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Placelessness in Maya Angelou’s | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Geoffroy Junior Aka N’goran AMAN
Enseignant-Chercheur, Assistant
Institut National Polytechnique Félix HOUPHOUET-BOIGNY (Céte d’Ivoire)
amangeof@yahoo.fr

Abstract

This article analyzes the reasons why Blacks’ place is denied by Whites in Maya Angelou’s
autobiography 1 Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. It demonstrates how racism in the literary
work under study prevents Blacks from being accepted by Whites as full citizens. It clearly
shows that Whites’ desire to monopolize social resources leads them to use racial difference as
an argument to exclude colored people from society. Such a situation results in the placelessness
of the latter ones. This placelessness can be summed up to the denial of their rights in the
political, social and economic spheres. They are victims of racial prejudices that lead to their
social and economic marginalization. It also sheds light on the importance of place in the
construction of a person’s identity. Thanks to sociocriticism, our analyses reveal that Blacks’
inferiorization and marginalization during segregation hampered their development and
integration in society. From the author’s success in reconstructing her identity to negotiate a
place in a society hostile to Blacks, the article finally shows the extent to which determination
and resilience are of paramount importance during adversity and hardship.

Keywords: alienation, identity, placelessness, segregation, racism.
Résumé

Cet article analyse les raisons du refus des Blancs d’accorder de la place aux Noirs dans | Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings de Maya Angelou. Il démontre comment le racisme empéche les
Blancs d’accepter les Noirs comme des citoyens américains en soulignant le fait que le désir de
suprématie raciale les amene a utiliser la différence raciale comme argument pour exclure les
personnes de couleur de la société. Cette exclusion peut se résumer au déni de droits dans les
spheéres politique, sociale et économique. Les Noirs sont donc victimes des préjugés raciaux qui
entrainent leur marginalisation. Il met aussi en lumiére I’importance de la place dans la
construction de I’identité d’un individu. En prenant appui sur la sociocritique, nos analyses ont
révélé que I’infériorisation et la marginalisation des Noirs pendant les années de ségrégation
raciale les ont empéchés de s’épanouir et de s’intégrer dans la société. A partir du succés de
’auteure a reconstruire son identité et a négocier sa place dans cette société hostile aux Noirs,
I’article montre a quel point la détermination et la résilience ont une importance capitale en
période d’adversité et de difficultés.

Mots-clés : aliénation, identité, marginalisation, segrégation, racisme.
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Introduction

Racism is of paramount importance when discussing the historical evolution of the
American society. In its limited precise and original sense, racism is the doctrine that a man’s
behavior is determined by stable inherited characters deriving from separate stocks and usually
considered to stand to one another in relations of superiority and inferiority (Huggins et al.,
1971, p. 240). This social problem that paved the way for hatred between Blacks and Whites
originated from the idea of Whites’ superiority over Blacks. The latter ones suffered from
segregation, which was the overt materialization of racism. Indeed, people with a black skin
colour were victims of institutionalized discrimination. All the institutions of the American
society enforced racism through racist laws and arbitrary social norms to marginalize Blacks
during segregation. Even today, the racial problem is still embedded in multiracial societies and
causes social gaps between Whites and Blacks. In the American society, many colored people
realize that despite the fight for racial equality between the races initiated many years ago by
prominent black leaders such as Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks and Marcus Garvey, Blacks
are still victims of discrimination and violence. This situation shows that Blacks’ place in the
American society is still denied by Whites. As a matter of fact, Black Lives Matter, an
organization of activists founded in 2013, is daily fighting for the recognition of Blacks as full
American citizens by Whites.

Maya Angelou portrays this placelessness that colored people are victims of in her
autobiography | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. In this literary work, she sheds light on the
contrast between Whites and Blacks’ lives. In all the social spheres of the American society
that she introduces to the reader, black characters have no place. They are mere second class
citizens whose rights are denied. Whites are the ones who benefit from social privileges and
exercise an unquestionable hegemony in society. Given that place is very significant in the
construction of a person’s social identity, it is clear that a lack of place in society leads to
alienation. For example, philosopher Martin Heidegger states: “place places man in such a way
that it reveals the external bonds of his existence and at the same time the depths of his freedom
and reality” (1958, p. 19). In this context, placelessness results in a breadth of social problems
that hinder people’s integration in society. Thus, through the notion of placelessness, we intend
via this article to analyze blacks’ condition during segregation in order to understand the
mechanism of racism and its ideology. How do Whites deny Blacks’ place in | Know Why the
Caged Bird Sings? How does Maya Angelou succeed in earning a place and reconstruct her
identity in a society hostile to Blacks? The objective of this article is to give clear-cut answers
to these questions.

