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At the heart of most Black literature is the issue of race. Therefore,
the denigrations, subjugations;'and oppressions that African-Americans

undergo occupy the writings of Black writers. Maya Angelou’s autobiography

chronicles her life under suéh an énvironmént that places premizin i colour .

well above any gther. quality the individual or community may possess, It is

imperative to underscore that the individual remains the essential base from

which an autobiographer builds relationship (o both community and family. i/ . [, .

Throughout her autobiography Angelou is engaged in determining the place

‘of the individual, especially a black woman in a racist environment. Through
her personal stories, readers are able to appreciate better those conditions
and situations that not only malign and hold Blacks down, but she offers
quile succinctly diverse ways and means available o Blacks in their quest to
raise their heads up in the society, overcome difficulties and find self-worth.
Although these difficulties may be demoralizing and painful, they can at the
same time give a regenerative effect on the sensitive, intelligent, and to
anybody that is morally aware. The struggle o upturn the “status-quo” and
reclaim the self that is being obliterated dominales her works. Motherhood
becomes a veritable avenue she employs in cushioning the negative effects
of racism and its accompanying denigrations.

INTRODUCTION

Motherhood is an important theme that is central to Black women writing, and this is quite
dominant in the autobiographical novels of Maya Angelou. Jacqueline de Weever in Mythmaking
and Metaphor in Black Women's Fiction points out that:




More than any other, motherhood is the fémalé function most associated with
Black women. In African societies, where the extended families lived in compounds
of their own, the functions of a w1ﬁ, were shared by a man’s many wives. The
rearing of ch,l;dre:n was thur biolog gic ical mother s chicf rcgpomxinhty shared with
hcr €O-Wiyes md her extcndc:d famﬂy of aunts and unclc$ (134)

But thm wa:, uo; the case m thL, plantahons of th@ Amcncan South as the closely-knit
family structure was missing. As Deborah Gray White contends, the “practice of marrying slaves
from one plantation to slaves in another effectively divided the family, and female slaves found that
they had to rear.children alone without the assistancg of co-wives and the extended family” (65).
She explains further; however, that when slave holders now focused on childbearing female slaves..
thatonly rekindled and reinforced a eultural attitude that could be seen in both Afica and America,

And, the situation of becoming a mother has well been embraced by the Black community since .~

then. Joyce Ladner (1971) captures thisiwhole essence appropriately, stating that the “ultimate test
of womanhood .. is one’s ability to'bring forth ife”” (215). Thus, for any black woman, this singular. .
experience notonly produces, but equally enhances maturity that no other experience has been

found capable of. -

MOTHERHOOD

Itis important to recognrsc ‘the emas(.ulaﬁng effects of slavery on the head of thé black
home, the man: Even after émancipation; the denigtation, psychological emasculation and dependence
simply deepened in the sense that the economic system further denied hlm empleyment andasa
consequence, the leiidémhlp of his famﬂy D*dryl Dance’ (1“979} discusses this deve?opmem in her
study, “Black Eve or Madonna?”* She argtieé that “because the Bfack man ‘has'historically been”
stripped by society of his authority, pride, and manhood, the Black wortian has natirally been
forced to assume a dominant role” (127).

The White society is responsible for the emasculation of the black man, and in the event it
throws onto the laps of the black woman, the rcspcmmblhty of seemg to the survwal and even
growthof the: entire household This responsiblhty could not havebecn more enoxmous cons1dermg
what survival for Blacks in thc Amergcap society mcant W']hdm Grier and Price Cobbs (1 968)
acknowledge in their pbychologlcal study of the Black psyche that:

This s every mother s task! Butthe Black mother has a more ominous
message for het child'and feels's more' urgenﬂy the need to get the
Message actoss. Thé ¢Hild must know that the ‘White world is




dangerous and that if he does not understand its rules it may kill him

(61),

Therefore, as the child struggles through growth, the black mother is there to guide his
steps so he may be aware of the ominous presence of the slave master, the lynch mob and the
present-day legal system. She had to teach her child to mask and repress his normal masculinity
and aggressiveness, lest these put his lifc in danger (Dance, 128). Thus, she carefully and effectively
initiates and prepares him to face a world that places him in a subordinate position.

