freeman's deat

and perccives hersell as death’s toel, *The only thing | could do,” she rea
sons, “was to stop tatking to people other than Bailey. Instinctively, or
seuchow: [ knew that because T loved him so much Id never hurt him,
but if [ talked to anyone clsc that person smight dic too. Just my breath, car-
rying my words ous, might poison people znd they'd curl up and dic like
the black fat slugs that enly pretended” (7)

i this psychic state Maya conceives of her own body mythically as

Fandorus Box containing a degencracy so virulent that, if left uncon
tralied, will contaminate the universe. S0 profound is her hatred und rage,
she recalls, that “T could feel the evilness flowing through my hedy and

w.

ting, pent up, to rush off my tongue if 1 tried to open my mouth, |
clamped my tecth shut, Td hoid it in. I it escaped, wouldn’t it flond the
warld and af the innocent people® (72). As @ vessel containing a death-
inducing fluid. Maya must control the physical foree within her with il
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sivts that the value and worth of the black femnale body exists outside o its
Functions ir. a patriarchal slaveholding rocicey

Important difforences 1 autobi-

abviowsly exist between Jucobs's antebell
agraphy and Maya Angelou's swentiesh-century record of her rape at age
cightin J Know: Wy the Caged Bind Sigs (1989). One itnportant dilierence s the
way in which somatophobia manifsts itself in their texts. Bocause An

gelou docs not have to contend wizh the nineteenth contury patriarchal

ideology of *true womanhood,” she is freer o portrey hor rape, her bedy,

aud e sexicality. Yet facobs describes hersel s beanriful and sexually

desirabie. while Angelou. as a child and young adult, sces herself as ugly.
Jacobs posits somatophobia outside hersclf and critiques it as pare of
slavcholding culture, white Angelou portrays her younger self intesnalic

ing and finally chalicnging the somatophobii. inheren: 1 twertieth

contary acist conceptions of the black Temale body, Despite these ditter-
cnees, Angelou’s text containy reetmbodying strategies similar Lo those
ull Jacobs. Both women contest sonatophobia oy questioning religious
idcologies. rewriting white literary traditions, and cccbrating their bodics
and motherhaod as symbuls of their political struggles. In order to chal-

longg: racist stereotypes that associate black women with ificit sexuelity,

both writers ebscure their corporeality in the carly part of their texls

by tanstorming the suffering connected with rape into @ metaphor for
the suifering of thair race, In Jacobs's text zape i a mctaphot for the sev-
ared body and will of the sluve, and Angeion similatly uses ber rapists
violation af her hady and will t explore the oppression of her black
community,

Angelou first connects her rape with she suffexing of the paor. *The s

“is a matter of the needle
w subily ks

af rape on an cighi-year old hady,” she write
In this description, Ang

siving bocause the camel can
her rapist with the wealthy man whom Jesus warmed would have a diff

cult time gorting imo heaven, and she roinforces this link by alluding o

Jesuas’s words in her ironic description of a black revieal congregation’s ser:
tments: “The Loxd foved the poor and hated those cast high in the world.
Hadovt He HimselFsaid it would be caster Jor a camel to go through the cye
ot aneedle than for a rich man 1 ecter heaven?” (108}, As she continues 1o
i’y theughts, Angelou makes the conncetion he

imagine the congre
sween her rape and the plght of the poor in class sociely more racially e
pheir, and, fike Jacibs. she b demonstraces that privileging a tuwure

worlé wver the present perpetuates black oppression
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wus of their mouzhs, The Dusch children should it stumble in their
5. The French shouid choke to deatk ¢o

wande: shoes and break their ng
the Lowsiana Purchase {103 sehi'c silkwouns ate all the Cainese with their

stpid vigrails. s aspocies, we were an ahomt

Operating on a more personal Tvel 15 the wiolonce Maya witness

within the memhers of her aven funily Angelow Bxzoduces ber Uncle
Willie by describing his method of pushing ber and Bailey anto the Store’s
red heater if they neglect their lesons. Momma, o, docs not spare the
sod when she beheves her prandchiidrin remsy in bygiene, schooling,
manucts, or piety. But this corporal punishment  excenzod move i love
than in rage is small matter, rdecd, when corpuied fo the fundamental
brutality of Maya’s maternal relations in St Touis. e matermal grandla-
ther and uncies revel in their own “meanne
Blicks with the s
her Family's violent streak, Once, i retaiation (or being cursed, Vivian

“They beat up whites and

me ahancon” (s6). Fen her mather is tot immine from

Baxter, with the aid ol ber brothers, “erashed the sy bead with a polics
mees billy envugh to leave him just this sde of death” (35}, later Vivian

Baster,

gein in respense o an insult, shonts the partner of her gambling

casino.

A the s of his familial vinlenve. Ms. Freeman’s rape is performed
under the threat of death: *If you seream, P'm gonnz kill you, And if vou
tell, U gonna ill Bailey” (65). But her family’s resporse to Maya's subse

quent withdrawal itto s.lent passivity s itself another form of violense:

Tor a whil 1 was punishud for being s uppity that Twouldn't speak: and

then came the Lhrashings. given by uny velative who felt himsalf offended”

The rapeitsel is e wost flagraot sxamole of her maternal familys
characterstic combmation of aggression and neglect, Not enly is Mr, Free
man her mesthers lovir, bat wotier and children all live under his zoof.
Tuthbess in hor quest for matcrial comfare, Vivian Baxter i st above tak

irp full sévantage of [oeman’s obsious adoration, Alrcady at cight a saga-
cious observer. Mava responds with mixed cotions to hee mother's cela

sorry for him

i with Frecman. “Lelt sorry for Ms. Freeman. Lclt a

as 1 had felt for w listor of hefpless pigs born in our backsard sty in Arkazsas

tiens?

We kuttened the pigs all year long for the slaughter on the Erst good [rast,
and evan as | suffered for the cute little wiggly things, 1 knew hew much T

“was going to enjoy the fresh sausage and hog™ headcheese they could gice
meonly with their deths” (60)
OF conrse, Maya's sympathy for Freeman has another cause: she fesls as

neghected by Vivian Baxter as he does. And wlhile Fresman’s motives in the
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their singing voices: “Ole Setan’s church is bere below. | Up to God's free
church hope o go” (1), While these words disparage the white constable,

they alsa coni

1w s privileging of soul over body, Critiquing the sleve
holder's religion withi: hor rewriting of the seduction plot, Tacobs juxts
poses the “Christian” staveholder's devaluation of the black body with the
sertimental novel's devaluation of the [eale body and thereby unveils the
somataphobia in both discourses.2¢

She further contests bath of these dissmbodying discourses wish her
descriptions of Bront’s activities in her attic hidcaway. {6 1s in this part of
the text that Bront - tearful, hysterical, and sleepless most resembles
the sentimental heroine. Bren's crawling exercises, her drilling of peep
Foles, her scwing, reading, and letter writing oddly mimic domestic indus-
triouspess. During the secend winter, in which cold stiffens her toague,
Brent’s muteness and defirium echo that of a “falien” and dying sentimen-
tal heroine. Jacobs thus parallcls Brents attic with the private space that
usually confines the sentimental heroie: the kitchen, the parlor, the up
staizs chamber, :he deathbed. and the grave. Jare Tompkins calls such fe-
ele space “the closet of the heart” and observes that sentimental fiction
“shares with the cvangelical reform movement a theory of power that
stipulates that all (rue action i not material, but spiritual. "5 Jacobs chal-
lenges this stipulation by emphasizing the drastic material change that
Brent works from within her “closet of the heart” As Valeric Smith ob-
serves, Brant “uses to her advantage a7 the pawer of the voyeur."% She
prevents her own capture by embroiling Ulint in an claborate plot to de-
ftect his arcention. and she meets with Sands 1o socurc hix promise 1o frec
her childeen. Tn her hiding place she not only
childrer:, but she actually suceeeds in gaining their freedom from slavery.

a mystical vision of her

This uniting af spiritual and material action reenacts Jacoby's earlier
textual union of Brent's body and will, and it situates her meternity as a
powariul symbol of her autonomy./ In her aulobiography, Jaccbs trans-
forms her bady from a site of sexual appression to a souree of freedor-—
freedon from slavery for herself and bes children and frecdom from so-
matophobic racist ideclogies that demean the black fin
of Brents carly expetiences in the North, Eoweer, Jacobs suggests that her
maternity is not the only

le body. With cne

au

for celebrating her budy. Broat sces pot-
traits of her friend Fanny's children and remarks, “t had never seen any
paining

af colured people before, and they seemed to me beantiful” (1s2).
With this statement, Jacobs subily indicates that her readers must likewise
see the black race anew. Jacobs's autobiogeaphy. like Kanmy's portraits. -
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Furthermore, Maya's geographic workls are cach seperate and sclf-

contained. There is the world of Momma and lier store in Stamps, a puri-

tan world of racial pride. religious devotion, and acquisseence 1o one’
worldly lot. And there is her “wild and beautiful” mother's word of pool

halls, card sharks, fist dancing, fast ralking, and fast loving, Combining

and transcending both is the private and portable world of Maya's imagi
nation,

I there is one stable clement i Angelow’s youth it s this dependence
on bioks. Kipling, Poe, Austen, and Thackeray, Dunbar, Johnson, Hughes,
and Du Rois, The e Ranger, The Shadow. and Captain Varvel comics 'l are
equally precious to this loacly girl. Shakespeare, whose Sonnet 2y speaks to
izl and emotional alicnation, becomes her “first white

Maya'’s own s

Tove™ (). As it does for Mary Antin. Anats Nin, and other femal autobi
ogeaphers, the pubic ibrary becomes w quist refuge from the cheos of her
porsoual life. *1 took mut my first library card in St. Lauis® (64}, she notes
And it is the public library she attempts to reach after her rape. Later,
whest running away from her father, she bides in a librazy. [ndeed, when

ber ife is in crisis, Maya characteristically escapes into the world of books.

As antifects crearing complase and meaningful wnivexses, novels and

Useir heraes becouse weans by which Maya appeeliends and judges hee
own bewildering world. Thus, Louise. her first girlfricnd, reminds Maya of
Jane Eyre: Louise’s mother. a domestic, Maya refers to as @ governess. Mis.
Tlowers, who introduces her 1 the magic of baoks, appeals to Maya he-
like "women in English novels who waked the maors . .

witis their Loyal dogs racug ata respeetul distance. Like the women who

cause she wa

satin front of roaring fireplaces. drinking tea incessantly frotm silver trays
fill of scores and crumpets. Women who walked the “heatk? 2nd read
traraces-bound books and had twe last names divided by a hypher” Cu-
viausly, itis this imaginative association with a distant. extinet, and colonial
warld that m:

kes Mrs. Flonwers one who “rmad me prousd s be Negro, just
(79}

Tt the plight of lovers, madmen and pocts s also Maga’s problem
* e Jiuele princesses who were mistaken for maids, and the long-lost chil-

by being herscl

dren mistaken for weifs,” writes Angelou, *became mare real to me than
aur house. owr mother. our school or Mr, Trceman® (64). She s st con
summately involved in the world of fantasy that cven whils being raped
she “was sure any minute my mother or Bailey or the Green Horne
would burst in the door and save me” {65}

As i this quotation. the style by which Angelou deserbes her vourh

Scems in counterpoint o the eaning of her narranve, 1Uis written with @
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sent 16 Seamps. Upen ber graduation Trom Lafayette County Training
School, et age fourteen Maga rejoins ber mother, now fiving in S Fran

authern Cali-

cisco, She saends part of one summer

a tradles canmp in S
fornix with her father and his Lover, Dolores. Aftor roturning with him
[rom a jaunt into Mesico. Maya is stabbed in « quarrel with Dolares. Fear

ing another musderous roprisal. Masa is unwilling to xeturn t any of her
Bomes. Instead, she secks refugs in @ ear funkyaid, These " collage of
Negro, Mesivan and white” youths initiate her 0310 2 redevming vision o

universal brothernoud -one thar Malceln: X could only discuver thou-

sands of miles from the United States ie. Mecea, She returns Lo San Tran

cisco, asobered and sclz-passossad young woman, and challenges the ravial
b 1o be hived 2s the tewn's fiest Slack fomade strectear conductor, At the
endof the ok Maya becomes mother toa iflkegitirte son, the offspring

of hes “tmmucul;

< pregnancy.

This buic skt thaugh eechiding srne very cewcial pessanalizios and
episades in her vouth, emphasizes the rootlassness of Maya Angelous
Garly years. Angelou Tierseli undercares this pattern of mobility i the

opening shrase of her inraduction:

What are you looking at me for?

1 gt cone: 1o stay

indeed, geogrephic movement and tenzporary residence become forma
tive aspacss of her growing identity: equal ;n fmporance ta experienres
and relationships more commonly rogarded a5 instrammental in tornting
the adult sett. Appraprately, this poetic phrase becomes the young aicl's
: calle it, Maya’s means of prociaiming

motto, or “shicld” {58) as Angelc
her isolztion while cefending against its infringement.

Shuttled between wmporary homes and transient allegiances, Maya
necessarily develops a stoic dexibilty that hecomes rar only her *shisld,”
but, more important, her charactaristic means of dealing with the workd.
Ui flsdbility s buth Blussing and curse: it enables her to edapt 1o various
ened with

and zhanging environnants, but it also keops her forever thzea
ess or reekedowan of her identity, as will prosent'y be showss
Lindoed, Angelow’s descriptions of her younger sclf scem almeost entirely
Compuned of negatives: sie s not wanted by her parents, whe hold aver
ber the unspoken it everprossa theat of banishmenss she is not beauti-
{ul or articulate tise her brother, Baileys she is too intzoverted and passive:
10 sssert hersell an her environment; und, Fually, she s a child in a word
of enjgmatic adults, ang  black girl in o world crated by ane for the bene

fiv of white men
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humer and serv wit that belies the personal and racial 1ragedies recorded
Since syl is such o revealing element i all autobiogrephics, hess, cspe

cially, seems @ conscious delens agairist Lhe pain

dt atevoking unpleasant

memorics. Moreover, wit cperates as a formidabfe tool of the outraged

adult; by mecking her enemies, Angelow avercomes thern. Thus the glut-
tonous Reverend Thomas gets his just desscrts at church whan, “throwing
oat phiases like home-run balls” he loscs his dentures in a scuflle with a1
overzealous parishionar; the seli-serving condescension of “Huttering”
Mrs. Cullinen s sidiculed in 2 “uagic balled” on “eing white, G, old
and without children” (so. to, with the vanity and carelessness of ler

mother’s “lipstick kisses™ and hor lathers pompaus “ers and enan” as he

struts among Stampy’s curious “down home folk”;. The adult wiiter's

irany retalictos For the fongue-ticd child's helploss pain

The primary object, however, for Angelow’s wit i harself. AL times
mand in, always highly romantic and withdrasn:. <he coang Maya s a per-
s the older wriler continvatly finds comic. Her idolateous aitachmert to
Builey. “er projections of fantasy upon rality. her reverence or her
mather's stumning heauty, her strained attempts at sympatky for her sell

ese e

antnoared fathor, her ingentous attitude towards soxcality -t
but a few of the

rny wned recummg aspects of ber vounger self the adult
macks

The hasic motive for weiting one’s autobiography, some acliove is to be
understond. accepted. and oved Angelan's willingnes (o vidicw e former
selfdecoptiors—more precisely, er former e indicaies the adult's

il siance towarid

(earlesstiens o the reacer’s judgments and her vwn eri

herselh ¥ Angalou's veice in re creating her past is, therelors, wonic, it

however susremely contralled,

Nevertheloss. despite: th franknuss of hor narrative, Angeloa avoids

chartiag a divet path 1o her preseur self. Unlike Gomed av Couag of Age in

Mesvssigpn e The Aundbiogiphy of Maleain X o Richard Weight's Sl Boy -~
bk it the s genm—=Angalou’s autobiography barcly metions the

emergens woman within the grlish actor. Although Roy Pascal believes

thin “the auwobivgrapher uust eefes us continually autwerds and on-
wards. t the author himself and to Lhe outcome of all the experiences.”™
Maya A ngelou proves an csception to the rule

Because Angelows appreersion of experience and. indeed, hersel, is

cosentrally prosean and existeatial. s dilliculs to B one overriding iden

r narrative, For what connects the adult

tire of the adult sel? conerolling h
and the childis less a linear cevelopment toward one distinet version of the

seli Usrough carcar ot philosophy than a ever-changing maltip’icity of
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chalferyed book™ m American schools (Graham, 26).0 Cagel Bird elicits

criticism For its honest depivtion: of rupe. jts exploration of the ugly spectre

ounting of the draumstinces of Angelou's

ol racism in America, s re
owit out ofwedlack 1een pregnancy, and its Juumoroas poking a ke

Fuihles of the institutional church, Arguments advocating that Caged Bird be

Tanmzd from schios] read.ag lists 1eveal that the complainants, otren par

ents. tend to regard any treatment of zhese kinds of subjects in sekool axin-
appropriaie  despite the fact that the reajitios ard issues of sexual-ty and
violence in particulaz are commeonplace in eontemporary teenage inter

course and discourse. The cheldzen, they imply, are (oo innocent for such

iztions: Lhey might be harmed by the truth
This is a cLzios notion-  that seriousress sheuld be baancd from the
clasroom, while beyond the classrom the rresponsible and sensational
exploitation of sexul. violent, and profane materialy is @5 routine as the
daily dose of sozp apora. The degradation of fecling caused by sturs di-
gainst persons for the
the move difticlt Surdles of vouthful rites of passige. Butits not just bad

rected o ceiclassjsexisexu prefurence Is one of

TV or the meanness of childien, Morc and miore, sactely iy serving an un-

appetizing Tare on & ild-sicd plae— elevision sereens, 1xshirt slo-

ganeers, and weak politicians admorish children o Sy “a0° o drags zod

drugpushers™s ta be wary of strangess; to have safe sex: to rezort thar owe

ar ocher shusing

friends: wo

arets, relatives, o neighbors: to he wary «
recognize the signs of alcobolistn: 1 exercise seli-conteol in the absence of
Farental oz societal contrals; wven 1o take thayr Falloween candy to the
yed before consumption. Tn response 2o these complica-
nd

hospital 1o be X-

tions in the landse . religious groups,

media have callead for educaton o “hring moralis back o the cless-

pe of childhood, parent grouy

room” while we “get back o hasics” in a pritine weosphere of mora
yorcomplexity, ouside of the contox of the very real world that is squcuc-
ing it on that highly tated childhoue innacence every single day

Our teenagers are inundated with the discouragements of fife, Fr-
sconced in 3 lizoal world, they are shaping their i choives within the di-

chotamies ol TV ads: Bud Jighe vs. “A mind s a teerible thing o waste”

Life becomas a sct of skewed and eynical uppusitions: “good” va. zasy: s
us. “carch me"; “right” vs. expodioncy,

In truth, what young readers seer most innocent of taese days is not
sox, murder, of profanity, but concepts of self empowerment, faith, sirug;

gle & quost, Lthe nobility of ivteliectual inquiry, survival, and the nature
and complesity of maorat choice. Coged Burd offers these seemingly wbstract

‘adult) concepts 1o a vounger audicnce that needs to know that their lives
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OPAL MOURE

« o

1 bring the dreaded discase. | encourage their chil
dren to open their hearts to the “dark” side. To
Know the fear in them. To kow the rage, To know
the repression that has lopped off their brains—
—Toi Derricotte, “From The Black Notebooks”

HERE IS, 17 SETM S o widespread movement afoot to assert the
Tmmcm of children cver: as we deny or saborage that Innocence.
There is what appeas to be a head-in the-sand impudsc to insist upon this
innocence by simply rcfusing (o scknowledge iLs noncxistence. Never
mind the “mean streets,” never mind e high teen pregnancy rates and
drug use, or the prenomenal schaol dropout rats, ot spiraling teen sui-
aide stazistics—pever mind hese xeal dangers to childhood. There are
agencies at work to shield these unprotected children from books that
might reveal to them the workings of tcir own minds and hearts, books
thar engender the agony of thonght and the feaclulness of hope. I we
canrot proscet children from exparience, should we protect them trom
knowing?