To achieve our objective, we will adopt sociocriticism as literary analysis method. It is
worth noting that this literary theory will be used in Pierre Zima’s perspective. It will permit us
to bring out the relation existing between the text of our corpus and society. Such an approach
calls for a deep and critical analysis of social classes, sociolects, ideologies and dynamic facts
of society portrayed in | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. These concepts that help shed light
on disparities between social groups will enable us to perceive how black characters suffer from
the social meaning of race in their social universe. Our study will be focused on two main
points. On the one hand, we will analyze Blacks’ placelessness in the political, social and
economic spheres. On the other hand, we will show how Maya Angelou strove to negotiate and
earn a place in order to reconstruct her identity in a racist society.
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1-Placelessness: Symbolism of Blacks’ Political, Social and Economic Alienation

In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, black characters are all placeless in society. They
are not considered as American citizens because of their black skin colour. They are
marginalized and rejected by Whites. On political, social and economic levels, there are overt
differences between Blacks and Whites due to segregation. These differences are noticeable in
public places such as schools, factories, supermarkets, restaurants, and public transportation.
In these places, there is no contact between Blacks and Whites. Such a situation is an obstacle
to social interaction between Whites and Blacks. Through segregation, Whites not only refuse
to accept Blacks in society, but they also reveal their desire to set up “racial barriers” between
them and colored people in order to inform the latter ones that they do not want to live in the
same place with them. Maya describes this segregation when she declares:

In Stamps the segregation was so complete that most Black children didn’t really,
absolutely know what Whites looked like. We knew only that they were different to be
feared and in that fear was included the hostility of the powerless against the powerful,
the poor against the rich, the worker against the employer, and the poorly dressed against
the well-dressed. (pp. 11-12)

From the words used by Maya to describe segregation in Stamps, it is clear that there is
a contrast between Blacks and Whites in society. Indeed, Maya uses words such as “powerful”,
“employer”, “rich” and “well dressed” to refer to Whites. However, when she talks about
Blacks, she uses pejorative words like “powerless”, “worker” and “poorly dressed”. The
different words used by Maya to recall segregation can be classified into antagonist couples
such as “powerful / powerless”, “employer / worker”, “rich / poor”, and “poorly dressed / well
dressed”. The opposite terms Maya uses to refer to Whites and Blacks are lexical units, which
show that there is social inequality in the American society. In other words, Whites are
“privileged” and Blacks are “underprivileged”. In the American racial context that prevails in |
Know Why the Caged Bird Sing, Blacks are underprivileged because having a black skin colour
is inconvenient in society. Consequently, Blacks’ identity is associated with an etiquette of
inferiority. They do not have the “racial badge” that confers full citizenship to a person and this
prevents them from having the same place in society as Whites. Therefore, they cannot have
access to social privileges, which are only reserved for Whites. In this society, the “pass code”
to enter any place of quality is also the white skin colour. This is the reason why Leslie Vincent
Tischauer portrays segregation as a system whose primary objective was to exclude Blacks
from the American society. She writes: “Though not always enforced, the segregation laws
stood as reminders to Blacks that the white community did not want them in their

neighborhoods, cities, and towns.” (2012, p. 4)

The meaning of race in Maya’s autobiography shows that Blacks’ placelessness is
caused by their black skin colour, a physical trait that cannot be removed. Thus, Blacks cannot
escape from their dire social conditions. They are condemned to remain in their second class
citizens’ status and accept their inferiority in the American segregated environment. Their lack
of place does not allow them to affirm themselves to have an identity constructed with positive
markers. Mariam Wright Elderman corroborates this idea when she writes: “It is utterly
exhausting being Black in America, physically, mentally and emotionally [. . .] there is no
respite or escape from your badge of colour” (1992, p.57). This explains why all the black
characters are victims of discrimination in all the corners where White people live. From
Stamps to San Francisco, White characters deprive black characters of their rights because of
their black skin colour. Blacks are powerless about their marginalization since they cannot
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“erase” their black skin colour. They just bemoan the fact that they are victims of arbitrary
racial considerations that compel them to be social outcasts. Consequently, it is very difficult
for them to escape from their placelessness. This is the reason why characters such as Uncle
Willie and Momma content themselves with their social conditions even if they long for social
change.

