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  Abstract 

The present research work takes into account the politics of racial in/visibility of Blacks in White 

dominated American society. Race is used as a mode of social hierarchy and identity formation in America 

which allows Whites to embark upon a superior pedestal as compared to Blacks in political, social, 

cultural, legal and economic milieus. The presence of Whites is visible and conspicuous in the society but 

the colored people are invisible and non-existent for the Whites. All the noblest attributes are attached with 

the Whites and they are also considered as the epitome of enlightenment; whereas, Blacks are 

stereotypically stigmatized as alcoholic, lazy, unintelligent and uncivilized in America and their merits are 

not applauded which generates invisibility syndrome. Multitudes of Blacks suffer from psychological 

trauma, emotional abuse, physical violence and economic instability if they try to get equal rights, to break 

the white canons and to surpass the whites. However, some of the colored people like Richard Wright and 

Maya Angelou stood against their oppression through their ceaseless resistance and defiance to earn 

respectable positions in the society. These dimensions are studied in this research work through the 

cardinal characters of Wright’s Black Boy and Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings with the help 

of Derek Bell’s Critical Race Theory as conceptual framework. By the in-depth probing into the two 

selected autobiographies, the readers are enabled to explore the insider’s view on the repercussions of 

penetrating racial discrimination and white supremacy in African-American society. 

 

Keywords: Race, Invisibility, African-American, Poverty, Resistance, Discrimination, White Supremacy. 

 
Introduction 
 

The present research explores racial discrimination, Blacks invisibility and its impact on the social, 

psychological, political, legal and economic milieus of American society. Racial discrimination is, in fact, 

distinction and classification of people on the foundation of biological and physical peculiarities as people 

adapted themselves according to their natural surroundings and environment which made some people 

lighter in complexion or darker “some taller, some shorter, some with curly hair, and some with straight 

hair” (Moore, 2007, p. xi). Numerous racially superior groups – light in colour and with sharp features – 

use it often either to have their hold or to maintain their powerful control on the people other than their 

race. For these white people, blacks were dark complexioned so invisible like darkness; therefore, they are 

liable to have no rights and meant to be marginalized. In the United States of America, this debate of 
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segregation and discrimination among various social structures on the pretext of race and politics is colossal 

and very complex where whiteness reigns supreme. “Racism therefore includes prejudice and 

discrimination as elements that help manifest it” (Franklin, Boyd-Franklin & Kelly, 2006, p. 11). In the 

past, it was not a coincidence that many Africans were captured and enslaved with chains and shackles to 

help the Americans in land plantation and various other pursuits. Hence, the concept of Americanness 

depends upon racial discrimination and racial invisibility which has constructed two separate identities of 

Americans and Africans residing in the same place. Living in the same society, this racial prejudice poisons 

their mutual relationships and Blacks engage in resilience and survival activities to get their natural rights. 

We get such glimpses through various characters and situations in African American Literature. “The 

construction of white identity, as well as black, brown, red, and yellow identities – and more recently, how 

„mixed-race‟ identities – are interrelated and interconstructed in the complex that we know as „American 

literature‟” (Lauter, 2010, p. 317). 

 

Multitude of writers have portrayed the issue of race meticulously and conscientiously in their fiction or 

nonfiction. Richard Wright is one of them who pinpointed the reverberation of race on his physical and 

psychological health in his autobiography Black Boy (1947) very candidly which forced him to move from 

one Southern town to another, getting education intermittently and doing odd jobs. In fact, the people of the 

white race belittle others as indistinct and invisible race out of prejudice and bigotry which has economic as 

well as psychological pressures and repercussions on the colored and conflicted race. Richard Wright‟s 

family also suffered from economic instability and psychological traumas. Initially, his family discouraged 

him to move independently and freely in front of white community but later on he had his own way through 

his world of racial segregation and cultural hegemony. After his attachment with American Communist 

party, he got anchor to stabilize his life and started writing various works. His well-known works are Uncle 

Tom's Children, The Outsider, Native Son and Black Boy in which the last two works are considered as 

classical works. “These powerful classics have helped shape the twentieth-century African American 

literary tradition” (Craven & Dow, 2011, p. 1). He wrote about the laborious existence of blacks in America 

and black transnationalism with his own experiences documenting his nation‟s contemporary history.  