Interestingly, black women novelists and writers; according to De Weever (1991),
continually depict the fatherless household with thic advantagesand disadvantages it entails for the
women, emphasizing the maternal relationshipsand minimizing the paternal ones asa part of the
reality of black life, where more households are headed by women than by men (135). It corroborates
Dance’s assertion that rather than being seen asa fallen Eve; who, as a matter of urgency; should
be destroyed before she corrupts and violates others~a view held in Black literature - Black
writers have instead paid glowing tribute to the black mother as a Madonna, bringing and énsuring
salvation to her children (125). Itis this perception of functioning as a succor and stabilizer that
black women have come to represent, especially in Black writings. This development is echoed by
Maggie Humm (1986) in Feminist Criticism, when she posits that:

In literature, by citing allegiance to their mothers, Black American women move

closer to African ancestry and away from the White dominated intellectual context

of American academia. Mother myths have a great power and are a continuing

part of many African cultures where motherhood is enshrined and tradi tionally

venerated (112).

| Ebele Eko (2005) shares in the above inviolable position, contending further that, “while
exposing the deep sufferings as well as the endurance and resilience of black women, these writers

celebrate their mothers and grandmothers™ (42).

This pride of place for the black mother can be summed up by Maya Angelou’s comment
mJel; . .

There 1s akind of strength that is most frightening in Black women. It’s asif a steel
rod runs right through her head down to the feet. And I believe that we have to
thank Black women... for keeping the Black family alive... (48).

In Caged Bird, the theme of motherhood remains quite topical. This is viewed not only in
respect of Angeloubecoming a mother at the youthful age of sixteen, but most importantly in the
three dominant women who, perpetuated her life: her mother, Vivian Baxter; paternal grandmother,
Mrs. Annie Henderson and of course, the acclaimed Stamps’ Black aristocrat, Mrs. Bertha Flowers.



These women all contributed in shaping Angelou in her march towards adulthood, and successful
survival in a harsh environment.

It is pertinent to undetscore here that whereas motherhood was usually associated with
domesticity and reproductive labour for White women in America between the 1940°s and 19607s,
for Black women and women of other racially oppressed groups, motherhood was tied and is still
being tied to'work i both the productive and reproductive sense. Elaborating on tnis idea, Patricia
Hill Collins (1994) in her study, “Shifting the Centre: Race, Class, and Feminist Theorizing About
Mothérhood™ offers the term “mother-work™ to actuially connote the need for racially oppressed
womeh to'work for the day to come, especially for one’s'children; those of the comniunity or
possibly for those yet tinborn (58). The focus here then is that Mother-work captures in essence
the inseparability of work from motherhood in racially oppréssed ‘and segregated communities,
and at the same time reduces the dichotomies in feminist theorizing which rigidly distinguish between
private and public, family and work, as well as the individual and the collective.

Collins” study also depicts how the White feminists dichotomous split of the public sphere
from the domain regrettably distinguishes one domain as “male’ and the other as “femalé” ina
manner that disregards black women’s realitics. Conversely, it is important to recognise that black
mothers have always worked in both spheres, in that black motherhood had always encompassed
work. Therefore, Angelou’s autobiographies highlight how racist capitalism drives black women
into poverty that is not only financial, but at times, equally moral. This is evidenced in Gather
Together in my Name, the sequel to Caged Bird, where Angelou writes about the problems she
faced as a working teenage mother, an unprofessional black girl to whom only the most menial jobs
were available. As Siphokazi Koyana explains in “The Ileart of the Matter...,” “the long list of
Angelou’s menial jobs which include those on the fringes of society, shows how false is the assumption
that working outside the home would liberate women from economic dependence on men” (2), an
assumption that was the main thesis of Betty Friedan’s groundbreaking book, The Feminine
Mystique, Bell Hooks holds the same position and remarks that the bourgeois assumption that -
working outside the home would bring women self-fulfillment did not take into account the nature
of the work and which often times is so demeaning (95).

