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Literary Analysis of “Theme For English B" By Langston Hughes
Langston Hughes 1951 “Theme For English B” is one of his most anthologized and famous poems that addresses the concept of race and its interconnectedness to the pursuit of the American Dream. This is one of the works that have seen scholars view Hughes as a “pre-eminent American writer” (Rampersad 496) It tells the story of a twenty-two-year-old student of color who has been asked by the instructor to write a page that is authentic and original. However, the student feels that writing the page may not be as easy as it sounds especially given the fact that he is the only person of color in the whole class. The speaker is thirsty for knowledge and inspired by his pursuit of the American Dream, declares that just because he is colored does not mean he does not like the things that people of other races do (Line 27-28). This is a student who is aware of his racial identity and its implication in pursuing his dreams. Hughes uses various literary devices which make the poem’s language sound casual, simple, and flow in a connected stream-of-consciousness – all these make the poem easy to understand (Withers Np). This literary analysis explores how Langston Hughes employs literary devices and techniques in the title, theme, setting, and figurative language among others to convey the message in “Theme For English B.”
Despite the poem’s implied simplicity, there is more to the title “Theme For English B” than meets the eye. From the surface, and more so, judging from the four-letter-word title, this poem appears like just another assignment for the English B class. However, there is a more profound meaning behind it and the theme referred to in the title is not based on the exploration of a particular work.
 
Rather, the speaker may be using the term “theme” mentioned in the title to refer to the idea of the role of race in the American society, social connection, as well a personal identity or awareness. It is an invitation from the speaker to the instructor and audience to come along with him as they explore what it may mean to be a person of color in America. This comes out when he wonders whether his paper will be painted as he is – an indication that racial differences hold an integral part of the society (27-28). Therefore, despite the poem’s overall simplicity and clarity the title is misleadingly simple and requires one to read with an open mind so as to grasp the poet’s intended meaning.
The setting is clear and distinct. On this note, the reader does not have any trouble discovering that Hughes’s “Theme For English B” is set in Harlem, New York City. However, the action does not remain here but expands to include other locations. The speaker takes the reader to Winston-Salem in the South, Durham, and finally Harlem in New York City (7-9). This walk through several places reminds or rather enables the reader to understand that the issues addressed in and by this poem are widespread and affect every and any part of America, and probably the entire world in general. This argument becomes more apparent as the poem comes to close to the end. In this case,  the speaker in reference to his instructor being white and him non-white is convinced that they are both part of each other because “that’s American” (33). This implies that the views addressed here are not limited to one aspect or part of America but to every place and every person that is American.


The poem is narrated from a first person point of view and relies on the consciousness of the speaker’s thoughts and reflections on various issues as he undertakes to complete the white instructor’s assignment. He makes it easy for the audience to visualize the kind of person he is in terms of where he was born, raised, and educated as well as the things that he likes and his views of belonging to one race and not the other in the American society. On this note, the reader learns that the speaker was born, raised and partly educated in Winston-Salem in the South, before moving on to Durham and finally the current college the city (7-9). He loves the normal things that any person his age would, such as music, work, read, be in love, and understand life, etcetera (21-22). Hughes, therefore, presents the speaker as a typical 22-year old student to show that despite the racial differences, dreams are valid and significantly similar across all races in America.
Imagery is widely used in this poem. On this note, race, place, and learning imagery are prevalent throughout this poem. Apparently, the poem is written by the only black student in the entire class as seen when he declares that “I am the only colored student in my class” (10). The word colored here is used to symbolize a black or African-American as at the time the poem was written [the 1950s], and it is often used in the poem – this is the race imagery. Learning in this poem is also symbolic. The speaker is a college student, and therefore it is not a surprise that there is too much talk about learning from the onset to the end of this poem. The title and culminating sentence set the stage for an academic tone.


It can also be noted that throughout the entire poem, specific and significant places are mentioned. They bring out geographic locations as an integral part of the speaker’s identity – after all, geographical boundaries play a big role in differentiating the blacks from the whites in terms of where they live. By extension, and on this note, the speaker has employed extensive pop and geographical allusion in this poem by referring to various great people, events, and places. The allusion to pop culture is seen through references to Bop music, Bessie Smith, and Johann Sebastian Bach (24). On the other hand, geographic allusion, which is more dominant is evidenced by references to Winston-Salem and Durham – North Carolina (7-8); City College and Harlem – New York City (9). Others include St. Nicholas Park, St. Nicholas Ave, Eighth Avenue, and Seventh Avenue – New York (12-13). These are not just place or events; rather Hughes employs each of this forms of allusion to enable the reader to learn more about the speaker, what matters to him, and the points he is trying to make.
By employing a skillful approach to various literary devices and techniques such as the title, setting, the speaker, figurative language as well as pop culture and geographic allusion, Langston Hughes allows the reader to read and understand the life of the speaker better. Through this poem, the poet asserts that there are different types of Americans based on racial differentiation. However, one cannot sufficiently find a single definition for the “American” experience. Mason points out that in this poem, Hughes shows that despite the differences Americans have something to learn from each other (Np). Therefore, the speaker makes it apparent that regardless of age, race, and gender all strive to attain the ultimate American Dream and live happily and equally despite their differences.
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