! Kngw Wiy the Caged Bird Sings, the autobiography of Maya Angelow, is the
stoey of one girl's growing up. But, ke any literary masterpicec, the story
of this onc black girl declaring *1 can” to u color-coded society that i in-
wumczable ways had told ber

vOU can't, you won't” transcends its author.

Iis an afhrmation; it promiscs that lfe, if we have the courage w five it,
will be worth the straggle. A book of this description might scem good
reading for junior high and high school studeuts. According 1o People for
the American Way, however, Caged 8ird sas the ninth “most frequenty

49
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the determination of MargLeritc Johnson and. symbolically, all of the uz-
sung survivors of the Middle Passage to co that very thirg- —1o stay. To stay
35 to aflim Tife und te possibility of redemption. o stay  despite the cir-

cunsrance of our coming (skavery), despite the efforts ro remove us (lyneh-
ing) or make us imsble (scgregition)

Angelou, in disarmingly pictuxesque and humerous scenes like this
opening glimpse of bey girl-self forgett.ng Ler lines and wetting hes pants
in her carhest affort at public speech, consincially reminds ws that we sar-

der stabilities of family and comm

vive the painfulness of lile by the t
nity. A she hurries rom the church trying o beat the wetness coursing
down ber thighs. she hears the henedictory murmurs of the old church

Jaukics saying. “Tord blass the child® and “Praise God.”

This opening recitatiun lays a metepnorival foundation for the autchi

opraphy and for our understanding of the trauma of rape that cases

Marguerite 1o stifle ee voise [or seven years. Tn some ways. the rape of
Marguerte provides the center and the botn of this utobiogriphical
statement.

Crities of the work charge that the scenes of seduction and rape are ton

wraphicatly renderad:

i i1 T was mushy and

e [My. breemae] ook my hand and said

squirmy like the inside of a frosate Killed viciker. Then he dragged me o

“op of bus chust with his Jeft arm, and his right hand was moving su fast and
vy bicart was bueating s Lisrd that | was afraid thit bs would de. . . T
1ally he was quiet, and LUien came the mee part, He held me so softiy that

wislied e woldn't ever et e go. (673

riamilial

The scoming ambivalence of this purtsait of the dyaauis s of in:
rape elicits distasie among those whe prefes, il rape must be portresed at
all, forit o be paintedt with the hard edges of guiltand innocence. Yee s
portrait reflects the scnsibifitics of cight-vear-oid Margucrite Johason
full of her barely wdsrsicnd langings and the vulnerability of ignorance:
“Mama Lad drilled into my head: *Keep vour legs dlased, and dor’t it no-
body see your pocketbook™ (e}

Mrs. Baxter has given her daughies that oblique homespan wisdom de-
sigaed (o deliy the nevirable. Such advice may forewarn but does nol
forearm and, chagacteristic of the perind, docs not esen entertain the un-

e cau

thinkable imprabability of the rupe of  child. Aside irom this v

tion and the knawledge tha: " ots of poople did it" and they uscd their
“things to accomplish the deed.” Marguerite does not know how t un

ds

ad or respond Lo the gentle, seemingly harmess Vir. Frecman be
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are not inherited or predestined, that they can be participants in an exu-
berant strugghe to subjugate traditions of ignorance and fear. Critics of this
book might tend to averlock or devalue the necessity of such insights for
the young.

Caged Binds critics imply an immorality in the work based on the book's
images. lowever, it w through Angelow’s visid depictions of human spiti-
tural triumph set agarmst o bucikdrep of human weakne

s ang failing that the au-

tobiography speaks dramatically about moral choice. Angelou paints a pic-

ture of some of the negetive choices: white America choosing to oppress

graups of people, chansing lynch law over justice, choosing intimidation

over honor. She offers, howewer, “ceep wlk” on the possibility of positive
choices: chousing life over death (despite the difficulty of that life); choos-
ing courage over sdety; choosing discipline over chaos: choosing voice
over silence; choosing compassion over pity, over humed, over habir
choosing work and planning and hope over useless recrimination and
stovenly despair. The bouk's detractors seem unwilling to admit that mor-
ality is pot edict (or an innate property of inncvence) but the learned ca-
pacity for judgment, and that the neces

ity of moral choice ariscs only in
the presence of the soul’s imperfction

Self cmpawerment, faith, struggle as quest, strvval, intellectual cu-
rosity, complexity of chuice—these idcas arc the underpinning of Maya
Angelows story. To explore these themes. the cutobiography poscs its own
set of oppositions: traditional society and values vs. contemporary society
and fts values, silence vs. self-epression, litcracy vs. the Forces of oppres-

sion, the neture of generosity vs. the nazare of crucl

7, spiritaabity v

ritual, Bvery cpisode of Cayad Bind cngages these and other idcas in Maya
Angelow's portrait of a young girl’s struggle agaimst adversity—u struggle
against rape: rape of the body, of the saurl, of the mird, of the foture, of ex-

pectation, of tenderness——toward dentity and sclf affirmation. If we can-
not delete rape from our lives. should we delete it from a book about life?

Cayed Bid opens with the poignant, halting voice of Marguerite John-
son, the young Maya Angelou, steuggling for her own voice beaeath the
vapid doggercl of the vearly aster pageant:

“What you laakin at mz fort

“Ldidwt come io vy

These two lines prefigure the antixe work. "What you lookin at me for.
is the paiuful question of every blark girl made sclf-conscious and sell-
dowdting by a white world eritical of hier very existence. The claim that she

“didn’teome wstay” increases in irony as the entire work uttimarely afirms
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mysell - ax i Zocus 1 show how one person van make it through those

tiraes” {“Intervics with Claudia tate,” o).

Whether we call the work “Ltion” or “awtobiography” does really mat-
Ler mote thaz just giving English teachers something to argue about. Dif
ferent traditions aficct the stance of the writer 10 ber work und the re
sponses of the seader. Uspecially on the most impartant questions of debate
about this work. the nature of the fam:ly or group she portrags and the ra
ture of the refationship of the central crracter to tze group. the two tr
ditions we have looked at pose different solutions. In a hildungsomar ot ap
prenticeship novel- -wa expect detachment from ar rejection of the group
mores. I the tradition of black autobuography here doscribed we. xpect
total or unconscious shsorption r: the group. The role of the black weman
i this tradition has been called that of “an all-pervading absence” {Cud-
Joe, 71 Tew of many thousand such autobjograpaics wiitten waxe by
o about woman. I thuse wrtten by nian they play a distizietly sub
sorvient role: “they teves really seered w have lived worthy o emulation
They invariably semed 1o Lve for others, for Black men or White; for chil
dress, o for parenty; berelt, abvays i appeared, of an autonon:ors sclf”
(Cudioc. 1)

Two impartant broaks 1 tradition huve come i the twenticth centery,

12145 Richard oy, nd touchod

iz debate that has not euded ahout 1he nature of the black experncnec ic

ight published his autobingraphy, Black ¢

America. 1is hero i not a randam member of a group wha 1 victims of
white oppression, The white oppressars wre there, but the bov sulicrs o
smuch from his black fmvly meinbezs. who have secorae. adez the beri
tage of slavery, subluman in 1heir hunger, fear, ignoree, superstition
< life noac

bratatity. and despair. By the mizacle of books he Is awakened
cF histamily cauld corprahead. Years later, as @ grown man, he siw the fa
thes wha Taughud an Fis Turnger, siw hina as i peasant of the sofl and 1 ar

animal: *how chained were his actions and emetions 1o the direet, animal

intic impuises of his withering dody”™ fWright, i) The mature Wright

a¢ desson that he hud to dis-

piticd andd forgave ks father, but be vetaine
tames himeell from s family or purish. Black wiiters especially have ar
gued against his assestions:

After | had outhved the shocks ot childhond, alter the habit of retlection

biad ben bora in me. 1 ased 10 mld over the strange absarice o aal kind-

fess it Negroes, how unsteble was sur cnderoess. how laskimg i geniine

b, hes tim

passion we were, o void of pr $onr oy, how fare v
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the cgo when ane dreams of training Russian bezrs o cance the Watasi and is
barely able to teac a Friendly dog fo shake handst

5o I “The Other Criviein Ametican Education,” college professar Daniel . Sin-

gal discusses the decline of competercy among the *highest cohort of achievers!

Wiose students who everwally apply te Amenca's most prastigious collzges and
niversities. This gencral Gailing in -he achievement levels of jumors snd semors is

attributed o he assigning of sasier, Less challengiag reading materials and the fall-

ure of tachers to design written ard oral activities that demand higher levels of

comprehension 4 a resuls, students aotering Lollege e Loabl 1o Tunction ade-

quately in their coursework. Singal quotes 4 college professar: “No one: seads for

wuance. “They [srudents] pay no atienton Lo derail” Says Singal, T bave Leen
amized st how livtle students have managed 1o glean from a hook | know they
have: read Pwelve to fifteen baoks over 1 ifleen-week semester used 10 be
the rule ot thurab at sclective collegos. Today it s six 1o sight bucks, and tacy had
hetter be short texts, written in relatively simple English” In other words, college
professars are simply unable to assign traditional wark Luads given the skill levels of
their stadznts,

4+ Donnarac MacCann and Gloria Woacard have collected a number of essays
om the ‘mages of African Amencans in lirerature and dhiscusstons related to chil
dren's responses w0 the literature. Some of the essays address the mattes of censor-
ship a5 it refates 1o ravist depictions in literature. Taul Deane provides a look af the

seldom:

chiowledged racistmiges @ be found in the aditional serial novels that
are typically considered to be wholeseme, vomplerely anobjectionahle sdolescent
fare.
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have been Jeaders i mneir communities, secording to Angelau, She is
pleased with the dialogac that these black women's works have begam
Though she has been criticizec for wmuluding the rape in 1 Kne

v the
Ciged Busd Sngs, she says Lhe whole trath must be told. and sho says there is
tmuch truth s1ill €0 be told sbout the casle point of view of such warks as
Fer Colored Girls W {Tove Comsidered Suicece
Angelou’s works and words point to her comviction that the black fra

Gition is adequate anl pood, that black warren erergs from i wiumphant
and strong, Crities have noted the absence of sign:ficant sen in her autobi
ographies, anu she cortainly has beer, since hor vears of teerage mother-
hood, a woman who had to survive on her own strengths. In the midst

of the debatz of the s aver Lhe place ol women in black culture, she

affirmed that. subservient w no onc. she was willing aed honosed 1o
“serve.” As one who had to wotk o survise, she sags she has always beer:

“librated”

Lam so “liberated” 1

it escept ot rare oczasions m hsbend decs not walk

o the b

ssewithonrn g Bis dimer proparced. e duos s have ton
corn aimseil atout i dirty house. | da that, for mysclf but adsu lor vy hus

bane Triak ivis important 1 make char very ¢ car

1 think thare is someshing gracious and grasetul ubout serving, Now

unicrtunatdy, or rather the tath is, var hiviory in this sountry s been
i istary of the servers aral because we were forced o scrve and beceuse
digniy wies absletely: dramned fram: the servant, for anyone who serses in

this ¢

suntry. ik o whiss, is looked upon witl such revileaiz

o ey o

beld m suck con

mpt while th

i et tr i otler pazss of the weald.

In Afvica it is a great Boner 1 ser (*The Black Scholar ntervicnss: Vays

Angelon” )

ged Bivt Siags is sivten years old now, the experience it
recaunts mare than forty years old. Yer nashing, it seems, could ke more
timely

1es an admirable story: und it is not tvpical. Uypically the black girl whe
has no permancnt father o her Lot sl i shoffied between mother
and grandmother, aty and countrys who is rned 1 sight. 4 mother at
sisteen; whe supports her chili, without lelp from its father ar from
ber own mother, with odd jobs, waitressing, Lartending, prostitution
typically such girls o not become fades Home fourmal's Womnan of the Year
for Cammunications or 7. Stith Reynolds Professor av Wake Forest Lini
versity or recipients of a dozen hunorary degrees. For all Apgubews heroic
assertion thal the black wer

5 emerges viclarious rom appression and
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itions, how hollow vur meeaaries, how lacking we were in: those intan-
gible seatiments that bind man to man, and how shallow was eves our de-
igh, 45)

spair. (%

Much in § Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and in what Angelou bas said
about her writing shows her in opposition 1o Wright's dogma. Though the
of the tradi-
her motber and her grandmother, not in eppesition to

girlis lonely and hurt, she finds her way to survival i ter:

tions of her tasily,

thern, She does remark that she ke fow expressions of tendernss. The
grandmother was cmbarrassed to discuss any emotions no: associated with
her religious aith; the nuother imparts pawer but ot tenderness. She de-
seribies ber: “Vivian Baxter hud no mercy. There was a seying in Oakland at
the time which, i she didn’t say it herself, explained her attude. The say-
ing was, ‘Sympathy is next to shit in the dictionary, and T can’t even read.

. She had the impartiality of nature, with the same Jack of indulgence
or clemency™ (201 02). In stressing her discovery of contimuance of African
ways among American blacks, she argues with Wright's judgment that
bluck traditions were “burc.” I e description of her use of the mode of
autobiography, sbe says she was writing of one who tupifics, not one who
opposcs ot escapes the group.

1 Know Why the Cayed Bind Stngs appeazed in 1970. In the same year appeared
Toni Mortison's The Bluest Eye, Alice Walker's The Third Life of Grange Copelare,
Louise Meriweter’s Daddy Was ¢ Numhers Runmer, Michele Wallace’s Black
Mache and the Myt of the Speraman, and Nikki Giovanni's Block Feeling, Black

falkiBlock judgement, Tn these and otaer notable wor

s of the taros
inclading Ntozake Shange's far Colored Girls Who Hase Concidered Suscide! When
the Ravtbos s Emif {Broadway, 1976) - black women writers have debated the
efficts of biack sexism, and many have asserted that they must find their
identity not merely in apposition (o the traditions for the woman that the
black culture imposcs

Angelou has put hersclf epart consistently from the movement of
white women's liberation. Black women, stie sags, have never been as sub.
servient within their community as white women in theirs: “White men,
who are in effect their Zathers, husbands, brothers, their sons, nephews and
uncles, say

white wotnen, or imply in any cas

“Idon’t really need you
10 run my institutions. T nced you b certaiu places and 1 those places

on
must b kept—in the bedronm, in the kitchen, in the nursery, and on the
pedestal.” Black womnen have never bee told this” (“Interview with Clau
dia Tate," 3). Though they have not occupied the pulpits, black women
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abuse, most of them da not. They are not squipped to succeed by any of
the traditions here Lid aut—not that of the dominant white boutgeoisic.
swhich taught a generation of Southern women, black and white, to sew
and erachet and be dehutames: not that of the pious black churchwormen
who Lok for reward and vindication in the next lile; not that of the black
streets where onc of her mather's boyfriends was kicked to death and an
ather one shot and where Angelou unce herself took 4 pistol to the home
of aboy who had threatened her son. Few black women have had work sa
well for theun the swift vengeance outside the Taw; they have heen victims
of fuwlessness us crued as the law that fiest held them oppressed and then
neglected their vicimization

Angelou knows it s a heroic. not a typical, model, The dedication, you
remember, i 1o her son and to “all the strang Black birds of promise whe
defy the adds and gods.”