Having appreciated the above; it would have been almost impossible for Angelouto work
tull time if she did not have her mother and community ‘othermothers’ to rely on, for assistarice with
childeare. This is so because the extended family in Black communities includes people outside of
kinship lines who show loyalty owing to a sense of obligation. The presence of these “othermothers,”
according to Collins, could account for Angelou’s ability to leave her son with different care providers
or [riends while she searched for a viable career in both Gather Together and Singin’and Swingin..
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N Snmlar[y 1t is acknowledged that the t:rad1tmnalfamﬂ“y qfructure m 1 the BTad\ commum‘qf/ in
America has its origin in Africa. According to anthropologist Niara %udarl\aba “in African
communities, marital and family stability arg not the same thing. Lineages, rather than married
couples, are the core around which the typical African extended family is built” (xxi). Arguing -
further, Suddrkgisa stresses that this form of family Orgdmzatmn happens o be one of the traditional
African retentions wlnd;;m‘z@ enabled the survival of ,ﬂwAfnmn*AmggW people inthe socially,
economically, and politically oppressive climate Qts‘AJﬂCEKEa Therefore, by demonstrating to us the:, .
traditional centrality ol ‘othermothers” in Black motherhood, Angelou challenges the Westetn notion: -
of auldfen ag property and demonstrates. the ‘importance of sharing one’s ¢hildren, with other
women in.the community. She also depicts quite clearly how African and Aﬁwmerxcw
communities have long realized that vesting onepemnwk tb@ full mmmxmlﬂy,af mothering !
not be wise. Henee; %kwm%am;« m}aﬁf other mothers.. . S vante g
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This role was t’é’é’bhlé‘té'tilé:fo 3t oﬁowmg the annuhmni of tht. St nbhrotis relahonbhlp :
of Angelou’s parents, as she and Bailey were sentto M§ (alittle town in Arkansas) to live with
their paternal grandmot ther, Mrs. Annie Hendf;‘g:sem J"h;:a isa pqlc Maly{gawg‘hcn laiuhes ony ,md 3
smks pedagogically amut btz i 1o bt et Jald

. Mot]wxhood 1*; a non-mdmduallstm cultural f“orce fhaf 1 not ba%d solely on
proqeénon, breedmg, or Prowdmg 1fumb Crs. It mcans a ;,ruat deal 1 r_nor L]
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Momfua H derson? dﬁ Cﬁbﬁd asa Stroﬂi;(:hqmcler who hves b}’ hcr ﬁm imen 1 ‘ mﬂgﬁeﬁgf X g
prmndcs sucugrio the distﬁessedf hﬂdren Althougl a blacR wornan in %imps %he_[hasiﬁc:ré&f)i
pOWer 2 and ownsa sumé*ss‘l‘ busmc;ss that g guaran tees hcr fihancial freedom Mary Tarie anton ’

(1 990) m hcr siuéy “Si 1ﬁ np Ja rthe Bl{ack MoIhg:r Mayd Angciou and Autobiographical (Snt’muny”
is appreclauve of this position and reveals that “asa selfn mad;, wom;mAhme Héhdeﬁon has the "
cconomic power o lend money to Whites. As a | practical Black wornan however. she i convinéed -
that Whites cannot bedirectly confronted” '(260). Recognising the place of Blag;kts in suchacharged
cmram;p@m, she. teaches the cb&ldmn to actaccording to outdated racial codes of hehaviour. , . -

P

*Tnasimilarvein, Mm*}f Burgher (1 979) sl oW the “Black motier's knowledgeahd
t'

T 2 1

endurancc of Amenca s racial 1ost1h!ty and v10k{1¢e are enVISloﬂéd as strt?ngthemng and motlvatmg
looTs with Whlch she prcpares ,éfé 01 ﬁer faé:c for seif-vsufﬁéléﬁf ﬁh‘ﬁ ﬁrﬁ&ﬁéuve’hvéjs”’( 115)."
Thus. for the black mothers, the protection and safety of the Black ¢ ity genuinely oceupy
- them as found in Black literature. In John Oliver Killens Youngblood, such motherly protection for
her son, Robby manifcsts quite clearly. Equally, thisis apparent in Richard Wright's “The Ethics of
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Living Iim Crow,” in whichhe fought back when attacked by Whites who left a long gashinhis.
neck. Fowever, instead of receiving sympathy; his mother beat himyand proceeded to lecture him
on the “Jim Crow’ W1 sdom" admormhln g him* never, never, undex: any condmons to ﬁght Whlte
folk@agaln”(fi) i DEEVERIRE Rt B 0 TRETRER £ 0 7 T PIGLINL A R riaeH - T
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The young Aﬁgetou;emnbers her gmndmmher mthls rolc,, agreemg, thax 1deep*broedmg- 1
love hung over evm‘yﬁimg she tom:hed"" (47). Furthermore, as Lymzm Hagen (1997) recalls, her
love of. Angekmif; unconﬁxttonal andm dtérmial (69) and steadily i impactson her graﬁdeh] ldren’s
ways of livi ng it in a segrc gated envuonment and also bemg realistic about thmr plaee as blacks in
the society, knowmg quite well that the Wh]le structure would not hesitaté to expressits displeasure
if they moved out of line. Even though, the youthful Angelou had frowned at this submissiveness,
espetiallyat being taunted by “powhitetrash” girls; Lupton points out that throughout the Caged
Bird Momnia Henderson, “represents to Angelou both'strength and weakness, both generosity -