 

The title of Wright‟s memoir, Black Boy, is significant because it is a generic name for a young boy of the 

African-American community that denotes and generalizes more or less the predicament of every 

individual of the black community. Richard Wright was conscious of his environment and society which 

was suffocating against which he resisted through different minor acts of rebellion. He was fully aware of 

racial differences as he mentioned it in his report on the Bandung conference in Jakarta, Indonesia, “I‟m an 

American Negro; as such, I‟ve had a burden of race consciousness” (1956, p. 13). Being fully conscious of 

his socio-political standing in that era, he became the true and powerful voice of many people who 

bemoaned their rootlessness, misfortunes and exile. The white writers in the beginning did not take 

seriously the writings of black authors but gradually these works got acknowledgement and acceptance 

from the masses. Richard Wright in his article “Blueprint for Negro Writing” (1937/1980) very rightly said 

that Negro writing established over a period of time two distinct factors: firstly, it was considered as a 

distinct and conspicuous achievement of its black author and secondly, it was declared as an outcry for 

justice from America by the blacks. 

 

Maya Angelou is another renowned black author of America. She has performed multifarious roles in her 

life to earn money and recognition: e.g, she has been a conductor, singer, film director, producer, dancer, 

actress, activist, writer and autobiographer etc. After the divorce of her parents in her childhood, she and 

her brother were sent to her grandmother who ran a grocery store. There Maya resorted to reading literature 

both of white and black writers. After her graduation, she gave birth to a son and to feed him, she indulged 

in various menial and illegitimate activities and jobs from which she was rescued by her brother. Later on, 

she joined Harlem Writers Guild after roaming about as a dancer, singer and director etc and having various 

experiences of racial differences and deprivations. She also wrote in different magazines. Then she wrote 

her first autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings which earned her a high repute in the literary 

circle and started her literary career both in prose and poetry which proved her a prolific writer. She wrote 

about double marginalization (being a woman and especially of black race), rootlessness, displacement, 
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cultural ghetto, identity crisis and sexual assault etc which lead her to become a survivor against odds 

having her own individual identity. Her “recurring themes include the role of the black mother, eternal 

nostalgia for home, racial wounds, racial freedom, sister friends, the call of Africa, the slave presence, 

black female sexuality, womanist values, dramatic confrontations, and accumulating wisdom” (Samuels, 

2007, p. 14).  

 

The title of Maya Angelou‟s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings is symbolic in which cage represents 

imprisonment of life, race, poverty, segregation, molestation and gender and like the bird she continues to 

struggle against these odds. Maya Angelou earned much kudos from people, writers and critics for writing 

her autobiography and inspiring others not to break under socio-political pressures of whites but rise out of 

ashes like Phoenix and not to surrender like a tamed bird in a cage.  

 

Literature Review 
 

America has a diversified culture because of multiethnic nations and identities, therefore, differences are 

visible among its people on the ground of color, race and geographical distance. The concept of race, 

floated by English people, juxtaposes the elements of superiority and inferiority which nullifies the concept 

of equality of human beings. According to Paul R. Lehman (2009), English considered themselves 

originated from Germanic people who were superior to other European nations because of being unmixed 

race. Therefore, English people were the superior race and were born to rule over others. Hugh A. 

MacDougall (1982) presented two myths in his book Racial Myth in English History on which Englishmen 

believed that they made them a superior nation. First myth hinted that English people used to live in Troy 

and second myth located their origin with the Teutons or Anglo-Saxons; hence, claiming their legitimate 

supremacy. So, this English hierarchy and hegemony is based on bigotry dividing people on trivial 

differences. Americans follow the same pattern to attain privileges and benefits. They have been 

legitimizing their rule over Africans who were brought to America on various contexts and were made 

slaves.  

 

African-American writers have written against slavery and racial hierarchy which underrate slaves and 

racially colored people as non-existent, inhuman or second-class citizens. In this context, Pierre A. Walker 

(1995) argued that this political stunt to subjugate blacks backfired when black writers retaliated with their 

own writings after getting emancipation. These writers vouchsafed that blacks are also human beings 

privileged to have equal rights. Such protests and political retaliation can be traced easily in the works of 

Richard Wright, Zora Neale Hurston and Maya Angelou etc. Walker says that Angelou‟s I Know Why the 

Caged Bird Sings highlights the everyday issues of racism, sexism and one‟s identity which direct to “a 

sequence of lessons about resisting racist oppression, a sequence that leads Maya progressively from 

helpless rage and indignation to forms of subtle resistance, and finally to outright and active protest” (p. 