One last note. Bearing the smyphass on family with tradidion we have
seen commeon to Southern litcrature, this book bears no mark of the
provincialism of whick nat only Seuthern fiterature but much of Amer
can literature of recent decades, especially the Iterature of American
wamen, has been accused

Non Amencan writers such as Salman Rushdie and Nadine Gordimer
has become a litcrature of the misunderstood
sndividual. 1t ahounds i complaints and self-centered preoccupations (wiil

comphained Joudly that o

the heroine, like Gail Godwin's Odd Woman, achieve orgasm; it finds little

room for the hunger of the childven of the world or for the brutalities of

police stat

Artissically Maya Angeloa may exr on the side of didacticism, bue she is
free of exaggerated sell-concern. The voice in the stary shifts from the pisl
of limited expetience and perspective to that of the writer who speaks with
the authority of truths gleaned from traditions as divers as Shakuspeare
and Ghaniar folk tale. By her work she has not anly contributed to but
also expanded the Amer-can

corary tradition and the perpective from
which ths literature views— and serves -the world.
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Wat should 5 the: penalty for rape Ts the community's murderous ac-
fiom against Mr. breeman’s unthinkable erie merely a more expedicnt
furms of the stae’s searutss on capital pun:sheient Mighs we say Fe was

*fudged by a jury of his poers™t Which is the grecter crime —if Margucite
b t0ld e truth and My, Freoman had heen acquitted, or Marguerite’s
lie, and M. Freeman’s judgment by an outraged commurity? What s the
ally tell the busic truth, based cn fer uio-

trur? Didie't Marguerite sl

vence. based on her inability o understand Mr Frocmans inotves? As
Maya Angelou mig

bt say. T hose arc questions, fnghtful cuestions, €0 in-

timate and abscenely probing” (Sact Wom Wrcers, 3)7 Yer. how can we
Geny young recders. expeced t saon ehark upon theiv own lize altering
degision making, the opportunity to cngage in questions so relevact as

these? How can we continue to arm them solely with 1-shirt slogans®

ged i, m this scene so 01en delated from clasriom study. speos
the door for discusicn about the prevalunt confusion between @ young
person’s desie for alfection and soual invitavon, Certainly, s 1 @ valu

able disting o o make wad oue that youny wen and wowmen are efire

umable to percave or artewluie, Angelou also xoveals the manner by

which an adult maniputatcs a child's desire for Love as 2 thin camo.flag
tor Lis own eruce motives, A further compuication 1o U neat assignment
of Blame is that Margucrite’s lic is not prompred by a desire to harm Mr

Lnceman us by ber feclings af helalosness and dread. Yer. she perseives

thas the effect of that lieis proformd - sa profourd that she dectdes to stop
Fer own voice, both us penance for the deats ul Mt Sroowsan and oot of
foar of the power of hor words: "4 n2an was dead because Thiad lied” (72)
This drametization of the ambiguity of truch and the carfitess ol ar
rubility of

Old Testament justice raises questiors of justice and the de

rruth in « world strapped in fear, misunderstanding, and the inadecu

Janguage. Ihe story reveals how violence can emerge out of Lac innocent
coutines of ife, how betrayal can be camoutlaged with blame, and et
adutts are individual and mu'tidimensional and laweds hut readers also
see how Marguerite avercomwes this difficult and alienating episode ol her
i

However. the wor
be sead within t1e cantext of the entire work from the stammer of the

s complesity it a gradual rovelation. The rape must

pening sceng to the elegant Mrs. Howess whe restores Marguerite's conf-
denee i her own voise: {+-45) 1 the book's closing affirmazion of the for-
giving peser of Tove and faith, Conversely, afl of these nzoments should he

understood against the rvaging of rape

Marguerite’s story is emblemaric of the historic struggle of an «
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cause he is “Tamily.” he is an adult {not o be questioned), and he ofiers her
what appears to he the Lenderness she craves shat had not been characteris-
tic of her strict Southern upbriaging.

When asked why she included the rape i her autabingraphy, Angelon
has said, *I wanted people to sec that the man was not totally an ogre”
{Conversations. t56). And it s this fact that poscs o3¢ of the difficalties of rape
and the inability of children, intellectually unpreparcd. to protect thera
selves, If the rapists were a1 terrible ogres and strangers in dark alleys, it
would be easier (o know when to rim, when i sercam, when to “say no.”
But the devastation of rape is subtle in its horror and betra
1 Marguerite feelings of complicity in her own assault, When queried by

val that creates

M. Treeman's defense attrmey about whether M. Freeman had ever
touched her on occasions before the rape, Marguerite, recalling that first
encounter, realizes immediately something about the nature of ‘anguage,
sts inflexibility, its inability to render the wholc truth, and the palpable
dunger of being misunderstuoc:

Teouldn't tll them kow ke had Toved me ence for a fesy minutes and
how he had held me close befire he thought Ihad peed in my bed. My un-

el would kill me and Grandmothar Baxter would stop speaing, as she

often did when she was angry.

nd all thuse people i the court would
stone: zne as they had ssoued the harlut in the Bble. Aud Mother, who
thought i was such a good girl, would be so disappoicted. But most impor-
tant, there was Bailey. £ had kept a big secret from him. (7a-71)

To pratect herself, Margucrite li

“Everyone in the court kpew that the
answer frad 10 be No. Everyonu except Mr. Freeman and me” (71).
Some schaols that kave chosen nut to ban (g

cd Hird completely have
compromised by deleting “those rape chapters.” 1t should be clear, how-
ever, that this portrayal of rape is hardly titillating or “pornographic.” It
raisc

issues of trust, truth and lie, love, the naturalness of a child’s craving
tor human contact, langusage and understanding, and the canfusion en-

aendered by the power dispasities that necessarily exst between children
and adults. Ligh schoot students should be given the apportunity 10 gain
insight into these subtlcties of hurmnun relationships and entertatn the
“moral” questions raised by the work: should Mr. Freeman have been for-
given for his crime? (After all, he appears to be very sorry. When Mar-

guerite awa

kems fraim the divce o trauma, Mr. Frecman is tenderly bathing
her: “His hands shook” [56]1 Which =5 the greater crime, Mr. Freeman's
rape of Marguerite, or Marguerite's ying sbout the nature of their rela-
tionship {which might be sec as having resulted in M. Freeman’s death)?
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LILIANE K. ARENSBERG

. s .

When think about myself.
Talmost laugh myself to death,
My life has been one great big joke,
A dance that's walked

A song that's spoke

Tlaugh so hard 1 almost choke
When I think about myself.

—Maya Angelou
Iw 19700 AT A TiME when mostblacks and a growing mmnber of Lib
erab whites aflirmed the ad-campaign motto that “Black I BeautillL,*

Maya Angelow’s autobiography was published. An unbeautiful, awkward,
rather morose, dreary, and *Loo-big Negro girl” young Maya Angelou
seams a unikely heroine, Neither the pretty and radiant prom queen of
her all-black high school, Hke Anne Mondy in Coning of Age in Mussissippi,
nor the acknowledged genius of her doting family like Nikki Giovanni n
Gemaw, the childd Angelon writes about is unadmiired, menvied. uncoddled
as she makes her precarious way (on “broud feet,” she reminds us) into the
word.

Spanning the first sixtean yoars of her fife, £ Krow Why the Caged Bird Sngs
opens with Maya Angelowst arrival, at the green age of three, in dusty
Sramps, Arkansas. Her parents’ marriage dissolved, M

and her older
brother, Bailey, have been sent across country from their parcats’ home m
. “heir paterral grandmother’s, In

Stamps. After five years of chores, hooks, fantasies. and escapades with Bai

Long Beach, California, to Momma®

ley, Maya rejoins her mother in teeming, gray $t. fouis. There she is raped,
at age cight, by ser mother's lover, who in reralaton 1 murdered by her
ancles. A guilt-ridden, terrified, and bewildered “woman,” Maya is again
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the

tiral past. The scenc. thowgh funny. should not be treated as meee comic

ave state practice of depriving Alvicans of their true names and cul

reliel or ax 2 meaningless act of revenge. Mrs. Cullinas, :n insistirg upon

“re naming” Marguerite "Mary,” is carrying foroard that enslaving tech-
nique designed to subvert identity; she is testing what she balieves is hor
prerogative as o whie person: 10 cstablish whe s black persop will ke, to

call 2 black pezson by any same she chaoses. She is “shork ed| inca recog-

nition of |Marguerite’s] personhood” (Bluck Wnen Wrisers, ) She learns that
her name game s a very dangerous power play thiat carrics with it a seeios
risk.

Wit sufficicnt grounding. 1 K

Kinds of insights into American history and culture and its values, prac

o Why the G Bird Sige can provide the

tices, beliefs, lifestyles, and seeming contradictions that inspiced James
Baldwin to describe the work, on its cover, as one that “lserates the reader
1o life simply because Maya Angelou contronts her own life with such a
moving wonder, such a lummaous dignity.” and as “a Biblical study of life m
the midst of death.” A book that has the potential 1o iilieraze the reader
juto fife is cac that deserses our intetligent comsideration, not zash juds
ments made froun nazrow fearfuliess. Such o work will vot “teach st-
dents 1 lessore” I+ will demand an encrgetic, parteipatory reading. It wil

demand thiir seriousness. With the appromviace effart, his literary export
ence can assist readers of any razial or cconeimic group in meeting Faciy
own olter unzrttculated doubts, yuestions, and foars and perhaps wsixt in

their own search for di

ity

Notes

1 Juyee Graham. in ber dissertation “The Frecing of Maya Angeloa s (g

Bird, " offrs a omprehensive averview of the: histary o! censosship efforts diracted

speciically against Cognd Bt the isses and argumenty reised in conpection with
e traching ai the worh,  book 4t the Nationa’ Council of eachers of Tnglish's ef-
forts 10 provide gaidekves for the improventent of teacher preparaion m the
teaching of Hrerature. aud a cast swudy of une well-doxumented cznsorship chat
tenge. Dr. Grahaw als iviudes an wterviess with Dz, Angelou discussing the s

twre and motive of cousorship. This tinsely examinatios of the sising feor of ltera-

nvaduaple ook %

ture in schools provides 4 the parents axd administeaters
bihing the news reports va censorship challenges

3. L. Ange o snakes this comment in rposse S0 her o questions: Why

il o frequently dnes i writer write? Whas shimmering goals dece Lefore the

Guctive, but mad.

writer's eyes. destrable ¥ cui of reacht What happens us
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people and, by extension, any person or group of people. The autobiogra-
phy moves from survival to celebration of life. and students wha are per-
mitted o witness Marguerlte’s sullering and ascendancy might ain in the
austuring of their own potential for compassion, optimism, and courage.

I his extended look at the scenc most often censored by high school ad-
ministrators and viest ofien. it ed by parents should reveal that An-
gelow’s Cagad Bird, though casily read, is o "easy” read. This is, perhaps.
pertof the reason for the objections of parents who may feel that the ma-
terials aze

o sophisticated” for thelr children. We should be carcful as
scachers, desigpers of curriculim, and concerned pazents not 1o fall inco
e falsc apposition of good vs. casy. What 1s easier for a student (ot for a
teacher) is not necessarily good. In this vein, those parents who are safisfied
red on “suggested”
tists shiould ask themselves whethar they are giving ther kids the kind of

w have this wark removed from regaired lists but off

advice that was so useless to Mayn Angelou: “keep your ks closed and
don’t let nobody sce your pockethook.” Without the cngagement of dis
cussion, Caged Aind might do what parents fear most—raise important
issues while leaving the young reader no avenue o discover his or her
relationship Lo these ideas. Perhaps the parents are satisfied Lo have contro
versial works removed to the "suggested” list becausc thuy are convineed
that theix

hildren will never read anything that 15 not required. If that is
hieir hope, we have more to worry about than book lists.

If varents are concerned about anything, it should be the puucity of as-
signed readings in the junior high and high school classrooms and the
quality ol the classroom teaching epproach for this (and any other) worth-
while hook? Edu

preparation af teachers for the preseatation of literature of the caliber of

tors have began to address the importance of the
Cagad Bued, which is a challenge not only to students but also to teachers
wh choose 1o bring this work into the classroom. ! Caged Bird cstablishes

oppositions of place and time—Samps, Arkansas, vs. St. Louis and

San Francisco: the 19308 of the book’s opening vs. the slave origins of
Jim Crow  that complicaze images related to cortain cultural sspects of
Altican-American Tife. These include oval story traditions, traditiona) reli-
gious beliefs and practices, ideas reparding discipline and displays ot affee-
Gon, and ather materials that bring richness and complesity 1o the book
but, without clarilication. can invite misapprchension. Tor example, when
Marguerite stmashes Mes. Coliinan’s best picces of "china from Virginia™ by
accident,” the scenc is informative when supported by its paraliels in tra-
ditional African Amcrican folklove, by information regarding the signif

cance of naming in traditional soctety. and by the cultural significance of
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for the Southern Christian Teadership Conference. She bas been a univer
sity administrator anc professor in Ghana, in California, in Kansas, and at
Wake Forest. She holds honorary degrees from a dozen instimrions.

The South thet she lived in and that her kinsmen close aid distant fled
tnakes part of her past. But she fas been sager (o put as much distanee be-
tween hersell and its white bourgeois traditions in iterarure as in life. The
anly black she speaks of with real scorn in this book is the father's priggish
girlitiend who apes the way
tight weman from the South” who “kept the house clean with the orderli
hess of & coffit”: who "was on dlose terms with hes washing machine and

s of middie-class white women. She is a “small

her ironing board’; who “had all the poses of the Black bourgeuisie with-
to support the postures” {22r). With more pity but
1o closer Identification, she reconnts that the poor black girls of Stamps

out the malerial bases

were marked by the trivial traditions of Southern white women: “Ridicu-
lous and cven ludicrous. But Negro girls in small Southern towns, whether

poverty-stricken ot just munching along on a fiw of fe's necessitics, were

given as excensive and irrelovant preparations for adulthood as rich white

nid-VicLoran values”

gitls showe in nagasines,” the irelevancies of
{11). With money carncd picking cotton snd with fingers too coarse for
e wostk, ey yet bought Latting or conbroidury thread. and Maya hersell
had “u lifetime’s supply of dainty doilies that would nover bo used in sa-
cheted dresser drawers™ (1o1).

Although in ceasing to be Marguerite Johnson of Stamps. Arkanses,
and in becoming Mays Angelou the writer, she denies the taditions—for

blacks or for women - of the white South, the same themes most often

alled Southera Gl her work. Nene, of course, is exclusively or originally
Southern, and looking at the other traditions her work perzains o makes
this very dlear,

Speaking of her years in Africa and her marriage 10 an Afvicen, Angclou
said that Ghana taught her to see the survival of distinctly Africun ways
among AMro-Americans (“The Black Scholar Interviews: Maya Angelon.”

49). These affect her partrayal of character, individually and collectively. in

1 Know: Wy the Caged Bird Sings she describes Momuma's reluctance to be ques-
tioned or 1o tell all she knows as her *African-bush socretiveness and suspi-
ciousness® (19), which has aeen only “compounded by slovery and
confirmed by centuries of promises made and promises broken” (189)
She relates the habits of address  calling neighbors “Uncle.”

ster,”
“Cowin” 1o heritage of tribal belonging

Asa writer she says she works [tom her car, trow Listening to her peo-
ple’s cadences ard habirs of speech. Here she is like other Southern writers,
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war Frenzy. could mitiate me into the brotherhood of man. Al b

dowen arbroken bostics and se g Urem with a white girl from Missouri, o

Nenswan gisl From s Angeles and a Black gitl fron Oblaiwia, | was avver

Agait 1o sess My

1 solidly autside the pade of the aumin s, The lah

of riti

ssm evidenzed by our ad s Lo iy inéluenced rie, and set s

tene of colerance for my |fe. (247)

The brotherhood of maan is a distant followship. With the sense of toler
ance vomes no closeness ar love, When she rettrns 10 her mother’s hoase,

+he good byes arc simple and the welcome casual. Her oldest intimazy,

with her brother Bailey, s ruptured first by his grewing identificarion with

trect boys™ (2497, then by his leaving the howse o Live
cith 4 whute prostitute.

Maya lives in loncly wacertaingy over approachng womanhoud and

dismay over her looks. Fowe

umiversl the expedence. it docs nat make
any young person feel dose w others. 1 a desperate autempt fo affirm
her sexuclity, she accosts a neighbar boy. After one sexual cncounte—

without Lecling, without a word eing spaker ~she s pregnant. 11 s st

mark of the isoletion  which she has ved that no ane notices her preg-
nancy tntil sae tells her parents about it m her sighth month

fi they base not proweted her, they vo not descr: hor, but give her care

and enconragement. Maya Ange-ou will be a loving mozher without bav-

ing known tender Tove as a vhild, The book is dedicated to: *My son,

uy

Johnson

nd all ke strong Bl bizds of prowise who defy the odds and
gods and sing their sangs.”

1is our fask aow to sve where this ook fits into several literary tradi-
tions. especially a tadition of Seuthern fiterature. Yor hackground and lo
cale, itis hard to be
barable; California is OUT. Alekough Maya Angelou has reucaed to the

< Southern than Stamps, Arkansas: St Lovis is de-

or at Wake Forust University, it

wh to bicome /. Smith Regnolds Profs
is by a very circuitous roule,
Her carcer since the close of 1 Know

y s Coged Bicd Stngs has mace her a

citizen of the workd. Her works have been amony all serata of humanity.