and pumshﬁteﬂt both aﬁet:tlon and demial of affect1on"’(‘261‘) The same woman whose “gentle’ -

press ofhcf mug?h hand conveyed her own concern and’ asstirance to me (Maya)” (96), and’in
reply to Angelou’s questionif she lovéd her, thdt “God is Love J‘ﬂst Worry abou:t whether y‘ou re‘ e
being a good gil, then He w1]1 love you”’ (4’7) ‘ '

She isa woman of f{tibsfénce ‘whose store in Sté.mps is regarded as “lay centre of acﬁwtieé-‘ ek
intown” (5), especially by the Blacks, as they assemble o move and téturn from the plantations. Tt
is equally seen as the moral centre of the family. As Eko pointsout, “the grandmother in African-
American literature is the epitonie of resilicnce, survival and endurance: she is the matriarch of the
extended family, keeping them together by the power and dignity of her presence™ (21). Black

mothers as srg’m Ffed byMomma Henderson are therefore saddled wnh thel‘esptfmmbﬂlty ofhol dmg :
together, hot on1y the black famﬂy, but also the larg,er eommunny $

. Llizabeth Fox Gcnovese is forth commg, in hcr ‘study, dnd sees pameularly the txme Maya
spent under Momma’ s care m Stamps asthe ¢ core ofher ch]g[hood and n'nphcltfy, asthe weﬂ Spring
of her adult identity” (230). In the absence of her blological mother, Momma steppe& inta guldefj" ’
her through that particular stage of her life, and even the town, after recognizing themas “harmless
(children) respanded to them by closing inaround usas a real. mo{hex embraL.eS a stranger s thld,
warmly butnot too fmmlmrly" (7) In ﬂ}dt way thcy blended and became part of the conmmmty S
l]feand&cmfi‘tﬁ il , it gt art T

As earherm«)gmsed chxldhood autobmgmptncs carmot be dlSmlSSGd \mth awave of the )
hand. I‘hlq is s0 because the importance of the influences such a child faces in the quest for growth. .




would definitely impact on the child. Iagen buttresses the point that the systematic segregation and

racism that Angelou observed and endured as a child, and the traumatic rape she suflered cannot -

be dismissed lightly or even perhaps considered as inconsequential in heroverall development
(12). Richard Coe submits that these autobiographies emanate from families “with a strong element
ol emotional imbalance™ (140). In this case therefore, the rape of the child Angelou, initiateda
period of substantial cmotional stress. It is important to discover, however; that Angelou’s apparent
emotional imbalance was equally met by the strength of Momma Henderson who unconditionally.
gave the young child toughlove, and the stability to enable her rise from ashes, Speaking gloriously
on Black:motherhood, Hagen, observes that “without formal p;ycholggxcal counsellmg,, Momma
found someone to break through the self-un_posed sdcnce resultmp ﬁp{x} ghe chﬂd s rebponse to the
rape event (14) : ; '

The woman Momma ran to for help was st Bcrtha Flowers the acciaﬁncd “anstocrat "
of Black Stamps”who threw her alife line, This is the woman, Angelou reveals “‘was oncof the f
gentlewomen I have ever known and has remained throughout my life thﬂ mcasurc:‘ A
humanbeing can be” (78). This surrogate mother accepted young Angelou as an individual, not m .

relation 0 another person. Moreover, she ministers to Angelou’s growing quest for individuality by,

giving her books of poetry, engaging her philosophically about books, and most importantly
encouraging her to recite poems. This singular act of committing poems to memory, pondering and
reading them when lonely, simply enthroned in Angelou, a sense of power within herself, and as
sucha transccndence over her immediate environment.

Fox-Genovese posits in her study that “Mrs. Flowers joined the world of Stamps to the -
world of literature, embodied inher person the dreams that shaped Marguerite’s imagination. For 1.