93). 

 

The terms „blackness‟ and „whiteness‟ seem interconnected as opposite pair of each other. According to 

James Smethurst, in this binary opposition, slavery defined white freedom “with both categories enabling 

each other” (in Lauter, 2010, p. 563). Blacks were considered to be brutes, less moralistic and less educated 

without any capability to produce high quality literature whereas whites were deemed as humans, moralist, 

educated and enlightened beings. In those days, the emergence of a slave Phillis Wheatley as a great 

poetess caused much debate: some of the people appreciated her talent like Voltaire and George 

Washington etc and some people like Thomas Jefferson likened her and other black authors with parrots 

blindly following the whites without any comprehension. However, the myth of Africans as zero human 

beings was broken by Wheatley and the other black authors by their works and the supremacy of whiteness 

was challenged by them. Hence, there was a progression and movement “from slavery to freedom … from 

orality to literacy, from the margins to the mainstream, from common man to representative man, from 

mass man to individual, from a backward past to gleaming modernity” (p. 564). 



 

 

 

 

 

ISSN 2309-0081                             Akhter, Hayat & Saleem (2021) 

 
169 

I 

 

  www.irss.academyirmbr.com                                       March 2021 

 International Review of Social Sciences                Vol. 9 Issue.3 
 

 

R 
S  
S 

After abolition of slavery, many writers wrote poetry and slave narratives as a form of protest against all the 

privations in blacks lives. The works of W.E.B Du Bois, Martin Luther King Jr, Marcus Garvey and 

Booker T. Washington described the state of Africans in America and altered the socio-cultural perception 

of race. Amy Sickels writes that lots of people escaped from southern racial oppression to the northern 

areas in search of peace and prosperity. Similarly, many intellectuals, writers, artists and musicians etc fled 

to Harlem between 1920s and early 1930s and produced works against racial violence and poverty. Their 

huge number of works caused revival of black literature, art and music which was called the Harlem 

Renaissance. “Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, Jean Toomer, and Countee Cullen were all important 

writers of the Harlem Renaissance” (2010, p. 8). Even afterwards, many people continued migration to 

industrial zones in northern cities such as New York, Chicago, and Detroit resulting in the development of 

urban black culture and literature which propagated civil rights movement. This movement challenged the 

dominance of white culture and for the first time white mainstream American society paid heed to the 

voices of the marginalized. The aspirant blacks were admitted to various white universities as students and 

faculty members. On their protest against racism, many African-American writings were added in the 

curriculum of American Literature in these universities and African-American departments were also 

established afterwards. In 1970s, black female writers questioned the absence of black history in academia 

and they also developed black feminism as a rebuttal to English concept of feminism. 

 

In most of the patriarchal societies, women are considered as „others‟ and in American society, black 

women are more othered and marginalized living in male and white society. Joanne M. Braxton (1999) 

highlights the feelings of a female black autobiographer who seeks her own identity and independence by 

documenting her personal variegated life experiences. Her marginalized position performs the role of a 

catalyst to gain a self-aware and self-assured place in a racially charged society. By penning down about 

her maltreatment, she stands for herself, many women like her and her community. Maya Angelou 

discloses her life, unleashes her wounds and scars through a series of her autobiographies and becomes a 

representative voice of many around her doing their catharsis. “Her work speaks to the necessity of 

reflecting, remembering, opening, cleansing, healing, and, at times, issuing a warning” (p. 4). Ultimately, 

she takes step from an invisible position towards the status of a visible writer with the assistance of her 

resistance against abandonment, poverty, unwantedness, child abuse, racism and hostility. 

 

Toni Morrison is a celebrated novelist who very sensitively traces the impact of slavery and displacement 

on the African-American community. Abdellatif Khayati (1999) in his article "Representation, Race, and 

the „Language‟ of the Ineffable in Toni Morrison's Narrative” points out the expertise of Morrison in saying 

the unsaid, attempting the unattempted and unveiling the veiled occurrences from a female perspective. She 

fought against the stereotypical representation of black community and presented a genuine cultural 

representation of her community in her narratives. 

 

Fear surrounds the characters of Richard Wright‟s works as they deal with the stereotypes of white 

supremacy. Sarah Turner (2009) in “An Insatiable Hunger: A Literary Analysis of Richard Wright's 

Autobiography, „Black Boy‟” throws light on Wright‟s tale of determination and hope in Black Boy. 

