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Abstract

The paper offers an analysis of Maya Angelou’s autobiography | Know Why the
Caged Bird Sings, published in 1969 as an expression of some of the major ideas of
the black feminist movement and a precursor of the contemporary #MeToo
movement. The argument is that Angelou’s autobiography verbalizes several major
concerns of black feminism and the #MeToo movement, thus drawing attention to
group experiences through a personal account. Furthermore, Angelou’s narrative is
also considered a part of a broader tradition of African American women’s
autobiographies, with a special emphasis on Angelou’s reappropriation of the genre. It
is argued that she uses her autobiography to speak for all the oppressed through a
personal account, similar to contemporary #MeToo activists and public testimonies of
sexual abuse. The theoretical background is provided by the works of well-known
black feminism theoreticians, activists and critics such as Angela Davis, bell hooks,
Patricia Hill Collins, Joanne Braxton, Tarana Burke, etc. An attempt is made to trace
the tradition of “silence-breaking” across several decades: starting from one of the
central ideas of the 1968 protests, Angelou’s autobiography as a forerunner of the
black feminist movement and the contemporary #MeToo initiative. Maya Angelou’s
narrative is considered both as a medium of speaking out about and against abuse,
racism, segregation, gender oppression, as well as a literary masterpiece with a
peculiar and powerful style — even termed “literary autobiography” by some critics, in
line with both the black feminist tradition and contemporary feminist initiatives and
efforts directed towards (self)empowerment.

Key words: Maya Angelou, black feminism, African American studies,
American literature, #MeToo.

* Aytop 3a kopecrionnenujy: Ana Kormh Crankosuh, ®unozodeku pakyser, hupuna u
Meroauja 2, 18000 Huru, Cp6uja, ana.kocic@filfak.ni.ac.rs

© 2021 by University of Nis, Serbia | Creative Commons License: CC BY-NC-ND



974 A. Koci¢ Stankovié¢

KAJIA ITULE Y KABE3Y ITIYCTE CBOJ I'JIAC:
AYTOBUOT'PA®UIJA MAJE AHBEJIOY,
HPHU ®PEMHUHU3AM U ITIOKPET #METOO

Arncrpakr

Pan npencrasmpa untame ayrobuorpaduje Maje Anhenoy ,,3HaMm 3amITo NTHLIA Y
KaBe3y meBa“ o0jaBibeHe 1969. romuHe kao HM3paza HEKHX OJl HAjBAXKHHUjUX HIEja
LpHOT heMUHHM3MA U MPETXOAHUILY caBpeMeHor mokpeta #MeToo. ['aBHa Te3a je ma
HaBeJeHa ayToOHorpaduja McKasyje HEKe OJ TVIABHHX HJeja LPHOT (EeMHHU3MA H
nokpera #MeToo jep Kpo3 JMYHO HCKYCTBO OINHCYje M cKkpehie MaXmby Ha HCKyCTBa
yuTaBe Tpyne xeHa. Takole, ayroouorpaduja Maje Anljenoy ce mocMaTpa U Kao 10
mupe Tpaguiuje ayrobuorpaduja appoaMepuuKMX ayTOpKHM a IoceOHa Haxma
HpHUaje ce HEHOj YIOTpeOr OBOT KIbIKEBHOT jkaHpa. Hamme, Anhenoy kpo3 cBojy
ayrobunorpadujy npukasyje He caMo COIICTBEHO MCKYCTBO, Beh W roBOpH y MMe CBUX
KOjH Cy MPOIUIH KPO3 CIMYHE TpayMe, Oaml Kao M aKTUBUCTKUIE Mokpera #MeToo
KpO3 CBOje MCIIOBECTH O NPETPIUbEHOM HACHJby. TEOPHjCKHM OKBHp 3aCHHBA C€ Ha
YBH/IMMa YYBEHHX TCOPETHYAPKH LPHOT (eMHHHM3Ma, aKTHBHCTKHIbA M KEGHIKEBHUX
kputn4apku, momyt Anhene [lejpuc, Oen xykc, Ilatpmme Xwun Komwmue, Iloan
Bbpekcron, Tapane bepk, u cn. [TokymaBamo aa TpaauIyjy ,,IpOroBapama 0 TpayMu*
UCIIPaTHMO Yy TepHoJy OJ HEKOJIHMKO JeleHuja, oj mporecta 1968, mnpexo
ayrobuorpaduje Maje Anhenoy koja je NpeTXoaMiIa NPHOM (EMUHHCTHIKOM
nokpery y CAJl, cBe 10 caBpemeHor mokpera #MeToo. AyroOuorpaduja Maje
Amnbhenoy pa3marpa ce U Ka0 MEAWjyM KOJUM C€ Pa30TKPHBA M KPUTHUKYje CEKCYaTHO
HACHJbE, pacu3aM, Cerperanmja, poHe mpeapacyae, ajai 1 Kao KBHKEBHO PeMEK-1IeJ10
MICaHO OCOOEHNM WM WMIIPECHBHHM CTHJIOM (HEKM KPHUTHYapH Ha3WBajy OBO JAENO U
,KEIBIDKEBHOM ayToOHorpadgujoM™) y ckiamy ca TpaaulujoM HpHOT (eMHHHU3MA U
caBpeMeHUM (PeMUHUCTHYKIM HHHULMjaTHBaMa YCMEPEHHM Ka CaMOOCTBapemy.

