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Assimilation and Radicalism of Black Americans as Ramifications of Racial
Segregation in Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Dr. Zakaria COULIBALY
FLSL-ULSHB-English Department
E-mail: coulibalyz19@gmail.com
&
Dr. Adama SORO
Université Alassane Ouattara-Bouaké, Cote D’Ivoire
E-mail: soroadama@yahoo.fr

Abstract

This article aims at demonstrating through the experience of Maya Angelou that racial segregation, in
the American society, has tremendously impacted all the black Americans, including those who adopted
assimilation as a way out. It also attempts to evidence that black Americans have challenged the order
established by the white man. Methodologically, this research was conducted within the framework of
the qualitative method. As for the theories, postcolonialism and deconstruction have been use in the
analyses of the data. The results obtained on the basis of the analyses have shown that racial segregation
was manifest in in various forms in the American society. In this relation, it is evinced that black
Americans experienced physical and verbal abuses because of their skim color. They were also denied
the right to exercise high standard jobs due to their inferiority status. Next, the study has demonstrated
that the foregoing white man oppressive attitudes toward Blacks paved the way for the latter’s adoption
of assimilation, hoping to be integrated in the American society. Finally, the investigation displayed that
some African Americans have challenged the agendas about the inferiority of the black race through
some defiance actions.

Keywords: America, black American, deconstruction, postcolonialism, race, segregation.

Assimilation et radicalisme des Americains noirs comme conséquences de la segregation
raciale dans I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings de Maya Angelou.

Résumé:

Cet article vise a démontrer a travers l'expérience de Maya Angelou que la ségrégation raciale, dans la
société américaine, a énormément impacté tous les noirs américains, y compris ceux qui ont adopté
I'assimilation comme porte de sortie. Il tente également de démontrer que les Noirs américains ont
contesté 1’ordre établi par I’homme blanc. Méthodologiquement, cette recherche a ét¢ menée dans le
cadre de la méthode qualitative. Quant aux théories, le postcolonialisme et la déconstruction ont été
utilisés dans les analyses des données. Les résultats obtenus sur la base des analyses ont montré que la
ségrégation raciale se manifeste sous diverses formes dans la société américaine. A cet égard, il est
évident que les Noirs américains ont subi des abus physiques et verbaux en raison de leur couleur
écrémeée. lls se sont également vu refuser le droit d’exercer des emplois de qualité en raison de leur statut
d’infériorité. Ensuite, 1’étude a démontré que les attitudes oppressives des Blancs envers les Noirs ont
ouvert la voie a I’adoption par ces derniers de I’assimilation, dans I’espoir de s’intégrer dans la société
américaine. Enfin, I’enquéte a montré que certains Afro-Américains ont remis en question les idées
préconcues sur I’infériorité de la race noire par des actions de défi.

Mots-clé : Amérique, Noirs américains, déconstruction, postcolonialisme, race, ségrégation.
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Introduction

Maya Angelou’s autobiography | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, published in 1969,
portrays her experience as a child in the segregated America. That is, this narrative relates the
life of Africans Americans and their relationship with the white Americans in the post-slavery
America. Angelou, following the example of many African Americans, have experienced the
horror of racial segregation in the American society. Since the end of slavery in 1865 throughout
the American territory, the black population had been the victims of the racial suggestion for
several years despite their American citizenship. Indeed, racial subjugation entails a lot harms
for the black victims who are exposed to all sorts of oppression and assimilation.

Thus, the objective of this article is to demonstrate through the experience of Angelou that
the perpetuated racial segregation in the American society has tremendously impacted the black
Americans, including those who adopted assimilation as a way out racism. Besides, the study
attempts to show how African Americans resist and deconstruct the constructed hegemonic
white man’s position in the American society.