Maya Angelou, through her own experience and that of other colored people, makes visual
Blacks’ placelessness in her autobiography. First of all, she reveals that Black students face
discrimination in schools. Places of education are not simply segregated, but they stand as
spaces that make obvious the difference between Blacks and Whites. Indeed, in white schools,
students are given all the books that can enable them to be well educated. On the contrary, black
schools lack equipment. This contrast shows that Whites reluctantly accept to build schools for
Blacks. Refusing to treat Whites and Blacks equally in the educational realm aims at allowing
Whites to be better educated than Blacks. Maya illustrates such a reality when she alludes to
the speech of Mr. Edward Donleavy during her graduation ceremony. She writes:

He [Mr. Edward Donleavy] told us of the wonderful changes we children in Stamps
would see. The central school (naturally, the white school was central) had already been
granted improvements that would be in use in the fall. A well-known artist was coming
from Little Rock to teach art to them. They were going to have the newest equipment in
their science laboratory. (p.61)

Mr. Edward Donleavy’s speech at the graduation ceremony is perceived by Maya as a
speech to belittle black students. Indeed, Maya and her fellow black students who performed
well at school were expecting the guest of the graduation ceremony to praise their academic
performance. However, the speaker did not say any words to congratulate them; he rather talked
about education projects for white students. From the attitude of Mr. Edward Donleavy, we can
conclude that in the American society, Blacks are not worthy of quality because of their skin
colour. Thus, the value of a person in society does not depend on his/her intellectual skills. But,
it rather depends on race and the white skin colour is the prototype of quality. Maya bitterly
notices that being Black amounts to be worthless of qualities since it is difficult for a black
student to rely on his/her skills to negotiate a place in society. Therefore, behind the idea of
discrimination in schools, Whites conceal their desire to maintain colored people in the lowest
class of society. The education system can be perceived as an institutional machine that
functions just to widen the gap between Whites and Blacks. Maya reflects upon the ideology of
segregation in schools as follows:

We were servants, farmers, and washer-women. Anything higher that we dreamed about
was ridiculous. It was awful to be a Negro and have no control over my life. It was
terrible to be young and already trained to sit quietly and listen to charges brought
against my color with no chance of defense. We should all be dead. (p. 62)

Moreover, Blacks’ placelessness is perceptible through their incapacity to get jobs. In |
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, many Blacks are jobless because Whites refuse to give them
opportunities that can contribute to make them independent. They rather live in a capitalist
society that strives to make them economically dependent on Whites. Thus, in the American
society, there are no places where Blacks can get a job that would permit them to earn a good
life. Those who are lucky enough just content themselves with menial jobs. But, when doing
these jobs, they are submissive to Whites. They are victims of arbitrary social norms that cause
their economic exploitation. Maya illustrates the miserable condition of Blacks when she talks
about the economic alienation of her uncle. She states: “In our society, where two-legged, two-
armed strong Black were able at best to earn enough for only the necessities of life, Uncle Willie
was the subject of jokes of the underemployed and underpaid” (p. 4). In the description of her
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uncle’s economic situation, Maya uses two pejorative words that testify his rejection on the job
market. In fact, since Blacks are considered inferior to Whites and underprivileged, their
economic status should be “under” or below Whites’ standard according to social norms. Thus,
Maya’s uncle cannot escape from being “underemployed” and “underpaid”. He simply inherits
an economic status all Blacks are predestined to have.

