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MAYA ANGELOU’S PHENOMENAL REPRESENTATION OF 

VIOLENCE TOWARDS WOMEN  

Dr Debadrita Basu1 

I. ABSTRACT

Maya Angelou’s literary and autobiographical works stand as powerful testimonies to the 

pervasive violence faced by women, particularly Black women, in the United States. Through texts 

such as I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and her subsequent autobiographies, Angelou 

transforms personal trauma into collective narrative, exposing the systemic intersections of race, 

gender, and oppression. Her candid accounts of sexual violence, domestic abuse, and workplace 

discrimination reveal how patriarchal and racial structures perpetuate cycles of harassment and 

silencing. Angelou’s voice is not confined to victimhood; rather, she reclaims agency by situating 

her experiences within broader feminist and civil rights frameworks. Her poetry, notably 

“Phenomenal Woman,” challenges stereotypes and affirms female identity, offering resistance 

against cultural narratives that marginalize women. By weaving together autobiography, 

activism, and performance, Angelou demonstrates how storytelling can function as both survival 

and resistance, enabling women to articulate pain while envisioning empowerment. The paper 

tries to portray that the representation of violence is not merely descriptive but analytical, 

interrogating the social, political, and historical forces that normalize gender-based oppression. 

Angelou’s legacy lies in her ability to transform silence into speech, trauma into testimony, and 

suffering into strategies of resilience. Her works continue to inspire feminist discourse, providing 

a framework for understanding violence against women as a structural issue rather than an 

isolated phenomenon. In doing so, Angelou’s phenomenal representation of violence towards 

women underscores the enduring power of literature to challenge injustice, affirm dignity, and 

catalyse social change. 

1 Assistant Professor at School of Legal Studies, Swami Vivekananda University (India). Email: 
basudebadrita081@gmail.com 
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II. KEYWORDS  

Phenomenal, violence, black feminism, autobiography, gender oppression.    

III. INTRODUCTION  

One of the most powerful voices of American literature and culture, Maya Angelou’s life 

and work highlight the intersections of race, gender, and systemic oppression. Angelou’s 

journey from childhood trauma to her rise as a renowned poet, memoirist, and activist is 

a testament to the tribulations and triumphs of Black women in America. Her first 

autobiography, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969), shattered barriers by narrating 

experiences of sexual violence, racial discrimination, and the silencing of women’s voices. 

Angelou’s autobiographies, poetry, and activism elevated her personal suffering into 

collective testimony, providing a lens for examining gender-based discrimination and 

harassment as systemic issues rooted in patriarchal and racial structures.2 

Gender-based harassment is not simply a personal experience but a structural problem 

of patriarchy and racism. In Angelou’s narratives, the intersections of sexual violence, 

workplace discrimination, and identity erasure reveal how women of colour are 

marginalized. Her writing also illuminates how literature can serve as resistance, 

reclaiming dignity and agency in the face of harassment and discrimination.3 

Within feminist, civil rights, and intersectional frameworks, Angelou offers strategies for 

resisting harassment and inspiring social change. Harassment silenced Angelou during 

her childhood trauma. She was raped at the age of eight and remained mute for nearly 

five years, believing her voice carried destructive power. Hence, her testimony in I Know 

Why the Caged Bird Sings becomes a revolutionary act of reclaiming voice, defying 

 
2 Angelou, Maya. And Still I Rise. New York: Random House, 1978. 
Angelou, Maya. Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women. New York: Random House, 1995. 
3 MacKinnon, C. A. (1979). Sexual harassment of working women: A case of sex discrimination. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
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cultural taboos surrounding sexual violence, and exposing the systemic nature of 

harassment.4 

Workplace discrimination further exemplifies the intersection of gender and race. 

Angelou recounts being renamed “Mary” by a white employer who refused to 

acknowledge her given name, an act of identity erasure that reflects both racial and 

gender subordination.5 Such experiences underscore how harassment can take symbolic 

and psychological forms, stripping women of dignity and individuality. Another 

dimension of Angelou’s struggle was her experience as a single mother, subjected to 

narrow definitions of womanhood and economic marginalization.6 

Her narratives illustrate the undervaluation of women’s labour and the harassment 

perpetuated through economic inequality. Angelou’s poetry, particularly Phenomenal 

Woman (1995), resists gender stereotypes by celebrating women’s confidence, dignity, 

and strength.7 Rejecting societal standards of beauty and femininity, she affirms Black 

womanhood and challenges patriarchal and racist narratives. Her poetry thus functions 

as a counter-narrative, reclaiming identity and dignity in the midst of harassment and 

discrimination. The aim of this article is to situate Maya Angelou’s life and work within 

feminist, civil rights, and intersectional context. It argues that the strategies she advanced 

in response to harassment and discrimination form part of her enduring legacy. By 

analysing her autobiographies, poetry, and activism, the study demonstrates that 

Angelou not only exposes systemic injustice but also provides pathways toward 

empowerment and justice. 