Methodologically, this investigation is carried within the framework of the qualitative
research method. Theoretically, post-colonialism and deconstruction are employed in the
analyses and the interpretations of the study’s data. The study is split into three main sections.
Primarily, the study tackles how Maya Angelou, and by extension black Americans in general
have been confronted with racism and segregation in the American society in the aftermath of
American civil war. Secondly, it presents the effects of the racial subjugation on the Protagonist
and her fellow American Blacks. Finally, the study accounts for the resistance of the black
victims facing the white man’s oppression.

1. Facing Segregation

In this autobiography, Maya Angelou has related her own childhood experience in
American that corroborates the stories of many black American writers concerning the hostility
of white Americans towards Blacks for racial reasons. In her novel, she narrates that he had
very soon realized that there was a racial problem in the American society as a child. The first
instance that made her realize this issue was when the sheriff on his horse had warned the
grandmother of the protagonist about the threat of white gangs who were intending to attack
black people because one of the white lady had a scuffle with some black boys. The writer
eavesdropped the following conversation that occurred between her grandmother Momma and
the Sheriff:

From the side of the Store, Bailey and I 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 boys’ll be coming over here later.” Even now,
I remember the sense of fear which filled my mouth with hot, dry air, and
made my body light (Angelou, 1969, pp.17-18).

From the extract, the sheriff went towards black population, warning them against going
out because the members of Ku Klux Klan organization®® were furious over an incident that

% Tt was an organization of white people who commit hate crimes against Black people.
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opposed a white lady to some black boys. The sheriff, who was supposed to fight against those
groups, just played the role of a squealer. The attitude of the latter shows how segregation was
deeply rooted in the American society. It means that the law enforcing agents in the light of the
Sheriff were either accomplishes of the situation or they were weak. The passage also shows
how terrified the little Angelou was at the time and afterwards as she has always been haunted
by that scene.

The blackness of the African Americans has made them aliens in the American society
although they had the same citizenship as white Americans before the law. After the warning
of the Sheriff, the writer reveals that her grandmother blew out all the lights of their compound
and led them all into the store to hide as they were defenseless. The following the extract better
explains this sad episode:

Immediately, Momma blew out the coal-oil lamps. She had a quiet talk with
Uncle Willie and called Bailey and me into the Store (...) It took forever
before he lay down flat, and then we covered him with potatoes and onions,
layer upon layer. Grandmother knelt praying in the darkened Store. It was
fortunate that the “boys” didn’t ride into our yard that evening and insist that
Momma open the Store. They would have surely found Uncle Willie and just
as surely killed him. He cried the whole night as if he had, in fact, been guilty
of some awful crime (Angelou,1969, pp.18-19).

The passage shows that black communities in the US, in the light of Angelou’s family,
were living in total fear and dismay; they could be aggressed and even killed at any time just
because of their race. On this account, Angelou’s disabled uncle Willie was disconsolate the
whole night fearing for his life although he was not guilty of any crime. What is more, everyone,
including the law enforcing agents, knew the gangs who committed all the crimes against
Blacks. However, they conducted their activities freely without any constraint. They even
disclosed the plan of their actions in advance. As pointed out earlier, the only thing that law
reinforcement agents, in the light of Sheriff, was to act as whistleblowers. Instead of taking
actions to prevent hate crimes, they just engaged in sending warning messages to black
communities, urging them not to go out or to hide. This attitude of the law reinforcement agents
is just hypocritical because they had the duty and ability to do more than just warning the
victims against the oppressors.

On top of that, the protagonist has also testified that because of segregation, black and white
folks did not live in the same area. Blacks were cornered in unfortunate areas where the living
condition was the worst in the whole nation. In that, Angelou reveals that life in the black areas
was wonderful despite social and economic difficulties because black communities lived in
mutual love, solidarity and entertainment. The following passage illustrates the implied ideas:

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. There was a joy in going to town with money
in our pockets (Bailey’s pockets were as good as my own) and
plenty of time. But the pleasure left us when we reached the white
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part of town. After we left Mr. Willie William’s Do Drop Inn,
the last stop before whitefolksville, we had to cross the pond and
the adventure the railroad tracks. We were explorers walking
without weapons into a man-eating animals’ territory. (Angelou,
1969, p.25).