Throughout his life, he suffered from scarcity of food, affection and acceptance in his surroundings. This 

insufficiency in various aspects of life grew in him an undiminished hunger for knowledge and he started 

writing many works. In “De/Constructing White Supremacy: Contending Antipodal Politics in Richard 

Wright's Native Son (1940)”, Niyi Akingbe and Emmanuel Adeniyi (2020) highlight the reason of some of 

unpleasant incidents occurring at the hands of black community: namely, the murder of Mary Dalton by 

Bigger in Native Son. They trace the root cause of such violent action to the dubious superiority of whites 

and inferiority of blacks which engenders turmoil, shame and suffocation among blacks who react in 

unpleasant manners. 

 

This brief review of literature paves way for the study from the lens of race and racial prejudices in 

American society of a few renowned Afro-American writers. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 

This is a qualitative study having text based analysis with the support of Bell‟s critical race theory. 

According to Derek Bell (2005), Whites support minority rights only when it is in their interest otherwise 

they cannot witness the growth of Black community. Bell discusses about the initiation of Critical Race 

Theory, its orientation and criticism on it in “Who‟s afraid of Critical Race Theory?” He assesses various 

phenomena to trace out segregation of people and distinction on the base of colour. One of the phenomena 

is the IQ level test of the blacks which was higher than their white counterparts which disturbed the whites 

on one hand and established the intelligence of the African Americans on the other hand to prove that they 

survived the 200 years of inhuman slavery because of their smartness which shook the myth of white 

superiority which was unacceptable for the whites. Bell argues further that history has witnessed many 

racist outrages whenever the whites found out some successful episodes and winning stories of the 

ascendancy of blacks. He refers to nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when thriving blacks in the field 

of farming or business were harmed by the white pressure groups: e.g. KKK (Ku Klux Klan) burnt fields or 

lynched and raped blacks. In this context, Eric Foner (2015) situates his opinion very rightly that the 

African-Americans who succeed to earn moderately were the most „offensive‟ blacks because Klan could 

not bear the progress of the Negroes. Bell continues the historical trajectory that at first, whites denied such 

callous incidents and later they compensated for these deeds but it was noticed that more Negroes came 

forward to have claims for their losses which was not a healthy sign for the whites as it depicted 

consciousness of the blacks for their equal rights. In the present times, the dislike is more targeted at the 

learned, skilled or a meritorious black person who claims for a good job and resists against menial jobs and 

the title of a thief, thug or an addict as well. Such persons are ignored and treated with frowns by the white 

colleagues; hence, they try to make them invisible and unnoticeable for the state and for themselves 

because the competent blacks reversed the concept of black mediocrity. So Critical Race Theory discusses 

about the “struggle against racism” (Bell, 2005, p. 898) and penury which is described through various 

narratives with “frequent use of the first person” (p. 899); it favors egalitarianism but assaults at the system 

of law which deprives the coloured people of their civil rights. The black voices including Critical Race 

Theorists combat through their words to show „antisubordination‟ to the whites. This scholarly resistance 

condemns the social injustice and incompatibility of laws for the marginalized, commodified and 

subordinated colored people. They strive for the implantation of all-inclusive approach in the society for all 

the genders, races and classes. The concept of race talks about the deprived minorities so the “racial 

problems be viewed from the perspective of minority groups rather than from a white perspective” (Farber, 

1994, p. 904). This change seems plausible to expose the real face of the authorities who hid the psychic 

disorders, mental stresses and economic privations of those Africans who were forcefully made slaves for 

plantation etc, converted to Christianity, stopped to use their language, to learn English language for 

communication but not to the level of proficiency which might bring them on the equal status to the English 

speakers. 

 

Analysis and Discussion 
 

This research work deals with Richard Wright‟s Black Boy (1947) and Maya Angelou‟s I Know Why the 

Caged Bird Sings (1997). These African American authors have highlighted the issue of race and all its 

entanglements in American society through their writings and have given vent to their dislike for this unjust 

phenomenon.  