A. Research Problem 

The research problem tackled is the systemic and intersectional character of gender-based 

discrimination and harassment, and how Maya Angelou’s works reveal and challenge 

 
4 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
5 Angelou, M. (1995). Phenomenal Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
6 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
7 Angelou, M. (1995). Phenomenal Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
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these realities. Her experience of sexual violence, dramatized in I Know Why the Caged 

Bird Sings (1969), illustrates the silencing effect of trauma. Angelou was raped at age 

eight and remained mute for nearly five years, fearing her voice carried destructive 

power. Her silence symbolizes the broader muting of women’s voices under patriarchy, 

where survivors are often shamed, disbelieved, or dismissed. 8Her testimony becomes a 

radical act of reclaiming voice, defying cultural taboos, and exposing the systemic nature 

of harassment 

Gender and race intersect in Angelou’s recollection of workplace discrimination. She 

recounts being renamed “Mary” by a white employer who refused to acknowledge her 

given name, an act of identity erasure that reflects both racial and gender subordination. 
9Such incidents highlight that harassment extends beyond physical violence to include 

symbolic and psychological forms of discrimination, denying women of colour dignity 

and individuality 

Another dimension of the problem is motherhood and gender inequality. As a single 

parent, Angelou struggled to balance her professional ambitions with societal 

expectations that narrowly defined women’s identities as domestic caregivers. Her 

narratives reveal the undervaluation of women’s labour and the harassment perpetuated 

through economic marginalization. 10The research problem also encompasses the failure 

to recognize intersectionality in mainstream feminist discourse. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 

theory emphasizes that women of colour experience oppression at the intersection of race 

and gender, yet their experiences are often overlooked.11  

Angelou’s stories demonstrate that harassment cannot be understood solely as a 

gendered phenomenon; it is inseparable from racial discrimination. In sum, the research 

 
8 Angelou, M. (1978). And Still I Rise. New York, NY: Random House. 
9 Gillespie, Marcia Ann, Rosa Johnson Butler & Richard A. Long, Maya Angelou: A Glorious Celebration 
(Doubleday, 2008). 
10 Lupton, Mary Jane. Maya Angelou: A Critical Companion. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1998. 
11 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine. 
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problem is the systemic and intersectional nature of gender-based discrimination and 

harassment, and the need to analyse Maya Angelou’s life and work as both testimony 

and resistance. Her narratives expose the depth of the problem while also offering 

pathways toward empowerment and justice. 

B. Research Objectives 

The study’s aim is multiple because Maya Angelou’s life and work are complex, and her 

testimony and resistance to gender-based discrimination and harassment are 

multifaceted. First, the study seeks to explore the autobiographical narrative of 

harassment and discrimination in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) and 

subsequent volumes of her life writing. The focus is on Angelou’s personal experiences 

within wider social contexts, emphasizing how individual traumas reflect collective 

realities for Black women. 12 Second, the study aims to analyse Angelou’s poetry as 

feminist resistance. Works such as Phenomenal Woman and Still I Rise affirm dignity, 

resilience, and empowerment while rejecting stereotypes and upholding identity.13 

Angelou’s poetic voice functions as a counter-narrative to patriarchal and racist 

structures, demonstrating how art can reclaim agency and inspire social transformation. 

Third, the study situates Angelou’s activism within the civil rights and gender justice 

movements. Her collaborations with leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm 

X illustrate the intersection of her literary career and political advocacy for racial and 

gender equality. 14Fourth, the study discusses intersectionality in Angelou’s narratives. 

Since women of colour face oppression at the intersection of race and gender, Angelou’s 

works exemplify how harassment must be examined in relation to racial discrimination. 

