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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the literary representation of Black womanhood, resilience, and maternal strength
through a comparative analysis of Alice Walker’s *Women* and Maya Angelou’s *Phenomenal Woman*.
Both poems celebrate the extraordinary lives of ordinary women, whose struggles and contributions often go
unrecognized by patriarchal and racial structures. Walker’s militarized metaphor of mothers “led armies”
and “battered down doors” paints a picture of working-class African American women as unsung warriors
who fought for the next generation’s education and dignity. Angelou’s assertive refrain “I’'m a woman /
Phenomenally” reclaims pride in a body and identity often demeaned by societal standards. Through close
textual analysis and a feminist-postcolonial lens, the paper highlights how both poets construct a counter-
narrative to mainstream representations, offering a tribute to women’s agency and power. The study also
considers the intersectionality of race, gender, and class, proposing that these poems form a poetic archive of
resistance and survival.

INTRODUCTION

Literature has long served as a powerful medium to give voice to the voiceless, especially for communities
historically marginalized due to race, gender, or class. African American women poets, in particular, have
used poetry not just as artistic expression but as political and cultural resistance. Among the prominent
voices in this tradition are Alice Walker and Maya Angelou, whose poetic works celebrate Black
womanhood, motherhood, and inner strength. In *Women* and *Phenomenal Woman*, both poets uplift the
image of the African American woman as a force of nature—resilient, nurturing, and revolutionary. This
article seeks to examine the ways in which these two poems construct female identity through metaphors of
strength, challenge gendered expectations, and honor the unsung heroines of history.

Militarized Maternalism in Alice Walker’s *Women*

Walker’s *Women* is a tribute to her mother’s generation—working-class Black women who, despite
poverty and societal restrictions, fiercely fought for the education of their daughters. The militaristic
language (“led armies,” “battered down doors”) recasts maternal sacrifice as a form of warfare. These
women, though not formally recognized, are warriors who wage battles against systemic oppression,
illiteracy, and gender roles. Walker’s compact, free-verse structure heightens the intensity of the message,
suggesting that heroism need not come with medals or public praise. Their heroism is quiet, domestic, and
deeply impactful.

Affirmation of Identity in Maya Angelou’s *Phenomenal Woman*

Angelou’s poem takes a different but complementary route. *Phenomenal Woman* is a bold assertion of
self-worth and pride. The poet reclaims beauty standards and redefines them from a Black female
perspective. Angelou’s repeated refrain, “I’m a woman / Phenomenally,” serves both as a personal mantra
and a collective chant for all women who refuse to be diminished by society. The poem’s rhythm, repetition,
and conversational tone make it accessible and empowering. Angelou’s speaker is unapologetically
confident, sensual, and strong, challenging both racial and gendered stereotypes.
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Intersectionality and Resistance

Both poems intersect along themes of race, gender, class, and resistance. Walker’s mothers and Angelou’s
phenomenal women exist in a society that often erases their stories. Yet, through poetry, they reclaim their
space. The use of personal experiences, cultural memory, and accessible language turns these poems into
tools of resistance and education. This intersectionality is central to Black feminist thought, which holds that
the experiences of Black women cannot be separated into discrete categories.

Postcolonial Framework and Cultural Memory

The postcolonial lens is particularly significant in interpreting the works of Alice Walker and Maya
Angelou. Both poets write from within a historically marginalized space, responding to the legacies of
colonialism, slavery, and systemic racism that continue to affect Black communities in the United States.
Postcolonial theory, especially as articulated by thinkers such as Homi K. Bhabha, Edward Said, and Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, provides tools to analyze how literature serves as a site for cultural resistance and
identity formation.

Walker’s portrayal of women as ‘armies’ that ‘battered down doors’ metaphorically reflects a postcolonial
struggle for access to education, autonomy, and representation. These women are both products of and
resistors to the colonial frameworks that relegated African American women to subservient roles. Their
labor, both physical and emotional, becomes a form of decolonization—paving paths for their daughters to
reclaim knowledge and power.

Angelou’s *Phenomenal Woman* reclaims bodily autonomy and beauty in defiance of colonial beauty
standards rooted in Eurocentric ideals. Her poetic voice challenges the internalized oppression and
invisibility imposed by white, patriarchal structures. This celebration of Black female identity becomes a
revolutionary act, echoing the postcolonial need to ‘write back’ to the empire through literature.

Moreover, both poems act as vessels of cultural memory. They remember, reframe, and retell the lived
experiences of generations of women who fought silently against both personal and systemic colonizations.
In this sense, the poets act as archivists of a history that colonial narratives attempted to erase.

By viewing these poems through a postcolonial framework, we see how they do more than uplift—they re-
inscribe dignity, resistance, and memory into the fabric of American literature.

Rewriting History Through Poetry

These poems rewrite historical narratives by centering women who have traditionally been excluded from
literary and historical canons. Instead of queens or mythic figures, Walker and Angelou offer us mothers,
aunts, sisters, and neighbors—real women whose lives form the bedrock of community. In doing so, they
expand the definition of heroism and femininity.

CONCLUSION

Alice Walker’s *Women* and Maya Angelou’s *Phenomenal Woman* collectively construct a vibrant,
empowering portrait of Black womanhood. They challenge dominant narratives that render women passive
or invisible, replacing them with images of fighters, lovers, teachers, and leaders. By situating maternal
sacrifice and female self-love within the framework of resistance, these poems make a compelling case for
recognizing the everyday heroism of African American women. Their poetry not only celebrates personal
identity but also contributes to collective cultural memory. As such, they remain crucial texts for feminist
and literary discourse, offering insights that are both timely and timeless.
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