Ihe last of her tesnuge years she spent on the streots of Calitornia, where

she was @ waitress, barmad. dishwasher, cightelub entermiver. prostitute,

and madam, and where she burcly cscaped a i of drug audiction. From
this Tife she becarne part of a world tour of fargy and Bess. She has since been
an actress, dancer, and producer of shows for Rroadway and [V, She has

on a jouraalng ad el poct and acthor of her autobiographical
books. She has lived and worked in Afrca. She has served s 2 coordinatar
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cluding Gocthe's il Meister and James Jovee's A Porrait of the Artist as a
Young Man, with outstanding examples in Southern lrcrature, including
Thonas Wolfe’s fook Hemenard. Angel and Richard Wright's Natise dor. It in-
flucnces wormen’s works like Kate Chopin’s The Auakning. and, with the:
publication of this fixst of Angelou’s warks in 1970 and a host of ather im-
avital new radi-

portart books that appeared in the same decade. It affect
tiors in black wemen’s writings

Before the publication in 1910 of Wright's Natrve Son, fiction by American
Ulack writers constituted a smaller and less important body of work thun
the long tradition of Afro American aulobiogranhics arising from the nar-
ratives of cscaped or redeemed slaves. Tn thise autobiographies, the pri
mery mode of black Amcrican prose. the role of the bero is altogethor dif-
ferent; he is not a loncly misht, not @ rejector of his people but their
cxemplum. One critic, Selwyn R, Cudjoe, says that the authorsty of these
writings derives from the impersonality of the hero-narrator:

iUhe Afro-American autebiographics’ staernent as 2 form tends 1 be
bezett ok any cxcessive subjeciivism and miadless cgonsm. Instead, it pre-
sents 1a¢ Afro-American as reflecting a nach more inepersaal conciiaon, the
autobingraphical subjuct cmerging a ar elmost random racmber of the
group, se.ected w 1ell histher ke, As a conseguences the Atro-American
antabiographical statcment emergen a> a bl rarher than « priate gesture,
e gives wiy 10 owrfms and superticial concerns about indendaal ssaject usu

ally give way to <he collective subjevtivn of thi: yroup. The suwhivgraphy,

therefiore. is objestive and realistic in its approash and is presumed generally
1o be of servics 1o the group. {Cudjos, ¢ W)

Cudjoe lumps together autubivgraphy and fiction: “Autobiography and fic-
tion, then, arc simply different means of arriving at or {o)cognizing the
same Uuth: the reality of American life and the position of the Afro- Ameri-

can subject in that life. Nesther genre should be given a privileged position

in our literary history and each shoalu b

: judgedd o fts ability o speas hon-
and” (Cudjoc, £).
Asked this question, *Do you wonsider your quartet 1o he antabie-

estly and perceptively about Black experience ix this

grephical novels or autobiographics?” Angelou replied, I hey are autobi-
ographics,” and she went on to define her intent there as reporring on
vollective, not a lone i

rdividual's story, “When | wrote I Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings, 1 wasn't thinking so much about my own life or identity. T was
thinking abott a particular time in which [ lived and the influencss of that
time on a munber of people. T kept thiniing, wha about that fime: What
were the people arcund young Maya doing? [ used the central figure
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sach s Faulkner, Welly, OConner, Lee Smith, whese sorks caprare the
fanguage as spoken in particular places by particular people: she dilfers
from thees in her fusisionce on the uniquencs

of black language as the
means of bia

s« survival and of triumph: “I tmay be enough, however,
Lo bave it suid ther we survive in exact selaticnship to the dedication of
our pects {include preachers, musiciuns and blucs singers)”™ (180}, But she
nowhere limits herself to the tongues of black Askansas or ghotio strects

One critic has praiscd her *
{0 Neele, 34)
vants with duzssy versions of homespun blacs speect” (O'Nede. 35, In

coidance of 3 monolithic Blach language
ad the fact that she “does not overhurden black communi

the white aigh school she attended in Sat Francisco, Angelou became con
se-ou thas she wauld use o langirages: *We Fearned to shide aut of one
language and into anather without being conscious o the offort, AL
school, in @ gisen situarion. we might respotd with “/hat's rot unusual.”
But in the stieet, mecting the same situation. we casily said, 'It be's like that
sametimes™ (219). 1 liave said <hat the point of iew of the hook goss back

and lorth between that ol (e incxperienced girl and the experienced

writer. The Tanguage also moves between a strong, collaquial splicity

and a semetmes overblown literary mannceise. Though she does pot
overuse Black folk specch. she neves errs when she wses it as she docs in
seif p
day: “Youth and socal approval allied themselves Wi 1e and we tram

g ro-
modded my featuses. Lost tears were pounded to the mud and then to

such fiterary passages us this v, describing heo e on graduation

meled memories of slights and insulis. The wind of our swill pussa

dust. Years of withdrawal wore brushed sside and loft behind, as banging

fopes of parasizic moss™ {67). {Whetaer (s is niore embarrassing 1o

suthern literature than the filse inflections of Southern accents offered
us by Lollywood as TV s for voa to judget)
“The lirerars raditions not aften allied 1o Svuthern literature that un-

dergird this work are those of « long Western tradition of the iildugsromar
annvel, ofton sutobivgraphical. ota yoang person’s growing up and inding
nis way among the traditions and values of the funily and enlrure in which
he or she s rearcd—and a fong tradition in this country of Afro-Amcrican
watobiography. In a sense both come together ia this books somc. critics
have referred 1o it imershangeably asnovel und autobiography. But the Lra

1 the says the hero or heroite is por

ditions are disnctrically opposi
rayed
T the Bldmgsmmnen the loneliness of the hero 1 wxpected. Youth s self-

1scious; the hero feels that the values of his farily and culture are op

pressive te hem: b vt make bis escase. 1eis an international genre in-
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ous and insensitive white speaker. the young girl perceives a terrifying
sruth about hor racial self and about the despertion of mpotence, espe

cially about the impotesce of black peaple in the South of the 9305 “K was
awful te be Negro and have no contral over my lie, It was brutal to be
soung and already trained o sit quietly and liste

against my color witk no chance of deferse. We should 21l be dead."s

to charges rought

Yet. her momentarily mised feclings of despair, shance, and anger on hey
graduation day at the seemingly hopeless future for yousg blacks in racist
Anerica e sustnaunted by hes pride n Dlacks when the Negro Nationel
Anthem i sung. As Miya consciously joins the dass and audence 1

singing, she uncansciously, from her perspective i time, alse predicrs her

own future as a poct:

We survived. The Gopts had hon ey and dark. but now a bright sur spoke
10 bur sous., Livas no longer simply « member of the proud graduating class
o 1940 1 s 4 proud manber of the wondertal beautiful Negeo race.

Oh, Blirk known &

nd unk

2 pocts, how aficn have your auctioned

puins susteiard ust Who will ¢

epate the only night mad loss lonely b

oue songs, or by the empry pats made hess tragic by your tales?

1 vev

e were @ prople muc i ing secrts, we might raise

onuiments and sacnlice o tke monzs of ous poets, but s svery cured s

of that weak oo, TLs

iy T conngh, boweser, to have it sand that we survive
in exact relationship Lo the decuation of ous poets {me.ude preachers, mu-

sicians and biues singers). %

But after Grandmother Henderson and Maya are insulingly ejected

from the ulfice of @ white dentist and told that he would rather stick kis

harnd “in 2 dog’s mouth than in 2 pigger’s,”” the child can only compen-
sate for such painful impotence by lantastang power and mumphant
rovenge

Angelons complos awirancss of what black men, wemen, and chil-

dren encauntered i their siruygles for selthood is apparent in cach of
these incidents. Such experiences are recorded not simply as historical
cvents aut <s spmbolic revelations of Augelo’s inner world, They ars so
cial, geographical, and psychological uccasions. The implication that one’s

powerlossness in e larger woild mag need o be experienced enc aver-

come in the process of persona desclopment is very elear

In 19q1. when M s thivteen, she and Bailey move 1o Oakland and

later San Francisco to live with their mother, whown they have not seen in

six years. By this Lme, Visian Baster has marzied Daddy Clicell, « gambler
and respected busnessmen, who will soon hecome “the first father [Maya|
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Tarly on, ¢he reader gleans that, although the Joe Louis victories i the
bosing ring in the wies were occasions for strect celcbrations that cximed
e

s of thousands of blacks to parade, sing, dance, and dexdve all the joy
sossible From these collective victories of the reee, fur Angelou, foc Touis’s
Victory over heavyweight contender Primo Carnera was “a grotesque
cousterprint ta the normal way of 5 in Arkaisas. Angelon describes
the scene that takes place in her grandmotker's store on that night of the

fight, vixidly recapturing Jobin Tunthey's style and languege:

“Iinuia s penctrating every block. . . . Lous sends a et 10 the body and
it the uppere 1210 the chin and the comenden is dropping. 17’ on the can:
vas, zdies and gentlemen.”

Rabics slid 1o the flovr 1 wunzen sloud up ad men leaned toward the
radio

“Iere’s she refere. M counting, Oue, two, Uiee, four, five, six,

en
s thes contender rving Lo gt up agen?
e shouted, “Ne.

Ail the menin the sto:

« ~ipht, nine, ten.” There were 2 few sounds from the sudience, but
they seemed to be hnlding themselves in agaiast remendous pressure,
The fight is all e, ladics and gentlemen. Let’s yet the microphene

over to the reierce . . . Here he is. He's got the Browa Bomber's hand,
hes holding i up fere heis .7
Then the voice, husky and familiar, came to wash over us —“The win-

nah, and stil: heavyweight champeen of the world . . . oz Louis.”
Chanzpion of the warld. A Black Buy. Some Black mother’s son. Ue wis

he strongzst man in the world. Peaple drank coca-colas like ambrosia and

ate candy bars like Christmas. Some of the men went behind the Store and
prured white ‘ighining in their sufi-drink bottles, and  Jew of the bigger
boys follawed them. 1hase who were not chascd away camu buc< blowing
their breath in front af themselves like proud wmakers

It weuld take an hour or more before Lhe peopie would leave the Store
These who lived :

m town. Tt wauldn't o Gor 2 Black man and his famuly o be caught on o

and bead fur hur

o far had made arrangemeats fo way

lonety country road an a night when Joe Lows has proved that we siere the
strengsst people in the world.»

Angelou even remembers her graduation from elementary school not
as the customurily exciting and happy occasion for the young graduates
and their families and friends but as 2 dramatization of the painfal injus-
tices of a segregated society and an underscoring of the powerlessness of
blacks within that soc

ty. As she listens to the ins lting words of an oblivi-
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get’ some
revenge in the bargain, ™ arc heraes 1o Maya and her "Rlack asaciates. "0t

the door of refection and fwio| not only [become] wealthy but 7

Three other exporiences further dramutize Angelou's awareness of self
and ber world, changirg with sametimes hewildering soeed, und help hor
o wark out new patterns of sellond and personal dircction.

When she accompanics “Daddy Bailey™ on « vacarion to Mexico. he,
having drunk quantitics of tequila at a roadside bar where he has taken
an,” leaving My
maoney. Houws later, he resums, oo deunk to drve. Rather tian spending

Maya, poes off

nd o

4 with strangers

the night in the car it Mexico, May . who has never driven a car, manages
e drive down the circuitous mowacin wid soue fifty mules, to cross the

border, aad to retum them safely to Caliipenia. Arplou recal

Ihe challnge wes exhifaraung, It was e, Marguerite, against he elemen

i opposition. As | twisted 1he steering wheel and forced e arvelerator 1o

the tloar. 1 was controlling Mexico, and might and alencness and mespori
enzad youta and Builey ohnson, Sr., and ceath and insocusity, a1 even

gravargS

Unlike ay of be: formes expetiences in Stamps, this siagie expericace
proves Lo Maya that she can indeed have poweer over hes Life and destiry.

Soonaier daeir etuen o Califorsia, there isa bt angurnent hetseen
Maya and Dolores (her father’s current "girlicad™), who wants Bailev's

davghter out of her heme and her life. Urging Maya o retern 1o her

mother. Dolores calls Vivian Baster 4 whore, When Maya slips her,

Dolores cuts Maga severcly. After taking her (o one Triend for emerpency
medical core, Bailey, Sr., laces hor with a second friend. Knowing that vio-
lence would ensue i she returned bome and her mother tearned that she
had bren cut, Mayz leaves without teiling her father or his friend and, alter
wandsring about Sar: Diego iet some while, juins o junkyard commurc of

bomeless children whom she describes as “the silt of war frenzy. "6 Afier

e bas spent 1 month in Ue commune, Maya's thongh t processes have o

tered so significantly thas she is hardiy asle 1o recognize her fozmer sl

Her pecrs’ unquestioning acceptance dislodges ber fumiliar feclings of ng
cusity; moreover, the unrestraimed lie that she expericnaes within the
group exprands her spiritual horizans and “initiares her] into the brother-
fwod of man. ™7 The gratituce Angeli owss those seho befriended her o
her passage from chelidhood ro adolescence 1o aduliaood will forever i

dlude her junkyard family

After bunting down unbroken bottles and selling them with a whit girl
fren: Missuuri, 2 Mexican girl from 1os Angeles and a Black gixl trom Okla





index-52_1.png
41 Iniriarion and Self-Discovery

would know." kor 4 while, \aya re-experiences some of the personal dis-
loatitn already felt so acutely In Stamps and St. Louis. Butiz time “the air
of collective displacement fand] the impermancnce of life in wartime™

dissipace her sense of not belonging, O this she writes: “In San Francisco,

for the first time [ perceived myself as part of something, The city
became for me the idea of what | wanted (o be a « growaup. Friendly but
never gushiny
awfal stiffness

In San Fra
ined self

caol but not Irigid or distant. distinguished without the
0

sco. the tender-hearted girl chang

s into another imag-
u compound of her mother, Mrs. Flowers, and Miss Kirvin of

Washinguon High Schaol

Just as Stamps and St. Louis stood in sharp contrast, so do San Franisco
and Stamps. From her prosperous stepfather, Maya receives a basiz gheto
education:

Vie e apartment. huildings and, Tater, pool halls, and was famous for
being the rarity “ man ot benor.” He dids suffer, as many “horest men”
do, fromm +he detestable rightcousness zhat diminishes their virtee. He kacw
cards and men's heares, $o during the age when Mother was exposing us to
certain facts of life, ke personal hygiens, proper posture, table manners,
o resteurants and tippig practive, Deddy Cldel] taught e 1o play
poker, blackjack, tonk and high. lw, Jick, Jack and the Game. e worg o
ponsively railored suits and a large yellow dianad siickpin. xeept for the
jeselry, he was a consorvative dresscr 2nd carrod himself with the con-

scious porup of o man of secure means o1

Tn San Franewsco, Maya is also introduced 10 a colorful cast of urban
street characters (., Stonewall immy, Just Black. Cool Clyde, Tight
Coat, and Red Leg) who make their living through gambling and trickery

Here she Jearns 4 new moralicy: the blac

American gheteo ethic by whica
“that man who is oftczed only the crumbs from bis country’s table

by ingenmity and courage, is able o take of harself « Lucullan feast.™62 M
Hed legs story, for cxample, is an excellent portrayal o
and a brilliant recaptaring of the trickster motil found in African and Afro-
Amcrican literature, Through trickery, Vir, Red leg, a con artist ad
hero-figuce of black American urban folklore, outwits his white antage

such an individual

nist. In doing so, he symbulizes the strength, dignity, and courage black
Americans are able to manifest in spitc of their circumserbed fives, ab
though they might tuncts

 as miscxeants not only in the eycs of the white
world but also to the preachers and matriarchs within the black commt

nity, Black men like Mr. Red Leg, wha use "theis intlligence o pry open
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pemsates by reversing the Lrue siruation and having the salivacing deatistbe
the targer of Momma’s wrath, Signiticamly, <his transformation occars
immediatcly before Morma Tlenderson teils Moy and Butley that they
aze going to Califoria. Tis position in e 1ext gives it the Impression of f
pality. Avy negarive sttitudes becosie submerged, only Lo surface Tater, in
Gatber together, as aspects of Angelows vwn ambiguiry toward race, poscr,
and identaty

In Caged Fard Momma Henderson had hit Maya wath a swrch lor un

Lnow ingly taking the Lords name in vain, “lixe whitefulls do” 27}

Simi-
lerly, in Cather Tagether Annie slaps her granddaughter after Maya, on 2 visit
1o Stamps, erlally asaulls two wlreie saleswonien, w0 cask with
Momma endesson that is both peiniul and final. Mava argues for “the
princisle of the thing” and Mormma slaps hee:2 Surely, Momuns skap is

well intanded: she sishes to proteer Maya from “lunatic cracher boys” and

mar in white sheets, from all of the insanity of racal prejudice {579}
The “nes” Maya, who has been 10 the <ty and found a sense ol indepen
denee, is aughs i the clash between her tecontly aequired “prinaples”
and Momma’s fised ideology. Thus the skp  but also the intention be
bind it-—will remain in Meya's memory Tong afier the mature Angekin
has been separated from Annie Tlenderson's supervision. Momma makes
Mayi imd the baby lease Stamps, again as o precavtion: “Mummia’s intent
10 protect me had vased her (o hit e in e face, @ shing she had dever
dome, and 1o send mie asvay to where she thoughe I be safe” (79). Mava de-
pacts on the frain, never o set her grandmather g,

In the third volume Angelou, her marriage falling apart, is recuperat
g, from a difficulr appendectory, When she tells her husband Fosh that
s the news that Annic

shew
Hendersor: died the Gay after Angelov’s oper

nts to o to Stamps anil she is well. he brea

iom. T recording her reac-

tion 20 her grandmether’s death, Argelou’s style shifts trem its generally

more conversational fooe and becomes intense, religiocs, cotional

A, Mumna
chrasm fur el faze uf tae beloved. Por days my snind staggered out of bal-

1 e lovked el bufione, prered inso its yasning

anve. Treeled nm a precipice of Keowledge tha s T wore cich enogh
sraved ail over she world. | would pever fnd Momma, JE Lwere s goud as

Gocs angels and s e the Viather of Christ, 1 could rever have

Mommi's rough slass hands pat my check o braud my b,

Ueath 165 the yeung ot that aediscovezvd vountry; despe i

e tabs i, iz § 4 phice having readiey only i song or i atbher peoples

ricl. (S’ ond S %
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waist down, but from the waist ap she seemed to be pulling for the top of
the oak trec across the xoad” (24)

There are numerous episodes, both in Caged Bird and Cuher Together, thac
svolve the conflict betwern Maya and her grandmother over how 16 deal
with racisre. When taunted by three “powhitetrash” girls, Momma quiely
sings a hymo: Maya, enraged, would Tike to have a vifle (Caged Bind 23-27).
Or. when humiliared by a white dentist who'd rather put his *hand in 2

dog’s moath than in 4 nigger’s” (160, Annie is passive; Maya subsequently

invenss a lantasy in which Momma runs the dentise out of town, In the

italicized dream text (161-62), Maya endows her grandmother with super
buman pawers; Momma magically changes the dentist's nurse into a bag
of chicken seed. In reality the grandmother has been defcated and humili-
atec., her anly reward a mere ter dollars in intorest for a loan she had made
1o the dentist (164). In Maya’s fentasy Momma’s
wad hey wrms had deibled themselves i lergeh”; in actuality she “looked tired” (162).
This richly textured passage is rendered from the perspective of an