 

Richard Wright’s Black Boy 

 

In Black Boy (1947), we see that poverty and scarcity of food was the driving force for Richard‟s family to 

move from place to place which generated an element of unsettledness and restlessness in Wright‟s 

temperament. The strictness of rules made by his family members was a bitter episode in his life. Two 

incidents spoke volume of rebellious inclination of the author which was the outcome of deprivations, 

hunger and fear. Once he fired his home unintentionally with some broom straws when he was snubbed not 
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to make any noise because of his sick grandmother and on another occasion he lynched a cat on the 

suggestion of his father who was just pestering his son. His mother beat him fearing perhaps he would 

become a criminal or a murderer and might harm himself and his family. Bloom traced out the root cause of 

his impulsive behavior in these words: “It is clear from the beginning that the profound anger and 

frustration Wright experienced under the influence of hunger, fearfulness, and all manner of deprivation his 

family faced, manifested themselves in explosive and violent acts” (2010, p. 12). The socio-economic 

insecurity he faced in his life after his father abandoned the family and the uncertainty and instability in his 

family life when his mother got sick and could not feed them so they were sent to an orphanage for some 

time but later the family sought shelter with their grandmother, aunt and uncle. In addition to private 

misfortunes, Richard Wright combated also the racial tension he received from workplaces to the public 

library from which he was barred. Furthermore, he presented the bleak picture of the black southern 

sharecroppers like his father which was akin to the lives of former slaves in the past. 

 

In Black Boy, Wright felt disoriented by some of the blacks who were mentally castrated by the white 

dominance to the extent that they were in favour of status quo and white supremacy. It permanently 

affected his psychology and he got stuck in the colors scheme and racial stigma since his childhood which 

generated confoundedness and later aggression in him. His mental stress in his childhood was visible 

through his dreams and imagination when his mother beat him on his firing home: “Whenever I tried to 

sleep I would see huge wobbly white bags … suspended from the ceiling above me. . . I could see the bags 

in the daytime with my eyes open and I was gripped by the fear that they were going to fall and drench me 

with some horrible liquid” (1947, p. 13). The white bags are symbolic of white race which forces him to 

observe color dichotomy of white and black since a very tender age. His innocence was tarnished by the 

misconduct of the elders as well as the whites. His condition was symbolic of the same befuddlement of his 

community over the demoralizing routine. He felt oppressed in a dichotomized world where whites ruled 

freely over blacks due to their fair complexion. While journeying to his Aunt Maggie and Uncle Hoskin in 

Elaine, he tried to quench the thirst of his queries from his mother about his complexion and unequal 

treatment from the white community. His mother responded uneasily that he was not black but colored 

person because of his mixed ancestry of African and Native American. He would never be equal to whites 

even if he was not a Negro. Then, he pledged in his heart with himself that he would live a life of a colored 

man and if some white person ever tried to kill him just like others, he would pay him in the same coin. In 

the beginning, he scuffled physically but later he fought through his words and authorship to make his 

recognition in the white world.  

 

His uncle, Mr Hoskin, proved a father figure to him who pampered him and provided him with plenty of 

eatables with a large house. He ran a saloon which was running lucratively. His uncle was murdered by a 

white man because he coveted for his uncle‟s profitable business. All the family members got scared 

because justice would not be dispensed to them and their lives were also under threat. The boy who broke 

this news stopped Aunt Maggie to go to the saloon. He said, “They‟ll kill you if you go there!...White folks 

say they‟ll kill all his kinfolks!” (p. 48). Richard‟s happy days were over by this incident and he gasped at 

the atrocity of the whites who could not see a flourishing black man in business. His uncle was threatened 

many times earlier with his life and was asked to leave the place but he wanted to stay some time longer 

here to amass more wealth for a new start in his life. The body was not handed over to the family and there 

was no funeral and no burial ceremony for his uncle. They could not claim uncle‟s assets but fled from 

there to save their lives to the grandmother‟s home. Richard felt “white terror” (p. 48) with intensity and 

helplessness also as the family could not fight back this savagery. 

 

At the age of 17, Richard started a job of a porter at a white clothing store where he saw daily the brutal 

acts performed on the blacks but he ignored. A few white boys behaved very well with him when they saw 

that his bicycle was punctured on which he was delivering objects but when he declined their offer of a 

drink without calling them „sirs‟, a boy threw a bottle at his face which injured him. The white boys asked 

him to be careful next time while having interaction with the whites. One day, his boss enquired him about 

his solemn attitude which was different from other blacks who were jovial and made whites smile. On 
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which he said, “Well, sir, there‟s nothing much to say or smile about” (1947, p. 159) and got fired from his 

job as he did not behave stereotypically and showed semblance of independence and self-respect. 

 

In Memphis, he found a job at an optician‟s shop. The attitudes of whites with him here was comparatively 

cordial but in their hearts they still considered him and other black men with disdain as entertainers. 

