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Home is Where the Heart is… Or Not


In the two essays there are two points about community presented: the South is a large community in which African Americans could easily integrate themselves and the other is an example of small-town mentality exemplified in Lemmons, South Dakota. In Maya’s piece of literature, she implies that many African Americans would enjoy themselves if they would go back to the South, citing it as an ancestral home of sorts. However, she refers to the South as a very large community, which is a bit of a misconception. While it can be referred to as ‘the South’, it is easily divided into many smaller communities, many of which are very much like Lemmons and therefore very hard to integrate into. Maya is correct in believing that it would be fairly easy to integrate oneself into the South but fails to incorporate the fact that the south is a community made up of smaller and smaller communities and that you cannot simply throw a dart onto a map of the South and move in there without a problem. You have to look at the 200 person community your dart landed on and see if they even want you there, because not only are you going to have to find a community that accepts you, you’re going to have to find a community that you’re willing to accept into your own being.

Maya’s fallacy comes in the form of over-generalizing the South. She describes much of the south with things like “as far south as North Carolina, you see the lush almost tropical growth, and the fireflies, hear the birds in the morning and the cicadas in the evening” (p.137, M. Angelou). The problem presented here is that she ardently mentions Atlanta as her place of living and her love for the country… as a resident of Georgia, I find this a bit of a peculiar representation of what is ‘country’. Atlanta has a population of 470,688 according to the 2005 Census and has an economy based on commuting and business… the city is hardly a picture of this beautiful South she wants to describe. As a community it is even worse, however, she is correct… in the early 1970’s, in accordance to the city’s relatively lax racism, black people had become the majority race of the city and so, as a black community, it would be easy for other African Americans to get into and be accepted (though it should be noted that in recent years the population of African Americans has been decreasing as per New York Times news article on Gentrification). However, even then there are smaller communities within Atlanta that could cause this to be problematic, the most obvious being the white versus black, some of the less obvious being the old style of Motown R&B versus the hip-hop gangsta attitude of most blacks today, as said Bill Cosby. First, however, one should look at Kathleen’s perspective of community, and mainly, about a small community.

Kathleen Norris had lived in Lemmons for a considerable amount of time when she was younger but she made the mistake of staying out of Lemmons for a considerable amount of time as well. In doing this, she managed to actually disconnect herself from its miniature society, as stated when she agrees with the North Dakotan writer in saying, “But in drawing herself from the social whirl she sets herself apart from those around her, and in a small town this is hard to do.”(p128, K. Norris) The problem with these small, tightly knit communities is that the comfort they can give in knowing you’re with your own people is that, not only do you expect these people to cater to your needs and expectations, but these people expect similar things from yourself. Since majority rules generally, this means you lose your own individuality in exchange for placement within a community. The initial reason you had to enter the community, to be with people similar to yourself, is then eliminated, because now you’re kind of still yourself but you’ve also become a lot like these other people. So, in growing up within a small community, you most likely share the similar traits of the others that grew up there, and furthermore, are easily an integral part of the puzzle. If you choose to just up and try to migrate into one of these social groups, you’ll find yourself alienated and alone unless you adhere to their own set of rules, expectations, so on.


In connecting these two views of communities, you have to compare and contrast them a bit. Angelou gives a big, wide view of the South and of its natural beauty and of the city of Atlanta, a primarily black community. Norris, however, gives the distinct view of a small-town community comprised of a certain type of people with a certain type of being. In terms of sheer size, with the size of Lemmons’s population being 1,614(p127, K. Norris), versus Atlanta’s much larger population of 470,688, you could fit more than a hundred, possibly a few hundred, Lemmons into Atlanta. So, one could surmise that there could be at least 100 smaller communities within Atlanta. Not all of these communities may be black-friendly, and if these smaller neighborhoods are anything like Lemmons, there may be even smaller differences… as Maya states, “If your neighbor likes the same kind of music you like, and pretty much the same food, and maybe goes to the same church, it’s easier to go over and ask, excuse me, do you have some pinto beans, or have you got some Mahalia Jackson records, some Tabasco sauce?”(p. 136, M. Angelou), the problem with moving into the south and finding a place within it as a community would be that, while most of the population might accept you as an African American, maybe only half would accept your taste in music, or a third with your religion. These smaller communities, like in Lemmons, have their own personal tastes to attend to, in addition to the basic requirements of race, income level, and belief system. As a white community would not want a black, on welfare, and Black Panther member in their cookie cutter suburb, a black community might not like a white, rich, KKK member from the luscious, beautiful south in their Harlem up north.

All in all, it is misleading to look at a community on the ‘big’ perspective. Where you can fit more than a hundred Lemmons into Atlanta, you could fit a few thousand into Georgia, and you can fit roughly several tens of thousands of Lemmons into the general area of the South. What this entails is that there are maybe a hundred thousand different communities within the South that might kind of like parts of you as you are but will also want you to change some aspects of your life. This means that, if an African American were to try to move to the South, or any other place in any part of the world for that matter, they would have to leave behind the Bronx, the Canadian, the Texan, whatever it was that made them who they are, in order to be accepted into this new society. 
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