The protagonist implies through the above excerpt that her fellow Blacks were always
joyful, felt loved and important whenever they gathered. That feeling would immediately
disappear when they walked through the white people’s area. That is why she used a metaphor
to compare the white area with a man-eating animals’ territory because the latter were extremely
hostile to Blacks. And anything can happen to a Black in those white areas.

In the similar dynamic way, the narration reveals that black Americans were dehumanized
in the American society. As indicated previously, in addition to physical violence perpetrated
on them, Blacks were treated as if they were not human being in full mean of the word. The
narrator relates an instance in which some white Americans dehumanized a black man.

Baily came into the store shaking. Uncle Willie had sent him on
an errand to whitefolks’ town and he wanted an explanation to
Baily’s tardiness. When the spell wore off he asked Uncle Willie
what colored people had done to white people in the first place.
Bailey said | saw a man, a colored man. He was dead. When |
passed the calaboose, some men had just fished him out of the
pond. Then a white man walked over and pulled the sheet off.
This here’s one nigger nobody got to worry about no more. He
ain’t going nowhere else (pp.196-97).

In this extract, the narration discloses the white man’s disdain and lack of consideration
toward the Blacks. The passage shows that the life of black people was not important for some
white Americans in the image of the white man in the above extract. Instead of sympathizing
with the corpse of the poor black man, the white man showed his total lack of consideration.
His attitude demonstrates that the death of a black man is synonymous with the death of an
animal; that is why he kicked the corpse of the poor Black to turn him. In relation to the
foregoing, Coulibaly A.S and Coulibaly Z (2019) upholds that: “In western countries mainly in
America black people undergo all sorts of discrimination just because of their skin color. In the
views of some Americans being black is an abomination or nothingness” (p.167). This is an
illustration of what Angelou has described about the racial oppression facing black people in
America.

In addition to the aforementioned segregated situation in America, Maya Angelou has
empathized that the African Americans were made to believe that their natural occupations in
the American society were manual jobs. It means that they should not hope for other professions
if not carpentry, masonry, tailoring, farming, etc. She recounts that during the graduation
ceremony of her class, a great American politician gave a speech which demonstrates the
white’s reservation of law paid jobs for Blacks no matter how skilled or qualified they might
be. It was at moment that the writer realized that there was preprogrammed future waiting for
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her and by extension all the black Americans. The following lines substantiate the mentioned
ideas above:

Graduation, the hush-hush magic time of frills and gifts and
congratulations and diplomas, was finished for me before
my name was called. The accomplishment was nothing. (..)
Donleavy had exposed us. We were maids and farmers,
handymen and washerwomen, and anything higher that we
aspire was farcical and presumptuous. (...) It was awful to
be Negro and have no control over my life. It was brutal to
young and already trained to sit quietly and listen to charges
brought against my color with no chance of defense
(Angelou, 1969, p.180).

The excerpt shows that the writer was looking forward to attending her graduation
ceremony. However, it turned out that her expected happiness had dissipated following the
speech of Donleavy, a white politician. This politician, who was running for election, had
insinuated in speech that when he got elected, he would build a great paved playground for only
“colored,” black people. What infuriated the narrator about the speech was that according to
white Americans, black Americans could succeed only in sport and manual labors. It also means
the office and other high leveled professions are destined to Whites. The same extract is an
evidence of the subjugation of the black race in the American society. All in all, its extract
implies that no matter how hard a black American studied, and no matter how qualified he
might be, his future was decided for selected low-paid jobs. With this regard, Coulibaly A S
and Coulibaly Z (2019) argue: “This racism is manifest even at the employment level in the
American society as well as in the rest of the western world (p.167)”. This assertion is
corroborative of Angelou’s narration about the white men’s denial of the high standard jobs for
black Americans because of their race.

