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Maya Angelou has been waitress, singer, actress, dancer, activist, editor, filmmaker, writer, mother, and now inaugural poet. She first
         thrilled the world with her autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. This was followed by Gather Together in My Name, Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas, The Heart of a Woman, All God’s Children
            Need Travelling Shoes and in 2002 the sixth and final volume, A Song Flung Up to Heaven. She has written two collections of prose, Wouldn’t Take Nothing for My Journey Now and Even the Stars Look Lonesome. She has also written six poetry collections, as well as the inaugural poem for President Clinton, and two cookbooks, Hallelujah! The Welcome Table and Great Food, All Day Long, all of which are published by Virago. Maya Angelou now has a life-time appointment as Reynolds Professor of American Studies
         at Wake Forest University of North Carolina.
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This book
is dedicated to
Oprah Winfrey
with immeasurable love.
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      Wisdom was created before all things,
and prudent understanding from Eternity.

—Book of Acts of the Apostles





      




      
IN
ALL
WAYS
A WOMAN

      
      
In my young years I took pride in the fact that luck was called a lady. In fact, there were so few public acknowledgments of
         the female presence that I felt personally honored whenever nature and large ships were referred to as feminine. But as I
         matured, I began to resent being considered a sister to a changeling as fickle as luck, as aloof as an ocean, and as frivolous
         as nature.
      

The phrase “A woman always has the right to change her mind” played so aptly into the negative image of the female that I
         made myself a victim to an unwavering decision. Even if I made an inane and stupid choice, I stuck by it rather than “be like a woman and change my mind.”
      

Being a woman is hard work. Not without joy and even ecstasy, but still relentless, unending work. Becoming an old female
         may require only being born with certain genitalia, inheriting long-living genes and the fortune not to be run over by an
         out-of-control truck, but to become and remain a woman command the existence and employment of genius.
      

The woman who survives intact and happy must be at once tender and tough. She must have convinced herself, or be in the unending
         process of convincing herself, that she, her values, and her choices are important. In a time and world where males hold sway
         and control, the pressure upon women to yield their rights-of-way is tremendous. And it is under those very circumstances
         that the woman’s toughness must be in evidence.
      

She must resist considering herself a lesser version of her male counterpart. She is not a sculptress, poetess, authoress,
         Jewess, Negress, or even (now rare) in university parlance a rectoress. If she is the thing, then for her own sense of self
         and for the education of the ill-informed she must insist with rectitude in being the thing and in being called the thing.
      

A rose by any other name may smell as sweet, but a woman called by a devaluing name will only be weakened by the misnomer.

She will need to prize her tenderness and be able to display it at appropriate times in order to prevent toughness from gaining
         total authority and to avoid becoming a mirror image of those men who value power above life, and control over love.
      

It is imperative that a woman keep her sense of humor intact and at the ready. She must see, even if only in secret, that
         she is the funniest, looniest woman in her world, which she should also see as being the most absurd world of all times.
      

It has been said that laughter is therapeutic and amiability lengthens the life span.

Women should be tough, tender, laugh as much as possible, and live long lives. The struggle for equality continues unabated,
         and the woman warrior who is armed with wit and courage will be among the first to celebrate victory.
      

      




      
PASSPORTS
TO
UNDERSTANDING

      
      
Human beings are more alike than unalike, and what is true anywhere is true everywhere, yet I encourage travel to as many destinations
         as possible for the sake of education as well as pleasure.
      

It is necessary, especially for Americans, to see other lands and experience other cultures. The American, living in this
         vast country and able to traverse three thousand miles east to west using the same language, needs to hear languages as they
         collide in Europe, Africa, and Asia.
      

A tourist, browsing in a Paris shop, eating in an Italian ristorante, or idling along a Hong Kong street, will encounter three or four languages as she negotiates the buying of a blouse, the paying of a check, or the choosing
         of a trinket. I do not mean to suggest that simply overhearing a foreign tongue adds to one’s understanding of that language.
         I do know, however, that being exposed to the existence of other languages increases the perception that the world is populated
         by people who not only speak differently from oneself but whose cultures and philosophies are other than one’s own.
      

Perhaps travel cannot prevent bigotry, but by demonstrating that all peoples cry, laugh, eat, worry, and die, it can introduce
         the idea that if we try to understand each other, we may even become friends.
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