Richard mentioned a Southern black boy Shorty who was elevator operator. He was a sensible man and 

lover of books but in the presence of the whites he would debase himself to the level of a clown to entertain 

them just to get money. It again refers to the menial works which is given to the blacks and less amount of 

money they earn force them to do such disgusting acts. One day, Olin, Richard‟s foreman, egged on 

Richard and another worker Harrison to fight with each other “you stab him before he gets a chance to stab 

you” (p. 208) on which Richard felt hatred for the white man but he controlled over himself with patience 

and refused. “I don‟t want to fight for white men. I‟m no dog or rooster” (p. 210). After a few days, both of 

them consented to fight for five dollars each. All the white men in the factory were happy and the boys 

fought intensely and felt ashamed of becoming puppets or animals by their white masters. Richard felt 

debased as there was no difference between him and Shorty and he could not recover from this insult as it 

was the habit of the whites to have quarrels between the Negroes just to enjoy their fights. This is an 

extremely dehumanizing episode which Richard reluctantly depicted in his work to narrate the overall 

brutal behavior of the whites to the blacks. It led him towards reading more books from library by using a 

white man Falk‟s library card and sharpening his potentialities of a writer. This incident at one side 

introduced us with a good white man but on the other side highlighted this fact that blacks were not allowed 

to read books from the library which was the prerogative of the whites only. It refers to the racial 

bifurcation which kept blacks to a large extent uneducated, underfed and exploited. “The black American‟s 

racial segregation and identity crisis problems have resulted from racial issues such as ill-treatment, 

starvation, illiteracy, exploitation, degradation and oppressions” (Al-Subari, 2020, p. 25). 

 

Richard Wright‟s mother, Ella Wilson Wright, is a very strong character who is somewhat learned but is 

seen as cooking all the time for her white neighbours. She taught in a school before marrying his father. In 

different instances, she is sketched as a worldly wise woman who beats Richard to keep him on the right 

path and caresses him also when she is happy with his actions. She singlehandedly grew up her two boys by 

working at low-income jobs when her husband left them in lurch. She not only symbolizes hardships of life 

through her loneliness and ailment but also perseverance and resilience through her undaunted persona 

which is infiltrated into Richard‟s personality. “Poverty and racism prevent Ella from receiving the medical 

care she needs” (Bloom, 2010, p. 24) but she never stopped shielding her children from misfortunes and 

racial invisibility. Richard recollected that his mother once stopped him from fighting with white boys 

fearing for his life by “telling me that I must never fight white boys again, that I might be killed by them” 

(1947, p. 72). This incident and many more like this represent his mother‟s unprecedented love as well as 

fear of racism for her boy who is struggling to make his position in a white dominated society. His mother 

introduced him with the literary world and he used it as a vehicle to self-actualization as he freely wrote 

works and established his independent identity. Initially he faced multiple barriers in his way but later he 

was acknowledged as a mouthpiece of woes of African American people. “A system that was designed to 

crush Wright ironically produced one of its most powerful critics as well as one of the most powerful 

voices in twentieth century U.S. literature” (Felgar, 2000, p. 61). 

 

Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 

 

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1997) garnered great ovation and eulogism from critics and people at 

large as “monumental memoirs of inspiration, celebrating life and encouraging survival” (Barnwell, 2009, 

p. 133). It turned a new leaf in black consciousness of „black femininity‟ and the nobility of southern black 

amidst harrowing racism, slavery and peonage. Maya vouchsafed her insecurity since childhood through 

various channels. Her parents divorced when she was three years old and parceled her and her brother 

Bailey – four years old – to their grandmother Annie Henderson (Momma) in 1930s who managed to run 

the only store in the black area of Stamps and became a strong figure for Maya. Both the kids suffered from 

abandonment and rejection first from their parents and then from white society. Their migration and 
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dislocation may serve as a metaphor for Africans forced migration and displacement to America. Barnwell 

says that travel motif is taken from slave narratives. Hence, Maya‟s autobiography is rich with multi layers 

of race, slavery, poverty, loneliness and abandonment etc. 

 

In the prologue of her autobiography, she described Easter congregation in church where she felt distraught 

because her dress did not present her as a beautiful white girl with blue eyes and long straight blond hair 

about which she dreamt often. “I was going to look like one of the sweet little white girls who were 

everybody‟s dream of what was right with the world” (p. 2). She could not sing poem properly out of her 

suppressed feelings and rushed out of church ridiculously peeing, crying and laughing at the same time. 

