
SAMPLE COMMENTARY: HARLEM, BY LANGSTON HUGHES 

I do as a I usually do and look at the poem itself first. I don’t look at the title until later. When I look at 

this poem, I feel slightly depressed for this person or people. Why must all of these terrible things be 

happening to their dreams?  

The poem is so visual. I can so easily picture the raisin, wrinkled and dried and unwanted. A 

shriveled, almost unrecognizable piece of whatever it first was. I can easily picture the festering sore, 

infected and oozing. It’s something you can’t ignore, because it seems to just be getting worse. I wonder if it 

eventually gets better, as the body can naturally heal itself under the right conditions? Or does the sore, like 

the dream, continue to get worse and worse until you have to go to the hospital and amputate a limb? I can 

smell the stink of rotten meat— right after the festering sore this part of the poem kind of makes me want to 

throw up. It’s slightly better in the next line to picture the syrupy sweet— candy? A pastry? — crusting over 

and hardening the longer it sits out. At least it started out being sweet in the first place.  

But the burden of regret of the dream that has been deferred is what really gets to me. How long will 

they carry this burden? How heavy is it? And then to consider the possibility that it explodes is slightly 

terrifying. How much damage is caused in the explosion?  

I return to the title after I consider a lot of these things. Thinking about it in context of Harlem totally 

changes things for me. It even makes me angry a little bit— particularly as I consider the racial and civil 

rights implications of the title. Why are their dreams deferred? Who made it that way? Why aren’t we getting 

any better as a society? I feel like things are just getting worse. When you consider what recently happened 

in Charlottesville, it’s hard to see much progress. Isn’t this America? Aren’t we founded on the idea of the 

American Dream? Whatever the American Dream means— and I believe that it means different things to 

different people— this poem— along with recent and historical events— perhaps point to the fact that the 

American Dream is not— nor has it ever been— something  that everyone can achieve. Whatever their 

dream is, no matter how sweet or how wonderful it started out to be, ultimately it is decayed, dried up, and 

detrimental to the dreamer who is put off from achieving it.  

I think that Langston Hughes’ tone is brilliant. It’s a short, witty poem with playful (if disgusting) 

imagery that on the surface seems light, but really speaks to something much darker. He’s a genius.  