Marguerite, uinder Mrs, Flower’s tutelage, formal education became salvation” (232): She did,; . |

proceed further; not just stopping at the delights, as it were, of liferature, but most importantlyin .
making her to recognize and appreciate the unending beautics and sense of black fi ulk culturc She
msmted that1 1gn0rance and illiteracy should not in any way be Coniused |

AS Angclou reca]lb in thc Caged Bzrd shc cnwurag:ed me o Tisten carefully to what ;
counlry people called mother wit. That in those homely sayings was couched the collective wisdom

of generations” (83) “Thus, Angelou’s “Lessons in Living” with Mrs. Flowers did primarily awaken’

her consciousriess, shaxpen her perspective 6fhér environment and also'ofthe rélationship betweén
Blacks and the latger society, and téach her something about the beauty and power of language.
Dolly MePhérson discloses that she was “emotionally and intellectually strengthened by this
friendship™ (44), and the effect being that she “begins to compose poetic verses and sing songs,
and to keepa bCI"dpbOOk journal in which she records her reactions to and impressions of people,
places and events, and new ideas that she is introduced to by books™ (44). Angelou's recording of
impressions of early life in Arkansas when she was barely nine years old attests to this. T e




Mrs. Bertha Flowers, therefore, imparted to Angelou language, the human form of
communication which distinctively sets humans apart from lower animals. Thus, words acquire
meaning by being spoken. Fox Genovese sums up by acknowledging that “Angelou represents
Mrs. Flowers as bridging the gap between oral and literary culture, between the Black community
of Stamps and Jane Eyre " (233). This is aremarkable achievement in the end for the woman who
helped bring Angelou, who sopped around the house™ “like an old biscuit”; out ofher cocoon and
began to speak. Mrs. Flower’s influence therefore cannot be underestimated. As Angelou captures,
“she made me proud to be a Negro, just by being herself” (77), and as such returned her confidence.

Angelou’s biological mother Vivian Baxter cuta different image to other mother substitutes,
like Momma Henderson, Mrs. Bertha Ilowers, and even grandmother Baxter. Vivian’s role in the
growth of her daughter in the text does not fully smack of motherhood but instead, of abandonment,
a crime their father Bailey Snr., was culpable of too. Having been shipped off with her brother to
Stamps at such a tender age, it was a shock and anguish to realize that their parents were alive, and
couldn’t know why they (parents) chose to send them away. As a matter of fact, this dominant
issue of'abandonment will turn out to be important in their young lives, as they are reclaimed and
shipped off by their parents several times in the course of the book. It remains one of the feelings
that really influenced their childhood, and also undermined their happiness in adulthood.

This absence and abandonment was to come to the fore when Bailey Sne. came and
uprooted them once again to St. Louis to see and be with their mother, whose exquisite beauty the
youthful Angelou couldn’t fathom. Angelou writes of her astonishment, “to describe my mother
would be to write about a hurricane in its perfect power. Or the climbing, falling colours of a
rainbow... she was too beautiful to have children” (49 - 50).

To her understanding, therefore, a woman as beautiful as her mother doesn’t really have
need for children: the reason for sending them away in the first place. This is the realization that
McPherson captures when she observes that Angelou’s mother, like “Bailey Snr. represents some
distant world unknown to Maya, Vivian Baxter’s world is equally foreign” (38), expressing that
“Maya’s  lively beautiful mother is bold, self-reliant, and unconventional”(39).

Even though she trained as a nurse, she fends for herself'and her children through liaisons
with an avalanche of live-in-boyfriends who provided the veritable necessities for existence.,
Disturbingly, it is this absence and abdication of motherly responsibility that created the leeway for
an cight year old girl’s exploitation. Writing in Women s Autobiography: Essays in Criticism,
Stephen Demetrakopoulus (1980) argues that for Mr. Freeman, who is always in the house waiting
for his woman who is not there, Angelou became a stop-gap, which he uses as an extension of the
mother to assuage his denied sexual urge (198), an action that was to mark the beginning of a crisis
inayoung girl’s life.




As the text develops, however, Vivian Baxter was to provide support for her young daughter
on discovering that she was pregnant; and churns out hosts of aphorisms as Angelou struggles with
life. In the Reproduction of Mothering, Nancy Chodorow (1978), argues that “Women identifiers
develop inidentification with their mothers and continue in relationship with them, real or imagined,
that is interdependent and empathic™ (44). This was reflective of Angelou’s relationship with her
mother; in that despite the earlier abdications, asit were, she came back to assuage, as she rightly
puts it; Angelou’s worries that she would crush her new baby if they slept together, “You don’t
have to think about the right thing. If you're for the right thing then you do it without thinking™ (246).

