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Abstract 

This paper explores the theme of oppression in the selected poems of Maya Angelou: ‘Phenomenal 

woman’, ‘Still I Rise’ and ‘Caged Bird’ and how this oppression is rebelled against by the blacks.. The 

poems reveal the history of black people that is full of subordination, subjugation, slavery, 

marginalization and deep oppression. The two poems: the Phenomenal Woman and Still I Rise celebrates 

the womanhood which has had a very sad history in the African- American culture. The poems are a 

rebellious reaction to the stereotypical image of women long held. The Caged Bird on the other hand 

voices the cry of the black African- American culture which acted as the base for the thriving supremacy 

of the whites. The blacks endured pain, suffering and injustices and the only way according to Maya for 

the blacks to earn freedom was to sing of freedom and dream of having their rights. 
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 Introduction 

Maya Angelou, the great Black African-American poet, singer and civil right activist is known 

for her immense contribution to the American literature. “She was called "the black woman's 

poet laureate and her poems have been called the anthems of African Americans.” 
[1]

 She is 

the author of a series of seven autobiographies, the most famous being Why the caged bird sings. 

Maya had a tough childhood. Being sexually abused and raped by her mother’s boyfriend at the 

age of eight, she went into deep depression. Her culprit was put behind bars but only for a day 

after which he was murdered by Maya’s brothers. This left her mute for five years during which 

she believed “I thought my voice killed him; I killed that man, because I told his name. And 

then I thought I would never speak again, because my voice would kill anyone."
 [2]

 It was 

this hard period in disguise which shaped and nurtured her love for books and literature.  

Initially after working as a fry cook, sex worker and dancer in clubs, Maya rose to become 

the administrator for University of Ghana, editor for The African Review and consequently 

one of the most powerful black female writers in history. Her experiences made her stand 

for the injustices done to her community and especially for women who suffered  double 

oppression for being Afro- American and on top of that a female. Her poems are a result of 

her experiences. In the poem ‘Still I Rise’, she presents a black woman as the leader of the 
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movement and challenges the society’s setup. In the other poem ‘Phenomenal Woman she 

celebrates the beauty of the black woman challenging the standards set for beauty by 

convention. In the ‘Caged Bird’ Maya contrasts the freedom enjoyed by the whites to the 

oppression suffered by the blacks. 

The power structure in the poem ‘Caged Bird’. 

 The blacks have had a long history of slavery. The first African slaves were brought to Virginia 

in 1619. The treatment usually meted out to them was brutal and degrading. Whipping, beating 

and sexual abuse were common. Impregnating a woman was also a type of punishment. The 

whites treated slaves as their property crushing their identity by reducing them to a mere object. 

Freedom was a distant dream for them. It is this power structure and oppression that is depicted 

in the poem ‘Caged Bird’. The white’s supremacy flourished for hundreds of years. The blacks 

were forced to be servile and submissive. This poem is an extended metaphor showing how the 

structure of the society worked in the favor of the whites and how they lead an untroubled life 

whereas the blacks suffered miserably. The free bird mentioned in the very first stanza of the 

poem represents the whites who are free to leap anywhere they wish to and who “dares to claim 

the sky”. It shows how the whites had the audacity to own and govern the government unjustly. 

  Unlike the first stanza, the second stanza begins with ‘but’ preparing the readers for a 

contrast. The stanza presents a caged bird whose “wings are clipped and feet are tied”. The tone 

too changes drastically from being free, bold, satisfied and joyful to one which is sorrowful, 

unnerving and dark. Since the blacks were brutally crushed down they did not dare to see outside 

the world they were limited too. Their very identity and self-respect were clipped like the wings 

of the caged bird and their bodies were chained in slavery but their soul yearned for freedom. 

The image of the caged bird opening his throat to sing is symbolic of the blacks daring to hope to 

win their freedom someday. Although the attempt to sing of freedom is like a fearful trill because 

the idea of being free is unknown and distant to them but still they long for it. In the next stanza 

the poet says “the free bird thinks of another breeze…And the fat worms waiting on the dawn-

bright lawn and he names the sky his own”. This means that with passage of time the whites 

have claimed the sky and superiority over the other races and enjoy a life of comfort and 

opportunities of which the blacks are devoid. 

However with the passage of time, not only did the whites claim their superiority but the blacks 

too became expressive about their freedom. This is represented in the poem by the repetition of 
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the third stanza at the end of the poem again “The caged bird sings…for the caged bird sings of 

freedom”. Therefore although the blacks were in a state of oppression due to the stolen 

opportunities and the hatred they regularly encountered but the African-American race 

knew that it was necessary to have a voice and finally sing for their freedom. The condition 

was so worse that one overseer stated to the visitor “Some Negroes are determined never to 

let a white man whip them and will resist you, when you attempt it; of course you must kill 

them in that case."
[3]

. The atrocities faced by the blacks were very cruel. Not only were the 

blacks whipped but also their wounds were ordered to be burst out and rubbed with 

turpentine or red pepper. Slaves were punished for various reasons like breaking a law, 

working too slowly or for leaving the plantation without permission. Myers and Massy 

describe the practices: "The punishment of deviant slaves was decentralized, based on 

plantations, and crafted so as not to impede their value as laborers."
[4]

