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Theme of Freedom and Confinement in Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “Sympathy”
Name
Institution

“Sympathy” is a three-stanza, twenty-one-line lyric poem by the African-American poet, Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) that addresses the central theme of freedom and confinement through the story of a caged bird who continually struggles to be freed from the cage. The poet uses various literary elements and devices such as rhyme and meter, symbolism, imagery, and even the setting to articulate the theme of freedom and confinement. This paper examines the use of these devices and their significance to the development of the theme.
To start with, the poem is a lyric because it gives the audience a glimpse into the emotions and thoughts of the speaker. This comes out through the line “I know what the caged bird feels” that is repeated twice (Dunbar, 2016. Lines 1,7). This means that the speaker fully identifies with the caged bird’s feelings. This identification is also expressed throughout the poem as the speaker categorically maintains that he knows why the bird does what he does, for example, beating his wings (8,14), singing (15,21). This implies that the poem is as much about the speaker as it is about the bird.
Therefore symbolism is employed with much significance. In this case, the entire poem is a metaphor of the oppression of African-Americans during Dunbar’s era [turn of the 20th-Century]. In this case, the cage represents the oppressive system that enslaved black people in America; the bird symbolizes the blacks who continually struggles to break free and gain freedom. Again the setting is used symbolically whereby; the cage setting symbolizes confinement while the beautiful natural setting outside the cage symbolizes freedom. 


[bookmark: _GoBack]To contrast the different environment and how they depict freedom and confinement, the speaker uses rich imagery to present a beautiful image of a beautiful landscape which is then contrasted to the desolate dull landscape within the cage. This is seen when the speaker says “when the winds stirs soft through the springing grass/, and the river flows like a stream of glass” (3, 4). The reader can already visualize the environment described with birds singing as the flowers open their buds. All this makes the setting outside the cage appear like a beautiful experience that the bird deserves but is denied – just like freedom to the black-Americans of that time. 
Notably, “Sympathy” has a consistent meter, regular form, and a strict pattern of rhyme scheme. For example, Stanza One has ABAABCC, Two has ABAABAA, while Three has ABAABCC rhyme scheme respectively. The Second stanza’s rhyme is slightly different because it has only two rhyming sounds instead of three – lines 13 and 14 are confined to the earlier sounds of line 1, 10, and 11, an excellent sign of the aspect of confinement. Given the poem’s central theme of freedom and confinement, one can say that Dunbar creates this structure on purpose because the meter, form, and rhyme scheme all create a subtle, yet persistent feeling of confinement. 
The reader is compelled to sympathize with the confined bird and by extension, the speaker who greatly identifies with the bird’s plight. The bird is the oppressed black person in America, the cage is the oppressive system, and the natural setting outside the cage is true freedom. Therefore, although Dunbar does not mention the term oppression or racism, a keen reader can connect “Sympathy” to the difficult experiences that black-Americans faced for years.
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