Kibyune peun: Maja Anljenoy, nprau pemunnzam, Adpoamepruke cTyuje, AMeprdKa
KibHKeBHOCT, #MeToo.

INTRODUCTION

The work of Maya Angelou?, an African American writer best
known for her autobiographies, poems and political activism is character-
ized by a strong personal note, but also by her remarkable public influ-
ence. On the one hand, her writing is firmly rooted in the female African
American literary tradition and the activism of the 1960s and 1970s; on
the other hand, it strongly resonates with the present moment and con-
temporary issues and movements. This is why this article considers her
first autobiography published in 1969 as a link between the female tradi-
tion in African American literature, the era of protests which started in
1968, some of the basic tenets of black feminism and the contemporary

1 Born Marguerite Johnson, 1928-2014. She was the first African American female
poet invited to recite her poetry at the Presidential inauguration of Bill Clinton in
1993, the second ever poet after Robert Frost in 1963 to be awarded such an honor.
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#MeToo movement. As one of the most important demands of the 1968
protests was for the voices of the oppressed to be heard, a highly popular
book on breaking the silence about a personal trauma seems like a fore-
runner of more contemporary forms of expression on social media and
elsewhere, directed towards exposing violence and celebrating survivors.
Angelou’s autobiography | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (hereafter
cited as CB) is appreciated and read as a peculiar case of genre reappro-
priation in which a mode conventionally used for portraying an individual
is used to voice a collective experience, thus creating a community of fel-
low-survivors very much like the #MeToo movement of the 215t century.
Furthermore, an attempt is made to trace some of the major ideas and
concepts of both black feminism and the #MeToo Movement in Ange-
lou’s book and create a critical dialogue stretching across several genera-
tions up to the present moment.

ANGELOU AND WOMEN'’S ACTIVIST MOVEMENTS
Black Feminism in the 1960s and 1970s

Angelou’s writing and activism have often been connected with
the concerns raised by the proponents of black feminism, although her
first autobiography precedes some of the most important writings by
black feminist critics. Nonetheless, the themes she deals with in her books
mostly fall within the scope of black feminism and its area of interest and
activism. It is also possible to trace a connection between Angelou’s au-
tobiography and contemporary activism directed towards empowering the
survivors of sexual abuse.

One major distinguishing feature of the black feminist movement
has always been “the convergence of race, class and gender oppression,”
i.e. the emphasis on the mutual conditioning and interconnectedness of
these points of discrimination for the African American women in U.S.
society (Collins 2002: 4). Consequently, a significant portion of African
American women’s writing illustrates the racism and discrimination Afri-
can American women had to face, and Angelou’s testimony of growing
up in segregated America is no exception. At one point, she describes the
segregation as so complete and unequivocal that she even doubted the
very existence of white people: “I remember never believing that whites
were really real” (CB: 25). By her own admission, Angelou wanted to
deal with the detrimental effects of racism, sexism and poverty on her life
using the medium of memory (Braxton 1999: 7).

The power of self-definition is another important concern of black
feminist activism. The quest for identity and self-validation in African
American literature and culture stems from “the 1960s ideology that pro-
moted cultural and racial self-discovery and self-awareness as well as the
celebration of blackness” (Williams 2009: 72). Whether it entails finding
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a voice and speaking out, or examining mutual relations of black women,
the oral and written traditions of African American women, or the strate-
gies for improving self-valuation, self-definition is a major step in the
process of de-victimization and challenging, deconstructing, decoding
and re-coding negative stereotypes (Collins 2002: 97-121).