This is the prevalence of racial segregation, racial invisibility and distinct standards of beauty set by the 

Whites which affected the psyche of children mercilessly to the extent that they disown their own Black 

identity as ugly and wish to be identical with the privileged white race. Maya Angelou gradually evolved 

herself out of the binary world of black and white, male and female.  

 

Maya was very excited on her eighth class graduation ceremony like other students. Maya depicted the 

building of her school without any garden or lab and it was in dilapidated condition quite contrary to white 

community‟s school. The writer through minute details of the building was pointing out the prejudiced 

mindset of the white authorities. Anyhow she was on seventh heaven as she stood first in her class out of 

sheer hard work but her enthusiasm faded when a white man came to address the lot. Mr. Edward Donleavy 

boasted of his role in the improvement of a white school named The Central School which was also 

meaningful as the central position was bound to be given to the whites only. The new scientific equipment 

for laboratory was provided to them so that they could become scientists and astronomers like Edison or 

Galileo but for the boys of the black school he suggested that they would become good athletes. On this 

announcement, many students felt discouraged but more despair came on Maya as girls were not mentioned 

at all by him to avail any chances of professional growth in life. It was crystal clear that the white speaker 

uttered his racially bigoted thoughts as for him good professions were taboo for blacks and black girls were 

completely invisible for him and his society. Every black person in the ceremony felt suppressed and Maya 

lamented that “if my brother wanted to become a lawyer he had to first pay the penance for his skin by 

picking cotton and hoeing corn and studying correspondence books at night for twenty years?” (1997, p. 

179). Afterwards, Maya‟s class fellow Henry gave a valediction speech inspiring to all of them to make 

their own destiny according to their dreams and charged them up by their national anthem. He was 

successful in dispelling the white man‟s verdict against them. He displayed resistance against racial 

oppression and revived everyone‟s spirits including Maya‟s who regained her hope, confidence and pride 

for her community. 

 

An incident of visiting a white dentist Dr Lincoln proved very humiliating for Maya whom she had to visit 

with her grandmother due to her two cavities as there was no black doctor nearby. Dr Lincoln was one of 

those people whom Momma gave loan during the time of Economic Depression for their survival, 

therefore, she brought Maya to him thinking he might give her proper treatment. They crossed the bridge 

between the two communities and enter the white community. Her grandmother took her to the back door 

of the dentist‟s home which was used for the servants and other tradesmen. With her physical pain, Maya 

bore emotional shock when a white girl was surprised to look at two of them with surprise and kept them 

waiting for more than an hour for Dr Lincoln. This was another blow to Maya when doctor said that he 

would not “treat colored people” (p. 188) and as it was his policy he would “rather stick my [his] hand in a 

dog‟s mouth than in a nigger‟s” (p. 189). This doctor represented all the white folks who treated blacks 

inhumanely. Maya was dehumanized by this racist but her grandmother stood beside her. She took her 

twenty five miles away to a black doctor for her treatment only after getting ten dollars as interest to her 

loan which was paid by Dr Lincoln previously. In this way, she took revenge of her and her 

granddaughter‟s defamation. Maya was really impressed by the resilience and love of her grandmother. She 

learnt from her that one should face the circumstances to get out of them wisely and never be discouraged 

by atrocities of others. 
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Bailey Johnson Jr., the elder brother of Maya, is very supportive and protective towards his younger sister. 

One day, he returned home quite pale and shocked as the racial hatred and violence mugged him of his 

innocence and his brain teemed with many confusing queries about “the humorless puzzle of inequality and 

race” (p. 198) about which he wanted answers from his elders. A drowned body of a black man and the 

casual laughter on it of a white man arose trepidation and traumatic feeling in him for the survival and 

identity of other colored people under the white supremacy as the life or death of blacks seems trivial to 

them. “It is apparent that he has no sympathy for the dead man or the Black race. The smile on his face 

indicates that he is enjoying the whole gruesome scene” (Carwell, 2008, pp.19-20). On hearing this 

incident, Grandmother and uncle got concerned and Momma decided to take both the children to their 

mother Vivian in California for their mental health and physical safety. They would have to migrate from 

Stamps again for their survival. Maya wrote deftly about her brother‟s exposure to racial community 

besides her own gruesome happenings in life. Their grandmother arranged for their travel and lived with 

them for enough length of time to be settled there. Maya compared her grandmother and mother and found 

out that both of them are the survivors in their own ways with the help of their positivity to survive in a 

racially discriminated society. Their invisibility was turned into visibility by going through many harrowing 

challenges in life. Both of them ran their businesses skillfully and adroitly managing racial threats.  

