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Chapter 1: Background on Maya Angelou

1.

The Life of Maya Angelou
Lynn Z. Bloom

Angelou unveils the typical life of an African American
in the old South, including the traditions and the insults,
all of which shaped her life as a writer and performer.

. The Life That Shaped the Book

and the Book That Shaped the Life
Joanne M. Braxton

Considered by many to be a literary classic, I Know Why
the Caged Bird Sings has continually ranked on the New
York Times® best-seller list since its publication in 1970.
Its honest depiction of violence, abuse, neglect, and rac-
ism still resonates with readers today.

Chapter 2: I Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings and Racism

1.

Metaphors of a Racial Struggle
Joan Didion

Writer Joan Didion examines Angelou’s work, focusing
on scenes, objects, and encounters that are symbols of
race.

. Fears, Lies, Silence, and Singing

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese

Marguerite lives in a rural section of the South where the
shackles of slavery continue. Lies and silence become the
means of survival or escape.

. Race and Education

Fred Lee Hord

Marguerite is stifled in every way in attempting to gain
an education and the wonders that education can bring.
Even the values of the black community fail to encourage
true schooling.
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. Momma’s Positive Lessons

Sidonie Ann Smith

Marguerite learns from her grandmother to deal with
unbearable racial humiliation.

. Humor as a Tool for Survival

Lyman B. Hagen

Angelou uses humor and folklore to convey the burden
of racial and gender discrimination.

. Seeing African American Women

in a New Way

Sondra O’Neale

Angelou’s autobiography was one of the first to show
readers the resourcefulness, strength, and intelligence of
black women.

. Showing One’s Human Side
Pierre A. Walker

Despite its literary form, I Know Why the Caged Bird
Sings is a lesson in how to fight racism. Many critics,
however, argue that the novel takes no political or social
stand.

. Principle or Compromise in Race Relations
Mary Jane Lupton

Momma Henderson is presented ambiguously, as a strong
moral business force even in the white community but
one who compromises with whites in order to survive.

. Silenced No More
Sandi Russell

Angelou and other black women authors, like Alice
Walker, have given a voice to black women everywhere.
In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and her other autobi-
ographies, Angelou speaks not only for herself, but for
her race.
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10. A Black Girl’s Continuing Death and Rebirth

Liliane K. Arensberg

Like other African Americans, Angelou finds that grow-
ing up black is continual annihilation, but that the
struggle after each blow is a means of rebirth.

11. The Journey Inward

Dolly A. McPherson

Despite the trauma of childhood abandonment and rape,
Marguerite finds many things in the African American
tradition to help her through her initiation into adult-
hood.

12. Angelou and Civil Rights

Hilton Als

Hilton Als looks back over Angelou’s entire career, to
critically examine her dedication to civil rights—person-
ally and professionally.

Chapter 3: Contemporary
Perspectives on Racism

1.

The Changing Face of Racial Conflict
Roberto Lovato

Racial violence and law enforcement intolerance con-
tinue to rise in American cities like Los Angeles, where
the racial makeup of the population has been changing.

. A Problem Unsolved

Adam Nossiter

In 1957 Little Rock, Arkansas, desegrated its public
schools. Fifty years later race remains a problem.

. I Had a Dream

Bill Maxwell

Bill Maxwell, columnist and editorial writer for the St.
Petersburg Times, decides to take two years off to teach at
a traditionally black college in Alabama.

. A Dream Lay Dying

Bill Maxwell

Bill Maxwell goes back to teach for a second year at Still-
man College, but soon realizes that he is wasting his time
because most students don’t care about their education.
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5. Family, Race, and Freedom

Larissa MacFarquhar

Senator Barack Obama’s parents and upbringing were in
many ways as complicated as Angelou’s. His own journey
from home leaves him with a view of freedom different
from Angelou’s.
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