From the obstacles that colored people face to get a job, it is obvious that they have to
adapt to a job market that compels them to play a negative role in society. There is no way out
for them in the American society; they are obliged to serve Whites if they want to survive. This
situation explains why in the autobiography under study, Blacks are “servants”, “washer-
women”, “car washers”, “street cleaners” and “laborers”. Doing these jobs, their exchange
value is devalued by Whites. They become like “goods” Whites can buy for their comfort.
Consequently, Whites refuse to give them well-paid jobs in order to always have people who
can serve them, almost for free. In the economic sector, the relation between Whites and Blacks
can be reduced to a relation between “masters” and “servants”. This relation could be termed
as a relation between “labor” and “capital”. In such a perspective, capital should be seen as
standing for whites and labor for Blacks, who are confined to hard menial jobs. They have to
toil for Whites’ profit. This economic relation is exclusively a struggle in which Whites
endeavor to always win by establishing racist norms to cause Blacks’ economic subordination.
Maya makes a remark about the contrast between Blacks and Whites when she puts forth:

A curtain had been drawn between the Black community and all things white, but one
could see through it enough to develop fear, admiration, and contempt for the white
“things”, whitefolks’ cars and houses and their children and their women. But above all,
their wealth allowed them to waste the most enviable. They had so many clothes that
they were able to give away perfectly good dresses, faded just under the arms, to the
sewing class at our school for the larger girls to practice on. I couldn’t understand whites
and where they got the right to spend money so freely. Of course, | knew God was white
too, but no one could have made me believe he was prejudice. (p.18)

Furthermore, Blacks’ placelessness is noticeable through racial violence administered
by Whites. In Maya’s autobiography, racial violence against Blacks is perceptible through
lynching. Defined as the killing, generally by hanging, of a person by a mob in defiance of law
and order, lynching is the worst degree of racial violence against Blacks. That racial violence
is very painful for Blacks who watch their death powerlessly. Indeed, during lynching scenes,
Blacks are beaten to death, tortured, mutilated or even burned alive. Maya reveals that Blacks
could be victims of lynching any time they transgress social norms. The Ku Klux Klan, a white
criminal organization, was the group that committed hate crimes against Blacks. She refers to
this criminal organization when she writes:

Late one day, as we were feeding the pigs, | heard a horse in the front yard (it really
should have been called a driveway, except that there was nothing to drive into it), run
to find out who had come riding up on a Thursday evening. The used-to-be sheriff sat
on his horse in such a way that his attitude was meant to show his authority and power
over even dumb animals. How much authority he would have over Negroes. Nothing
needed to be said. From the side of the store, Bailey and | heard him say to Momma,
“Annie, tell Willie he’d better stay out of sight tonight. A crazy nigger assaulted a white
lady today. Some of the boy’ll be coming over here later. Even now, | remember the
sense of fear which filled my mouth with hot, dry air, and made my body light. The
“boys”? Those cement faces and eyes of hate that burned the clothes off you if they saw
you standing around on the main street downtown on Saturday. Boys? It seemed that
youth had never happened to them. Boys? No, men filled with the ugliness and
rottenness of old hatreds. The used-to-be sheriff was confident that my uncle and every
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other Black man who heard of the Klan’s T planned ride would quickly go under their
houses to hide with the chickens. (p. 8)

Through lynching, Blacks’ human attributes are lost and they become like animals.
Their physical ill-treatment causes their traumatization. They are shocked and lynching scenes
dissuade them from challenging their oppressors. The feeling of fright that Maya develops when
she hears the sheriff mention “ the boys”, who are the members of the Ku Klux Klan , shows
that Whites used The Ku Klux Klan to terrorize colored people in the American society. Racial
violence administered to Blacks by white criminal groups led to a collective trauma in the Black
community. The origins of this collective trauma are explained in the following terms:
“collective trauma is a condition that results from the experience of both overt and structural
violence and from the experience of both of living in an environment rife with fear and
institutional failure.” (Kautowitz and Rivak, 2008, p 6). Behind this racial violence, it is the
evolution of Blacks in society which is jeopardized. With this racial violence, they are afraid of
taking actions to improve their social conditions. Therefore, they are compelled to accept their
inferiority psychologically and remain speechless in order not to challenge Whites’ hegemony.
Thus, lynching is the overt form of an ideology to start a movement to prevent colored people
from improving their social status. Their Killings are the most overt forms of their
dehumanization, inconsideration and refusal of their place in society.