Rape, violence and sexual abuse have been common themes in
both African American (women’s) literature and black feminism, given
the socio-historical circumstances from the earliest periods of American
history, including the practice of institutionalized rape and its twofold
purpose: fortifying a master’s absolute physical and psychological domi-
nance over his (female) slaves and securing him profit from the sale of
the slaves’ offspring. Angela Davis’ (1983: 177) well-known thesis that
sexual coercion as an expression of a racist ideology was in fact a “weap-
on of mass terrorism” has been reiterated by many feminist writers be-
cause it emphasizes the connection between two oppressive ideologies:
racism and sexism. bell hooks (1982: 52-3) further develops this idea,
claiming that years of unpunished sexual abuse of African American
women contributed to “a devaluation of black womanhood”, promoting
the controlling image of the Jezebel — a negative stereotype of black
women as promiscuous and “fallen” women. Therefore, few authentic
preserved slave narratives that testify of rape were among the pioneering
female narratives in which the victims finally had their voices heard.

Contemporary Contexts: the #MeToo Movement

An important thread that connects Angelou’s autobiography, black
feminist movement(s) and contemporary contexts is empowering the vic-
tims by hearing their voices and their sides of the story. In our contempo-
rary society, speaking out against sexual abuse and harassment has taken
center stage, especially in social media. A popular social media hashtag
#MeToo, the phrase initiated by African American women’s rights activ-
ist Tarana Burke (Mendes, Ringrose & Keller, 2018: 236), has come to
stand for an entire movement against the abuse of (male) power, attract-
ing thousands of followers (of all genders) around the world. According
to her own testimony, Burke, herself a survivor of two sexual assaults,
found Angelou’s book a source of comfort during difficult times as it re-
minded her that “she was not alone” (O’Brien, 2018). Burke coined the
phrase in 2006 with a twofold purpose of warning the public of an almost
everyday presence of sexual violence in the lives of (especially) women
of color, and empowering the survivors “through empathy” (Ohlheiser,
2017). In 2017, Hollywood actress Alissa Mylano turned the phrase into a
viral Twitter hashtag #MeToo thus initiating a series of confessions of
mostly female victims of sexual violence usually perpetrated by men in
positions of great power. This resulted in numerous accusations, court
cases and verdicts against sexual predators all over the world, bringing
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down some very powerful Hollywood officials and public figures (File-
born & Loney-Howes, 2019: 4). Some authors describe the snowball ef-
fect of dozens of accounts of sexual abuse in Hollywood and elsewhere as
a “whisper network” (Jaffe 2018: 81) which started from individual hush-
hush reports, but became a widespread action-oriented, vocal and global
movement which has brought down many high-powered executives.
What is more, new reports and accounts are constantly emerging, as sur-
vivors’ stories continue to encourage more and more people to come for-
ward. The fact that the primary focus of the #MeToo movement is on
sexual abuse, a notion inevitably connected to gender issues, makes it
somewhat different from the black feminist movements in the previous
century which highlighted the interplay of race, gender and class as the
decisive factors of discrimination. However, many contemporary authors
also point out the importance of race and class in the contemporary con-
texts, especially bearing in mind the fact that the phrase itself originally
came from an African American activist, but only became viral and uni-
versally popular when it was used by famous rich white women to de-
scribe their experiences (Fileborn & Loney-Howes, 2019: 6).

The whispers have grown into loud cries for equality similar to
Angelou’s silence growing into a powerful account of a personal experi-
ence which has been an inspiration for many generations of young wom-
en to come. The most important result and the greatest victory of the
#MeToo initiative is, however, enabling the victims to become survivors
— “renaming” itself was a particularly powerful and empowering symbol-
ic gesture — who can speak freely of their traumatic experiences and be
sure their voices are heard all over the world. The fact that many survi-
vors of sexual violence chose to share their stories finding both comfort
and support in their mutual traumatic experiences, while at the same time
opening an important public debate with tangible repercussions for the
perpetrators makes this movement one of the most successful and most
important ones in recent history. This achievement very much resembles
that of their 1960s and 1970s counterparts, (black) feminist activists, who
opened both public and intellectual debates on the discrimination of
women of all colors, ages and marital statuses and managed to make that
subject an ever-present concern in all spheres of human existence.

