Critical Analysis of Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings Chapter 19
One of the key themes of Maya Angelou’s autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings is that of struggling with identity and its place in African American culture. Angelou tells of a young girl plagued by the oppression of her white neighbours and how it robbed her of her confidence and self-worth as a black woman. Through key events in her life, Angelou describes how she got them back, and how she developed into a key figure of the civil rights movement- one of these being in Chapter 19, which details a young Angelou and members of the local African American community listening on the radio to Joe Louis and Primo Carnera’s boxing match in 1935.
Sport in the early 1900’s was an important part of Black Diasporic culture, as it represented black people in the eyes of the world, and as such was taken very seriously. For example, American athlete Jesse Owens won four gold medals at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, cementing his place in history. Another sport of importance to black culture was professional boxing with boxers such as Jack Johnson, Joe Louis and Muhammad Ali becoming key figures in the fight for equality. Boxing matches in which a black boxer fought a white boxer were looked upon especially as an embodiment of the African American struggle against oppression. Angelou relays this in the line “My race groaned. It was our people falling. It was another lynching, yet another Black man hanging on a tree.”[footnoteRef:1] This visceral metaphor compares Louis being put on the ropes by Carnera to the struggles of all African-American’s, effectively portraying Louis as their champion, and as such the reputation of all black people is at stake. If we compare the public image of Louis to that of Jack Johnson, a black boxer from some twenty years previous the importance of this can be clearly seen. Johnson was a boxer known for his lavish lifestyle and his ‘bad boy’ persona. He was publicly quoted as saying "the heartaches which Mary Austin and Clara Kerr caused me led me to forswear colored women and to determine that my lot henceforth would be cast only with white women."[footnoteRef:2]. This statement, coupled with his prison sentence that occurred when he was arrested when driving with his white wife for “transporting women across state lines for immoral purposes”, shows the internalised racism of the United States at this time and how even within the black community there is systematic oppression. It can be argued that Johnson’s public image, whether his personality or his portrayal by the press, was harmful to the civil rights movement, and that black boxers had a duty to present themselves to the world bearing in mind the responsibility they had as representatives of their race. Joe Louis had his public image deliberately moulded as an antithesis to Johnson’s in order to avoid another black champion that was unpopular among the white population. By placing emphasis on Louis’ sportsmanship and his humble personality, he became incredibly popular among the African American community as they felt more accurately represented and portrayed in a favourable light. Maya Angelou alludes to this in the line “Champion of the world. A Black boy. Some Black mother’s son.”[footnoteRef:3] By saying this Angelou shows how Louis was considered a hero to her local black community, and furthermore the African Diaspora as a whole.  [1:  Maya Angelou, I know Why the Caged Bird Sings, (New York, Random House, 1969) p. 135]  [2:  PBS, The Women in Johnson’s Life, Unforgiveable Blackness: The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson, <https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/unforgivable-blackness/women/> [accessed 12/12/21]]  [3:   Maya Angelou, I know Why the Caged Bird Sings, (New York, Random House, 1969) p. 136] 

The importance of Joe Louis’ public image in the context of civil rights cannot be ignored, as it was used to win over the press, who presented Louis as an American hero, especially during the build up to World War 2 when he was seen as a champion of anti-Nazi sentiment, in part thanks to his two fights with German boxer Max Schmeling. 
Chapter 19 of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings showcases the importance of the sport of boxing to the African American community in the early 20th century most vividly through the imagery of Angelou’s grandmother’s shop being packed completely full of the local black community who have come to listen to the boxing match, and how this sense of community is brought about by the sport. Its importance is felt in the final line “Those who lived too far had made arrangements to stay in town. It wouldn’t do for a Black man and his family to be caught on a lonely country road on a night when Joe Louis had proved that we were the strongest people in the world.”[footnoteRef:4] It shows that the community is connected through Louis’ fight, and it has empowered them to protect each other, proving that their bonds have been strengthened by the shared hardships they are forced to endure and the example lead by Louis to keep fighting against their oppression. [4:  Maya Angelou, I know Why the Caged Bird Sings, (New York, Random House, 1969) p. 136] 