In addition, Blacks’ placelessness in | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings can be assessed
through racial slurs used by Whites towards Blacks to make them feel like “strangers” in the
American society. Generally speaking, “nigger” is the word used to remind colored people that
they are placeless. This mocking racist word is very often used by whites in Stamps to make all
black people feel inferior. When Whites use the word “nigger”, they inflict psychological pain
on Blacks. This racist word has a negative connotation that makes them feel rejected and even
white children use it towards Blacks regardless their age to belittle them. Maya reveals the way
her grandmother suffered from this attitude of white children in the following passage:

Before the girls got to the porch | heard their laughter. | suppose my life-long distrust
was born in those cold, slow minutes. They finally came to stand on the ground in front
of Momma. One of them folded her arms, pushed out her mouth, and started to sing
Quietly. I realized that she was imitating my grandmother. Another said, “No, Helen,
you ain’t standing like her. This is it.” Then she lifted her chest and folded her arms,
copying that strange way of standing that was Annie Henderson. Another laughed [....]
Through the screen door, I could see that the arms of Momma’s apron shook with her
singing. But her knees seemed to have locked as if they would never bend again. She
sang on. No louder than before, but no softer either. No slower or faster. The girls had
tired of imitating Momma and turned to other ways to make her respond. One crossed
her eyes, stuck her thumbs in both sides of her mouth, and said, “Look here, Annie.”
Grandmother sang on, and the apron strings trembled. (p. 15)

From the above passage, we notice that the words white children used affected Maya’s
grandmother. She couldn’t control herself in front of their racist attitude. Her mockery by the
white girls made her feel worthless in front of Maya, her granddaughter. To avoid this kind of
humiliation that Maya’s grandmother is victim of, many Blacks hide from Whites. They do not
want to be reminded of their placelessness. Joe Feagin and Melvin Sikes give more details on
the psychological pain of Blacks when they are called niggers as follows: “Nigger to a white
may simply be an epithet that should be ignored. To most Blacks, the term brings into sharp
and current focus all kinds of acts of racism, murder, rape, torture, denial of constitutional
rights, limited opportunity, economic problems, unequal justice.” (1994, p. 24)
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In a nutshell, Blacks’ placelessness in | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings can be summed
up to the denial of their rights in the political, social and economic spheres. They are victims of
racial prejudices that lead to their social and economic marginalization. They live in a social
environment where their identity is associated with negative attributes. They suffer from racist
social norms that prevent them from affirming their identity and this situation causes their
political, social and economic alienation. However, how does Maya succeed in reconstructing
her identity in this hostile social environment towards Blacks? In other words, how does she
manage to earn a place in a society where black skin colour is the “racial badge” to be placeless?

2-From Invisibility to Visibility or The Process of Maya’s Identity Reconstruction

After noticing that Blacks’ identity is associated with negative identity markers, Maya
realizes that it is difficult for Blacks to affirm their identity in their placeless environment.
However, she does not want to eternally live with a negative identity pasted on her forehead.
Thus, she makes profit from every opportunity that can enable her to reconstruct her identity
with positive markers. As a matter of fact, she considers education as a channel through which
she can change the way Whites perceive her. Indeed, they think that Blacks are incapable of
performing well at school. But, through her brilliant performance at school, Maya shows that
Blacks are also capable of elevation. She reveals her eagerness and ability to learn when she
writes:

During these years in Stamps, | met and fell in love with William Shakespear. He was
my first white love. Although I enjoyed and respected Kipling, Poe, Butler, Thackeray,
and Henley, | saved my young and loyal love for Paul Lawrence Dumbar, Langston
Hughes, James Weldon Johnson, and W.E.B. Du Bois’s “litany at Atlanta.” But it was
Shakespear who said, “When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes.” It was a state
which | felt myself most familiar. (p. 6)

From this passage, it is clear that Maya reads books by well-known writers in order to
develop literary skills that would help her to demonstrate that Blacks can also read and learn.
She got inspired from the literary achievements of writers mentioned in the above passage,
mainly from African American poets and novelists. Her familiarity with their works give her
the incentive to perform well at school. She dedicates herself to her studies because despite
discrimination in schools, education is the unique alternative black children could rely on to
cherish hope for change in society. The literary background Maya alludes to paves the path for
respect towards her at school. Since her black skin colour automatically classes her into a
worthless social group, Maya uses her good performance at school to lay the foundations of
other criteria that can be used to identify herself positively. In other words, for Maya, physical
traits or race should not be the unique criterion to associate a person’s identity with negative or
positive terms. In this perspective, Maya thinks that a person’s identity should be dynamic. She
rejects the static state of identity promoted by racist norms. Therefore, she disagrees with the
negative identity attributed to Blacks because of their skin colour by reconstructing her identity
through the quality of her deeds and performance at school. For example, she states:

My work had earned me a top place in my class and | was going to be one of the first
called in the graduating ceremonies. No absences, no late arrivals, and my academic
work was among the best of the year [...] Among Negroes the tradition was to give
presents to children going only from one grade to another. How much more important
this was when the person was graduating at the top of the class. Uncle Willie and
Momma had sent away for a Mickey Mouse watch like Bailey’s. Louise gave me four
handkerchiefs with hand-sewn designs. Mrs. Sneed, the ministers wife, made me an
underskirt to wear for graduation, and nearly every customer gave me a nickel or even
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a dime with the instruction “Keep on moving to higher ground,” or similar
encouragement. (p.59)

The words “top”, “first”, and “higher” used by Maya to refer to herself when talking
about her performance at school reveal that thanks to her work, her individual identity is
associated with positive terms in the black community. Her work enables her to escape from
being identified with words such as “worthless”, “coward”, and “inferior” used by Whites to
refer to people having a black skin colour. Consequently, in the process of reconstructing her
identity, Maya starts constructing a personal positive identity in her racial group before trying
to negotiate another positive identity in her relation with the other racial group. From this
process, it is obvious that even if a person is attributed a negative identity, he/she can still decide
to reconstruct his/her identity. In regard of this flexibility of identification, Diana Fuss notes:
“Identification is both voluntary and involuntary, necessary and difficult, dangerous and
effectual, naturalizing and denaturalizing. ldentification is the point where psychical/social

distinction becomes confused and untenable.” (Fuss, 1995, p10)

Apart from reconstructing an individual identity through personal actions that would
allow her to be identified with positive terms, Maya also never changes her perception towards
Blacks’ identity. She rather deconstructs Whites’ negative perception about Blacks’ identity.
Instead of accepting the inferiorization of the black race, she develops a feeling of pride in
belonging to the black race. Despite her marginalization, she never disregards her black
identity; she praises all actions that intend to value her race. Not only does she consider Blacks’
identity as worth of positive attributes, but she also contributes to improve Blacks’ image in
society. Thus, she refutes all racist ideas developed by Whites to make Blacks feel inferior. This
is the reason why she praises her black classmate Henry Reed, who values the black race when
Mr. Edward Donleavy tries to hold Blacks up to ridicule during her graduation ceremony. She
declares:

I looked up and saw Henry Reed, the perfectly-behaved boy, the A student, turn his
back to the audience and turn to us (the proud graduating class of 1940)) and sing, nearly
speaking, “Lift every voice and sing...” It was the poem written by James Weldon
Johnson. It was the music written by J. Rosamond Johnson. It was the Negro national
anthem. We were singing it out of habit. Our mothers and fathers stood in the dark hall
and joined the song of encouragement [ ...] The tears that slipped down many faces were
not wiped away in shame. We were on top again. As always, again. We survived. | was
no longer only a member if the proud graduating class of 1940; | was a proud member
of the wonderful beautiful Negro race. (pp. 62-63)

2 13

As we can notice, Maya uses positive terms like “top”, “proud”, “wonderful” and
“beautiful” to refer to her racial group. These words are intentionally used to contradict Whites
when they state that Blacks are “clumsy”, “savage”, “dirty”” and “ugly”. From Maya’s attitude,
it is clear that she refuses to internalize negative attributes used by Whites to refer to her
identity. In other words, she refuses to be imposed an identity. Given that people who belong
to the white racial group always depreciate things belonging to the black racial group, Maya
realizes that she cannot rely on Whites to have an acceptable or a satisfying vision of her true
self. She understands the reason why their oppressors “deform” or “denaturalize” Blacks’
identity by associating it with depreciative adjectives. For her, Whites devalue Blacks’ identity
because they want all black people to feel inferior to them. Therefore, in the process of
reconstructing her identity, Maya challenges Whites’ racial superiority. Even if she is placeless
because of her skin colour, she does not accept the idea of the inferiority of her race. In addition
to the negative identity imposed by Whites, she reconstructs a new one because she does not
want to look at herself through the eyes of Whites. Maya’s quest for a positive identity is better
explained by Du Bois through the notion of double consciousness. He writes:
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It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at
one’s self through the eyes of others [....] One feels his two-ness an American, a Negro
; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled striving ; two warring ideals in one dark
body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. The history of the
American Negro is the history of this strife this longing to attain self-conscious
manhood, to merge his double self into a better and true self. (Du Bois, 1903, p. 31)