The initiator of the #MeToo movement emphasizes that the entire
idea is about including as many different people as possible, transcending
gender, color, or any other barrier, focusing on the survivors and claiming
agency (Rowley, 2018; Brockes, 2018). In their study, Mendes et al.
(2018: 238) report of a woman who started to identify herself as a femi-
nist only after sharing her #MeToo story on social media; and report their
findings that “solidarity often transforms into a feminist consciousness
amongst hashtag participants, which allows them to understand sexual vi-
olence as a structural rather than personal problem.” This shows a con-
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nection between a personal traumatic experience, the ability to talk about
it, and a sense of connectedness to other humans with similar experiences
enabled by the process of silence breaking. Angelou’s narrator goes
through a similar experience — she manages to break the silence and tell
her tale of survival, and in the process becomes a spokesperson for other
survivors as well, thus uniting the personal and the collective. At one
point, she announces that intention when describing a typical segregated
Southern town: “The answer must be the experience shared between the
unknowing majority [they] and the knowing minority [you]* (CB: 20).
The idea of bridging the gap between the “unknowing majority” and the
“knowing minority” can also be considered as one of the key intentions of
both the black feminist and #MeToo movements. bell hooks (1989: 43)
insists on “women finding a voice” as a key black feminist concern. This
is in line with both Angelou’s autobiography and the #MeToo movement
which place the utmost importance on the very act of speaking from the
position of an active subject and on being heard (and believed).

Another important issue connected with the survivors of abuse
speaking up and finding their voice is finding the proper language to
share their stories and experiences. Angelou’s narrator goes through a pe-
riod of silence after which she emerges ready to tell her tale of survival.
The very act of writing an autobiography is an effort to articulate one’s
memories and find the proper language to do so. Tarana Burke (Brockes,
2018) also draws attention to this when explaining the effects of the
#MeToo movement she inadvertently started:

“When | first started Me Too, young people had no language to
talk about this. And that’s something I’ve seen change; young
people have a way to talk about it now. Hearing the words ‘rape
culture’ doesn’t seem foreign to them.” (Burke in Brockes, 2018)

Some authors identify this as the “power of storytelling”, i.e. the
idea that, once told and articulated, negative and traumatic experiences
become a means of liberation (Villacorta 2019: 65). Thus, the former vic-
tim is transferred into a position of control, even resembling the Emer-
sonian ideal poet — “the seer” and “the sayer”, and, we might add, the
survivor.

ANGELOU'’S AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND (SELF-)EMPOWERMENT
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Angelou wrote seven autobiographies but I Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings remains her most often quoted, best-known and most critically
acclaimed work. The title is a verse from Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poem
Sympathy (1899) which metaphorically represents the desire of his Afri-
can American ancestors for freedom, be it physical freedom, or the free-
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dom of self-actualization. Angelou herself expressed her intention to
write a story that resonates with the collective experience, rather than
merely a personal account: “When I wrote | Know Why the Caged Bird
Sings, | wasn't thinking so much about my own life or identity. I was
thinking about a particular time in which I lived and the influences of that
time on a number of people” (quoted in Gilbert 1999: 105).

The book recounts the story of Angelou’s fictionalized child-
persona Marguerite Ritie Johnson from her earliest childhood memories
up to the age of 17 and the birth of her son. The central spot of the auto-
biography is occupied by the account of the rape she had suffered at the
age of eight by her mother’s partner at the time, a man ironically called
Mr. Freeman. Throughout the book Marguerite struggles to find her own
voice, as well as her place in the society of both her African American
peers and within a broader U.S. context. It is a coming-of-age story, but a
very brutal and violent coming of age, accompanied by a number of wor-
ries and concerns she had to face, many of them directly related to the
color of her skin: from physical violence, various manifestations of rac-
ism in everyday, educational and social contexts, teenage pregnancy, a
lack of education and work opportunities, up to the idea of self-definition
and empowerment, and the successful survival of a childhood trauma.
What made the book extremely popular is the fact that Marguerite’s deep-
ly personal experience was also the experience of many young African
American girls, and also, in a way, an echo of the group experiences of
their African female ancestors taken by force to America and subjected to
physical and psychological violence.

