
Figurative Language In I Too By Langston
Hughes

Figurative language in "I, Too" by Langston Hughes is a powerful vehicle for
conveying the themes of identity, race, and resilience. In this celebrated
poem, Hughes employs a variety of literary devices that allow readers to
connect emotionally with the struggle for equality and the assertion of self-
worth. Through the use of metaphor, imagery, repetition, and symbolism,
Hughes crafts a narrative that speaks to the African American experience,
reflecting both the pain of discrimination and the hope for a more inclusive
future.

Understanding Figurative Language

Figurative language refers to the use of words or expressions that convey
meanings different from their literal interpretation. It enhances writing by
making it more vivid and relatable, allowing the reader to visualize concepts
and emotions. In poetry, figurative language plays a crucial role in
establishing tone, setting mood, and creating deeper layers of meaning.

Types of Figurative Language in "I, Too"

Hughes employs several types of figurative language in "I, Too," each
contributing to the overall impact of the poem. The most prominent types
include:

1. Metaphor
2. Imagery
3. Symbolism
4. Repetition



Metaphor

Metaphors are comparisons that do not use "like" or "as," allowing for a more
direct connection between two unlike things. In "I, Too," the metaphor of "I,
too, am America" establishes the speaker's identity as an integral part of
the nation. This statement serves to assert the speaker's belonging and
value, countering the societal narrative that marginalized African Americans.

- Identity and Inclusion: The metaphor suggests that the speaker, as an
African American, is not separate from America but is, in fact, its very
essence. By positioning himself as part of America, the speaker challenges
the exclusionary practices of the time.
- Hope for Recognition: The metaphor emphasizes the speaker's hope for a
future where all voices, regardless of race, are heard and celebrated.

Imagery

Imagery involves the use of descriptive language to create vivid pictures in
the reader's mind. Hughes uses imagery to evoke feelings of both despair and
hope, painting a stark contrast between the present and the envisioned
future.

- Isolation and Rejection: The poem opens with the line, "I am the darker
brother," which immediately conjures images of separation and exclusion. The
speaker is sent to eat in the kitchen when company arrives, symbolizing the
social and racial isolation experienced by African Americans.
- Positive Transformation: As the poem progresses, the imagery shifts to one
of triumph and recognition. The speaker declares, "Tomorrow, I'll be at the
table," which evokes a powerful image of inclusion and equality. This shift
in imagery reflects the speaker's resilience and optimism for change.

Symbolism

Symbolism involves using symbols to represent larger ideas or concepts. In
"I, Too," several symbols contribute to the poem's themes:

1. The Kitchen: The act of being sent to the kitchen serves as a symbol of
racial segregation and oppression. It represents a societal structure that
seeks to diminish the worth of African Americans.
2. The Table: Conversely, the table symbolizes equality, inclusion, and
recognition. It represents a future where African Americans are acknowledged
as equal participants in American society.
3. The "Other": The speaker's identity as "the darker brother" symbolizes the
broader African American community and their collective struggle for
acceptance and equality.



Repetition

Repetition is a rhetorical device that emphasizes certain ideas or themes
through the reiteration of words or phrases. In "I, Too," Hughes uses
repetition to reinforce the speaker's determination and hope for the future.

- "I, too": The repeated phrase "I, too" serves as a declaration of identity
and belonging. It asserts the speaker's presence and challenges the notion of
exclusion.
- "Tomorrow": The word "tomorrow" appears multiple times, symbolizing hope
and the promise of a better future. It signifies a turning point where the
speaker envisions a time when racial barriers will be dismantled.

Thematic Implications of Figurative Language

The use of figurative language in "I, Too" deepens the reader's understanding
of the poem's themes, which include:

1. Racial Inequality
2. Identity and Belonging
3. Hope and Resilience

Racial Inequality

The figurative language highlights the harsh realities of racial
discrimination. By depicting the speaker's experience of being sent away to
eat in the kitchen, Hughes illustrates the systemic racism that pervades
society. This stark imagery serves as a powerful indictment of the social
order that marginalizes individuals based on their race.

Identity and Belonging

Hughes's use of metaphor establishes a strong sense of identity. The
speaker's assertion that he is "America" challenges the reader to reconsider
their understanding of national identity. This assertion is a declaration
that all individuals, regardless of race, contribute to the fabric of the
nation. The figurative language invites readers to embrace a more inclusive
understanding of what it means to belong.

Hope and Resilience

The poem's hopeful tone is reinforced by the imagery and repetition,



particularly the vision of a future where the speaker is "at the table." This
imagery symbolizes a time when racial equality will be achieved, and all
voices will be heard. Hughes's use of figurative language emphasizes the
resilience of the African American spirit and the belief in a brighter
future.

Conclusion

Figurative language in "I, Too" by Langston Hughes serves as a powerful tool
for articulating the complexities of the African American experience. Through
metaphor, imagery, symbolism, and repetition, Hughes crafts a narrative that
transcends mere words, inviting readers to engage emotionally with themes of
race, identity, and hope. The poem stands as a testament to the enduring
spirit of resilience and the unwavering belief in a future where all
individuals, regardless of their race, are recognized as integral to the
American tapestry. Hughes's masterful use of figurative language not only
enhances the poem's aesthetic quality but also deepens its impact, making it
a timeless piece of literature that continues to resonate with readers today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the title 'I, Too' in
relation to figurative language?
The title 'I, Too' serves as a powerful metaphor for the resilience and
assertion of identity by African Americans. It emphasizes the idea of
inclusion and equality, suggesting that despite systemic racism, the speaker
will eventually be recognized and valued.

How does Langston Hughes use personification in 'I,
Too'?
In 'I, Too', Hughes personifies America, suggesting that the nation will
acknowledge and embrace all its people, including those marginalized. This
personification highlights the speaker's hope for a future where everyone is
seen as part of the American identity.

What role does imagery play in conveying the poem's
message?
Imagery in 'I, Too' creates vivid contrasts between the speaker's current
marginalized state and the hopeful vision of the future. For example, the
image of eating at the table symbolizes acceptance and equality, reinforcing
the poem's theme of rightful inclusion.



Can you identify an example of symbolism in 'I,
Too'?
Yes, the 'table' in 'I, Too' symbolizes societal acceptance and equality. The
act of being invited to sit at the table represents the speaker's desire for
recognition and the eventual breaking down of racial barriers.

How does repetition serve a purpose in 'I, Too'?
Repetition in 'I, Too' emphasizes the speaker's unwavering confidence and
determination. The phrase 'I, too, am America' is repeated to assert the
speaker's rightful place in the national identity, reinforcing the theme of
equality and belonging.
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