Furthermore, in the process of her identity reconstruction, Maya approves and promotes
the sense of community. In fact, since they are placeless, Blacks “create” their social space
where they can interact peacefully. They promote togetherness and solidarity in order to
develop the sense of community. This enables them to reinforce and express their collective
identity. When they are together, they are free from racist words used by Whites to belittle
them. This sense of community allows them to affirm their identity without being ashamed.
Together, they value what they have in common and can easily undergo their hardship. Thanks
to the love that Blacks express to one another in the black community, Maya is eager to struggle
in order to triumph over racial prejudices that affect her self-esteem. Her love for her
community gives her strength whenever she experiences marginalization. She never develops
hatred for her race despite her victimization by Whites. She rather uses her inferiorization as
stamina that helps her shape her personality. She describes Blacks’ sense of community in the
following passage:

In Stamps the custom was to can everything that could possibly be preserved. All the
neighbors helped each other to kill pigs. The ladies of the Christian Methodist Episcopal
Church helped Momma prepare the pork for sausage. They squeezed their fat arms
elbow deep in the cut-up meat, mixed it, and gave a small taste to all obedient children
who brought wood for the black stove. The men cut off the larger pieces of meat and
laid them in the smokehouse to begin the preservation process [....] Crossing the Black
area of Stamps, which to a child seemed a whole world, we were expected to stop and
speak to every person we met, and Bailey felt he had to spend a few minutes playing
with each friend. (p.11)

From Maya’s description of Blacks’ sense of community, it is perceptible that all black
people live together as one single family. Men, Women and children interact wherever they
meet. In their community, they have many practices that reinforce their ties. Practices such as
religion and celebrations are occasions to express their culture. For example, music, dances and
food, which are important aspects of a people’s culture unite them. Consequently, they develop
a common consciousness that fosters their collective identity. Although Whites deny their
identity, their sense of community prevents them from being uprooted. Being together with
members of her community, Maya discovers that Blacks have many values and this leads her
to be proud of her black identity regardless Whites’ attempt to make her despise it. Her sense
of community is of paramount importance when she decides to have a clear and coherent vision
of herself. When she compares what Whites people think about her identity to what she notices
in her community, she is no longer tormented by Whites’ depreciation of Blacks’ identity. On
the contrary, she becomes proud of her black skin colour and everything related to the black
race. For example, when talking about her brother Bailey, she states: “My pretty Black brother”

(p. 11)

However, before being fully aware of the greatness of her race, Maya was influenced
by Whites’ prejudices about Blacks’ identity. Indeed, when she was a child, her ideas about
beauty was shaped by Whites’ misconception about beauty. She was accustomed to notice that
Whites associated the word “beautiful” only to the white race and the term “ugly” to the black
race. Thus, as a black child, she used to think that she was ugly. Therefore, she unconsciously
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considered white people as the ones who could be considered beautiful. She reveals this
unfounded idea as follows:

The faded color made my skin look dirty like mud, and everyone in church was looking
at my thin legs. Wouldn’t they be surprised when one day I woke out of my black ugly
dream, and my neat hair, which was long and blonde, would take the place of the kinky
mass that Momma wouldn’t let me straighten? When they saw my light-blue eyes, they
would understand why | had never picked up a Southern accent, or spoken the language
like they did, and why I had to be forced to eat pigs’ tails. Because I was really white
and a cruel magician had turned me into a too-big Negro girl, with kinky broad feet, and
a space between her teeth that would hold a pencil. (pp. 1-2)