One peculiar quality of Angelou’s book comes from the fact that it
is told through a double-voiced narration. Many critics (see for example,
Gilbert or Braxton 1999) notice that some parts of the autobiography are
filtered through the perspective of a child slowly coming to awareness of
herself and the world around her, whereas other parts are comments and
afterthoughts of a grown-up Maya who has obtained a sort of a post-
traumatic wisdom and knowledge of the world through experience. The
book begins with an insecure narrator child-persona and ends with a
grown-up narrator nursing her own son. This could also be interpreted as
a powerful metaphor for the writer’s proverbial “firstborn child” — a book
that is both a testimony of survival and a successful attempt of articulat-
ing one’s own voice. The path that Angelou’s fictional narrator takes very
much resembles the experiences and outcomes of both black feminists
and #MeToo activists: moving from the state of silence and the position
of the object to that of an active “sayer” and survivor.

Early on in the book, Angelou establishes a pattern based on the
dynamics between the two narrator voices: first we see the situation
through the eyes of innocent younger Ritie, who, just like the lamplight in
her grandmother’s store gives “a soft make-believe feeling to [the]



980 A. Koci¢ Stankovié¢

world,” (CB: 7) and then we hear a comment from a grown-up Maya who
paints the picture of harsh reality without any embellishment. Thus, in
Chapter 1, it is Ritie who describes the cotton-pickers in the morning as
filled with hope, “touched with the supernatural”, whereas in the after-
noon, grown-up Maya reveals “the harshness of Black Southern life,” be-
cause she “had seen the fingers cut by the mean little cotton balls, and
[...] had witnessed the backs and shoulders and arms and legs resisting
any further demands.” (CB: 8-9) Angelou succeeds not only in producing
an effective narrative pattern but also in using it to represent both the de-
velopment of her narrative self and the condition of the people in her
community. This resonates with some of the major ideas of black femi-
nism and the #MeToo movement as will be discussed further.

Silence and Silence Breaking

Although finding one’s own voice is one of the major concerns of
feminism in general, black feminism is rather focused on being heard,
moving from the state of “being object to being subject” (hooks 1989: 33-
4). The subject-object distinction here is, of course, the post-colonial the-
oretical concept pertaining to the state of transition from the state of pas-
sivity — object — to the state of active doing — subjectivity (Ashcroft et al.
2006: 201-2). As previously mentioned, the notion of articulating the sub-
ject’s own voice is also often described as central to the African Ameri-
can tradition in literature (Gates 1988: 239). The #MeToo activists also
emphasize agency and “being heard” as the key goals of the Movement
(Brockes 2018). Black feminist critics often draw attention to the fact that
a lot of discriminatory behavior stems from within the African American
community itself, e.g. the church. As hooks (1989: 23-4) points out, Afri-
can American girls were usually not discouraged from speaking, but were
seldom actually listened to and heard — their voices were considered to be
irrelevant, and any kind of backtalk was discouraged and punished. Both
in private and in public spaces (the church, for example), men were the
ones encouraged to speak, whereas women had to go through a long pro-
cess of struggle for recognition and under those circumstances acquiring
one’s voice was considered to be “an act of resistance” (Ibid.: 12). Ange-
lou’s fictional narrator goes through a similar experience, except that the
direction is different — after the rape, she goes silent and although she is
pressured to speak, even ostracized from her immediate surroundings, she
refuses to speak until she feels ready. Partially motivated by the guilt she
feels over the death of her rapist, presumably inflicted by her uncles, she
suppresses her voice fearing it might bring about someone else’s death.
Instead of speaking, she focuses on listening and reading and manages to
find beauty in the sounds of other people speaking or in the words she
reads on paper. Ultimately, just like the titular caged bird, she conquers
her state of captivity by releasing her voice. What is more, her point of
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view also becomes a basis for a “group-based, collective standpoint”, i.e.
the idea that individual experiences that happened to many women also in
a way shaped the collective standpoint of an entire oppressed group (Col-
lins 2002: 24). In other words, she speaks for all of them, generations of
rape victims, thus helping to break the silence of all the “caged birds.”
Angelou’s repurposing of the autobiography genre so as to reflect a col-
lective experience besides a personal one can be seen as a sort of precur-
sor of Tarana Burke’s “community-based approach to healing,” directed
towards creating “a built-in group of people who automatically gets you,
who automatically believes you, who automatically wants to hear you.
That’s the wildfire of it” (Rowley 2018). One of the purposes of the
#MeToo movement is to focus on the individual who will voice the prob-
lem and concerns shared by many, so this dialectics between the personal
and the collective in which an individual articulates a group experience is
something that Angelou’s work has in common with contemporary activ-
ism.