“agos were bazing lke v cosls

imaginative child wha re-cecates her grandmother—but in o language
thut ironically transformss Arnie Henderson om a Southiern back stoze
keeper inlo an cloquent hierciue from a romaots novel: “Her tosgue
ad thinmed and the words rolled off well cramcicted.” Insteadd of the silent “nigra”
{159) of the acrual experience, Mommi Henderson is now the articulate
defender of her granddaughter agsinst the stutrering dentist. Momwa
Henderson oxders the “contemptuess scomndl” w leave Stamps “now and Fere-
with” The narra:

¢ evertually lets Momma speak normally. then com-

ments: “(She conld affort 1o stip oo the versaculat becaise she had suck eloguent conumand
of Luglishy

This fantasy is the narrator's way of dealing with her ambivalence to-
ward Memma Henderson—a woman who thrughous

gl Bind cepre-

sents to Maya both strength and weakness, both generosity and punish-
anent, hoth afleeticn and (e denial of aflvdction. ere her defender is “ten

foet talf wark wght foor amm,” quite ¢

pable, to recall the former tree image, of
reaching the top of an eak from across the road. Momua's physical truns

formation in the dream text also recalls an earlier description: ™ saw only

her power and strengeh. She was taller than any woman in my personal

world, and her hands were o large they could span my head [rom ear
(s

derson’s

w0

fliminates all of Momma Llen

). In Lhe dentist fantasy, Via

negative” traits—submissiveness, severity. religlosity, stomncss,

down-horme speecli, [Uwould sesmm that Maya is so skarrered by her grand-
mother's reaction 16 Dentist Linceln, so destroyed by her illusions of

Aonic Hendezson’s power in relationship & white people, that she cam-
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wve a5 a touh of the lrand: “Just the gantle pressure of her rough hand
cameyed her own concern and sssurance 1o me? (36). Angelow’s e
throughout the elegy is an attempt, through religion, w reconcile her am
hivalence toward Momma Henderson by sharing her eracitions. Angaloi
wishes (o be “as good 1

s angels” and as “pure as the Mother of
Christ,” metaphors i scer 2o represent Angelon's affors 1o close o the
chasm between herself and Momma Henderson through the tse of a com

mon g aage. the language of the churchgoing grandmother

As Mamma Henderson, the revered grandmather, recedes from the

nareative, Angelou’s natural mother gaine prominence. By the taird vol-

ume Maya Argelou and Vivian Baxtor have establishod @ closcness that
samewhat compensates for Mayis Eaving been sent off 1o Stamps as @

Chile, a situacion v peiniul thae Maya had imagined ber mothr dead:

Teould ery anysime wanted by picturing my mother (1 dide t quite know
whi b ook ke g in her valiin The e was hriven, like 2
big ), and since | couldn’e il in the fearures ] printed 3 OV HE R across the
Ouamd teans woabd fall down my chevks ke w

i

ilk. (Citged ird, 1-3)

s fantasy of her grandmother and Deatist Lincaln, the above

Like May

passage Is an imaginative revision of eeality. Maya's way to control the frus

tations produced by Vivian's rejection. Ihe images of the dream text in-
voke ramance iction ane Amazonian strength. Here the images concern,
first, the artist who fills in the cmpty canvas ¢ the O) with print: second, the

motherlice child who erics tears of “warin mulk” i sgropathy for ber

imagined dend mother. Thes: inerlaced meaphors sl wiiting anc nut
Lurance appeae lrequentdy i the contiouing test, as Angelou explores hee
relatiouships with mothers ad children

When Maga is cight years o.d, she and Dailey visit taedr mother i St
b my mosher

Lowis. wacre Maya discovers or cxquisite beauty: 1o desc

wolld b

6 write abous a hurricane in it perfect pawer. Ur the cimbing,

She was Lo beautiful 1o have children”

fulling colors of a roinbosw
Bind. a9 50} Tramically, this manther “tao heautiful 1o bave chikirea™

{Cnge
15t @ large dogree responsible for her own child’s bratal rape. Vivian's

heanty artracts a lover, Mr freeman, who i constantly i the house wait-

+ a0 extension of

inng bor a woraen who 13 et there, and e “uses Angelou a
her mother™ Lo sutisiy s sesual urges (Nemesakopoulos. w8). I could
alse be suggested that Vivian Gses Maya, somebos knowing that i her
wwirabserce Maga will heep her lover amused. When Maya becores ill, ¥i
thery manuers maing broth, caoking Cream o

“iun vesponds in 6 m

Wheat, 1wking Maya's temneraure, calling o doctor. Alter she: diss overs
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This moving farewell, so atypical of Angelo’s more worldly autobio-
geaphical style, emerges directly (rom a suppressed religious experience
thet Angslon narrates earlier in the same text —a “secret crawl thiough
neighborhood chrche
band's knowledge, culminate in Angelow's being saved ot the: Fyening Star

(28). These visits, done without her white hus-

“For

Baptist Church. uring her purification, Angelou crics for her fami'y
my fetherlss son, who was growing up with a man who would never,

could never, understand his need
admired b

r manhood; for my mother, whom [

t didnt understand; for my brother, whose disappointrment
with life was drawiog him relentiessly into the clutches of death; and,
Spally, | cried for myself, long and loudly” (3%). Anuic Henderson is
strangely absent from this list of family for whom Angelou cries during
the shart-lived corwersion. But only u fews pages later, Angelou remem-
bers her grandmother's profound importance, in the clegiac passage on
Momumna's death

In +his passage Angelou creates a funeral song that relics on the black

gospel rradition, ou the language of Bible stories, and on certain formatice

litcrary texts. Words Like chasn, precipice. ungels, and beloved have Sunday
Sehool overtoncs, a kind of vocabulary Angelou more typically employs
for humorous effects, as in the well-known portrait of Sister Mouroe
(Cuged Bird. 32-37).% Yhae gospel motif, so dominant in the passage, scems dic

rectly related to Angelou's rediscovery of the bluck spirituats “The spiritu
als and gospel songs were swecter than sugar. I wanted to keep my mouth

fell of them and the sounds of my people singing fll fike sweet vil in my
cars” {Suging' cnd Swingin', 28). During her conversion experience Angelow
lies on the flsor while four women march round her singing, “Soon onc
morping when death comes walking in my room” (33} in anotacr spiti-
tual the singers prepare for the “walk to Jerusalem® {31). These and similar
hymns about death had been significat elements of the *falk religious tra-
dition” of Momma Henderson (Rent, 763, Now, for a brief time, they be-
come part of the mature Angelou's experience. That their revival is almost
immediately followed by the death of Momma Henderson accounts, to 2
large extent, fur Angelou™s intensely religious narrative

Angelou’s smging of the black grandmother in this passage congams
other refiaines from the past, mast notably her desize W have “Momma's
rough slow hands pat my check.” These aze the same hands that slapped
Maya for bavitzg talked back to the white salcsworuen — an event that was
physically to separate grandmother and granddaughter (Gather Together,
86-85). That final slap, softened here, becormes a loving pat on the choek
akin to & moment in Coged Kird in which Maya describes her grandmorher's
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2. $mith,

e Fim Sound, 134,

1. Angelow, Caged Bird, 262
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the absent natural mother. the gentle Mirs. Flowers, +ae forceful Araie
Hendorson  swhose divisions Angelou renst articulate if she is to fnd her
awn autobiographical vaice

Althoug} s in Mayw’s personality at
the conelsion ol Caged ird, a few have observed this division of self, which

most critics hive scen 1 wholene

Derretrakopoalos relates to Maye's conflicts about the twther: she “splits
the ferminine arcketype of ber mother's cold Venus end her grandmother's
prirmial warm sheliering Demeter aspects” (198}, The Jungian

ctaphars

iy jar io this African.

rerican context, but] agree with Demetrakapoa
os that at the crd of Cageit Bird the narrator is snlit. She is a mather wh s
herself a vhild; a daughter s by hex nations of mother love; a wncer:

tacn black teenager hardly capable of the heavy surden of dosure placed
on her by Sidanic Smith, Stephen Buiterfield, Setwyn Cudijoe, and other
eritic

Nox i this spht imended when Angelou gives birth ¢ Gath

Hese she incroduces herself by way of conmradictions: “1 was seventeen,

Together

very old. cmbarrassingiy voung, with a son of two manths, and 1still lived

with my mother and stepfather” (3. Vivian Baxter mernmitiently takes

care of Gy while hiy young trother warks as a cook ot shopkseper. When
Mom:na Lenderson forces Maya and her son t leave Stamps. thev go im-
mediately 1o tae security ol Vivian's fouzseen-room house in $mn Fran

cisco. (ne gets a strong seise throughout G Tagether of Mayars depen

dence on her mothe. Angelou admives her matber fior her self-reliance,
ber encouragement, ard her casual approach to sexuality, She also comtin

wes to be captivated by Vivian's beauty, by her “snapoy fizpered, head

tossing clegance™ (Singin wod Swingin’, 763 On e other hand, she recognias
g clog; (g Y L g

Vivian Baxter's flaws: “Her own mind was wiisted by the knowledge of 2

failing marriage, and the slipping asay of the hupe sums of money which

she bid enjoved and thought her due™ {Gather Together, 14)
cals simiar contxadictory feelings. Alier

lerve #or his

As Tor her som, Angelou r
quitting a job to be with Guy, Ange.ou welies: “A baly
imether is probably the sweclest emotion we can savar” (Catir Logethes, 50).
In wmore deprossed mond. however, she comments that ber ¢ hitd's dispo-

sition had “lost its magic w0 make me happy” (174} What Angelou does m

these instances i £ articukatc her feelings s they convey the reality of hier
experiences, even theugh some of £1¢5¢ CZATIVE CmoOTS Might NGt Kep-
rescrst hes bes: side

Ihe mest drareatic mother-child episcde in Gather Together occurs hile
Angelou s working as a prostitute, She lewes Guy with Ler siter, Big
Mary. Returniag for Guy after several days, she loarns that hee son hes
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the rape, Vivian sends Maya to a hospital. bringing her flowers and candy
(Cuged Bird, 69)

[tis Grandmather Baxter, however, who sces Lo il that the rapist is pun-
ished; after the trial  policeman comes to the house and informs an ui-
surprised Mrs. Buxter tht Freeman has been kicked to death, Ms. Baster
is a political figure in St. Louis, a precinct captain and gambler whose light
skin and “ix mean children” bring her both power and respect (st). Like
Momma Henderson, Grandmother Baxter i a source of strength for
Maya. Both grandmothers are “strong, independent],] skillful wowen who
arc able o manage their families and to insure their survival in a segre-
garcd and hostile sociery” {Hill-Lubin, 260).

Despite their positive influence, however, Maya has ambivalent feclings
Loward her powerful grandmothers. Mava fecls guilty for having bed at
the trial, 4 guilt compoundud when she learns of Grandmother Boxter's
past in Freeman’s murder. To stop the “poison” in her breath, Maya re-
treats info a “perfect personal silence,” which neither of the Baxter women
can penctrate and which Maga breaks only for Bailey (73). The disastrous
$t. Louis sequence stops abruptly, without transition: “We were on the
train going hack to Stamps . . . (54). Thus, the end of the visit to Grand-
mother Baxter parallels chapter one of Caged Bird: a train moves from an
urban center w rural Arkansas aad to the protection of Annie Ienderson.

Back at her grandmother’s general store, Maya mects Mrs. Bertha
Flowers, “the aristocrat of Black Stamps” (7). This unambiv

atly posi-
tive mother figure helps Maya to recover her oral language thraugh the
written text  reading A Tale of Tuo Cities, In a sexies of sharp conrasts,
the marrator conveys Maya's dividled feelings between the sophisticarcd
mother figure, Mrs. Flowers, and her more provincial grandmother. Mrs
Flowers wears gloves, whereas Mrs. Honderson has rough hands. Mrs
Flowers admires white male writers, whercas Annic Tendersor. will not
tolerate them. And in a set of contzasts that ucears almost simultancously
in the teat, the literary Mrs. Flowers rewards Maya’s language with sweets,
whereas the religious grandmother punishes Mayas spoken words (o
the way

without making any effirt to explain her anger. Tn an eadlicr
passage, however, the marrator merges these basic oppositions into a dy-
namic interaction between swo blace women: “I heard the sofi-voiced
Mrs. Howers and the textured voice of my grandmother merging and
wmeltiay. They were interrupted from time to tme by giggles that must
have come from Mss. llowers {Momma never giggled in her life). Then
she was gone” (79). These contrasts appear following Maya's failed rela
tionship with Vivian Baxter. ‘They are indications of the splic mother—
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been kidnapped. Angelou fimally recovers her child, unharmed: at that
moment she eealizes that they are both separate individucls and that Guy
is not mercly a “beautiZul appendage of myself ” (163). Angelow's awarcness
of the inevitable scparation of mother and chitd, expressed hore for the
first time, is « theme that she will continuc to explore through the rerain-
ing autobjographical volumes

Gather Tagesher closcs with Angelov’

nd Guy's returning to the protec
tion of Vivian Baxter, “ollowing Angelow’s glimpse at the horrors of beroin
addiction *J had no ides what | was going to make of my life, but I had
given a promise and found my inncence, 1 swore Fé naver Jose it again”

(81). In its tableau of mother, child, and grandmother, this concluding
paragraph directly parallels the ending of Caged Bird

Ip the pext volume, Singin' und Sutng’, the closeness between mother
and davgher continues. As she matures, Angelou becames rmors in con-
trol of her feclings and mare objective in her assessment of Vivian Baxter's
porsnality, Additiondly, the scparition of egos that Angelou pertived
after locating her kidnapped son would extend 1o the mother-daughter
and grmdmother-granddaughter relationships @ well. But Singin’ and
Swtngin” and Gettin' Merry Like Christwas 15, despite its joylul title, a mesh of
conflicts many of them existing within the autobiagraphical selfy mary

of them involving scparations that, although consciously chosen, hecame
urbearable. A number of ambiguitics appear throughout the book, espe-
clally as they concern the motber-child pattern that is to donzinate this
and the subsequent texts.

the underlying drama in i usd Swingin’ is played out betweca An-
gelou, the single parcnt of a young son, and Angelou, the actress who
chaoses to leave that son with Vivian Baxter m order to tour Eutope with
the company of Pargy aid Bess. Angelou 1s xeenly aware that putting Guy
in the care of his grandraother is an echo of her own (hild-mother
experience:

The past revisited. My mother had left me with my grandmother for year
and Tknew the sain of pasting. My mattier, like me, had bad her motise.
tions, hex needs, | did not relish visiting the same angaish on my son, and
shes, years later, told me how painful our scparation was t ker. But T had to

work znd | had

>be good. Fwould make it up to my so and one day would
take hint to all the places Twas going 1o see. (120)

Angelou’s feelings are compounded by the fact that, as a young, black, sin-
yle mother, she alonc is finally ro

pousible for giving hier child @ sense of
stability  In Identifying the conflict between working and mothering, An
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support and. i doing so. becomas the compassionate. loving mother of
ntasies. The hirth ol Mas

Maya's childhood a's sou is a velebration o a

new lile, of Maya's own rebirth as a young mather, and of Meya's discovery
ofher creative sell. But it s also an ironic outcome of a completely loveless
and vasual selationship

Ihe finalscene of €aged Bindis richly symabolic. Mava s telucrant to let her

three-week-old baby steep with her because sheis cortain that she will rofl

aver in zhe night aud crush b, But Visian Baxter ignores hor daughter's

fuars and places the haby beside his mother, The next moring, Vivian Bax
teris standin g over her daughter. Under the tent of blanket that Mava has
devisedd wth her clbow and forearm, tlic baby sleeps soundly. Vivian Baxtes

whispers 1o her daug
thing, Ifyou are for the right thing, then you doitsithout thinking.” 7t L his
scenc verbalizes Vivian Baxter’s fith in Maye's instinctive quaditics ol mutt

ter, "See, you don't have to think about the right

crhood and Mays s accepiance of hozsel?an w creative, life giving force.

By the end of Cagad fird, the cispleced young Maya has found o place
and has discovered a vital dimension ot herself. No fonger need she ask,
“What you Jooking ar me fort” or fantasize a reality other than her own
By the end of the autobiography, Angalou, the yeung aduit, hes succeeded

in freeing herself from her cage by assuning contrnl of her e and fully

aceepting her wamarhood. Indeed, o5 Sidonie Smith posits, with the sirth
ot her child, Angelou s herself born into a mature engagement with the

forces of lile. In wecoming that strugale. Angclou refinses 1o Lyve o deatls of

Guict submission: ™ “Tew, B any, survive their teens. Most surrender to the
vigue but murderous pressure of adult conformity. L becomes eascer to dic

and avoid conflicls than wo maintwn a constant battle with the supericr

Forces of maturily
Ray Pascal absorves that autobiography acquir

its shape through the
atobiographer’s consciousness of what the child ulfimately became. An-
gelow is able: to confront her memorics of het own past with honesty.

humor, and irony hecause they form a necessary part of ber spiritual an
imellectual development. She Lelieves, @5 most autobiographers do, that
memory aflords sevens 1o the past thatis worth revealing and that an un
formation ahout a lile, but

derstanding of the human condition  nit ir
scally valuable.

insightinto its process s intr

The narrative visice at work in Cagad Burd is that of'the older sutobiogra-
pher who i not only awaze of the joumey but also entarged by @, an
achievement that is emphasiacd by the afirming nagure of the work. Tn
Caged Bird, Yava Angofou undergocs the archetypal Americin journey of

initiation and discorcry
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A Conversation with Maya Angelou

JOANNE M. BRAXTON

. s e

The ax forgets.
The tree remembers.
Maya Angelou,
quoting an African proverh
in Even the Stars Look Lonesome, 1097

AYA ANGELO. 7 $mith Reynolds Professor of Americen Stud-
\/[m at Wake Forest University in Winston Salem, North Carolina, is
(e wwthior of five autobiographics, of which | Know Why the Caged Bind
Sings (1970) Is the first and best known.! Even before accepting the life-

time appointment at Wake Forest, Anpelow’s teaching and experience

spanned not only the United Stutes and Furope but also Africa and the
Middle Eust

4 celchrated post, teacher, and lecturer who has taught at the Univer
sity of California, the University of Kansas, and the Universicy of GGhana,
among other placcs, An
mmanistic conteibutions as a Rockedeller Voundation Scholar and a Yale Uni-
wersity ellow. While in Ghana, she worked for the African Resow as feaure

lou has been honored for her academic and hu-

editor. Previously, while residing in Cairo, Egypt, Angelou (who speaks
French, Sparish, and Fant) cdited the Arsb Obserser

In the 19605 Angelou served as northeen coordinator of the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference at the invitation of Dr. Martin Luther
King. She has received presidential appomntments from President Gerald
Tord, who asked her to serve on the US. Biceotennial Comumission, and
President fimmy Carter, who appointed her Lo the National Coramission
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homa, | was never agam 1o sense myself so solidly out of the pals of the
himan race. The lack of criticism evidenced by our ad hos comeunity in-
fhacnced me, and sct a Lone of tolerance for my e
Time and time again, Angelou brings us to the questior: of buman el
tionships. Through the junkyard cxperience, she learns that, beyond the
barriers of rave, all men and women are the same they share the same
fears, the same lonclincss, aud the

me bopes. The commune cxpericnce
alsus confirms Angeiou’s dewrizination to exercise further control over
her being and helps her to establish a valuable new direction for her pex-
sonal growth. Vienths later, when Angelou becoutes the fiest black hired as
4 conductor on the San Francisco strectcars, ey determination and suc-
cess in this venture can be directly attibuted to these pivotal experiences
10 Mexico and California.

