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*» Enrichment Activity 7

The Harlem Renaissance

Langston Hughes was the primary voice of African American experiences as outlets
of the Harlem Renaissance, a rebirth of for their poetic expression. The jazz and
African American culture that took place in blues clubs of Harlem provided the back-
Harlem, a borough of New York City, in the drop for African American writers and
1920s. Hughes was known as “The Poet entertainers who attempted to instill cul-
Laureate of Harlem.” Hughes and others tural pride and raise the social conscience
used social, political, and religious aspects of African Americans.

DIRECTIONS: Read the following poem by Langston Hughes, and then answer the questions
that follow on a separate sheet of paper.

* >

“Mother to Son”

Well, son, I'll tell you: And sometimes goin’ in the dark
Life for me ain‘t been no crystal stair. Where there ain't been no light.
It's had tacks in it, So boy, don't you turn back.
And splinters, Don't you set down on the steps
And boards torn up, ‘Cause you finds it's kinder hard.
And places with no carpet on the floor— Don't you fall now—
Bare. For I'se still goin’, honey,
But all the time I'se still climbin’,
I'se been a-climbin’ on, And life for me ain‘t been no crystal stair.
And reachin’ fandin’s,
And turnin’ corers, Langston Hughes

“Mother to Son* from The Colfected Poems of Langston Hughes by Langston Hughes,
copyright © 1994 by The Estate of Langston Hughes. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc. -

e ol

Questions to Consider

1. What does Hughes mean when he writes, “Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair”?

2. Who is the speaker in this poem?

3. Who is the speaker addressing?

4. What is the message of the poem?

5. Do you think that this poem is negative or positive? Explain your answer.

6. GO A STEP FURTHER » Imagine that you are the owner of a jazz club in Harlem. Create
a flyer to give to potential customers. Include information on poets and musicians who
will perform in your establishment.
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I Universal Access Activity 7 * % % % % %

Writing from the Harlem Renaissance

Langston Hughes was among the great new voices of African American culture
that spoke during the 1920s. One of his poems follows.

“I, TOO” BY LANGSTON HUGHES
|, too, sing America.

| am the darker brother.

They send me to eat in the kitchen
When company comes,

But | laugh,

And eat well,

And grow strong.

Tomorrow,

I'll be at the table
When company comes.
Nobody'll dare

Say to me,

“Eat in the kitchen,”
Then.

Besides,
They'll see how beautiful | am
And be ashamed—

1, too, am America.

. Directions: Answer the following questions on a separate sheet of paper.
1. Stating the Problem What social problem does Langston Hughes infer (describe)
in this poem?

2. Stating the Problem Explain how a member of another group during the 1920s, such
as women, recently arrived immigrants, or members of religious minorities, might
have stated their own “problem” in words that are similar to or different from those
of Langston Hughes in this poem.

(continued)
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I Primary Source Reading 7-2 * % *x % % *

Garvey, African Americans, Reader’s Dictionary
and Reading

About the Selection

Frederick Douglass pointed out that
slaveholders feared teaching enslaved
African Americans to read. Reading was
the first step on the path of education, and
education provided the doorway to

incessantly: continually, without interruption

members of the Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA).

demanding freedom and was key to thriv- GUIDED READING

ing as a free person. It comes as no sur- As you read, think about the benefits
prise, then, that Marcus Garvey stressed of reading. Then answer the questions that
the power of reading and education to follow.

Y

You must never stop learning. The world's greatest men and women were
people who educated themselves outside of the university with all the
knowledge that the university gives, as you have the opportunity of doing the
same thing the university student does—read and study.

One must never stop reading. Read everything that you can that is of stan-
dard knowledge. . . . Where there is a good plot and a good story in the form
of a novel, read it. It is necessary to read it for the purpose of getting infor-
mation on human nature, The idea is that personal experience is not enough
for a human to get all the useful knowledge of life, because the individual life
is too short, so we must feed on the experience of others. The literature we
read should include the biography and autobiography of men and women
who have accomplished greatness in their particular line. . . . Make pencil or
pen notes of the striking sentences and paragraphs that you should like to
remember. . ..

You should also read the best poetry for inspiration. The standard poets
have always been the most inspirational creators. From a good line of
poetry, you may get the inspiration for the career of a lifetime. Many a great
man and woman was first inspired by some attractive line or verse of
poetry.

Read history incessantly until you master it. This means your own national
history, the history of the world—social history, industrial history, the history of
the different sciences; but primarily the history of man. If you do not know
what went on before you came here and what is happening at the time you
live, but away from you, you will not know the world and will be ignorant of
the world and mankind.

(continued)
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I Primary Source Reading 7-2 (continued) * % % % %

You can only make the best out of life by knowing and understanding it. To
know, you must fall back on the intelligence of others who came before you
and have left their records behind.

To be able to read intelligently, you must first be able to master the lan-
guage of your country. To do this, you must be well acquainted with its gram-
mar and the science of it. Every six months you should read over again the
science of the language that you speak, so as not to forget the rules.

Never write or speak on a subject you know nothing about. . . .

You should read at least four hours a day.

... NEVER GO DOWN IN INTELLIGENCE to those who are below you. . . .

From Marcus Garvey: Life and Lessons, edited by Robert A, Hill. Copyright © 1987 The Regents of the University of California.
Reprinted by permission of the University of California Press.

READER RESPONSE

Directions: Answer the following questions on the lines below.
1. What does poetry do for a reader?

2. What are the two kinds of history one should read?

3. What practice should readers adopt to get the most out of their reading?

4. What must one do to be able to read intelligently?

5. Critical Thinking How does reading help people make the most out of their lives?
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Marcus Garvey, leader of the Universal Negro Improvement Association, called for an
independant Africa as the basis for black nationalism.

Once again I desire to sound a warning to
those of the race who still profess not to see the
stark necessity for striking out along lines of na-
tionhood for Negroes and building for themselves
power and independence in our God-given land,
Africa. Living as Negroes are in environments
of studied hostility, . . . it is difficult to conceive
what holds these super-optimists back. Be opti-
mistic, if you must, but in Heaven’s name, pre-

pare now against the day when your optimism

shall be forced to take wings.

The program of “Africa for the Africans,
those at home and those abroad,” of the Univer-
sal Negro Improvement Association is not meant

© 1999 West Educational Publishing

to dump all Negroes in Africa, but to encourage
all Negroes to help in the building up of Africa
as a great Negro nation... Never forget that our,
success educationally, industrially, and politi-
cally is based upon the protection of a nation
founded by ourselves on the continent of Africa.
Prejudice against the Negro will only die out
when the Negro himself becomes a power suffi-
ciently strong to command fear and respect.

Marcus Garvey, The Negro World, (August9, 1924), p. 14.





