
Literary Elements and Devices in Maya Angelou’s “Still I Rise” 

 
Literary Element or Device 

 
What about it? 

 
How does it support the theme 

(help convey the author’s message?) 

First person point of view The author’s use of the first person 
point of view puts the speaker in 
opposition to the reader, which puts 
the reader in place of the oppressor. 
This challenges the reader to answer 
the rhetorical questions posed and to 
face his or her own racism.  

The speaker empowers herself to 
challenge the reader. The speaker is 
fighting back, but with words, and in 
a way that is inspirational. “I rise, I 
rise, I rise…” is like an invocation, or 
invitation, to also rise – to rise above 
racist attitudes.  
 

Tone The sassy but proudly poised tone 
both challenges the reader to face 
his racism but also invites the reader 
to empathize with the speaker. The 
tone is only somewhat sassy so as to 
invite the reader in and not push him 
or her away. 

The tone that is only somewhat sassy 
and also upright and proud helps 
support the message that no matter 
what the world does to me, I will rise 
up…and so should you. I invite you, 
with my assertiveness and charm, to 
rise up too. You should rise up 
against whatever forces oppress you, 
and you should rise up against your 
own inner demons that make you 
want to oppress others.  
 

Diction Words like “haughty,” “sassy,” and 
“sexy” help to create the tone that is 
both challenging and charming. 
These words have both negative and 
positive connotations and hence 
both challenge and invite the reader.  

The use of diction that is rife with 
both positive and negative 
connotations emphasizes the 
struggle of opposites: black and 
white; speaker and reader; you and 
me; and the rising up against 
oppression from others alongside the 
rising up against our own tendency 
to oppress others. 
 

Rhyme and slant rhyme The author uses both rhyme, as in 
“surprise” and “thighs,” and slant-
rhyme in the form of “rise” and 
“tide” to lend a certain musicality 
which adds to the emotional pull and 
further invites the reader into the 
power of the message. 

The author’s use of slant-rhyme (in 
particular, assonance) places 
emphasis on certain words that help 
to clarify the message. Every time a 
word rhymes, or half-rhymes, with 
“rise,” the author is in effect 
emphasizing the word “rise” which is 
what the author (and the speaker) 
wants us to do. 
 

Rhythm Along with rhyme, the author 
employs rhythm. The speaker speaks 
in a way that swells like music and 
crescendos. The rhythm rises like a 
person to a place that is higher.  

The poem rises up like a person 
should against all things unholy.  



Allusion The word “haughty” is used a lot in 
the Bible. When used in the Bible it 
suggests an inappropriate pride that 
insults God. This reference to the 
Bible, and hence to religion in 
general, reminds us that we are all 
united under one God. The reference 
to a type of pride that is about not  
knowing your place suggests that 
sometimes we have to transcend our 
place when that “place” is imposed 
upon us by an oppressive other. Rosa 
Parks didn’t accept the place that 
was imposed upon her by an 
oppressive other. Her haughtiness 
was therefore admirable.  
 
 

By referencing the Bible and also the 
notion of hierarchy, the author 
suggests that we have to know when 
and how to ‘rise up’ and be the right 
amount of “haughty,” and perhaps 
we know from listening to God – the 
one God that potentially unifies us 
all. 
 

Allusion (continued) The speaker mentions oil wells, gold 
and diamonds because they are 
voraciously mined in Africa. White 
oppressors have stripped the African 
land and people of precious metals 
for the sake of selfish material 
wealth, mostly for the white 
oppressors. 
 

This is the author’s way of reminding 
us where beautiful things come from 
– Africa – and also the cost of those 
beautiful things: racism and 
economic division. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 