 

Maya suffered through several abominable incidents that taught her about white prejudice and bigotry. Mrs. 

Viola Cullinan was her first white employer who called Maya as “Mary” for her own convenience and to 

show her upper hand. Maya was enraged but she could not leave her job because Momma would not like it. 

So after consultation with her brother Bailey, she broke her fine china crockery which tore apart her 

artificial gentility and she called her haughtily as “clumsy little black nigger” (p. 110). Later she wanted to 

be a streetcar conductor but her mother told her that “they don‟t accept colored people on the streetcars” (p. 

266) on which she felt great indignation. Her mother stood by her and gave her optimistic note to win her 

fight with resilience against racial segregation. Maya visited the office of the company many times and the 

receptionist was quite surprised at her resilient presence in the office. On various other occasions, she was 

treated like an invisible existence but Maya showed perseverance, met some Negro organizations for the 

help and kept on coming to the office which ended in her victory. “On a blissful day, I was hired as the first 

Negro on the San Francisco streetcars” (1997, p. 270). Maya was the first black girl who got this job but 

she was given quite odd hours for her duty sometimes quite late at night and sometimes very early morning. 

Overall her work experience made her more mature, open-minded and stronger than her class fellows. 

According to Walker, “Attaining the street-car conductor‟s job becomes not only a victory for civil rights, 

as a result, but also a personal victory for Maya‟s sense of self” (in Bloom, 2009, p. 23). At last, her 

personal maturity and self-actualization grew in equilibrium with her mother and grandmother‟s self-

sufficient attitude. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Both the Southern writers, Richard Wright and Maya Angelou, share the similar past with the recipients in 

their autobiographies. Both of them belonged to the broken families and shifted from one parent to the 

other over specific time period. They presented their Odysseus quest for intellectual, emotional and 

psychological freedom and equality of rights without any discrimination of color, race and ethnicity. Their 

mothers and grandmothers supported them but Richard‟s grandmother was not very enlightened like 

Maya‟s who shielded her against adversaries and helped her growing intellectually. “In contrast to Wright‟s 

grandmother, who banished from her house the schoolteacher Ella for telling the story of Bluebeard to 

Richard, Grandmother Henderson is quite friendly with „Sister‟ Flowers, both women secure in their sense 

of self and their mutual respect” (Kinnamon, 2006, p. 105). They got good grades from their educational 

institutions but were treated badly by their white employers. Both the writers raised voice against racial and 

cultural disharmony but the male perspective towards racial invisibility and then struggle to shine against 

odds is more specifically treated by Richard Wright and the female standpoint is projected by Maya 

Angelou. In addition to all the minuses for the blacks in the community, Maya referred to sexism as another 

ordeal to deal with for female in the society which was also reinforced by Toni Morrison, Alice Walker and 
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Zora Neale Hurston in their works. Richard faced hostility and invisibility from whites except few instances 

of humanity from white persons. Gradually, he overcame his fears of racial discrimination and poverty to 

proclaim himself as a writer who used his communicative and writing skills to document the plight of the 

colored people to disclose to the world and blacks‟ resilience to survive with equal human rights later on. 

 

To conclude the whole discussion, social relations between white community and black community are 

compartmentalized based on racism. Every race has its own identity according to classification based on 

color, eye shade and physical features. White and black people both have their separate identity markers 

according to their origin and ethnicity. White identity is represented through „blue eyes with white 

complexion‟ which Maya earnestly desired to adopt and black identity is stereotyped with „yellowish eyes 

with black complexion‟ which she wanted to discard to be tagged as a beautiful girl. Due to this identity 

demarcation, both white and black people play their stereotypical roles: one is the role of dominating 

authority, power and wealth and the other is subjugated inferiority, slavery and poverty respectively. The 

hegemony of the dominating white class in social, cultural, political and legal affairs remained 

unquestioned for centuries. However, the situation is quite optimistic to some extent presently and 

transitions can be traced out in social milieu by the advent of a few learned African American writers who 

are breaking stereotypes, displaying their individual characteristics to the whole world and writing back to 

the White community for their civil rights and their voices are being heard as we have witnessed it in the 

memoirs of Richard Wright and Maya Angelou. 
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