As Angelou returns from the European tour with the opera group, Porgy and Bess, in
Singin’ and Swingin’, she is confronted with the stark reality of looking after a growing young
man, Guy, who equally was developing his own personality. Angelou inevitably returns tomotherhood
and its attendant responsibility. Smarting from the feeling of guilt for having abandoned her sonin
pursuit of career evidenced in Singin’and Swingin’ Angelou resolved to be as close as possible to
her son. This is equally reinforced as she remembers that she had suffered the same parental
absence in childhood.

Itis important to recognise that despite her desxre to always stay close to her son, the
demands of carcer would always be there, a point Lupton discloses too when she opines that, *
The Heart of ¢ Woman the tension between mothering and working continues, but to a lcsscr
extent” (270Y;, as compared to in Singin’and Swingin’. This situation that gives rise to Angelou
occasionally leaving her son, and onone of such engagements in Chicago; shie was called with the
message that, “there’s been some trouble” (75), which clearly set her heart racing with fear that
something terrible could have happened to Guy. !

This incident which brings to the fore the issue of the protection and safety that motherhood
involves, demonstrates that Angelou was a good observer of Momma Henderson in Caged Bird.
Importantly also, is the fact that Angelou’s concern for her son before now had largely been an
internal struggle as could be seen when Guy was stolen in Gather Together. The one in The Heart
of a Woman smacks of Momma Henderson’s confrontation with the White dentist, Dr. Lincoln.
While Angelou was away in Chicago, performing, Guy had a face-off with a Brooklyn street gang
whose leader had accused Guy of beating his girlfriend, Susie, and threatencd to murder Guy.
Upon her return, she conironted the gang lcadcr J erry, swednn;, ;

[ understand that you are thc head of the SdVdBEb and you have an arrangement
withmy'son. I also understand that the police are afraid of you. Well, I came round
to make you aware of something. If my son comes home with aBlack eye ora -
torn shirt, I won’t call the police.

His attention followed my hand to my purse:




-+-As the text develops, however, Vivian Baxter was to provide support for her young daughter
on discovering that she was pregnant; and churns out hosts of aphorisms as Angelou struggles with
life. In the Reproduction of Mothering, Nancy Chodorow (1978), argues that *“Women identifiers
develop in identification with their mothers and continue in relationship with them, real or imagined,
that is interdependent and empathic™ (44). This was reflective of Angelou’s relationship with her
mother, in that despite the earlier abdications, as it were, she came back to assuage, as she rightly
puts it; Angelou’s worries that she would crush her new baby if they slept together, “Youdon’t
have to think about the right thing. If you’re for the right thing then you do it without thinking” (246).

As Angelou returns from the European tour with the opera group, Porgy and Bess, in
Singin’ and Swingin', she is confronted with the stark reality of looking aftera growing young
man, Guy. who equally was developing his own personality. Angelou inevitably retums to motherhood
and its attendant responsibility. Smarting from the feeling of guilt for having abandoned her son in
pursuit of career evidenced in Singin’and Swingin’ Angelou resolved to be as close as possible to
her son. This is equally reinforced as she remember.s that she had suffered the same parental
absence in childhood. N A

It is important to recognise that despite her desire to always stay closc to her son, the
demands of carcer would always be there, a point Lupton discloses too when she opines that, “in
The Heart of a Woman the tension between mothering and working continues, but to a lesser
extent” (270), as compared to in Singin 'and Swingin’. This situation that gives rise to Angelou
occasionally leaving her son, and on one of such engagements in Chicago, she wascalled with the
message that, “theré’s been some trouble” (75), which clearly set her heart racmg with fcar that
something terrible could have happened to Guy.

This incident which brings to the fore the issue of the protection and safety that motherhood
involves, demonstrates that Angelou was a good observer of Momma Henderson in Caged Bird.
Importantly also, is the fact that Angelou’s concern for her son before now had largely been an
internal struggle as could be seen when Guy was stolen in Gather Together. The one in The Heart
of a Woman smacks of Momma Henderson’s confrontation with the White dentist, Dr. Lincoln.
While Angelou was away in Chicago, performing, Guy had a face-ofl'with a Brooklyn street gang
whose leader had accused Guy of beating his girlfriend, Susie, and threatencd to murder Guy
Upon her return, she confronted the gang lcader Jerry, sweannf,

I understand that you are thc head of the Savages and you have an arrangement
withmy'son. L also understand that the police are afraid of you. Well, I came round
to make you aware of something. If my son comes home with a Black eye ora -
torn shirt,  won’t call the police. '

His attention followed my hand to my purse:




I will come over here and shoot Susie’s grandmother [irst, then her mother, then
I'll blow away that swect’ little baby. You understand what I'm saying? If the
“Savages” so much as touch my son | will then findyour house and kill everything
that moves, including the rats and cockroaches (83-84).

