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Home is Where the Heart is… Or Not

In Maya Angelou’s “Reclaiming Our Home Place”, she states that all African Americans, despite where they are from, can return to the South and feel right at home due in part to the renowned Southern hospitality and subsequent laid-back and relaxed lifestyle. This is a stark contrast to Kathleen Norris’s  experience with Lemmon, South Dakota, where, if you are not there for a considerable period of time, you can never fit in properly again. It is important to also note that Maya’s place of return is a very large and general place(the South), whereas Kathleen’s refers to a small town. On the large scale of the South, African Americans could easily integrate themselves, but Maya’s view of communities fails to take into account the smaller communities that make up the larger Southern one.

According to Maya, many African Americans may have within them a sort of innate desire to head back to the south, as though it were a sort of ancestral home. To her it seems that it would be a very comfortable place for black Americans to go to, despite being raised in the Bronx, California, and Virginia… all of them should, in theory, feel comfort in being in the South and participating in the Southern mannerisms. However, while the Civil Rights movement has done its stuff, this does not mean that racism has completely subsided. She reasons that black people would be readily accepted back into the Southern culture when this might not always be the case. While Atlanta may be the center for current popular rap music artists, the smaller communities dotting Georgia aren’t always so black-friendly.  There are a number of reasons for this, one of which can be attributed to the small-town nature of cities similar to Lemmon. While Maya generalizes the South into one large community, this isn’t so. Not all Californians are porn stars, not all those from Tennessee are aspiring country singers, not everyone in the South shares the same relaxed nature. Maya’s fallacy is when she assumes that the South is one big open community. Her definition of community is much more open and accepting and on a larger scale than that of Kathleen’s.

Lemmon is a small community in the middle of North Dakota. North Dakota itself is lacking in the stuff being there in general department and Lemmon is certainly no better. Thus, the people of a very small community tend to be very close-knitted with the economy, socializing, and so on. Every person and their decisions affect every other person greatly. If someone leaves or if someone new enters the town, this can cause a great deal of distress and change in the community, which can arguably upset the balance of their economy and well-being. In this sense, people are not always ready to accept new people into the equation… it can be dangerous, and people in these sorts of places tend to resist change for these very reasons. Also, in any community, big or small, there are certain expectations of the people who come into the communities. Even if in the small communities they were ready to accept new people in, there would be an imaginary checklist 

In the South, there are areas with mostly whites, areas with mostly blacks, places that are about equally mixed, and some with just one or the other. There are small town areas and there are largely populated communities. In a large, white-only community, while the people there may be willing to accept change, the people there might not want a black person to ‘pollute’ their community. A large community of black people, however, might be very glad to accept one of their race into the whole equation. A small community of white or black people might object to new people, simply for the fact that it’s too risky: one person may lose a certain job or an election’s results may change greatly, simply because of this new part of the demographic. Furthermore, in a small black or white community, the belief system may have been passed down by the only people who have every been living there. So, due to the stubbornness and opposition to change, ancient opinions of racism may thrive, causing a person to not be accepted into the community simply because of race. Thus, black people might be easily accepted into
some parts of the South… but maybe not all parts of the South. Similarly, though, white people might be kept out of some parts of the south as well. Even further, people might just not be accepted into a certain community because they are a new person. Black people can go to the South and try to be accepted, and there is a chance they might be, but if the community they go to does not want to accept them, then they are not going to be accepted.


You can look at the South as one big community if you want, but it’s much more complicated than that on the smaller scale. If you go to a small town filled with people that do not like your kind, you probably will not be accepted.  Similarly, you could go to a large city like Atlanta and be accepted… but you will need to go to a part of Atlanta that will accept you. Maya’s concept of the South is a bit too broad and by introducing Kathleen’s concept of a small, tight-knit community, you find that while you can be accepted into the South, it’s a completely different story to be accepted into a specific city, town, suburb, or basically, community, in the South.