These objective foregrounds intersectionality as a critical lens in feminist scholarship.15 

 
12 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
13 Angelou, M. (1978). And Still I Rise. New York, NY: Random House. 
14 Angelou, M. (1995). Phenomenal Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
15 Angelou, Maya. And Still I Rise. New York: Random House, 1978. 
Angelou, Maya. Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women. New York: Random House, 1995. 
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C. Research Questions 

This study is guided by a set of interrelated research questions that aim to uncover the 

systemic and intersectional dimensions of gender-based discrimination and harassment 

as reflected in Maya Angelou’s life and writings. 

 First question: How do Angelou’s autobiographies document gender-based harassment? 

Her autobiographical works, beginning with I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969), 

provide detailed accounts of childhood trauma, workplace discrimination, and identity 

erasure.16  These narratives are not merely personal recollections but testimonies that 

expose the structural realities of harassment faced by Black women. By examining these 

texts, the study seeks to understand how Angelou’s lived experiences illuminate broader 

patterns of oppression 

Second question: How does her poetry resist discrimination and affirm identity? 

Angelou’s poetry, particularly Phenomenal Woman and Still I Rise, functions as a 

counter-narrative to patriarchal and racist stereotypes.17 Through affirmations of dignity, 

resilience, and empowerment, her poetic voice challenges cultural narratives that 

marginalize women of colour. This question highlights the role of literature as a form of 

feminist resistance, reclaiming agency in the face of harassment 

Third question: How does intersectionality shape her experiences of harassment? 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality emphasizes that women of colour 

experience oppression at the intersection of race and gender. 18 Angelou’s narratives 

exemplify this reality, showing how harassment cannot be understood solely as a 

gendered phenomenon but must be analysed in relation to racial discrimination. This 

question underscores the importance of intersectional analysis in feminist scholarship. 

 
16 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139–167. 
17 Angelou, Maya. And Still I Rise. New York: Random House, 1978. 
Angelou, Maya. Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women. New York: Random House, 1995. 
18 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
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Fourth question: How is activism a part of her resistance? The study examines how 

Angelou’s activism is connected to her literary work, highlighting the interconnections 

between resistance to systemic oppression and collective action, and situating her 

activism within the context of the Civil Rights Movement.19 

Fifth question: What does her legacy contribute to today’s feminist discourse and policy? 

This question highlights the significance of Angelou’s life and work to contemporary 

debates on gender justice and how they can inspire and inform policy and action. 
20 Together, these research questions provide a roadmap for examining Angelou’s 

literary, activist, and feminist contributions, situating her within the larger movements 

for justice and equality. 

D. Research Hypothesis  

The hypothesis of this research is that Maya Angelou’s life and work demonstrate that 

gender-based harassment is inseparable from racial oppression, and that literature can 

serve as a powerful form of resistance. Angelou’s autobiographies and poetry reveal how 

harassment silences women, while her activism and art reclaim voice and dignity. Her 

narratives illustrate that oppression is not experienced in isolation but rather through 

overlapping structures of patriarchy and racism. This central hypothesis underscores the 

importance of analyzing Angelou’s contributions through an intersectional lens that 

recognizes the compounded nature of discrimination faced by women of color.21 The first 

sub-hypothesis is that intersectionality is essential to understanding harassment. 

Angelou’s experiences show how gender-based violence and racial discrimination 

converge to create unique forms of oppression. For example, her account of being 

renamed “Mary” by a white employer reflects both gendered subordination and racial 

 
19 Angelou, M. (1995). Phenomenal Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
20 Angelou, M. (1978). And Still I Rise. New York, NY: Random House. 
21 Gillespie, Marcia Ann, Rosa Johnson Butler & Richard A. Long, Maya Angelou: A Glorious Celebration 
(Doubleday, 2008). 
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erasure. 22  This demonstrates that harassment cannot be fully understood without 

acknowledging the intersection of race and gender.  

The second sub-hypothesis is that storytelling transforms trauma into empowerment. 