Lupton acknowledges this fear in the Brooklyn incident in her study, but argues that, “unlike
the internal complicates of Gather Together this one operates outside of the narrator, showing
Angelou as a strong aggressive black mother rather than a mother torn by self-doubt™ (270). What
Lupton contends here is that rather than sit and continue to play blame game and allow her imagination
to run wild, Angelou instead confronts squarely the problem and subdues the evil. This underscores
the fact that in The Heart of a Woman there 1s a depiction of a more stable and mature woman
determined to paddle her own canoe. These concerns, therefore, were a constant reminder of the
question of motherhood for the Black American. And as Angelou observes “the Black mother
pereeives destruction at ¢very door, ruination at cach window and even she herself'is beyond her
own suspicion” (36-37).

Jerry’s response ironically captures the very theme of motherhood that is dominant in her
autobiographics, “O.K.: Iunderstand. But for a mother, I must say you’re a mean motherfucker”
(84). Even at such strong protection from danger that the child is able to get from the mother, the
reality though is that it is not absolute. This realization played out near the end of 7he Heart of a
Woman, when Guy was senously mjurcd inacar acmdent. As she walks up to his hospital bed, she
lets out this tormented feeling:

‘Tlooked at my son, my real life. He was born to me when he was two months old,
and except for a year I spent in Europe without him, and a month when he was
stolen by a deranged woman, we had spent our lives together. My grown life
stretched before me, stifl as a pine board, in a strange country, blood caked on his
face and clotted on his clothes (263).

- Remarkably, the above scene not only goes to confirm the vulnerability of the child but most
importantly the mother’s inability to constantly shield the child from all danger. As events continue
to unfold, and with Guy on the path to recovery, it also marks a turning point, for Guy begins to
move to his own independence, separate from his mother. Similarly, Angelou starts to chart a new
life for herself.

Laying credence to the whole concept of motherhood in Angelou’s autobiographies, Stephen
Butterfield (1974), in Black Autobiography in America argues that “continuity is achieved by the
contact of mother and child, the sense of life begetting life that happens automatically in spite of all
confusion - perhaps also because of it (213). Therefore, the issue of motherhood enjoys high
profile attention in the study of Black literature, a point that Margaret Walker underscores in her
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study, “The Humanistic Tradition of Afro-American Literature”, elaborating on her belief that
“African-American literature is a reservoir of Black humanism. Tt is the standard bearer of the
values of freedom, peace, and human dignity. It is what America, Black and White needs” (853 -
54). : :

Itis pertinent to state, therefore, that the significance of motherhood is a unifying element in
Angelou’s aytobiographies, and that the interplay between mother and child creates thematic
continuity. For instance, while the end of Cuged Bird marks the beginning of Angelou’s life as a
mother, Gather Together relates her struggles as a teenage mother. InSingin’ and Swingin 'she -
traces the tension between her pursuit of success as an entertainer and the guilt she feels as a
mother who must leave her child to ensure a better future for both. In delineating her growthin The
Heart of a Woman, she becomes a wiser, more mature woman and mother, while in Travelling
Shoes, both Angelou and son are adults, and have established a healthy balance between dependence
and independence as she leaves him at the University in Ghana while she returns to the United
States.

CONCLUSION

As earlier underscored, racism remains the dominant theme in most Black literature, For
Angelou, there are certain social barriers that she must negotiate in her growth from childhood to
adulthood. These are obstacles she must confront and overcome in order to maintain a dignified
sense of self and relative freedom in the society. Unfortunately, White dominance intrudes on this
march, and so Angelou manifests necessary skills and learns vital lessons in courage and su.rvwal
She also opens her eyes to the fact that she belongs to thp oppressed class.




- WORKS CITED

Angelou, Maya. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. New York: Rzindbni House, 1970.
—. The Heart of a Woman. New York: Random House, 1981.

