A Cavity and its Roots in Symbolism

Segregated.  Pampered.  Ignored.  Praised.  Unequal.  Equal.  The society structure of the United States during the time of Maya Angelou’s writing in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings was indefinitely black and white.  Due to strict segregation, the gray area between the two races never arose.  The idyllic and much-desired utopia of African Americans was never apparent, for during this time that great amount of pleasantness was never bestowed upon the minority.  Rather, in Maya Angelou’s novel, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the harsh and bitter world that African Americans face is represented.  A young girl, Marguerite, realizes she beholds two cavities and presumes she is enduring the worst pain anyone has ever endured.  To heal the pain, Momma, Marguerite’s grandmother, takes her to a dentist.  Unfortunately, the only dentists are white and therefore, across town, hence the two begin their journey to diminish the throbbing of Marguerite’s jaw.  Upon arrival, the dentist states, “…you know I don’t treat nigra, colored people” (Angelou 188).  The grandmother tries to barter the fact that the dentist is in debt to her, however he remarks, “…I’d rather stick my hand in a dog’s mouth than a nigger’s” (189). Momma, trying to be patient and reasonable, begins discussing with the dentist behind closed doors.  During this instance, Marguerite envisions Momma “being ten feet tall with eight-foot arms” and declaring Marguerite’s need for dentistry, with the result being affirmative.  Yet, this grand stride for Marguerite’s grandmother is indeed only a vision and instead the dentist furnishes Momma with ten dollars to pay for her granddaughter’s cavities elsewhere.  This heeds only as an example of the unforgiving and insensitive gestures towards African Americans during the time Angelou depicts in her novel.  The racial issues focused on in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings are dynamically exemplified through distinguished symbols such as a cavity, a white towel, as well as a bridge and its surroundings.  

Three dynamic symbols are prevalent in Maya Angelou’s excerpt from I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and represent the aspects of racism and prejudice.  As Marguerite talks of the Candy Angel at the beginning of Chapter 24 the transition emits the first symbol, a cavity.  This cavity, eating away at tooth enamel, symbolically shows slavery and its key attributes.  Marguerite claims “…that the pain was more serious than that which anyone had ever suffered” and “[She] prayed earnestly that [she would] be allowed to sit under the house and have the building collapse on my left jaw” (Angelou 185).  Through this description the idea of agony and suffering caused by racism is clearly emphasized.  Blatantly explained by Marguerite and represented by Angelou, the stabbing wounds caused by racism are indeed the most serious pains she has endured.  Progressing in the novel, a white towel holds symbolic relevance as well.  Due to the protagonist’s toothache, a journey is needed.  Before leaving, Marguerite ties a white towel around her jaw, to hide the pain caused by the cavity.  Covering not only her physical pain of the tooth, but also the pain she feels from racism, Marguerite enters white society hoping to remain unharmed.  Ironically, the white towel against her dark skin serves as no tool in keeping her identity overlooked.  By trying to hide her black self with a white towel, the young girl in turn, exposes herself more to white society.  The white towel symbolically ties together the need to be hidden and also the need to fit in, both of which are excruciatingly crucial for adequate survival in society.  In the course of this example, it is apparent how symbolic Angelou’s novel is and this concept is even more illustrated through yet another symbol.  A final use of symbolism in this excerpt is during Marguerite’s quest across the bridge to get to the ‘white side of town’.  As she crosses over the bridge, Marguerite claims, “On the other side of the bridge the ache seemed to lessen as if a whitebreeze blew off the whitefolks and cushioned everything in their neighborhood --- including my jaw” (187).  Exhibited in this statement, the protagonist proves the evidence of racism in the excerpt.   Within black society the burden is greater and causes a more provoking ache, while once entering a white society the heavy load seems lighter and the pain less significant, as proven by Marguerite’s cavity.  Supporting this notion, Marguerite speaks of how “the gravel road was smoother, the stones smaller”, emphasizing how indeed all outlooks seem more positive when the burden of racism is not apparent.  Involving demonstration of symbols, such as a cavity, a white towel, and a bridge connecting two diverse worlds, racism is epitomized in Maya Angelou’s novel I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