 

Branding of slaves for identification was another common practice. The aim was to reduce 

them to objects so they could never dare to think like humans.  The whites tried to justify 

slavery as necessary evil. They feared that total abolition of slavery would have  far more 

disastrous effects than continuation of slavery. In 1820, Thomas Jefferson, one of the 

Founding Fathers of the United States, wrote in a letter that with slavery:  

We have the wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one 

scale, and self-preservation in the other.
[5] 

  However the pent up frustration amongst the blacks did find an outlet. Finally the 

civil war that broke in 1861, led to abolition of slavery in America. The voice of rebellion 

grew so strong that whites were left with no option than declaring emancipation for the 

slaves. Maya in the poem ‘Caged Bird’ sowed the seed of rebellion in the form of freedom 

song because she knew the potential her community of African-Americans held within 

themselves. 

The Tone of Rebellion in ‘Still I rise’ and ‘Phenomenal woman’  

Although the black slavery had been abolished in America in 1865 but still it did not emancipate 

the African-Americans from racial discrimination they faced. The women faced even deeper 

humiliation and abuse since they were a victim of  both racial and sexual discrimination. Female 

slaves were treated as sexual objects by their owners. The breeding females were kept pregnant 
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to produce more slaves to sell. For example, in the 1850 Census, 75.4% of  "free Negros" in 

Florida were described as mulattos, of mixed race.
[6]  ‘

Fancy’ was the code word used for females 

who were trained for sexual use. Moreover the girls with light skin tone were preferred over the 

darker ones. It is this convention of fairness being equivalent to beauty that Maya challenges in 

the poem ‘Phenomenal woman’. 

Pretty women wonder where my secret lies. 

I’m not cute or built to suit a fashion model’s size 

But when I start to tell them, 

They think I’m telling lies. 

      In the very first stanza Maya confidently admits that she does not belong to the type which the 

society has deemed beautiful. Although she might not fit into the standards of beauty set by the 

convention but still the pretty women (could be white females) are amazed by her mystery. Her 

answer to them is that her mystery lies in every part of the body. Although her hips may be 

considered wider than the set standards of beauty but still she is proud of it. Not only this, her 

confident manner of walking too enhances her beauty. She declares at the end of the stanza that 

“I am a woman phenomenally. Phenomenal woman, that’s me.” These lines are repeated after 

almost all the stanzas to reinforce the confidence Maya has in herself being African- American 

female. She considers herself not only good but phenomenal. She states that she has the power to 

charm men who gather like swarm of bees around her. The fire in her eyes reflects her inner 

mystery which is not tangible. It makes men wonder what is it that makes them feel such about 

her but they are unable to comprehend her mystery. The speaker once again defines her beauty 

residing in her smile, in her breasts and in the grace of her style. She in the last stanza says that 

her head is not bowed because she is not ashamed of being a black rather she is proud of her 

body and celebrates every aspect of being an Afro-American. Maya by making such bold 

statements rejects fiercely the set patterns of beauty that deem only the white females as 

beautiful.  

      Similarly in the poem ‘Still I Rise’ Maya Angelou celebrates the strength of Afro-

American woman. It’s an empowering poem about the struggle to overcome injustices and 

prejudices. In the first stanza, Maya describes her condition and feeling as a minority: 

You may write me down in history 

With your bitter, twisted lies, 

You may trod me in the very dirt 
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But still, like dust, I’ll rise. 

In the lines above, the speaker challenges the whites that no matter how unjustly and 

bitterly they describe the black women in history, they would still rise above everything 

and anything. The idea is not to give up despite the ill treatment she receives from the 

whites. She questions the whites mockingly:  

Does my sassiness upset you?  

Why are you beset with gloom?  

'Cause I walk like I've got oil wells 

Pumping in my living room. 

The first two questions in the stanza are rhetorical as if the poet takes a pleasure out of 

upsetting the whites with her confidence and care-free attitude. Her tone is proud and 

serious and her will reflects “certainty of tides”.  Her tone is one of defiance when she asks 

her offender: 

Did you want to see me broken? 

Bowed head and lowered eyes? 

Shoulders falling down like teardrops. 

Weakened by my soulful cries. 

She through her words seems to say that whatever may her offender try to break her soul or 

crush her identity, she would not surrender and rise over and over again. 

The use of the metaphor of black Ocean in the last stanza can have several interpretations. 

The speaker claims to be a “black ocean, leaping and wide, welling and swelling I bear in 

the tide”. Here the black ocean might be representative of  the power and vastness and 

hence the speaker considers herself powerful in defying the patterns of the society. The 

black ocean could also be representative of the black race who has risen above the 

atrocities perpetrated by the whites on them. Thus overall, the ocean is a powerful symbol 

used by the narrator to describe her unflinching will power and confidence.  

Thus one can say that in the above selected poems of Maya Angelou, the note of rebellion 

is pervasive. She expresses herself confidently and takes pride in her race.  
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