Burgher, Mary. “Images of Self and Race in the Autobiographies of Black Women”. Sturdy Black
Bridges: Visions of Black Women.in Literature; Eds, Roseann P. Bell, Bettye J. Parker,
and Beverly Guy Sheftall. New York: Anchor Presstoubleday, 1979: 107-122.

Butterﬂeld Stephen Blac kAutobzography mAmerzca Amherst Umver51ty of Massaehu&setts
Press, 1974. b fonifig A

Chodorow, Nancy. 7he Reproductzon nf Mothermg Berkeley Umverslty of Cahforma Press
1978..« ‘ e

Coe, Richard. When the Grass was Taller. New Haven: Yale Univefsify Press, 1984

Collins, Patricia ITill. “Shifting the Centre: RaeeLlass, and PemunstThoonmng about Motherhood”
Representations of Motherhaod Eds. Donna Bassin et al. New Haven: Yale Umvcrblty
Press, 1994 8. ciyraiat. ) fie 0 e S A Yo m ot T b foi]

Dance Daryl. “Black Eve or Madonna?” Sturdy Black Bridges: Visions of Black Women in
Literature. Eds. Roseann P Bell, Bettye Parker, and Beverly Guy Sheftall. New York:
Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1979:123-132. ;

De Weever, Jacqueline. Mythmaking and Metaphor in Black Women F iction. London:
Macmillan, 1991.

DemetraKopoulus, Stephen. “The Metaphysics of Matrialinearism in Women’s Autobiography:
Studies of Mead’s Blackberry Writer, Hellman’s Pentimento, Angelou’s I Know Why
the Caged Bird Sings, and Kingston’s The Woman Warrior”. Women's Autobiography:
Essays in Criticism. Ed. Estelle Jelinek. Bloomington: Ind1ana University Press, 1980:
180-205.

Eko, Ebele. “Struggles and Survival: Strategic Parallels in African and African-American Literary
Experiences,” 28" Inaugural Lecture University of Calabar, Nigeria, 2005.

Fox-Genovese, Elizabeth. “Myth and History: Discourse of Origins in Zora Neale Hurston and
Maya Angelou.” Black American Literature Forum 24.2 (1990): 221-235.




: -2 et | s i
R y. Deborah Whité. Ar'n ?7 man7 F'emale Slaves in the P!antarmn. 2.
WWNOﬂOﬂ 1985. ' S QAL AERTY

Hagen, Lyman. Heart of a Woman, Mind of a Writer and Soul of a Poel: 4 Crmcal Analysis
of the Writings of Maya Angelou New York: Umversﬁy Press of America, 1997.

Humm Maggie, Feminist Criticism: Women as (,ontemparary Crxtu..& Brlghton The Harveqter
PICSS 1986 SR gl eatdng s Gaked i aroanM ;"_',«» Haw o LS LI

ihd ba

Killens, John Ohver Youngbl()od New York Trldcnt 1975 B ROV e

sheaieh sl g an® L1550 Rel !L!&.'ﬂumft..,f;;;;ﬁ

Ladncr Joyce Tomorrow 5 Tomorrow The quek quan New York Anchor Book; ,1

LIRS ;

5?,‘ Ir4iisti

Lupton., Ma[y Jane “Smgmg the Black Mother Maya Angelou and Autobiographical Conhnulty
BlackAmerlcan therature F orum 24.2 (1990) 257 276

Qi LK

McPherson Dolly Order out of C hoas The Autobzographzcal Works of Maya A nge{ou New
York: Peter Lang, 1990.

.y IR
{ o2y o = ¥
2™ £ 105 ¢y a

3 W F ¥ 3as T g (e

Sudarkasa, Niara. The Strenglh oj Qur Mthers Afrzcan and Af{tcan Amerthn Women and
Famzlzes TTentonNT Afnca 'World Press 1996. , o

i x i kg v « T S FA
x;h L AT *\“,;‘.‘w»”».:.?’ W e

Wal ker Margarct “The Humamstu: Tradition of A fro-American Literature.” American Libraries

4(1970): 853 -854. 100 b ekl e e ety o,
£ A Eh i P enviag Ani "3’ i Grifeoban b U Aasid ™ Lt i
Wllhéﬂ Gm&rhnd?n@é Cobbs Blackfkagé NewYork Basreﬁéblss, 1[668 o
o4 b r”f”_/s‘“.f: TG aTA
SN 5 LR ! ind o s L 'ﬁ'?ii”bg‘a'}x’i 19535