Angelou must confront and overcome one othor abstacks before she
can begin Lo know harseli. This problem relates 1o numerous questions
about her sexuality thu plague her when she is convinced. after her third
reading of The Well of Loneliess, that she s verging on lesbianism: Why s her
voice sa heavy and her hands and feer so far from being feminine and

dainty? Why are ber breasts so sadly tnderdeveloped: Is she @ lesbian: Do
losbians bud gradually “or burst into being wita a suddenness that dis-
mayed them as much as it repelfed society™® For weeks, Angelow secks
answors to these questions, probing info ansatislying books and into her
own unstackad mind without finding & morsel of peace ar inde-standing
Whan she finally approaches her mother to scck answers 0 the questions
about her sext

ty and about the distarbing physical changes that are tak

ing place in her body, Vivian Baxter gently reassurcs her daugheer that the
physical chiauges are just human nacure, Not sltogether convinced by her
mother's assurances, Maya decides that she needs 2 bogtriend 1o clarity her
position o the warld and Lo hersell From her point of view, “a hoyfriend's
acceptance of ther| would guide her] into the strange and cxotic lands of
frills and fornninily” and. at the same time, confittn her heterosexuality.
Put amorg her wsaciates, Maya cannot find an intcrested partner. Taking
maiters into her own hands. she decides to offer herself 10 a nezghborhoad
youth; and, 4

sixtecn, she becomes pregaant, a swrprisc conscquence of a
factor

single, impersonal, uus: xperiment
Like the *aioneness” that she has expenenced most of her life. May
Titerally “alone” during most of her pregnancy, for she manages to keep

this fuct hidden from her mother, her teachers, and her friends for cight

months and one weck. When Vivian Baxter karns from Maga that she will

deliver 2 child shortly, she nurtures her daughter with understanding and
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Although in the passage previously cited (Singin’ und Swingin’, 129), sh recog-
nizes the similaritics

between her own “pains of parting” and her son's
Angelou refers o this separation from her son so fraquuntly in the text
that he becomes a sabssantial part of the marrative. the source of Angelou's
guilt but also the major factor in the development of dramatic 1wnsion.
Angelau, in thix most camples of the autobiogeaphics, is richly and hon-
cstly rendering the split in her own psyche between heing a “good

mother (being at home) and being a “had” mother {sclfishly staying i lu
rope). The narrator prefends o herself that her son wants a gift, thus pro
longing the adimission that he really wamis his mother —as Maya had
wanted hers,

To arrive at this interpretation the reader must move back and forth
amang the texts, perceiving parallely in order to decipher the tarrator's

motivations. The frequer

references in Singit’ rd Swingin' t0 separation and

to guilt give one considerable access to the narrator's complex personality

1 the same time, these references demand Lo be read against and with the

entirc scrics— intertoxtuality in its strictest sense

Angelou rerurns from Futrope Lo find her son suffering from a skin dis
ease that is an overt expression of his loncliness, Tn a promise that recalls
the Tast Lines of Gather Togetter (never again to lose her innocence), Aagelou
vows to Guy

*swear to you, F1L never leave you again. 1 go, you'll go
with me or L won't go” (Siugin’ and Swinga', 232). She takes Guy with her to
Hawaii, where she has a singing engagement. Singin and Swingin® closes I a
sentence that highlighrs, througl irs threc nouns, the underlying tensions
of the bool

“Although T was not a great singer 1 was bis wmother, and he was
my wonderful, dependently independent sen” (42, cmiphasis. added)
Dialectical in phrasing, this statement not only functions 1o dlose the st
three books but alse opens atself 1o the mother-son patterns of the future
volumes: fluctuations between dependerce and independence

[n The Hear of @ Wornen the tension between mothering and working
continues, but 10 a Teser oxtent. Guy is now living with his mother and

nat with Vivian Baxter. But Angelou, & curlis

vow. docs occa-
sionally leave her son. During a night club engagement in Chicago, An-
gelon trosts Guy 0 the care of ber (nend John Killens. One night Killens
phones fram Brooklyn and inforos her that “there’s been some trouble”

pite e

(%) T a xoment of panic that recalls her foars at the Paris train station
(Gather Togerher. 1552, Angelou again imagines that Gay has been injurd,
stolen, “struck by an errant bus, hit by a car out of control” (7317

Angelou confronts tiese fears in the Brooklyn adventure, the most

dramatic cpisode of The Heart of a Womas. Uglike

the internal conflicts of
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gelou offers a universalizal represeatation of the mrmol that may arise

when @ weman attempts to fullill bath roles.

Angelow suffers considerably on the Furopean tour. In some instances

her longings for Gay make her sleep fitlully {

7) or muke hev distracted-—
as when she sees some young Ttalian boys with *pale-gold complexions”

who remind her of her sor: (148). When she is paged af a Pavis Lrain station,
Angelo fears that something dreadial has happened 1o Guy. and she
Blames hersell, T knew [ shaulde’ have efi iy son. There was s telegrant
waiting for me to say he had been hurt somehow: Or had run away

{rem home. Or had canght an awlul disease”™ (131—52). On ether cecasions

she speaks quite dirccely of her guilt: “5sont my dollars some to pay for

Clyde's [Guys| keep aad w0
{t53).¢

OF the: many exanples in Sogin’ and Swingin’ thrat addecss this conflict, £

wage my guilt at being away from aim”

have selevted one particalar passage to ilustrate the ways in which Ar-
welou articulates her ambivalenice about mothering, While she is in Parks

Argelou carns extra money by snging in 4 nightclub and decides o seud

the money home cather than spend -t on a room with a private bah.
“Mom could buy something wanderful for Clyde every other week snd
tell hism I sent it Then perhags he would forgive my absence” {157}, Fhe
Larrator shows no qualms about lyig to hor son; Vivian could “tell him
Id sent it Addivonally, she tnakes au cnnertion hetween her offorts o

buy forgiveness and the anger she fell as a cliid when her absert mothes,

the same “Mom™ of the ubove pussage, sent Maya a tea set and a dali with
yellow har for Christnas: “Bailey snd ] tore the stufing out of the doll the

ter Christreas. but he warned me that 13ad to keep the tes set i

o

good coudition bicause any day ot night she might come riding ap”
Eord, 7). Liliane K. Arensberg :ntorprets the tea cups as “symbols of & white

wirld heyemd Maya's reach of everpday experience,” whereas the: torn doll

“serves as an effigy of her mother by virtae of being fomale and a gift” (281)

Althangh | agreewith Arensber s interpretation, 1 tend to read the gifts as
imetaphors Jor Maya's divided self. The preserved tea ser, the torn doil-

wha better significrs could there be for the spht fe danec

lings of the aban

child, who destroys one gitt to show anger bul saves the other in antic

2
tion of the methers ewrn? Twould also suggest that the scemingly inap-
Memy Lise Chrisrmas maay be in

propriate title Siay
tended 10 signal the weader hack 10 the very unmerry Christias of Caged
Rird,

I the Paris soquence the narzaty secas 1o have supp-cssed. in her role

in’ and Swimg’ and Getton

ay mether, some of the anguwh size had expericoced during childhood - -
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specific perspctives: East. Angefou’s selationship to e mother and to
mother substitutes, sspecially te Motzma Henderson: second, Angefou’s
selationship to ber son as she strugoles Lo Celine her own vole s mother!
artist, Throughout the

umes Angelou moves backward and fozward,
vom connection: o vonilict. Thes dialectic of black othen davginerhoad,
wtroduced n the chidhood norratve. eniazges and contracts during the
serics. fmding its finllest expression s Sugm’ and Suragn and Gettin' Marry Lk
Chrisms

I flus, in defiance of chronological ime, te mother. child configura-
ion torms the basic patiern against which otber relatonships sre mes
sured aad around which episodes tud voiutmes begin or end. Motherhood
alser provides the serizs with o Jiterury unity, a5 Angelau shitts pasiticns -
from mother

to granddaughter to chitd-

n a nonending texr that,
Diough its repetitions of naterel imotis, prosides an ironic ommert on
ser own sense of ideptity. For Angelou, despite her msistence or mother
Jave, is tapped s the conflivss herween wirking and mithering, indepen
dence avel nurturing: conflicts that echo ber ambiwakence toward her
mether, Vivian Baxter, and her apparent sanctification of Grandmother
Henderson, the major wdult figure i Coged Bird

Annie Henderson is o solid, God-easing, economzeally independent

woman whose general store in Stamps, Arkansas. is the “lay center of ac-

Uivitics in fown” {Caged Bid 53 much @ Anic i the moral center of the

Tamddy. Accarding to Miildred A, THI-Lubin, the grardmother, both in
Afica and i Amerien, “hus been a signiicant fozae in the stability and the
continuity of the Block Fumnily aud the commuuity™ (757). Hill-Lubin se-
lects Annie Henderson s her primury example of the stromy grandmatbe

m Alrican Americin literature —-the waditional preserver of the fanly,

the source of lolk wisdom, and the instiller of values within the bisck com

munity

woughowt Caged Binf Maya has weabivaent feclings for ~ais nve.
some womai, whose values of sclf determination and persanal dignity

gradualty chip away ot Meva's dreadful sense of being “skit color” (1. As a
self made women. Annie Henderson has the cconomic posver 1o leud
meney to whites: es a practical hlack woznan, however, she is comvined
that whites cannot be directly conrrouted: “If she had been asked and had
Grosen o answer the question of whether she xeas cawandly o not, shi
would have said that she was a realist” (59). To survive in a racist socicry
Momma Henderson s hed to develop 4 realisic siratgy of sabimission

Dt Maya finds wnaceeptable. Maya, in her need to re-image her grand

ather, ureses 3 metaphor that places Mommgs power above any appac

ent submissivenesss Momma “did an escellent job of sugging from her
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white racism fs not mesely @ problen: o the South but an evi. that pene
tratos most aspects of Americen fie.

While intrusivu [rom the outdde world provides experiences that in
ercase the child’s awarcness of her social displacenser, the Store, wheae
blacks congregate wfore and alter work, waches Maya the meaning of cco-
nomic discrimination. By keenly observing the cutton workars wh viait
the Store, she gains isight info thete inner Lives. In the sarly dawn hours,

Maya observes the cotton workers, gay 10d full of morning vigor, as iy

the fic

wait for the wagons to come and take them Optimistic that
the harvest wil be good and ol chaosing s recall the disappornumcnts

ol the re

el past, the workers josh each other and Haune thair readiness
L pick o or thre hindred pounds of corron this fay. Uver: the chidren
premise “to bring home fo’ hits.25 Uhe late: alfternoons, howaver, reveal
the actual harshness ol black Ssuthern life, In the receding sunlight, “the

people drag themsalves|, racher chan thetr empey sac cs.”

Angelou writcs

Trighs bark te the Stors 1he pivker swould stop n of she hacks of 1 ks

fo the yroune, No motiar how muea

and 1ol dose, dirt-disappoian

they had piched, i wasn't emagh. Their wages winlde't sven get thiz ouz

of dabt 1o my grandniother, no: 1o merdion e saggersng bill shat seait
an them at the white cormissary downrowa

(e sound of the new worsing had beea aeplaced with grumbling
alsout cheating hovses, skimpy sstton and dasty Tows. T hizer years Uwas 0
comiront 1 sterotepol picnte o gay songsnging woen pickers Wit

such izomdioate re

 that ) was 10ld even by fol e Rlacks that my paranoia

Ll st

the Tgers cut by the me

embarrassing. Bur | had sc
otls, and | had witnessed the backs ard shoulders and anme and legs resist

ing any Turthee demand 7

T cotron-picking time, the late afternoons reveal the hurshness of dlack

Suthern life, which in the carly morning had Leen scficnsd by neture’s

blossing of grogaines
Whie Cuged Bind vividiy protrays the nepative sucial tnd cconomic tex
Lure of Stameps, Arkansas, Maye Augelou, like many othes black autobiog

s forgetlulness, and the soft lampligh

raphers. describes ta¢ Southern black communtty as orc that nustores its
smetmbers and helps them wo survive in such an antagonistic envirnent
ther

of life 1 Stamps. People help cach other. During the Depression when 16

are numerous examples that demenstaze the commuonal character

one bas noney, Grandmether [fenderson employs a system of Larter to
belp ber peighbors and thus o save her store. When the wife of an old

friend dies and ¢ widowsr is unable to accept s Jows, Grandmother





index-43_1.png
52 Dolly A McPherson

games. "2 The amount and vazicty of food further underscore the impor
tance of the event, The autobiographer recalls

Pans it tried chichen, coeered with disiowels, sat under benches next 1 a
meeotain of potuio salsd crammed with Lard-boiled eggs. . . . Home
made pickles and chow-chow, and haked coantry Eams, aromatic with

cloves and pincepples, vied for promincn On the babeeue pir

chivkens and spareribs souttered Orange sponge cakes and dark

browsn rounds rigping Hersbiers diocolate stood aver w layer with ize-
white: cocemuss and light brow: caramels. Pound cahes sagged wil theie
buntery wight. And busy women i starshed aprons sahed and
rolled fish in corn mesd, then dropped them in Duteh ovens trem

bling with buling fu., ™

Through such lyrical remicscences of childhoed, Angelou celebrared
the richness and warmzh of Sonthern black life, as well as the bonds of

community, with all of its possibilitics For ove and leughter that often

sist in the face of poverty and oppression. In Maya Angelou vision, botk

v

h respect to the black community and w herself, wha iy kept consis-
wently in focus s the arempt to preserve and celebrate humanity in the
face of scomingly unpossible odds. Caged Bl testifies to the aonasng re
silience of black Americans and their ability o cope with the mequities of
American racist. The first volume of her autoblography bears witness to
Lhe sense of relationships i the Bluck community  the cocperative il
liances thae

able blacks to survive, with grace and exuberance, the most
difficult cireumstances. Tor the vouny, Maya. the Black community is tic

essential community

When Maya s seven years uld, she s er parents for the first fime in

er memory. Bailey, $r., making an unexpected visit to Stamps, stuns the
chld by the reality of his presence. oy the fiest time in her vouny life, s
need ereate no claborate fatasios about her father. Hailey, Sr., who has
boen deseribed by others s & man who has respurt for neither morals nor
mmoney. i an arropant show off. taller than anyone Maya has ever seen
and with “the air ol man wiho [does] nat befieve what he hears; or whit

ke birself is saying ™ Yet Maya it lascinated by his wonic pretentious

cass, In her fantasy world, her farker lives richly, among orange groves and
servants i the kind of clegantly furnished nonsions she has seen in the

enovies. In time, howsver, Maya learns that he is merely 3 daorman at the

rcakers Tlotel in Santa Monica, Californta. She also loarns that her f
ther’s real surpose in coming to Stamps is o deliver ber and Bailey w their
thought of secing

her elusive

mother in St Louis. Maya is terried by
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Henderson and Unele Willie, without a moment’s hesitaticn, invite him to
share their home, although space is limited and the guest will have to secp
ona pallet in Undle Willic’s smalf bedroore. When Bailey does not retaen
from & movie at his usaal time, the black men and women saare Grand-
mother Henderson's concern. One member's concern becomes the com

smty's concern because members, in their practice of the rituals of ex-
tended fax

iy refationships, are related not enly through the community

but through the shurch as well
Innurmerable pussages i Caged Bird provide a sense of the black commu-
nity. a sense of oneness, a sense of fused strength. 'The changing sasons,

for

scample. provide opportunities for feliowship and festivity. In winter,
afier the frst frost, hog killings are spirited events that demonstrate com-
munity linkages and strength. Evervenc is an important participant in this
annual rite. As Angelou describes it,

The mussionary ladies of Lhe Christian Methodist “piscopal Chutch helped
Momma preparc the purk fov sausage. They squecred their fat arms clbowe
deepiic the ground meat, mixed it with gray nose-upening sage. pepper and
salt, and made tasty Jiztle samaples for all sbedtivn: children whiy breught
woud for the stick black stave. Then men chopped off the larger pieces of
meat and laid thew in the smoke-house 1o begmn the curing process. They
apeaed he kuuchle of the haos witk dicir deadly-fouking knives, taok out
a certain round harmless bone {*ic could make the meat go had”) and
rubbzd salt, coarse hrown salt thar lnaked like find gravel. nio the flesh and
the hlood popped t the surlace 2

In a very dircet way, the church-relaced activity also speaks 1o the partica-
v American value of self-reliance. & value that is pecessary for survival
in a hostile sacial world. Unlike the white American. in order for the indi

vidual black American o be sclf reliant, he or she must rely on the
0

community.