Promoting black people’s silence by the church is introduced early
on in the book when children are taught to pray to god to help them “put a
bridle” on their tongues (CB: 7). As mentioned earlier, talking back, or
simply talking, was not encouraged in children, especially female chil-
dren and they were indoctrinated from the earliest age, both by the family
in the private space, and by the church in the public space to “know their
place” and not to overstep the boundaries imposed by their surroundings.
Angelou effectively uses her grown-up narrator’s voice to express what
she feels to be a collective strategy employed by the African American
community in the South, condoned by the black church, of rejecting
“whiteness,* and with it, the values associated with the segregated South-
ern society:

“They basked in the righteousness of the poor and the exclusive-
ness of the downtrodden. Let the whitefolks have their money and
power and segregation and sarcasm and big houses and schools
and lawns like carpets, and books, and mostly — mostly — let them
have their whiteness.” (CB: 131)

Yet, the discernible tone of irony reveals the narrator’s, and, argu-
ably, Angelou’s opinion that such a strategy is ineffective and contributes
to keeping the status quo in the society: in other words, the silence of the
oppressed works in favor of the oppressors.

Silence becomes a key word in the description of the most traumat-
ic event of her childhood. After being raped by her mother’s partner,
Marguerite decides to remain silent and not to speak to anyone but her
brother. The scenes describing the rape exhibit the above mentioned char-
acteristic of Angelou’s writing: the episode possesses a dreamlike quality,
so that at certain points the reader is almost uncertain as to whether it is a
factional or a fictional account. This could be interpreted as the author’s
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own way of dealing with a personal trauma, and a means of informing the
readers that the experience was so horrible that it was difficult to find the
adequate language to describe it. Mary Vermillion (1999: 59) identifies
this notion as “negation of the body,” a syndrome common in rape vic-
tims who, in order to protect their psyche from the detrimental conse-
quences of the rape, often resort to denying their very physical existence
during the act of rape, building a sort of alternate consciousness. Angelou
here translated the post-traumatic behavior into a literary style. However,
the scene also follows the previously mentioned rhythmical pattern of
narration that Angelou establishes from the beginning: after a sequence
told in “a soft make-believe [...] whisper” what follows is the harsh reality
of pain and suffering described in vivid detail: “I thought I had died...”
and foreshadowed in the chapter prior to the rape in which Mr. Freeman’s
molestation is compared to “the inside of a freshly killed chicken” (CB: 7,
73, 78). The traumatized victim manages to find the words to describe a
horrible crime committed over her body and her mind and resorts to the
power of metaphor. Again, it is possible to draw a parallel between Ange-
lou’s book and #MeToo activism: the previously mentioned social media
“whisper network™ also in a way represents a covert way of telling one’s
story to the whole world (survivors are sometimes protected by their so-
cial media pseudonyms and the relative anonymity they provide), but also
a powerful tool for producing specific political and legal consequences
for the perpetrators.

It is significant that the rape was committed by an African Ameri-
can man, her mother’s partner, and that the punishment he received in
court was almost minimal. It is, however, implied, that he was punished
by being beaten to death by Marguerite’s cousins. What contributes to her
decision to remain silent is the education she received in her early child-
hood. She feels that she had lost her place in heaven, blames herself for
what happened and is unable to bring herself to publicly accuse her at-
tacker: “T had sold my soul to the Devil and there could be no escape. The
only thing I could do was to stop talking to people other than Bailey”
(CB: 87). It becomes clear that her religious education which discouraged
public speaking affected her way of thinking and at least indirectly drove
her to silence. She also realizes that words have the power to condemn
and blames herself for having enjoyed the cuddling prior to the assault,
mistaking it for a normal expression of fatherly love. Angelou was at
times a target of severe criticism for having included the rape scene in her
narrative. Her response was that she “wanted people to see that the man
was not totally an ogre” (Moore 1999: 53), i.e. she wanted to warn any
potential victim that it is not always easy to identify a potential attacker.

