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Understanding Figurative Language in "Harlem" by
Langston Hughes

Figurative language plays a crucial role in poetry, enabling poets to convey complex emotions and
ideas through vivid imagery and symbolism. Langston Hughes, a prominent figure of the Harlem
Renaissance, masterfully employs figurative language in his poem "Harlem" to explore themes of
dreams deferred, social injustice, and the African American experience. This article delves into the
various types of figurative language used in "Harlem," analyzing their significance and impact on the
poem's overall meaning.

The Context of "Harlem"

Before diving into the figurative language, it is essential to understand the context in which Hughes
wrote "Harlem." The poem was published in 1951, during a time when African Americans were
grappling with the lingering effects of systemic racism, economic disparities, and social injustice.
Hughes uses the backdrop of Harlem, a cultural epicenter for African Americans, to illustrate the
struggle for identity and fulfillment amidst these challenges.

Types of Figurative Language in "Harlem"

Hughes employs various forms of figurative language throughout "Harlem," each serving to enhance
the poem's themes and emotional depth. Below are some key examples:

1. Simile

Similes draw comparisons between two unlike things using the words "like" or "as." In "Harlem,"
Hughes uses similes to vividly portray the consequences of unfulfilled dreams:

- "Does it dry up / like a raisin in the sun?"
This simile evokes the image of a raisin, which represents something that has shriveled and lost its

vitality. By comparing a deferred dream to a raisin, Hughes emphasizes the idea that unfulfilled
aspirations can lead to a loss of hope and vitality, mirroring the impact of systemic oppression.



2. Metaphor

Metaphors serve as direct comparisons between two unrelated things, providing deeper meaning by
suggesting that one thing embodies the qualities of another. Hughes uses metaphors effectively in
"Harlem":

- "Or fester like a sore— / And then run?"

Here, Hughes compares a deferred dream to a festering sore, suggesting that neglected aspirations

can become painful and toxic. This metaphor highlights the emotional toll of unfulfilled dreams,
portraying them as wounds that can worsen over time if not addressed.

3. Personification

Personification attributes human qualities to non-human entities, allowing readers to connect with
abstract ideas on a more personal level. Hughes employs personification in the poem to illustrate the
emotional weight of deferred dreams:

- "Maybe it just sags / like a heavy load."

In this line, the dream is given the human-like quality of sagging under a heavy load. This

personification conveys the burden that unfulfilled dreams can impose on individuals, suggesting that
they can weigh down one's spirit and aspirations.

4. Imagery

Imagery involves the use of descriptive language to create vivid mental pictures for the reader.
Hughes utilizes powerful imagery throughout "Harlem," evoking the sensory experiences associated
with deferred dreams:

- "Does it stink / like rotten meat?"

This stark imagery elicits a visceral reaction, making the reader consider the putrid nature of

unfulfilled aspirations. The comparison to "rotten meat" suggests decay and deterioration, reinforcing
the idea that dreams left unaddressed can lead to a sense of loss and despair.

5. Rhetorical Questions

Rhetorical questions are used to provoke thought rather than elicit a direct answer. Hughes employs
rhetorical questions in "Harlem" to engage the reader and emphasize the urgency of the poem's
message:

- "What happens to a dream deferred?"

This opening line sets the tone for the entire poem, inviting readers to ponder the fate of dreams that



are postponed or ignored. By framing the poem around this central question, Hughes encourages
reflection on the broader implications of unfulfilled dreams, particularly within the context of the
African American experience.

Thematic Significance of Figurative Language

The various forms of figurative language in "Harlem" serve to underscore the poem's central themes.
By weaving together similes, metaphors, personification, imagery, and rhetorical questions, Hughes
paints a poignant picture of the emotional and psychological impact of deferred dreams. The use of
these literary devices contributes to the overall message of the poem, highlighting the importance of
addressing dreams and aspirations, particularly for marginalized communities.

1. The Impact of Deferred Dreams

One of the primary themes of "Harlem" is the impact of deferred dreams on individuals and
communities. The figurative language employed by Hughes amplifies this theme, illustrating how
unfulfilled aspirations can lead to feelings of despair, frustration, and hopelessness. Through vivid
imagery and powerful metaphors, Hughes captures the emotional turmoil experienced by those
whose dreams are stifled by systemic barriers.

2. The Urgency for Change

Another significant theme in "Harlem" is the urgent need for change and social justice. The rhetorical
questions posed by Hughes serve as a call to action, urging readers to confront the realities of
unfulfilled dreams and the societal conditions that perpetuate them. By engaging the reader in this
dialogue, Hughes emphasizes the necessity of addressing systemic inequalities and advocating for a
better future.

3. Cultural Identity and Resistance

Hughes's use of figurative language also reflects the broader cultural identity and resistance of the
African American community. The imagery and metaphors throughout the poem resonate with the
struggle for identity and self-actualization. By addressing the pain of deferred dreams, Hughes
connects with the collective experience of African Americans, highlighting the resilience and
determination needed to overcome obstacles and reclaim their dreams.

Conclusion

Langston Hughes's "Harlem" is a masterful exploration of the complexities of dreams, aspirations, and
the consequences of their deferral. Through the use of rich figurative language, including similes,
metaphors, personification, and vivid imagery, Hughes effectively communicates the emotional



weight of unfulfilled dreams and the urgent need for change. The poem serves as a poignant
reminder of the struggles faced by marginalized communities and the importance of addressing
systemic barriers that hinder the pursuit of dreams. By engaging with Hughes's figurative language,
readers can gain a deeper understanding of the themes and messages woven throughout "Harlem,"
ultimately fostering greater empathy and awareness of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of figurative language in Langston
Hughes' poem 'Harlem'?

Figurative language in 'Harlem' enhances the emotional impact of the poem, allowing readers to
grasp the depth of frustration and longing experienced by African Americans. It paints vivid images
that symbolize unfulfilled dreams and the consequences of deferred aspirations.

How does Hughes use metaphors in 'Harlem' to convey his
message?

Hughes employs metaphors like 'a dream deferred' and 'like a raisin in the sun' to illustrate the drying
up and deterioration of dreams when they are postponed. These comparisons evoke a strong visual
representation of lost potential and the pain of waiting.

What role do similes play in the poem 'Harlem'?

Similes in 'Harlem' serve to create relatable comparisons that resonate with readers. For instance,
comparing a deferred dream to a 'sore' emphasizes the emotional and physical toll of unfulfilled
aspirations, making the abstract concept of dreams more tangible.

Can you identify any personification in 'Harlem' and its effect?

While 'Harlem' primarily relies on metaphors and similes, the phrase 'Does it stink like rotten meat?
personifies the deferred dream by suggesting it has a tangible, foul presence. This evokes a visceral
reaction and highlights the unpleasantness of unrealized hopes.

How does Hughes' use of imagery contribute to the theme of
the poem?

Hughes' rich imagery, such as 'like a raisin in the sun' or 'like a heavy load,' employs sensory details
that evoke strong feelings of despair and frustration. This imagery effectively reinforces the poem's
theme of the consequences of neglecting dreams and aspirations.

What is the overall effect of the figurative language used in
‘Harlem'?

The overall effect of the figurative language in 'Harlem' is to evoke a sense of urgency and poignancy
regarding the plight of African Americans. It compels readers to confront the emotional weight of



deferred dreams, fostering empathy and a deeper understanding of social issues.
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