Angelou’s gencralized description of a surmmer picnic hish fry conveys
the vigorous soldasity of the etire black community. Evervone is there
chureh groups, social groups (lks, Bastern Stars, Masons, Knights of
Columbus, Daughtars of Pythias), teachers, farmers, ficld-workers. Free
from their daily chores, excited children ran about in wild play, and “the
sounds of tag buat througly the trees.”s

Musicians pesform, dispiaying their artistry with “vigar-box guitars,
harmonicas, julct harps, combs wranped in tissue papets, and even bath-
tub husses. ™! The harmony of « gospel group “floatls. over the music of

the country singers and melils o the songs of small childrens ring






index-135_1.png
124 Liliane K. Arensherg

1he bouk) exists Maya’s real and growing apprehension of her own mortal
state: “f had ac

considered before that dying, death, dead. passed away,

wure words and pheases that meght be even faintly conrected with me

5

Fhis deathwand diift is arresied aed atered when Maya maves to Calie
fornic. Just as Stamps seflecis Mayd's impassivity, s does Sue Francisco
evoke her resiliericy; while Stamps projects the worst side of Maga, 5o ¥an
cal of what 1

Irancisco atfirms the bast: “The ity becane for me the

wanied 1o be s ol but not frgid

o nun. Ereadly but never pushivg

or distan, distinguished witheut the awiul siffiess” (1503, In S Francisca
Maya's own identity happly merges with her arvirans. “In San Frandisco,
tor the frse rime, T perceived myself as pars of semel:ing.” writes Angelou
“identified with the times and the ity The undertore ot
fear that San Franc.sco would be bombed which was abetied by weekly air

aid wiaings. and el defense drills in school, Leightenced my sense of be

“onging, Hadw't 1, ahvags, hut vvur end aver. thaught that lif was just one

great visk o the living™ (1}

Death in its many manifestazions is, :odead, pivotal to Maya Sngelou’s

seise o self. Hut the life inseinet, liros, cocxists with Phanatos in har atio
biography, as it docs 1 life. In fact, the tension between Maya's quest for
positive, Hf-alfrming idesuiny and ee ubsession with wnnihilation pro
vides Vae unconscious denamism aftocting all aspects of her rarratave and
endinwing It with power and convicgon. Thus, the slimate dhallenge 1o
death is Ma
hulation and avercoma fr. The remainder of Angelow's autsbiography ad

@5 own active assertion of sell and her willingness 1o face anni

dresses itseil 1o this enc

Tt is not untl] she visits Mexico with her Gather that Maya tenaciously
struggles for her lile, Leaving Maya 1o her awn wirs i a Mexican i
Sailey joanson, Sr, tekes off with his Mexican lover. When he linal'y
cuzed bayond help, Mava muss deive them bata howne,
ya defics ard masters the Sucking

seti, it

Although s has never deven, Vs

Tudson

The Truedson went oy on the Bk I was rebelling aud would have leaped

v the stde of the mounteir, 1o ll our destrucuon, i its adempt Lo un

et e had | velased comod for asimpde ool The - hielhenge was xhil.

vatmg. [t was me, Margucsite, against the clemental epposition, Ax usisted

ator te the foor 1 avas coaurolling

v John

the sisering wheel and forced the s

Mesivo, and might and aZeneness and insperieaced voutk and Bai

s, Sr.. and death and insecurity, and even gravicy. {z02 o3}
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Crowe Why the Caged Bind Smge 1 Har budy. which s had carkics described es
ot anly ugly and awkward but also contuminated with a death inducing

power, briugs forth a living caild. But the vestiges of fer formes sell mage

wre not so casily excised. When hor mother brings to Maya's bed Ber threc-
week-old baby, Maya is terror-sericken: " was »ure £ 1ol over and crush
o his life o break those fzagile bones” 245, Bat Jater, when her mother
wakens her. the apprehensive Maga discovers he son safe: “Under the tent
o7 blanket, shich was poled by my clbow and forcarm, the beby slopt
touching my side” (246).

This final pictura of Viviaa Bastor as a contident and compassionute

mother lovingly bentover her dagheer's hed evokes she hrow, nustar
ing figure of Mayws childhood fantasy. y asserting hee faith in Meyas in
stinctive, preserving motherhood Vivian Baster not unly gualilies the
bookss imaplicit image of bee as veuel stepmather bul also constmates
Mayas grow ng sense of hersetf s a0 adulr, life-giviig waman
When writing one’s avtobiography ouc’s prinary cencerm is the illumi

nation of persorral and histurival identity while giving shape wd imcaniog
to the experiences out of which that weatity has developed. Through the

O s 4 tenacious and

abyss of social end cmotional death. Angelou con
ciwal individual. Indeed, 7 keoping with her ¢

Maya Anpeloy is seborm: ovev, inta s lfe-aflinuing ibertity recorded

ath and rebirth Fantasy

withit the pages of her narrarive, and agaics, whon she re-creates that lite
e author of her sutohiography. If cne must enter a dark night of the soul
i arder 1o cmesge radians, then Mava Angelow’s *terrible beauty” shincs

cles

to the sky

Noles

L o the aarobiography Angelo. calls herselt Maya or Marguerite Johnson, her
given name, But, e avoid undue confusion, 1 have lusited myself o the writer's
signature. | do distinguish the vhild from the writer, however, ang reter o the
child as “Masa” wod to the adaleas “Angelo.”

2. Maya Angelow, § Kiun Why tie Caged Bini Sigs (Newe Yorks Bauttarn Dooiss, 170),
T Subseyuent page references are 1 this editien,

30 Ry Pascal, Desigic and 1
T, 1960), 163,

4 Teiny. Lichteustein. *Identity and Se

an Paul

i vy (ondon: Kotz & Ke

wality: A Study of Their frezrelation

co 1

208

vl of the v sz

Ship i Man.” ¢ Asssiaion {1961}
> Ibid

6. Thid., 255

5
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comvtreted an insuliing bz of the centuies of theic having beer: called
niggess. g, dinges, blackbirds, crows. boxits, und sponks 4

Maya strikes buck, deliboratcly Ineaking severe] pieces of Mis. Cullinan's

heirfoom china. In Coing so, she atfirms her individwaline and value.

“heongh <ais encounter, the young Maya leans that untl the indsvidual is

withng 1o take & decisive step toward scli-definition, refusing (o compro
e with imsuls, he or she cemains n a cage. In short, the individual must

resist so

Ly's effarts to fimit his or hee aspizations. Oaly aiter Maya deter-

1mines to risk Mis. Culinan’s outrage and 1o defy the expectations of oth
ers is she able 1o begia to louse hrscll, psyc hatlogically, from the debu-
manizing atmosphere of her enviromment

My Ameriran autobiographios besides Caged Bind including The Mo
the of the Lif
Wiorsor, The Autobcography of Malcol X, Black 1k Speals, Anne Moody's Comisg of
Age m Mississipy
of shange on two levels: the pereonal and psverological oo one hand and

the sociohistorical ard ittelkectual oo e ather. Paradoxically, while An

Af bredersck {englass. Bluck By, Maire Hong, Kingsson's Worar

and others, are structure ound 8 narrative enactment

geban is groweing i cunfident awareness of hor strength as an indwidual,

she iy also becoming increasingly more perceptive about her iderstity as a
membur ef an oppressed racial group in Stasaps. Tn Stamps, as throughout
Lae South, religion, sports, aad educaton functioned in ways thar cocour-
aped the discriminated class 1o zeeept the status quo. but Angelou demon-
strates 20w blacks i Stampy subverted thase institutions and usedd them
to withstand the cruelty of il Ainiican experience

I 4 graphic: deser:ption of @ revival meeting, Angeloa recalls her st
observation of the reletion between blacks and religion. To the vasual ob-
seever, the revivalists scem o bask| in the righteousness of the poor and
the exclustvensss of the downtrodden™ und to helieves that “it was betier
to e meek and fowly, spat upon and abused for this little e o earth.
Althaugh the poor give thinks to the Lord jor a life filled with the mosi
Imceger essertiads aad & magimum ancunt of brute oppression, the church
rituals create for ther « rempozary rranscendence and an articclation of
scr, cmotionally churged scene, An-

spirit, However, i this tightly wri
gelow brictly reconds the “oining point between the biues and refigious mra
ditions. Miss Grace. the good-time woman, s also conducting ituals of
transcerdence through her Larrellouse blacs. The agony in religion and
1he blues is the conmecting point: “A strange: to the mus could pot have
made & distinction bevween the songs sung 4 fow minutes hefore lin
churchand thost Seing dunced w in the gay bouse by the railroad tacks.
Al asked the same questions. How long, o God: How long?»!
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But, s in the incident of Freeman's rape, the fatal pa
appears. Mayas temporary safuty is followed by Dolores's stabbing. When,

11 of reversal again

in order to suve lice, [ohnson hides Maya at a friend’s home rather than
bring her to a hospital, Maya i again confronted with the specter of her
v deah. She survives the night, howeve, sleeping “as i my death wish
hod come true” {212). But morzing proscnts the inevitable questions:
“What wonld T do? Did [ have the ners

w0 commit suicide? [f  jumped in

the ozcan wouldo't T come Gp all bloated like the man Bailey saw in
Stanps?” (212). Although she has evoked her childish alternative of deah

by water and its unconscious wish for 4 rerurn 1o mother, this time Maya

resolves to make iten her awn.

e decision fo 1o retreat 1o lier mother's home becomes the turning
point in Maya Argelous sutobiography. *1 could never succeed in shield-

ing the gash in my side from her,” she agues, *And i [ failed to hide the
wound we were certain to experionce another scene of violence. | thaught
of poor Mr. Frceman, and the guilt which lined my heart, even after all
those years, was a nagging passenger in sy mind” (213, With this gesture,
Maya not only triumphs over her regressive tomging for death and mother
but alse, by spering et father and Deiores, overcomes her sesc of herself
as death’s tool

Umploving the same simile she had earlicr used to describe her
mother —*She was like a precty kite that floated just above my head”
(54—
with only my will for anchot” (214}, Put more plainly, Maya rises i her

aya now describes herself as “a loose Kite in a gentle wind floating

own estirrztion, incorporates te best of her mother and becomes her ow

suardian. Tt is only then that Maya is ready to retum 1o the hurman fold
I'he outcast children of the dead-car junkyard where she seeks refuge
eliminate Maya

Cammiliar insecurity,” especially i relation to ker mother.
She learns “to drive . . . to curse and to dance” (s} with the best
of them. But of sgnal importance Is that these children cisprove the
racial prejudice—and its concurrent dearh faprasies—of her earlicr ex-
periences.

Aifter hunting down unbroken bortles and selling them with a white girl
from Missour. a Mexican girl fron: Los Angeles und a Black girl from Okla
boma, T was never agaia to sense myseli o solidly ouside the ale af the
Tuamnan race. The tack of critisism evidenced by our ad hoc community in-

{lusnced me, and sc: a tone of tolerance for my 1l (216

That Argelou coneludes her autobiography with the birth of her son is
final evidencs of the substantive power of death as metaphor of self in £
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songs azd 1o keep 4
to and impressions of people, piaces, and cvents and new deas that she is

raphook journal in which she records her reactions

introduced to by books. When she s not vet nine years old, she records her
impressions of early pioncer lfe in Arkensas:

Such jolting. rumbling, squeaking and ereaking) Such ringing of cowbells as
the catle plodded along! and dust—duse s thick that your mouth was
tull of grit, your eyes were—oh, very dirty, and yoar hair was powdlered
with the reddish Arkimeas dust, The sun was hot and the sweat was streat-
i dowe your face, strcaking through the grime. But you were happy for
you ware on a great adv

nture. You and your father and mther, bruthers
and sisters, ard many of your neighbors were moving from Your ald home
in the Fiast. You wert going o sett.e on some rich Jand in Arkansas. And you
were goig there not on a train of railroad cars  for there were zone - but

ma tzain of covered wagons pulled by strang oxen 40

Tn this passage from Angelow’s record of the historicel self, one finds exccl-
Jent documentation of the aurobiograpber’

and narrative form.

cardy facility with language

As Angelou chronicles her movements from Innocence to awarcncss,
from childhood Lo adolescence, theee are certaic sorial barriers that she
wmust coniront and overcome in ordsr to maintain  sense of self and rela
tive frocdom.

For example, Angelows fisss confrontation with a white person cata-
prlts her into a cleater awareness of social reality and into a growing con-

fousness of self-worth. This corfrontation proves (o be a major turning
point in Ser Jife. During a brief time when she was cloven years old, Maya
worked in the home of Mrs. Violi €

lliran, 2 wealthy, transplanred Vir
giniwn. With the arrogance of a Southern white weman whom neither
custem nor tradition had taught Lo respect a black person, Virs. Cullinan
insalts Maya by celling her Mary racher than Marguerite,

name \rs,
Cullinan considers too cumbersome. Mrs. Cullinan’s attempt 1o change
Maya's name for her own convenience echoes the larger tradition of
American racism that attemprs to prescribe the nature ad limitations of a
black person’s identity. In refusing to address Maya by her proper name,
the symbol of her indjviduality and uniquencss, Mrs

“ullinan refuses to
ackrowledge her humanity. A sensitive, reflective nature, combined with
an alert intelligence, cnables Maya to comprohend the nature of this in
sult. She writes:

very perscn Lknew had a hellish horror of be.ng *ciled cut of his neme.”
T was & dangerous practice to call a Negro anything that could be o

sscly
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7. Frik H. Erikson, Ciddived and Sociesy {New York. W, W. Norton & Cowpany,

1963

251

5 AU quotations refurring o the anecdute ans fom pp. 13 of I Keow Wiy the

e Ford Songs

9. William 1T, Griev and Price M.

b, Black Ruge (New York: Bartam Books,
156850,

0. Jose Parchelon and foel $. Kowel, “Huckiierry Finn: A Psychoanalytic Study.”
Juamal of thy Amerzean Peychaunadylsc A ssoriatzan 22 (1966): 785

10 Athough the sczond valunce of her autobiography, Gather Tagether in Ay
N, ulso contains the theme of death, 2t daes not “open-up” the book the way L2
does her first. This supports {conveniently?) my contension Laat much of this
therne is resolved in £ Know Why she Cigged Bind Sings. O the otaer hand, her loo of
werse, Just Cive Me w ool Diink of Wiser ‘fore £ Drae, cortains siacicen poems, out of a
total thirty-eight, in which death is directly mentioned. Morcoser, the them of
“caunability” echoes throughout her Jater works, Onc’s "identity theme” is,indeed,
irreversible.
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Singing the Black Mother
Maya Angelou and Autobiographical Continuity

MARY JANE LUPTON

. e .

Now my problem [ have is 1 love life 1 love living
Jife and ! love the art of iving, 5o I try to live my life
as a poetic adventure, everything | do from the way
Tkeep my house. cook, make my husband happy, or
welcome my friends, raise my son; everything is
part of a large canvas { am creating, T am living be-
neath.

(Chrisman. 46)

TS ENERGETIC 5 0aTeMuENT from a 1977 interview wath
TMM Angelou merely hints at the variety of roles and experiences that
sweep through whatis presencly her five-valume autobiographical series: I
Know Wiy
Swingin’ and Gesiin® Merry Like Christenas (1976), (e Hewrt of a Woman (s981), and All

e Caged Bird Sings (1970), Gather Together in My Nuone (1034), Siggin’ and

Cods Children Need Trncling Shoes (1986).! 1t is itting that Angelou, so adept at
metaphor, should compare her “poctic adventure” (o the act of painting:

“everything is part of a larpe canvas | am creating, 1 am living bencath.
Like an unfizisbed painting, the autebiographical scries i an ongoing cre-
ation in a form that rejects the b

wity of 1 restricting frame. s continuity
s achieved through characiers who enter the picture, leave, wnd reappear
and through certain interaced themes —sli-aceeptance, race, men, waork,
separation, sexuality, motherhood. All the whule Angelou lives “hencath.”
recording the minutest of dezails in 1 constantly shifting environment and
giving attention o the “mundane, though essental, ardinary moments of
life™ (('Neale, 34),

1 Ruow Wi the Caged Bird Sings is the first and mst highly praised volume

129
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Cgant mansen are also untamiliaz. Her mother, awnts, and uncles are
equally wareal. St. Lovis provides Maya neither sensc of place nos perma
nence. Indecd, aftex only a few weeks there. she undorstands that it is 1ol
hor real home:

oy i Tonly stayed in S Lo fow wecks. A quickly a3 Lunderstood
that had nat reached sy home. Lsncahed away 15 Robr Hoods forest aud

the caves of Alley Qop where all zeaitey was unreal anci even that changed

every day. Fuarried that same shield that | had s ir Stamps: “T didm

come b sty 38

Shifted fi
Lexibility that is not valy aer protective “shield” but also her means of

om ane temporary home o anuzacr, Maya dive ops o rengh

Gealing with an unceriam world Angelows evocation of the palpahie
strangoness of the ity derives Erom her apility, 1 an artist, Le msimain the
childlike angle of visior: ia re-creating this phase of her hildhood.

Vet for onc brief moment, the child, deladed into « falsc sceusity. Zante-
sizes that shie s at home at st with her veal fither. For that moment, Mr

Freeman, Yivian Buster’s boyfriend and someone whom Maya bas come ta

love aad trust, holds her close to him. My, Freeman’s consclous violation:

ui' the chikls trnst, coupled with the childs own oced for atention a

physical closencss. leads to a further violation that the e:ght-year-old Mayz

is 1o voung t understand:

ldn sver Lot me yo. | felt ar

He held me so saftlhy that | wished he wo,

beme. Teom the way he wes holding me T knew e never le e
anytbing had ever happen 1o ma. This was probabiy iy veal tather and we
had found eack other at L. But thea be- solied loaing me i 2 wer place,

and stond vp.