One important characteristic of her silence is that it is also, at least
partially, a deliberate choice and a strategy of dealing with the traumatic
experience, as explained earlier. Her self-imposed silence enables her to
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focus on her inner life as well as to become more connected to the people
around her. She spends her time reading Shakespeare and other classics
and listening to people, thus becoming more sensitive to the world around
her until she ultimately manages to find her voice in writing. She learns to
listen to the sounds of spoken language around her, which makes her
come into closer contact with her own community. Like Zora Neale
Hurston, her predecessor and another important African American female
writer, she listens to and collects various dialects and sayings of the Afri-
can American vernacular. She realizes “That in those homely sayings was
couched the collective wisdom of generations” (CB: 100). Extensive
reading and listening to other people also make her more sensitive to the
communicative function of language. Thus, her written account can be in-
terpreted as an act of empowering the (former) victim, an act of rebellion,
resistance and endurance, a deeply human act, but also an individual
voice coming from the multitude of collective experience.

When it comes to spoken language, Angelou explicitly mentions
the importance of the black vernacular for the education of young African
Americans: “In the classroom we all learned past participles, but in the
streets and in our homes the Blacks learned to drop s’s from plurals and
suffixes from past-tense verbs. We were alert to the gap separating the
written word from the colloquial” (CB: 226). She makes a distinction be-
tween the demands of formal education and the everyday context empha-
sizing the necessity to codeswitch and, similar to Hurston (1934), recog-
nizing the importance of the black vernacular for the expression of black
authenticity. Furthermore, this is in line with one of the original intentions
of Tarana Burke when coining the famous phrase — creating a specific
language, a specific phrase that would connect all those who survived
through similar life circumstances.

Angelou approaches the subject of silence on several other occa-
sions as well. In Chapter 25, Maya quotes an old saying: “If you ask a
Negro where he’s been, he’ll tell you where he’s going,” in order to illus-
trate the African American collective strategy of telling partial truth or
avoiding to fully disclose the information asked (CB: 194). She explains
this as one of the consequences of a prolonged period of slavery during
which it was often unwise to talk. Therefore, slaves and their descendants
adopted silence and telling partial truth as protective strategies: “Thus di-
rect denial, lying and the revelation of personal affairs are avoided” (CB:
194). This is a stylistic approach called “masking”, also defined by Zora
Neale Hurston in her autobiography and analyzed by Henry Louis Gates,
Jr. as a literary strategy of “signifyin(g)” (Werner&Shannon 2011: 244).
Gates (1988: 131) uses the examples of Hurston and Walker to illustrate
this literary trope, focusing on the notion of “revision [that in Walker’s
novel] manifests itself as a literal representation of a protagonist creating
her self by finding her voice, but finding her voice in the act of writing.”
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This is exactly what Angelou’s narrator achieves with her story told in
writing. What sets the #MeToo movement survivors apart from Ange-
lou’s fictional persona is the insistence on unmasking the violence perpe-
trated by those who grew up and, often thrived, in a system based on vio-
lence, by using overt, rather than covert narration.

CONCLUSION

The importance of Angelou’s first autobiography in the context of
(African) American literature and for contemporary (black) feminist ac-
tivism is manifold. Her autobiography can be read as a powerful personal
testimony of survival and endurance, as well as an individual story that
tells a collective experience, a part of a communal legacy. Transforming a
deeply personal and extremely painful experience into a work of art, be-
ing able to find one’s voice after a long period of silence and using si-
lence as a strategy for survival are all means of self-assertion and self-
liberation, which are some of the major concerns of (black) feminism.
What is more, through her own liberation, Angelou manages to liberate
and empower others who have been silenced. Angelou’s goals are often
appropriated by the #MeToo activists as the goals of the Movement.
Thus, her personal effort and account provide means of survival not only
for an individual, but also for an entire group of those who were discrimi-
nated against based on their skin color and their gender, which is a major
legacy of both black feminism, the 1968 protests and the #MeToo phe-
nomenon. Angelou’s work can also be seen as a link between the 1968
legacy and contemporary feminist and activist movements focused on
breaking the silence and enabling voices of the long-oppressed to be
heard. She bravely challenges and exposes the racism and hypocrisy of
the segregated South, as well as the shortcomings and delusions within
the African American community itself: “The Black female is assaulted
in her tender years by all those common forces of nature at the same time
that she is caught in the tripartite crossfire of masculine prejudice, white
illogical hate and Black lack of power” (CB: 272). A silent young African
American girl who manages to transform her silence and her pain into a
means of speaking up against abuse everywhere, Marguerite becomes a
powerful metaphor for the strength of individual efforts to change the
world for the better. Angelou’s double-voiced narrator makes a transition
“from being ignorant of being ignorant to being aware of being aware”
(CB: 272), which can also be considered a major goal of black feminism
in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as of the contemporary #MeToo move-
ment: raising awareness among people and identifying and exposing pat-
terns of discriminatory and violent behavior in our everyday lives, while
celebrating surviving individuals.
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KAJIA IITULE Y KABE3Y ITYCTE CBOJ I'JIAC:
AYTOBHOI'PA®UJA MAJE AHBEJIOY,
HOPHU ®PEMUHU3AM U IIOKPET #METOO