Angelou’s autobiographies, beginning with I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, document 

personal trauma but also reclaim agency by turning silence into testimony. 23Her poetry, 

particularly Phenomenal Woman and Still I Rise, affirms dignity and resilience, offering 

strategies for resistance and empowerment. 24 Storytelling thus becomes a means of 

healing, reclaiming identity, and inspiring social change. Together, these hypotheses 

suggest that Angelou’s life and work provide a framework for understanding harassment 

as systemic and intersectional, while also demonstrating the transformative power of 

literature and activism in resisting oppression. By situating her contributions within 

feminist and civil rights discourses, the study argues that Angelou’s legacy continues to 

inform contemporary struggles for justice and equality.25 

E. Research Methodology 

The framework adopted for this study is qualitative and doctrinal in nature, combining 

literary analysis with a socio-legal perspective to examine Maya Angelou's representation 

of gender-based violence, discrimination and resistance. The primary sources comprise 

Angelou's autobiographies - I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969)26 and The Heart of 

a Woman (1981)27 - together with her poetry collections, including And Still I Rise (1978) 

and Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women (1995). These works provide 

first-hand literary testimony concerning sexual violence, workplace discrimination, 

identity erasure and resilience, which are analysed through feminist, intersectional and 

 
22 Angelou, Maya. And Still I Rise. New York: Random House, 1978. 
Angelou, Maya. Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women. New York: Random House, 1995. 
23 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
24 Angelou, M. (1978). And Still I Rise. New York, NY: Random House. 
25 Angelou, M. (1995). Phenomenal Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
26 Angelou, Maya. And Still I Rise. New York: Random House, 1978. 
Angelou, Maya. Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women. New York: Random House, 1995. 
27 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
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contemporary anti-discrimination legal frameworks. The autobiographical narratives 

and poetic texts are thematically examined to identify recurring patterns of harassment, 

silence, empowerment and structural inequality while situating these experiences within 

broader legal and human rights discourse.28 

These are thematically analyzed to draw out themes of harassment, silence, 

empowerment, and intersectionality. Feminist and intersectional theories are also 

included in the methodology. A feminist analysis of sexual harassment as systemic 

oppression is provided by Catherine MacKinnon, while Black feminist thought, as 

developed by Patricia Hill Collins, emphasizes the voices of Black women in oppression 

and resistance.29 

F. Literature Review  

Books and research projects on Maya Angelou's memoirs highlight their pioneering 

contribution to chronicling the experiences of Black womanhood. Lupton (1998) observes 

that Maya Angelou's autobiographical writings transcend personal memoir by 

documenting the lived realities of race, gender and social exclusion, thereby positioning 

her narratives as important cultural texts that illuminate broader structures of oppression 

and resistance. Lupton's critical analysis demonstrates that Angelou transforms 

individual experience into collective testimony, making her work particularly valuable 

for feminist and socio-legal scholarship.30 Feminist studies on sexual harassment, such as 

Sexual Harassment of Working Women (1979) by MacKinnon, underscore the systemic 

nature of harassment within workplace hierarchies and patriarchal norms. 31  This 

analysis is echoed in Angelou's descriptions of workplace discrimination, such as being 

renamed “Mary” by a white employer a form of symbolic erasure. Her stories thus 

 
28 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139–167. 
29 Angelou, M. (1995). Phenomenal Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
30 Lupton, Mary Jane. Maya Angelou: A Critical Companion. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1998. 
31 MacKinnon, C. A. (1979). Sexual harassment of working women: A case of sex discrimination. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
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provide real-life illustrations of feminist theoretical arguments. Crenshaw’s (1989) theory 

of intersectionality highlights how race and gender intersect in the lives of women of 

colour, compounding oppression. 32 Angelou’s autobiographies reflect these struggles, 

showing how sexual violence, workplace discrimination, and cultural stereotyping 

converge to marginalize Black women. Civil rights literature situates Angelou’s activism 

within broader struggles for justice, linking racial equality with gender equality. 

Gillespie, Butler and Long (2008) highlight Maya Angelou's literary achievements 

alongside her sustained engagement with the Civil Rights Movement, demonstrating 

how her collaborations with Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X reflected the 

interconnected pursuit of racial equality and gender justice. Their work situates 

Angelou's activism within the broader historical struggle for civil and human rights, 

reinforcing the socio-political significance of her literary contributions. 33 

Despite these contributions, gaps remain in scholarship. While Angelou’s works are 

widely celebrated, few studies explicitly analyze them as antitheses to harassment. Much 

of the scholarship focuses on her literary style, cultural significance, or civil rights 

contributions, leaving underexplored her direct confrontation with gender-based 

harassment. This study seeks to fill that gap by situating Angelou’s autobiographies and 

poetry within feminist and intersectional frameworks, highlighting their role as both 

documentation of oppression and strategies of resistance. 