2. Mental Results of Segregation on black Folks in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

As documented in many works of research and novels, | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
contains also various elements corroborating that the segregation undergone by African
Americans had a tremendous negative impact on them in the American society. The Maya
Angelou bears witness that as a little girl, she was so much affected by all the stereotypical
images attributed to Blacks that she wished to metamorphose herself into the white skin. This
ramification of racism made her care more for her dressing style. She dreamt of impressing
people around her by dressing herself like a white girl. According to her, this was the only way
to be loved, appreciated and respected in the American society by both white and black
communities. In relation to that she narrates that she wished to resemble a white girl when was
a little girl. The following passage better illustrates the foregoing idea:

The dress I wore was light purple. As I’d watched Momma
put ruffles on the hem and cute little tucks around the waist,
I knew that once I put it on I’d look like @ movie star. | was
going to look like one of the sweet little white girls who
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were everyone’s dream of what was right with the world
(Angelou, 1969, p.2).

The excerpt shows that the protagonist in her young age believed that resembling Whites
or dressing like them was the sign of perfection. Therefore, she revealed in the above passage
that it was a dream for black girls to look like movie stars, for, at the epoch, most of the movie
stars were white people. As a little girl, watching movies in which white women are presented
or portrayed perfectly, Angelou, and by extension black girls in general, tended to idolize the
white actresses. This is certainly one of the reasons why the writer was internalizing the white
people’s ways.

In the similar way, Angelou under the influence of the racial prejudice, imagined that her
situation as a black girl was a dream and believed that she might wake out of that nightmare
and become an astonishment of all her surroundings. In relation to the foregoing, Angelou
writes:

Wouldn’t they be surprised when one day | woke out of my
black ugly dream, and my real hair, which was long and
blonde, would take the place of the kinky mass that Momma
wouldn’t let me straighten? My light-blue eyes were going
to hypnotize them, (...). Then they would understand why
| had never picked up a Southern accent, or spoken the
common slang, and why I had to be forced to eat pigs’ tails
and snouts. Because | was really white and because a cruel
stepmother, who was understandably jealous of my beauty,
had turned me into a too-big Negro girl, with nappy black

hair (...) (pp.2-3).

The passage shows how her state of mind was fragile and impacted by social realities
of the American nation. She was clearly under the phenomenon of transference and assimilation
which stimulate her to emulate or even long for whiteness. The evidence that permits us to back
the previous analyses is the conviction of the little Angelou to believe that her blackness is the
result of a magician who was jealous of her prettiness.

Similarly, the like situation is illustrated by Olaudah Equiano in his narrative. The latter
relates that when he was kidnapped from Africa and brought to England before his shipment to
the West Indies, he used to feel embarrassed about his complexion as compared to that of the
white children. Since he was a very little boy, who newly arrived from Africa, he was placed
under the care of a white family before his shipment to America. The white woman, under
whom Equiano was placed, used to wash him with white children. Thus, at bath times, Equiano
reveals that he had observed some differences between his complexion and the complexion of
the other white children. After his observation, he became neurotic and thus making him believe
that his skin color was not normal. It was at that particular moment that he experienced
transference. Therefore, he tried to resemble the other white children by rubbing his skin harshly
hoping to bleach it. This mental alienation of the protagonist is exemplified in like manner:
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I had often observed that when her mother washed her face
it looked very rosy, but when she washed mine it did not
look so: I therefore tried to often times myself if | could not
by washing make my face of the same color as my little
playmate (Mary), but it was all in vain, and | now began to
be mortified at the difference in our complexions (Equiano,
1996, p.36).