Ana Konuh CrankoBuh
Yuusepsurer y Hurry, ®unozoheku daxynrer, Cpouja

Pe3ume

Pan npeacrasipa untame ayrobuorpaduje Maje Anhenoy ,,3HaMm 3amTo NTHLA Y
KaBe3y meBa“ o0jaBibeHe 1969. roguHe Kao M3paza HEKUX OJ HajBXHUjUX HIeja Ip-
HOT (peMUHM3MA M IPETXOJHUILY caBpeMeHor mokpera #MeToo. [maBHa Te3a je aa Ha-
BeieHa ayToOmorpaduja Mckaszyje HeKe of TJIaBHUX HJeja UpHOT (EeMHHU3MA H I10-
kpera #MeToo jep Kpo3 JMYHO HCKYCTBO ONMHMCYje M ckpehe Makmy Ha MCKYCTBa YH-
TaBe rpyne xkeHa. Takolje, ayrobuorpaduja Maje Anljenoy ce mocMaTpa ¥ Kao 10
HnIMpe Tpanuimje ayroouorpaduja adhpoaMepuyKHX ayTOPKH, a MoceOHa MaKmba Mpu-
Jiaje ce HBeHOj ynoTpeOH OBOT KEbKEBHOT jkaHpa. Hanme, Anbenoy kpo3 cBojy ayTo-
ouorpadujy mprkasyje He caMo COTCTBEHO MCKYCTBO, Beh M TOBOPH y MME CBHX KOjH
Cy MpOLIIM KPO3 CIHYHE Tpayme, Oall Kao U aKTUBHCTKHIe mokpera #MeToo kpo3
CBOj€ MCIIOBECTH O MPETPIULEHOM HacHby. TEOPHjCKH OKBHp 3aCHHMBA CE HAa yBUIHMA
YyBEHHX TEOPETHYAPKH, AKTHBUCTKHMIbA U KEWKEBHMX KPUTHYApKH, HomyT AHDerne
[HejBuc, 6en xyke, [Tatpume Xun Konmac, [loan Bpexcron, Tapane bepk, u ci. [Toky-
IaBaMo JIa TPAIHIIH]y ,,[IPOTrOBapama 0 TPayMH™ HCIPATUMO Y TIEPHOLY O/l HEKOJTHKO
nerieHuja, ox nmpotecta 1968, mpeko ayrobuorpaduje Maje Anljernoy Koja je mpeTxo-
nuia npHoM (eMuHuCcTHUKOM TTokpety y CAJ, cBe o caBpemenor nokpera #MeToo.
Ayrob6uorpaduja Maje Anhenoy pa3maTpa ce M Kao MeIHjyM KOjUM C€ Pa30TKpUBa U
KPUTHKYje CEeKCYallHO HAaCHJbE, pacH3aM, cerperaiuja, poJHe npeapacye, ajl 1 Kao
KEbH)KEBHO PEMEK-/1eI0 MHCAHO OCOOCHUM M UMIPECHBHUM CTHIIOM (HEKH KPUTHYAPU
Ha3WBajy OBO JEJIO M ,,KEBIKEBHOM ayToOHorpadujoM™) y CKIagy ca TpaTullHjoM
LpHOT (peMHUHH3Ma U CaBpEeMEHMM (EMHHHCTHYKMM HHHIMjaTHBAMa YCMEPEHHM Ka
CaMOOCTBapemy.