In the past, Mava's wor'd aud weluded Bailey, Grasdmniber Henderson,

are. Naw, tor the it time, it in-

Uncle Willie, reacing books, and the ¢
clides physical comtacts and, while ues understandicg what has tahen
plece in her mother's bed, she is ansious 10 xepeat the cxprrience, which
buas madde her feel so loved and secure

Many growing young girls, donied the cmotional satistaction of loving,
concerned parens, look for craotional support at schaal or at playeif they
are lucky, they find something that moderates their emotional discontent
wrt. Her at:ohing=aphy s

1le compensation ol this

Maya, however, finds i
ations durng her

singularly Cevoid of references w0 rewarding pecr asso
Lois. She not amly is dislocated by her new envie

cight menth stay in $
romment but also is aliematad from any supporting peer ~elationshizs.
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mather. She wants to beg her grandmother to allow her to remain 10
Stamps, even if she must promisc to do Bailey’s chores and her own as
well, but she does vot buve the nerve to try lifc witbout Bailey, who is
averjoyed by the prospect of joining his “mother dear.” The day finally ar-
rives when Maya, bidding a teasful faewell t0 Grandmother Tenderson
and Uncle Willie, must leave Stamys behind. A few days after the unevent-
ful trip 1o St Lous, Bedley, Sr.. returus to California. Maya is neither glad
nor sorry when this stranger leaves

it Baifey, St., represents some distant world unknown to Maga, Vician

Baxter's world i equally foreign. Vivian Baxter, Viaga's fively, heautiful

ed sy

mother, is bold. self-reliant. and unconventional. Although 1 train
gical purse, she does not work at her profession because neither the oper-
ating room nor the rigid ¢ght-te-five schedule provides the excitement
she craves. Rather, she cares for hersel? and children through liwsons with
avaricty of Jivesin “boyfriends” wha fumish the necessitics and through
the extra tmoney she earns cutting poker games in gambling parlors. Men
are permitted o remain with Vivian Baxter only us long as they follow her
stricy code of conduct; one has been cut and another shot for failing to
shew propsr respect far her prerogatives

Fur Maya, Stamps and St. Touis stand in sharp contrast. In Stamps,
there are Grandmother Henderson and the Store; there are also religious
dovotion and the acceptance of onc’s woridly and racial lot. In the closely

knit rusal community, Maya knaws all the black peap’e in town, and they
Know her. Lot the young Maya, Stamps is a symbol of arders in fact, the or
counters, an
the cutting boards  reflects the arderliness of her ki in general. In S,
Louts. however, Angelou is thrown into her mother's world of taverns

dertiness ol the Store—the carefully aeranged shelves. the

pool halls, gambling, fast iving, and fast loving. Thisis a far loassr environ-
mient than Maga has ever know and one that is devoid of the customary
law

shat Grandmother Honderson Liad taught Jier (o wespect. The range
of sanctioned behavior is also broader: individuals are less stringently con-
tralled by moral Taws or socl pressures; and relations among individuals
arc Jess stable. Although Maya lives conforzably in St. Louis and is excited
by many aspects of urban Life. she remains a stranget among strangers

mainly because the urban community treats the individual as individuzl

rather than as part of a group, and so is power.ess to provide her the emo-
vional security she needs % Morcover. having spent four years in the soli
tude of Stamps. Maya is dislocated by the strangcness of her new environ-
ment: the tremendous naise of 1l

clty, its “scurrying sonnds¥ iss
frightening claustrophobia. Grandmather axter's German aceent and el-
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Throughout the more episodic volumes, the theme of motherhood re-
mains 2 unifying element. with Momma Henderson being Aagelow's link
wit the black folk tradition—as George Kent. Llizabeth Schultz, and
orher critics have mentionced. Sinee traditiona. solidity of development is
chsent, one must somerimes scarch through three or four bouks o trace
Victan Buxter's changing lovers, Maya Angelou’s ambivalence toward
motherhood, ar her son Guy’s various reactions 10 his nontraditional up-

, the volumes are intric

Uringing, Noncthele tely related through s num-
ber of essential clements: the ambivalent autobiographical voice, the fexi
bility of strucrure o echo the life process, the intertextual commentary on
character and theme. and the use of certain recurring patterns 1o establish
both continuity and continuation. I ave isolated the morher-child pat-
tern as  way of approaching the complexity of Angelows methods. One
could us well select other kinds of interconnccted themes: the absent
andjor substirute lather, the use of food as a psychosexual symbol, the ura
maic

mbolic use of images of staring or paving, and other motifs that es-

tablish cortinudy within and among the solumes

Stephen Butterfield says of Caged ud: “Continuity is achieved by the
contact of mother and child, the sense of ife hegetting Tife thar happens

automatically in spite of all confus:on—perh

s also because of it” (213)
The censistent yet changing conncction for Maya Argelou through the
four subsequent narsativesis that sume contact of mother and chile  with
herself and her son Gugs with herself and her own mother, Vivian Baxter:
with hersclf and her paternal grandmother, and, finafly
wother in berself.

with the child

Morcover, it: exteading the traditiona) one-solume form, Angclou has
metaphorically mothered another hook, The “sense of lifc begelting lif”
at the end of Coged find can no lomger sigaal e conelusion of the navracive.

he autob

graphical moment has been reopened and expanded; Guy's
birth can now beeseco syn-hlicaly as e birth o ansther ext, Tn a 1975 in-
terview with Cara] Benson, Angelou uscs such a birthing metaphor in de-
scribing the writing uf Gather Togerher “I you have 1 child, it takes nine
months. Tt took me three and @ half years to wrie Gather Together, so [
couldn't jus: drop it” (19}, This statoment makes emphatic what in the u-
tobiographics are much more elusive comparisens between creative work
ané motherhood; after a three-and a-half-year

regnancy she gives birth
10 Gather Together indicating that she must have planned the canception of
the second veluime shortly after the wiw delivery of Caged frmd

Each of the five volumes explores, both liserally and metaphori

ally,
the significance of motherhood. T will cxamine this theme fram two





index-47_1.png
i Dolly A McPherson

other ncasions, she s thrashed by any relative who fels offisded by her

silence. When the family can no longer tolerate Magas “grim presence.”

Vivian Baxter again bauishes Maya and Bailey 1o Stamps, Azkanaas, fulfill-

ag Vlaya's prophesy that she had not come fo 5, Louis fo sty.

Maya welcomes her return to Staps, where she Jnds comfort in the
barrenress and solitude of a pluce where nothing happens. Of this An
gelou writes:

Atter SU Touis with its nvise and acuvits, s trucks and buses, and Loud

Gamily gatherings, {welcomed the tbseu.s Lanes and louely bungaiows st

tack deep in dic~ yards

The sesignatiue f its inhaleiants sncovraged me o 1elas. They shineed
e« contentment bised on the baliof tha nothing more was caming Lo
them, although 1 great deal mors was dine. Their decision 10 be satisfied
with life’s inesu-ties was a lewoa toz me. Entering Stamps. T had the recling
Vaar s stepping ver the howder lines of the maps e wanld 1611, with
aut fear, righs off the erd of tae wostd

It this cocoon [erepri2

In this passage and, indued. theoughout her recaptured childhoud yeurs
in Stamps. Angelou examizies hersulf introspectively. Thoagh Angelou,
{ her

the autobiographer, locates hersclf i the paysical environment
chitdhond  ~in a series of physical scengs - e awand ctospective mus
ings and the imserionity that sk

manages fo capture so wil are moye sig
nificant @ the reader’s nrderstnding of the antubfographer’s private sell
than of the external phenomena iraes which the musings emerge,

Maya lives in “perlict personal silenee™ for ncarly five years watd! she
meets Mrs. Bercha Flawers, Stamps's black ‘ntellectued, who will became
for the adult Angeloa her “measurs of whi a ftuman being cam be."# Ms
swers throws Maya her “first fife line™ by accepting her a5 an :ndi

viduel, not w relation 1o another person. Moreaver, Vs Flowers minis
tots 1o Maya's growing hunger and quest for individusbity by gvmg her
books of postry, talking to ber philosoplically abuut boks, and encourag:
ing her L tocite pocms. Committing poems o memory, pondzring them,
elf, a

ting them whan foccly. give My« sense of power within her

rec
trenscendence over her smimediats enviroranent,

Nay
sharpen her perspective of hor environment and of the relstionship be
and teach her somthing about the

ras “lessons i living” with Mes. Hlawers awaken her conscicnce,

tween blacks and the luger society
beauty and power of linguege. Emotionally and intellecrally strength

ened by this fricadship, Maya begis 10 compuse poctic verses and ring
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in the series.

[t beging with the humiliations of childhood and ends

aserics,

with the birth of 2 child, At its publication, cratics, not anticipating

e form. In 73, for exam

yeadily appreciated the clearly develaped nareati
ple. Sidorie Smith discussed the sense of an ending” in Caged Bind as it ro-

lates to Angelou’s acceptance of black womar haod: “With e birth of her
child Maya i hersell horr: into « maturs sngagement with the forces of
life” (374 But with the introduction in 1974 of Angelsw's second autabio
geaphical volume, Gatbr Lagether in My Name, the tight structure appeared
o crumbls; chilfhood expericnces wore replaced by episoces that 3 num-
bex of crities consider disjointed er bizarve. Selwya Cudjoc, for instance,
noted the shift from the “intense solidity and moral center” in Caged bird to
the “conditions of alieston and fiagentaen” in Gather Tegethar, conditions
that afiect its organization ané s quality, making it “conspic tously weak”

(17, 3¢}, Ly 7. Bl foand the sequel “less satisfactory” because the

narrazor “cbandons or scopazdizes the matarity, honcsty, and mmisive

grrod juslgment Wward which she had e movirg in Caged Bint” (5). Cru

cial 1o Bloom’s judgment is her concopt of moverca tosard, shich msimit

azes the achicvermunt of en ending,

1% narsator, as suthentic recorder of the lize, indoed cha

s durng

the second volume, as doss the book’s structure; the later solmes aban-
don the tighter form of Cayed Bl lor an cpisodic serics of adventures
whose so-called fragrments are reilctions of the kind of chaos found in ac-
tual living 1n altering the narrative streciore, Angelo shifts the cmphasis
fromn herself ay an belated consciousness © herself as a biack waman par-
tiipating in diverse expe-iences among a diverse class of poples. As the

orld of expericnce widzns, so docs the canvas

then, Angelows autobiographical method from

What distinguistes,

more convertional autobiographical forms is her very denial of dosur

The re
aw occurs in Caged Bind She or he also expects a contral expenence, 45 we

or of autabiography exnects a beginzing, a middle, and an end -
indeed are gven in the exrraonlinary rape sequence of Caged Fied Bt
Angelow, by contining her vareitive, demes the form and its history,
creuting frem cach ending 1 new beginaing, relncating Lhe center to sore
Lamirous place in & volume et to be. Stretching the sutobiographical can

s, she maves forward: from heng a child; to being 4 mother w .caving
the child; to aaving the child, in the ifth volume, achicve his ‘ndepen-
dence Nor would | be so unwise as to cali the fifih volume the end. Tor
Maya Angelou, now a grandmother, has already published a moving, first-
gears of anguish swrroundiag the

peeson sccount it Wennars Loy of the fou-

mateenal kidnapping of her grancson Colin
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The second time Mr. Freenyan embraces the cight-year-old gitl, he
rapes her. The tape, an excruciatingly pamful act that involves Maya in

ambiguous complicity, produces confusion, shame, and guilr. The cou
room where My, Frecman's trial for rape is held would be imposing to a
mature, sclf-confident adult, but it is shattering to the child, whose confu-
sion, shams, and guilt are further compounded by the voyeuristic aspects
of the open courtroem testimeny. When Maya is unable to remember
what Mr. Freeman was weating when he raped her. the lawyer sugg
that she, not the defendan, is 1o bume for her victimization. Bewildercd
and Frightened, Maya cendes that Mr. Treeman ever touched her before the
zape- partly because, in her confusion, she is convinced of her own com-

18

plicity in 1he two setal episodes but more because of her lifelong desire
for her mother’s Tove and approwal:

1 couldn't say yer and tell tham how he had loved me once for & few min
utes and hos he had held me close befors he thought [ had peed in my hed.
My

she did when she was angey. And all those people in the court sionld sione

les would kill mee and Grandmother Baxter would stop speaking, as

me as they had stoned the harlot ie. the Bible. And Mother, ww thought
was such a goad girl, would be disappointed

Uooked at M. Fresman’s. heaes face tying to fook as it he would
have liked me to say N Usaad s

#he: lie Tumped in my throat and | couldnt get it Our
Laveyer brought me off the stand 1o my mother's arms. The fact that T had
areved a1 any desired destination by lies made it less appea’ing e me 40

Later, when M. Treeman is found murdered, Maya is convinced that be is
deaa because she lied ~that esil flows through her mouth, waiting to de:
stroy any person she might talk to. 1o protect others, she convinces bersclf
that she must stop tatking: “Just my breath, caresing my words nut, wight
poison people and they'd curl up and die Like the Black fa slugs that only
pretended™ Acting om this conviction. Maya

bevomns o voluntary mute,
Mr Frecman’s death having provoked not anly her spiritual death bura’so
her uasi isolation from her world.

In Stamps, Maya couid count on the unwavering stpport of Crand-
mother Henderson and the black community. However, there is a surpris-
ing fuabllity on the part of Vivian Baxter and her family 10 provide ade-
quatc emotional support for Maya or to understand the prychological
difficulties of s cight v

_ld who has been traumatized by rapc. When
Maya docs not hehave as the person they know and accept her to be, ske is
punished for being se arrogant that she will not speak to her “amily. On
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ful, she xeverss to the most primitive of all longings: to dic. If death is “the
congition in which idenrification with mother can be achiivecd,” as Barche-
lem and Kovel postulate about Huckleherry Fim, then dts “ultimate expression

s passivicy, of domg nothing.” [hus, “in the uncorscious, death can be

represtned as (hat dissalution of sclf necessary for reunion with the
soutce of life, a5 a recapiculation of that self-less time in the womb."19 Con-
sequently, for amajor portion of her autobiography, Maya Angelou evekes
the potion of her williul dissoation—still another dimension in her ook
of the death-motif.

Thanatos, e <be unconscions drive toward dissolution and death, exists
in Angelows narrative before the crucial cpisode of her rape and court-

room lie. Indeed, it first emerges whe Maya is cos
ing the existence of her parents. Deeply attached to the image of her dead
maother, her indecision about joining the living onc in $t. Louls evokes the

fronted with vecogniz-

thouglt of suicide. “Should T ga with father? Should | throw myself into
the pond, and not betng able to swam, jeim the body of I C., the boy who
ven her chaice of method—death
by water calls up her yearning for a retura Lo the souree of all lile, the
mother.

had drowned last summer® (46 -47).

Aithough her sccond residence in Stan:ps includes episodes wherein
Maya considers hier own death, these are generally handied more with
humor than pathos. At any rate, the very abundance of references to her
own extincrion, regardloss of Angelou’s tane, is evidence of this theme’s
powerful hold over both the actor's and the author's uncomscious. Thres
examples aut al many will suffice. Whea cautiened by Mrs. Flowers Lo
handle her books well, Maya can only imagine the most extreme punish-
ment if she pre

es negligent: “Death would be too kind and brict” (s2)

Tater, having survived 1o sce the day of her graduation, Angelou relates,
“Somewhere in my fatalism [ had expected to dic, accidentally, and neves
have the chance to watk up the siairs in tie anditor and gracdully e
<cive my hard-earncd diploms, Out of God's mercifal bosom | had won re-
prieve” (147, Again, referring to the overwhelming sway books had aver
her and Beily's imaginations, Angelou writes that “ever since we read The
Fall of e Howse of Usher, we had made 2 pect that neither of as would allow
the other to b huried without making ‘absolutely, positively sur
vorite phrase) that €he person was dead” (166}

* (s fa-

cluded i this part of her expericnze is Angelow’s first conscious cog-
nizance of her own martality. So ceucil an aspect of her identity is this

awareness that Angelou devotes a entire chapeer 2o ir. Beneath the mock-

thic melodrama of Mrs, Tayior's funeral and her posthumous noctur-

nal returns 1o visic her husband {neither of whorn are mentioned again in
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the strength and will she can muster. Thus, her resolve not o speak and
her consequent wepassivity become outward manitestations of an inner
straggle no less commic than Jacob’s and the Angel's. This same struggle i
the one that apens Angalan's autobingraphy.

Upun her return to Stumps, Maya projects ber awn deathlixe inertness

on the whole town, It s described as “c

wetly what T wanted, without will
or consciousness. . . . Futering Stemys, 1 had the lecling that 1 was step-
ping over the border lines of the map and would fall, without foas, right cft
the end of the world. Nething moss could bappen, for in St

nothing
Luppened” (4).
An outcnt in @ community of outcasts, Maya avords erotonal Les

with others. T fact, for six years uatil Eouise hefriends her, Maya is with

out an intimate friend her own age. I¢is not surprising, then. that when
Mrs, Berrha Flowers takes an active interest In her, Mava describes ber as

y first life ne” (7). Nor is it suzprivng that

“the lady who threw me 3

Maya turns to the safety of books for the exwiting relationsbips shunned n
real life

Yeu. this pathological paralysis that Inbibits Maya's abilicy 1o express her
tification of hier dusice
ion with death

resentment and anger also epens the voor 1o 4 p

s

Sor wunion with her mother. For Maya's passivity an
serve more than one unconscous need. While keeping her emotionally
isolated “rom. and mvulnerable to, others, they also granfy her regressive
swrivings for her mother,

trdied. Mays decision 1o lic at Freoman’s trial was motivated not sam-
ply by mortal terror of her maternal clan and by fear of revealing her it
complicity in the sexual cpisodes, bud more impostant, by her dusire fox

her mothor’s warmth znd appros ing “ove.

) couldiv, ey ses and sell Laem Low he hac loved me once Jor a few
ey and o be hadd held me cose befire his thonght 1 peed inmy

bed. My ancles wouid kil me anc Grasemother Raxter would stop speaki-

g, as she aften il when she was angry. And all thase peopls in the count
ad Mother,

weuld stone me as they had stoped the hatot in the Bible.

wwho thought 1was such a good girl, would be so disppointed
d

locked at Eis heavy kuce tyiz 10 look i il Ee woul
e Na Fseid No
The fic Lumped fn wmy throst and § couldu’t get air. Qur Tawyer

e s

brovight me nf 1he stand and 10 my mother’s arms. The fat il T hed ar-
sived at my desicod destinasion by lies made it less appealing to e 176-71)

When Mayas altempts at plysical closenass with her mother—-
pathetically by way of M, Freeman’s arms and her lie -—prove unsuceiss-