From this illustrative excerpt, Equiano shows that on his arrival to Europe, he was so
much alienated that he attempted to get rid of his skin color. This situation of the latter could
also illustrate the fact that slavery had dazzled the enslaved Africans to the extent that some of
them tended to denigrate their natural attributes for the ones of the Europeans. Hence, they
resolved themselves to adopt assimilation as the last resort. In other words, the writer’s
examples ascertain that during bondage, some slaves tried to mimic their enslavers by
downplaying their own human status. The foregoing behaviors are the manifestation of
transference which not only made the confusingly slaves believe in their inferiority, but also
transferred their affections to the white people. Therefore, the foregoing illustration is a piece
of evidence that can explain the behavior of Angelou in her autobiography although she has
lived in a different epoch.

Similarly, Coulibaly A. S and Coulibaly Z (2019) in their article titled “Immigration in the
Confluence of Racial Implications in African Literature: A Reading of Adichie’s Americanah”
assert that the white dominated American society traumatizes the Blacks so much that they
unconsciously adopted assimilating behaviors. They write: “it can be construed that they behave
so in order to be accepted in the American society. For instance, when Ifemelu and her aunt
were in a grocery store, she notices that her aunt Uju always changes her accent when talking
to white Americans (p.168)”. In this illustrative extract, it is shown that the impact of
segregation does not concern African Americans only, but also African immigrants. Since both
African immigrants and black Americans have blackness in common, they undergo the same
discriminating treatment in America. So in order to feel safe or integrated in the society both
African Americans and African immigrants engaged in mimicry.

3. Deconstructing the enrooted social Injustice

In the Angelou’s current autobiography, she has provided a number of instances which
dismantle some social stereotypes devised against black Americans. First since the period of
slavery, Blacks were categorized as inferior beings whose duty was to carry out manual chores
for Whites. That ideology has continued even after the abolition of slavery. Angelou testifies
that even more than one hundred years after the end of slavery, Black Americans were still
assigned with servitude tasks. I in this regard, the writer evidences that black girls were trained
in handcrafted labors just to attend white folks. The following extract ascertains the evoked
idea:

But Negro girls in small southern towns, whether poverty-
stricken or just munching along on a few of life’s
necessities, were an extensive and irrelevant preparations
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for adulthood as rich white girls. Admittedly, the training
was not the same. While white girls learned to waltz and sit
gracefully with a tea cup balanced on their knees, we were
lagging behind, learning mid-Victorian values with very
little money to indulge them. (...) We were required to
embroider and | had trunkfuls of colored dishtowels,
pillowcases, runners and handkerchiefs to my credit
(Angelou, 1969, pp.104-105).

The passage evidences that black Americans were programmed for manual
works. It means that they had to train themselves just to attend white Americans. The
protagonist is not an exception of the mentioned American social reality. Like Angelou, African
Americans in general abided by that situation. In addition, names of African Americans were
not significant in the eyes of Whites because they could rename black girls as they pleased.
Surprisingly, black Americans, at service of white Americans, would accept the alteration of
their names:

(...) “You mean Margaret, ma’am. Her name is Margaret.’

That’s too long. She is Mary now (...).” Every person I
knew had a hellish horror of being ‘called out of his names.’
(...) Miss Glory had a fleeting second of feeling sorry for
me. (...) she said, ‘Don’t mind, do not pay that no mind.
(...) ‘My name used to be Hallelujah. That’s what my Ma
named me, but my mistress gave me ‘Glory,’ and it stuck. I
like it better too’ (Angelou, 1969, pp.108-109).

In the above excerpt, Angelou demonstrates that white Americans still have condescending
attitude toward Blacks several years after the end of slavery. As indicated in the passage, black
Americans generally accepted the change of their names by white Americans under whom they
worked. However, in the autobiography under study, Angelou shows a number of instances in
which black Americans try to castigate and obliterate the enrooted racist ideologies. The
protagonist evidences that she became aware of the significance and the sacredness of her
identity after rubbing shoulders with a kind, open-minded and elegant black woman, called
Mrs. Flowers. The latter was a friend of the protagonist’s mother, and she was presented in this
narrative as a good person because she is the one who taught Angelou how to value herself in
the society. Angelou described herself as someone who did not talk much, but her meeting with
Mrs. Flowers had changed her state of mind. The success of Mrs. Flowers was achieved because
she was educated and aware of the importance education in the life of a black person. Hence,
when she met Angelou, she showed the importance of self-confidence and education. In that,
she expressed the following lines to Angelou:

Now, no one is going to make you talk—possibly no one
can. But remember, language is man’s way oOf
communication with other people and it is language alone
which separates him from the lower animals.” That was a
totally new idea to me, and | would need time to think about
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it. “Your grandmother says you read a lot. That’s good, but
not good enough. Words mean more than what is written on
paper. They need the human voice to give them deeper
meaning (Angelou, 1969, p.98).

In the passage she clearly made the writer understand how the mastery of the language
you speak can be a powerful weapon for people like Angelou in the segregated American
society. After that strong message, Angelou had become another person; that is, she had
developed a new mentality or vision of the world. Therefore, she revealed that she had shown
resistance to the condescending and racist attitude of a white woman who purported to deny her
right and identity. As she was not happy with that situation, the protagonist started to ignore her
mistress by coming late to work. She even undertook sabotage action just to show her
dissatisfaction hoping to be sacked by Mrs. Cullinan, her mistress. The next lines elucidate the
mentioned idea:

(imagine being named Hallelujah) 'or cry (imagine letting
some white woman rename you for her convenience). | had
to quit the job, but the problem was going to be how to do
it. Momma wouldn’t allow me to quit for just any reason.
For a week, I looked into Mrs. Cullinan’s face as she called
me Mary. She ignored my coming late and leaving early.
Miss Glory was a little annoyed because | had begun to
leave egg on the dishes. I hoped that she would complain to
our boss, but she didn’t (Angelou, 1969, pp.109-110).

Through the passage, the narrator unveils that she appalled by the constant belittlement of
her mistress who regarded her as a subaltern for not calling her by the name her parent had
chosen for her. Therefore, as indicated in the extract, the writer had decided to leave the job
because she had had enough. Hence, she adopted a tactic of sabotage. However, it was difficult
for Angelou to quit the job immediately because of her mother whose hope was placed on her.
This situation is also another sad reality of the American society whereby some African
Americans are obliged to accept humiliation and denigration from their white employers just
secure their job and support their families. In the half-nineteenth century and the early 20™
century, back American had undergone a lot of ordeals in the American society, namely racism,
marginalization. They were reserved low-paid jobs, and were not admitted in high-standard
schools. So because of that situation, many Backs were obliged to accept humiliations of their
bosses in order to be able provide their families with food. The supposed reaction of Angelou’s
mother clearly subscribes in the same context as she would accept any excuse from Angelou to
leave the job.

Since the narrator’s act of resistance did not work out the way she wished because Mrs.
Cullinan did not sack her. She decided to destroy the most prized object of the latter so that
could be sacked. For this reason, her mother could not prevent her:

Then Bailey solved my dilemma. He had me describe the
contents of her cupboard and the particular plates she liked
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best. Her favorite piece was a casserole in the shape like a
fish and the green glass coffee cups. | kept his instructions
in mind, so on the next day when Miss Glory was hanging
out clothes and I had again been told to serve the old biddies
on the porch, | dropped the empty serving tray. When |
heard Mrs. Cullinan scream, “Mary!” I picked up the
casserole and two of the green glass cups in readiness. As
she entered the kitchen door, | let them fall on the tiled
floor. Mrs. Cullinan said, “Her name’s Margaret, god damn
it, her name’s Margaret!” And she threw a wedge of the
broken plate at me. (...). | left the front door wide open so
all the neighbors could hear. Mrs. Cullinan was right about
one thing. My name wasn’t Mary (Angelou, 1969, pp.110-
11).

