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Charles Gazzara
Literary Interpretation
Poetry Close Reading
“I,Too” and You

	“I, Too” is a poem written by Langston Hughes and first published in 1932, three years after the beginning of the Great Depression. Hughes’ poem is a direct response to “I Hear America Singing” by Walt Whitman. Whereas Whitman’s poem celebrates American democracy through the happy labor of its citizens, Hughes brings to light the fact that African Americans had been left out and pushed aside. During the early part of the twentieth century much of the United States was still segregated and African Americans were still thought of as “less than” compared to white Americans. It was also the time of the Harlem Renaissance, a movement that reawakened African American culture and artistic expression. Langston Hughes was a key contributor to this movement that sought to help instill cultural and racial pride in African Americans throughout the United States. “I, Too” is one of these attempts to bring a sense of racial pride to African Americans. Hughes used free verse when writing “I, Too”. The situation of the poem is that the speaker, an African American man, works as a servant for a white family. This man then gets sent into the kitchen to eat when the family receives company for dinner, being isolated from the whites. The speaker then vows to one day sit at the table when the family has company.  A close reading of “I, Too” reveals that Hughes, through a controlling metaphor, is using the speaker of the poem to represent African Americans as a whole and tell them that they will one day join white society as equals.
	Americans like to believe that they form a community of brothers. Philadelphia, the former capital of the United States, is known as “The City of Brotherly Love”. However, many times in our history, that belief has run counter to the reality of the times, as the country has endured eras of slavery, segregation, and denying women the right to vote. Hughes uses “I, Too” as a metaphor to highlight this contrast. The speaker, a metaphor that represents all African Americans, refers to himself as the “darker brother” (2). This may be meant to be taken as literal darkness when referring to skin tone, or perhaps as figurative darkness, as in, the brother that has been hidden away from society. African Americans have been contributing to this society since they were brought to the United States and persevered through the era of slavery. When the speaker says “I, too, sing America” (1), Hughes is reminding the reader that an important part of America’s greatness has been forgotten about and shunned. This is expressed by the speaker of the poem being ostracized from the rest of the household and sent to the white family’s kitchen.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Hughes uses the kitchen in the poem to represent the segregation that African Americans were enduring during the 1930s.  In the poem, the speaker is seemingly commiserating with himself, as there does not appear to be an auditor, over his position in life compared to the white family he works for. He complains of being sent to the kitchen when the white family receives company: “They send me to eat in the kitchen / When company comes” (3-4). The company that the speaker is referring to represents the white society that he is being isolated from while being confined to the kitchen to eat in solitude. The kitchen is significant because it is usually where great labor is done, but necessary labor, as it is where food is provided to one’s family, and in the poem speaks to the ability of the servant (a metaphor for African Americans) to provide meals for the white family and their dinner company (a metaphor for American society). The act of eating in the poem is important because it is how we as people acquire sustenance, and represents growth and prosperity. While he is there, the speaker thinks of a time when he will be able to eat at the table with the others: “Tomorrow, / I’ll sit at the table” (8-9). Through this, Hughes is telling African Americans of the 1930s that they will not always have to endure the intense segregation that they were dealing with at the time. Both Hughes and the speaker are imagining a time when racial segregation no longer exists and blacks and whites can come together as true equals.
	Throughout the poem, Hughes describes the resiliency of the African American spirit. The speaker perceives himself to be weak in the beginning of the poem, but by the end sees himself as strong, which is what Hughes wants the African American readers of this poem to become. When the speaker first gets sent away into the kitchen when dinner company arrives, he makes light of it. Biding his time, he says, “But I laugh, / And eat well, / And grow strong” (5-7). Hughes is using this stanza to communicate to his fellow African Americans that were reading this poem at the time it was published that although they may have felt downtrodden, it was important to continue to grow stronger both intellectually and spiritually.  Hughes continues that sentiment in the next stanza by stating once they become strong enough, they won’t be downtrodden again. Hughes expresses this by having the speaker go on to say that once he joins the table; no one will be able to get him to leave again: “Nobody’ll dare / Say to me, / ‘Eat in the kitchen’” (11-13). This is followed up by the belief that once African Americans have achieved equality, society will be ashamed of its behavior towards the African American community. The speaker expresses this assertion by saying “Besides, / They’ll see how beautiful I am / And be ashamed” (15-17). The poem ends with the speaker stating “I, too, am America” (18). This statement is Hughes telling his readers through the speaker of the poem that they will be reintegrated into society where they belong once America remembers its darker brother.
	In conclusion, Langston Hughes accomplished much with “I, Too”. He used the poem as a pep talk to his fellow African Americans to let them know that better days were ahead, and to remind white readers of his work that there were still injustices being committed in a land where all people are created equal. While most people will agree that we are not where should be as a country or a culture yet, I believe we have made some significant strides since Langston Hughes’ era, and it is in no small part due to him as well as the other contributors to the Harlem Renaissance.
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