In the above passage, Maya uses words such as “dirty”, “ugly”, “kinky”, “too-big”
“broad feet” to describe herself. From these terms, we notice that she had a negative vision of
her personal identity in her childhood because Whites’ racial prejudices towards Blacks led her
to idealize the white skin colour as the norm of beauty. But, when she grows up, she gradually
deconstructs this racist norm by valuing her Black identity with adjectives like “beautiful”,
“wonderful”. Then, in the process of reconstructing her identity, which has been devalued by
Whites, she no longer accepts to be looked down upon. This is the reason why she substitutes
pejorative words with positive ones when she refers to her identity. Consequently, she considers
all the racial stereotypes attributed to Blacks by Whites as lies that the latter ones use to make
colored people develop feelings of worthlessness. With this state of mind, Maya is no longer
affected by racial considerations that impose a negative identity to colored people.
Psychologically, she views herself as a person worth of value and develops feelings of self-
esteem and self-confidence. She concludes that racial stereotypes attributed to her racial group
are used by Whites as arguments to claim their superiority. Hence the ideological dimension of
race, which is perceptible in the novel under study. Karen E. Fields and Barbara J. Fields shed
more light on this ideology of race when they argue:

Race is neither biology nor an idea absorbed into biology [....] It is ideology, and
ideologies do not have lives of their own. Nor can they be handed down or inherited: a
doctrine can be, or a name, or a piece of property, but not an ideology. If race lives on
today, it does not live on because we have inherited it from our forebears of the
seventeenth century or the eighteenth or nineteenth, but because we continue to create
it. (Fields, 2012, p. 146)

In addition to the reconstruction of her identity, Maya succeeds in earning a place in
society through her professional identity. Her determination and resilience enabled her to get a
job. Contrary to other Blacks who resigned themselves to their fate, Maya, thanks to her
education, kept on struggling to find a job. She braved discrimination in the professional
universe by putting her talents and competences forward. Finally, she succeeded in becoming
the first black person to drive a streetcar in San Francisco. Therefore, her courage,
determination and eagerness to change Blacks’ identity in the American segregated society have
allowed her to defy racist norms that keep and maintain colored people in a position of jobless
individuals. Her determination have proven to be fruitful and can inspire other Blacks to
struggle to change their negative identity into a positive one. She introduces her determination
to the reader when she reveals:

When Mother asked what | planned to do, | replied that | would get a job on the
streetcars. She rejected the idea with: “They don’t accept colored people on the
streetcars.” My first reaction was disappointment. I’d pictured myself dressed in a neat,
blue suit, my money changer swinging at my waist, with a cheerful smile for the
passengers which would make their own work day brighter. | told her again that | would
go to work on the streetcars and wear a blue suit, and she gave me her support. “That’s
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what you want to do? Nothing beats trying except failure. Give it your best effort.” It
was the most positive encouragement | could have hoped for. (p. 90)

On the whole, to earn a place in a social environment hostile to Blacks, Maya starts by
reconstructing her identity in order to have strength to overcome obstacles Blacks face to be
integrated in society. The reconstruction of her identity amounts to her refusal to accept racial
prejudices towards the black race as real facts. On the contrary, she associates her identity with
words and attributes that value her. The positive attributes she uses to refer to Blacks’ identity
instill in her the desire to strive to change the way Whites perceive and treat Blacks. It is also
worth noting that in the process of making herself “visible” to Whites, she considers education
as the pillar that could help her to challenge social norms that deprive Blacks of social
privileges. Consequently, when reconstructing her personal identity, Maya contributes to
improve Blacks’ image in society as well and stands as a model any black person facing
marginalization can inspire from.

Conclusion

At the end of our analysis, we can say that through her autobiography, Maya Angelou
recalls Blacks’ placelessness in the American society during the years of segregation. From her
own experience and that of the other members of the black community, she shows how Blacks
were isolated and deprived of social privileges. They were rejected from almost all the sectors
of society because of racial considerations that positioned Whites as masters of the American
society. They were attributed a negative identity because of their black skin colour and were
compelled to be social outcasts. Such a situation caused their political, social and economic
alienation. Their freedom was very limited since they could not choose places to frequent. They
were like strangers in a white society. As a result, their placelessness condemned them to live
in dire conditions. However, Maya Angelou struggled to overcome the different obstacles that
hampered Blacks’ development and integration in society. She succeeded in doing so thanks to
her resilience, determination and eagerness to reconstruct her identity positively. Her success
in earning a place in a social environment where she was predestined to be placeless suggests
that one should never resign or give up when facing adversity or hardship.
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