The passage decorticates how Angelou had left her job because of depreciating attitude of
her white female employer. It confirms that the protagonist does not bear any racial abuse from
some white Americans who constantly show their superiority to black Americans, especially
their black employees. One of that blatant example the Mrs. Cullinan; as said before, the latter
always lacked respect for her black employees by making them that less important or intelligent.
That is why, she repetitively changed the names of her black maids. Her attitude insinuates that
Blacks are not mature up to choose good names for their children, and in mind she knew the
right things for the latter. Therefore, with her new state of mind, the protagonist wanted to
change that order. To do so, she adopted aggressive attitude towards Mrs. Cullinan. A word,
the action of Angelou is meant to dismantle the racist mindset of her mistress toward black
people.

The mentioned lack of consideration of some white Americans towards Blacks dates back
the previous century, that is to say the slavery period. In Fact, the change of slaves’ names was
commonplace in the era of slavery for the similar racial reason. To support that idea, Coulibaly
and Koné (2022) assert the following: “slaves’ identity change was done with the ulterior
motive to make believe in their cultural and racial inferiorities. By changing the names of the
enslaved Blacks, masters postulated that the African names of slaves were meaningless, thus
had to be changed by the European ones” (Coulibaly and Koné,2022. p.89). Inferring from the
foregoing illustrative extract, it can be assumed that the narcissistic behavior of the mistress of
Angelou is just the continuation of the White’s feeling of superiority over the Blacks. So just
like Angelou in her narrative, | Know why the caged Bird sings, some black slaves challenged
the white masters’ orders or condescending attitudes towards them.

It is in this context of challenging the white men’s subjugation that Angelou’s step-father
undertook some punitive actions against white Americans. In that, the writer reveals that his
step-father, called Daddy Clidell, and his companions used to play tricks on rich white people,
swindling them out of their money as revenge to all the horrors and segregating behaviors the
latter had against Blacks. Those operations were a success, allowing Daddy Clidell to acquire
a lot of fortune. The next lines support the preceding idea:
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Daddy Clidell explained to me that they were the most
successful conmen in the world, and they were going to tell
me about some games so that [ would never be “anybody’s
mark”. (...) then they took turns showing me their tricks,
how they chose their victims (marks) from wealthy bigoted
whites and in every case how they used their victims’
prejudice against them. (...). Some of the tales were funny,
a few were pathetic, but all were amusing or gratifying to
me, for the Black man, the con man who could act the most
stupid, won out every time over the powerful and arrogant
white (Angelou, 1969, p.222).

In the extract, it is clearly revealed that black Americans who are considered to be stupid
and unintelligence are actually able to use their intelligence to extort money from the supposed
intelligent rich and arrogant white men. The same excerpt also implies that these black
swindlers turned the abusive deeds of the white American against them. In other words, the
actions of Angelou’s step-father were seen by him and his comrades as a revenge for the
oppressions committed by some Whites on Blacks. All in all, by relating the clever tricks of
some black Americans on powerful Whites, the narrator intends to show the high degree of
intelligence of the black race which was stereotyped and treated as inferior. It means that the
fallacious white man opinions alleging the inferiority of black people on racial and intellectual
reasons are not founded.

Conclusion

In sum, the autobiography of Angelou has accounted for the various forms of racial
segregation in the American society. Blackness and the history of slavery had still been
haunting the memory of some white Americans who did not hesitate to make it known through
their hostile attitudes toward black Americans, cornering them to the margin of the society and
denying them their human rights. That is, they believed in the inferiority black race just like the
epoch of slavery. In relation to that, it has been revealed that black Americans were reserved
manual and low-paid jobs in the American society whereas the white Americans were destined
to office and high standard jobs. It has been demonstrated that the racial segregation directed
against Blacks had a tremendous effect on them in the light of Maya Angelou, the narrator. It
has been evinced that many African Americans found themselves trapped in the process of
assimilation as they believed that it was the only solution for them to be fully integrated in the
American society. Finally, it has been unveiled that African Americans have challenged the
preprogrammed orders established by the white dominant society. The writer herself
epitomized this resistance as she castigated her mistress Cullinan for changing the name
condescendingly.
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