IV. LEGAL FRAMEWORK GOVERNING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, 

INTERSECTIONALITY AND ANTI-DISCRIMINATION LAW 

While Maya Angelou's writings are literary in form, the experiences narrated in her 

autobiographical and poetic works also illuminate questions that are central to 

contemporary anti-discrimination law. Angelou's descriptions of sexual violence, racial 

 
32 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139–167. 
33 Gillespie, Marcia Ann, Rosa Johnson Butler & Richard A. Long, Maya Angelou: A Glorious Celebration 
(Doubleday, 2008). 
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discrimination, identity erasure and workplace humiliation correspond with legal 

concepts recognised within equality jurisprudence, including hostile work environment, 

psychological harassment, intersectional discrimination and gender-based violence. 

Consequently, her narratives may be examined not merely as literary testimony but also 

as socio-legal evidence reflecting structural inequalities addressed through modern legal 

frameworks.  

Kimberlé Crenshaw's theory of intersectionality originated as a critique of United States 

anti-discrimination jurisprudence, particularly the limitations of Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 in recognising discrimination experienced simultaneously on the 

grounds of race and sex. Courts traditionally analysed race discrimination and sex 

discrimination separately, often leaving Black women without an effective legal remedy 

where both forms of discrimination operated concurrently. Crenshaw's scholarship 

therefore introduced intersectionality as a doctrinal framework demonstrating that 

multiple protected characteristics may interact to produce unique forms of discrimination 

requiring independent legal recognition. Angelou's experiences exemplify precisely such 

compounded disadvantage, where racial identity and gender cannot be separated for 

purposes of understanding violence and discrimination.  

Likewise, Catherine MacKinnon's seminal work on sexual harassment significantly 

influenced the recognition of workplace sexual harassment as a form of sex 

discrimination under Title VII, culminating in the landmark decision of Meritor Savings 

Bank v. Vinson (1986), in which the United States Supreme Court accepted hostile work 

environment sexual harassment as actionable discrimination. Angelou's account of 

workplace humiliation, including the refusal to acknowledge her identity and the 

symbolic renaming imposed by a white employer, illustrates psychological and dignity-

based harms that contemporary anti-discrimination law increasingly recognises as 

constituting discriminatory workplace conduct beyond physical violence alone.  

At the international level, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) obliges States to eliminate discrimination 
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against women in both public and private spheres. General Recommendation No. 19 and 

the updated General Recommendation No. 35 recognise gender-based violence as a form 

of discrimination violating women's human rights and requiring effective legal 

protection. Similar principles are reflected in India's Sexual Harassment of Women at 

Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 (POSH Act), which 

expressly recognises verbal, non-verbal and psychological forms of workplace 

harassment alongside physical misconduct. These developments demonstrate that 

modern legal systems increasingly acknowledge the broader forms of dignity violations 

reflected throughout Angelou's narratives.  

Accordingly, this study adopts a socio-legal approach by reading Angelou's literary 

testimony alongside contemporary equality jurisprudence, anti-discrimination 

legislation and international human rights standards. Rather than treating literature and 

law as separate disciplines, the paper argues that Angelou's works provide valuable 

testimonial material illustrating how legal concepts relating to intersectionality, 

workplace discrimination and gender-based violence emerge from lived experiences. 

This doctrinal perspective strengthens the legal relevance of the present study while 

preserving its literary and feminist analytical framework. 

V. RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS 

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) by Maya Angelou tells the story of her 

childhood experience of sexual violence which silenced her. The muteness is a metaphor 

for women’s voices being silenced by patriarchy: Angelou was raped when she was eight 

years old but was unable to speak for nearly five years, fearing her words would harm 

her rapist.³⁴ Her eventual return to voice through literature serves as an example of how 

testimony can overcome trauma and reclaim empowerment, even challenging cultural 

taboos associated with sexual violence. The experiences of workplace discrimination give 

another sense of the intersection of race and gender that Angelou endured. Her being 

called “Mary” by a white employer, who refused to recognize her given name, is a 

symbolic form of harassment that highlights the psychological and cultural denial of 
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individuality inherent in discrimination. Angelou chronicles these incidents, revealing 

the ubiquitous character of harassment and its impact on women of colour 

VI. MOTHERHOOD AND GENDER INEQUALITY 

 The story of Angelou’s single parenthood exposes institutional racism in the form of 

economic injustice that perpetuates harassment. Social pressures often narrowed 

women’s identities to motherhood, marginalizing their intellectual and creative 

achievements. Her testimony underscores the importance of recognizing gender 

inequality as a sustaining factor of harassment. 

