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This study aims to analyze the poem Still | Rise by Maya Angelou, the
African American poet, by examining the role of rhetorical and structural
elements in representing themes of resistance and identity reconstruction.
The research is theoretically grounded in the integration of postcolonial
criticism and genetic structuralism, seeking to reveal the connections
between language, power, and the discourse of liberation within the text.
Using a qualitative and analytical approach, the study employs close
reading and both intra-textual and intertextual interpretation in three stages:
identifying key themes such as resistance, identity, and hope; examining
postcolonial elements such as rejecting othering, decolonizing language,
and recovering historical voice; and analyzing the poem’s internal
structures—such as rhythm, refrain, and rhyme—in relation to its socio-
historical context. Emphasizing the inseparability of form and content, this
study demonstrates how Angelou’s poem, as a cultural discourse, elevates
the capacity for resistance from an individual experience to a level of
historical and collective consciousness. The findings show that through
techniques such as repetition, metaphor, imagery, and simile, Angelou
recreates a dynamic and liberating identity, transforming the Black female
subject from a passive position into a cultural and resistant agent. The
refrain “I rise” functions not only as a poetic expression of individual
resilience but also as an echo of a historical collective voice resonating
within the memory of colonialism and discrimination. Ultimately, through
the interplay of form and content, this poem transcends the level of a
literary text to become a cultural and political manifesto in which literature
serves as a tool for redefining power, identity, and agency.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

1- Introduction

Maya Angelou’s poem Still | Rise stands as one of the most celebrated examples of resistance literature
within the African-American literary tradition. Rooted in the lived experiences of systemic oppression,
racial discrimination, and cultural erasure, the poem articulates a resilient voice that refuses silence or
subjugation. Angelou’s poetic persona rises not only as an individual reclaiming agency but also as a
collective subject echoing the historical struggles of Black communities in the United States. Through the
strategic use of repetition, metaphor, rhythm, and assertive tone, Still 1 Rise dismantles hegemonic
representations and reclaims space for dignity, memory, and transformative imagination. While numerous
studies have examined the thematic elements of Angelou’s poetry, many have adopted a one-dimensional
approach, overlooking the dialectical interplay between the poem’s aesthetic structure and its socio-
historical context. This research, therefore, seeks to address that gap by offering an integrated analysis
grounded in postcolonial criticism and genetic structuralism.

2- Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach, using close reading informed by
postcolonial theory and Lucien Goldmann’s genetic structuralism. Combining these frameworks
enables a layered analysis of the poem’s language, devices, and form within its socio-historical
context. The research proceeds in three steps:

(1) identifying key themes like resistance and identity through analysis of metaphors, repetition,
and imagery;

(2) applying postcolonial discourse analysis to show how the poem challenges dominant
ideologies and reclaims collective voice;

(3) examining rhythmic and structural patterns as expressions of cultural memory.
By highlighting the inseparability of form and content, this study moves beyond traditional
thematic readings and argues that Still | Rise is both a personal declaration and a cultural
intervention within resistance literature and decolonial thought.

3- Results

The analysis reveals that the refrain “I rise” functions as both a poetic motif and a political
declaration. It affirms the speaker’s determination to transcend imposed limitations while also
echoing the generational voice of resistance. Angelou’s use of metaphor—such as describing
herself as “a black ocean, leaping and wide”—serves to deconstruct fixed identities and instead
celebrate multiplicity, fluidity, and depth of Black subjectivity. This metaphor, among others,
symbolizes the tension between historical trauma and cultural power, situating the speaker within
a diasporic continuum of strength and survival.

From a postcolonial perspective, the poem actively challenges the colonial process of “othering.”
Through direct address, rhetorical questions, and linguistic reappropriation, Angelou confronts
the ideologies that have historically dehumanized Black women. The poem’s speaker does not
seek validation from the dominant culture but asserts her existence with confidence, sensuality,
and agency. This rhetorical posture aligns with Homi Bhabha’s concept of mimicry and
subversive repetition, where the colonized subject disrupts the authority of colonial discourse
through strategic affirmation and irony.
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Furthermore, the poem engages in what Gayatri Spivak and Ngiligi wa Thiong’o identify as
decolonizing language—repurposing words historically used to demean, and transforming them
into affirmations of strength and self-definition. The speaker’s embrace of her “sassiness” and
“sexiness” is not performative but political, reconfiguring the semantics of identity to empower
rather than diminish.

On a structural level, the rhythm and repetition embedded in the poem produce a performative
effect that mirrors oral traditions and collective memory. The rhythmic insistence of “I rise”
resembles both a chant and a call to action, embedding the poem within the larger cultural
narrative of Black resistance. This rhythmic pattern also functions as a formal expression of
historical continuity—a poetic gesture that links past, present, and future struggles into a
coherent, assertive voice.

4- Conclusions

Based on the findings and analysis, the following key conclusions can be drawn:

Still 1 Rise by Maya Angelou is a paradigmatic example of postcolonial resistance poetry that
fuses aesthetic form with political purpose.

Through the dynamic interplay of rhetorical strategies and structural design, the poem resists
marginalization while reclaiming voice, identity, and cultural memory.

The combined application of postcolonial criticism and genetic structuralism highlights the
poem’s layered complexity, showing that its impact lies as much in its formal shape and rhythm
as in its thematic message.

By positioning the speaker as both an individual and a historical agent, the poem emerges as a
cultural artifact that defies domination and envisions liberation.

Overall, the study demonstrates the value of multidimensional critical approaches for
understanding how literature—especially by historically oppressed communities—can become a
site of empowerment, resistance, and reimagining the future.

Keywords: Maya Angelou, African-American Literature, Postcolonial Criticism, Genetic
Structuralism, Resistance
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