Literary Resistance – Angelou's poetry constitutes a powerful form of feminist resistance. 

Poems such as 'Still I Rise,' published in the poetry collection And Still I Rise (1978), and 

'Phenomenal Woman,' later republished in Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems 

Celebrating Women (1995), 34  celebrate resilience, dignity and self-confidence while 

challenging patriarchal and racial stereotypes imposed upon Black women. Through 

these poetic works, Angelou reclaims identity, transforms lived experience into resistance 

and demonstrates the emancipatory potential of literature in confronting structural 

discrimination and gender-based violence. 

Activism and Civil Rights - Angelou’s activism demonstrates her dedication to aligning 

racial and gender justice. Her work with Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X highlights 

the interconnectedness of harassment and systemic racism, emphasizing the need for 

holistic approaches to justice.35 

Intersectionality as Framework- The experiences of sexual violence, workplace 

discrimination and identity erasure narrated by Angelou illustrate Kimberlé Crenshaw's 

doctrine of intersectionality36 which explains that women of colour frequently experience 

 
34 Angelou, Maya. And Still I Rise. New York: Random House, 1978. 
Angelou, Maya. Phenomenal Woman: Four Poems Celebrating Women. New York: Random House, 1995. 
35 Angelou, M. (1981). The Heart of a Woman. New York, NY: Random House. 
36 Kimberlé Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’ (1989) University of Chicago Legal 
Forum 139. 
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discrimination through the simultaneous operation of race and gender rather than as 

separate and independent forms of disadvantage. Crenshaw's analysis demonstrates that 

conventional anti-discrimination frameworks often fail to recognise these overlapping 

forms of oppression, thereby rendering the experiences of Black women legally and 

socially invisible. Angelou's autobiographical narratives provide compelling literary 

testimony of this intersecting discrimination, reinforcing the continuing relevance of 

intersectionality within contemporary feminist and anti-discrimination jurisprudence. 

VII. SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This analysis of Maya Angelou’s life and work gives insights into the systemic and 

intersectional aspects of gender-based discrimination and harassment. Based on the 

above, a number of recommendations and suggestions can be forwarded for the 

enhancement of feminist discourse, education, culture, and policy. Perhaps the most 

important suggestion is that Angelou’s autobiographies and poetry should be integrated 

into the educational curriculum at a variety of levels. Incorporating her books, such as I 

Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and Phenomenal Woman, 37  into literature, gender 

studies, and social science curricula would help students experience the reality of 

harassment and the fight for empowerment from first hand accounts. 

 This change would expand the appreciation of literature and promote awareness of 

systemic discrimination. There is also a need for an intersectional approach to policy 

reform, with institutional frameworks re-examined. Angelou’s experiences highlight the 

importance of recognizing harassment as a gendered issue, and intersectionality as a 

factor that must be considered when addressing workplace harassment, sexual violence, 

and discrimination, particularly for women of colour. 38Policies promoting gender justice 

should explicitly reference intersectionality, ensuring women of colour are adequately 

 
37 Gillespie, Marcia Ann, Rosa Johnson Butler & Richard A. Long, Maya Angelou: A Glorious Celebration 
(Doubleday, 2008). 
38 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139–167. 
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protected and supported. Feminist scholars, policymakers, and civil rights activists must 

collaborate to create inclusive frameworks attuned to the realities described in Angelou’s 

narratives. 

VIII. CONCLUSION  

The theme of systemic and intersectional forms of gender-based discrimination and 

harassment can be explored through Maya Angelou’s life and work. Her 

autobiographies, beginning with I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) 39 recount 

experiences of personal trauma and sexual violence; her poetry and activism provide 

avenues of resistance and empowerment. Angelou’s accounts of workplace 

discrimination, identity erasure, and economic marginalization all point to the 

compounded oppression of women of colour.  

Her description of being renamed “Mary” by a white employer exemplifies harassment 

as symbolic and psychological, not merely physical. Her experiences as a single parent 

further demonstrate how women’s labour is undervalued, and how balancing 

motherhood with artistic and activist aspirations is fraught with inequality. Angelou’s 

poems, such as Phenomenal Woman and Still I Rise, serve as counter-stories to 

stereotypes of race and gender, affirming womanhood, strength, and dignity in the face 

of mainstream ideals of beauty and femininity that marginalized women of color.³⁹ Her 

poetry thus becomes a feminist resistance, reclaiming identity and sparking social 

change. 
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