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figurative language in harlem by langston hughes is a central element that enriches the poem’s
exploration of deferred dreams and racial inequality. Langston Hughes, a prominent figure of the
Harlem Renaissance, uses vivid imagery, metaphors, similes, and symbolism in "Harlem" to convey
the frustration and disillusionment experienced by African Americans in the early 20th century. This
article delves into the various forms of figurative language present in the poem, analyzing how they
contribute to its powerful message. By examining the metaphors that compare dreams to physical
objects and the similes that evoke sensory experiences, readers can gain a deeper understanding of
Hughes’ artistic intent. Additionally, the use of symbolism and the emotional resonance of the poem’s
figurative language highlight the social and cultural context of Harlem during this period. The
following sections will provide a detailed analysis of these literary devices and their impact on the
poem’s themes and tone.

Metaphors in Harlem

Similes and Their Impact

Symbolism in the Poem

Imagery and Sensory Language

Thematic Significance of Figurative Language

Metaphors in Harlem
Metaphors play a crucial role in "Harlem" by Langston Hughes, serving as the backbone of the poem’s
exploration of postponed aspirations. The poem famously begins with the question, "What happens to
a dream deferred?" which sets the stage for a series of metaphorical comparisons that illustrate the
potential consequences of unfulfilled dreams. Each metaphor transforms the abstract concept of a
“dream deferred” into a tangible, relatable image, allowing readers to grasp the emotional weight
behind the idea.

Dream as a Raisin in the Sun
One of the most striking metaphors in the poem is the comparison of a deferred dream to "a raisin in
the sun." This metaphor suggests that a dream left to wither under harsh conditions loses its vitality
and sweetness, much like a grape drying up and becoming a raisin. This image conveys a sense of
decay and lost potential, emphasizing the damaging effects of neglecting one’s hopes and ambitions.



Dream as a Sore That Fester
Another vivid metaphor likens the deferred dream to "a sore / And then run." This metaphor evokes
the image of a wound that becomes infected and worsens over time, symbolizing the pain and
suffering caused by prolonged frustration. The use of bodily imagery here underscores the deeply
personal and damaging impact that unfulfilled dreams can have on an individual’s psyche and well-
being.

Dream as Rotten Meat
Hughes also compares the deferred dream to "rotten meat." This metaphor is particularly powerful in
its evocation of disgust and decay. Rotten meat conjures images of something once nourishing but
now repulsive and harmful, suggesting that delaying or ignoring dreams can lead to bitterness and
corruption, both emotionally and socially.

Similes and Their Impact
Similes in "Harlem" function to create vivid sensory experiences that deepen the reader’s
understanding of the poem’s themes. By explicitly comparing dreams to familiar objects and
sensations using "like" or "as," Hughes enhances the immediacy and relatability of his imagery.

Simile of a Heavy Load
The poem includes the simile "like a heavy load," which evokes the burden and weight of deferred
dreams. This comparison highlights the emotional strain and exhaustion that can accompany the
postponement of one’s goals, emphasizing how such dreams can weigh down an individual mentally
and emotionally.

Simile of a Syrupy Sweet
Another simile in the poem compares a deferred dream to "syrupy sweet," which suggests something
overly sweet and cloying that might initially seem pleasant but ultimately becomes unpleasant or
suffocating. This contrast between initial appeal and eventual discomfort enhances the complexity of
the poem’s portrayal of deferred dreams.

Symbolism in the Poem
Symbolism in "Harlem" enriches the poem by embedding layers of meaning within the figurative
language. Langston Hughes uses symbols to connect personal experiences to larger social and
cultural realities, particularly the struggles faced by African Americans during the Harlem Renaissance
and beyond.



Harlem as a Symbol
The title and setting of the poem, Harlem, symbolize the epicenter of African American culture and
the aspirations of the Black community during the early 20th century. Harlem represents both the
promise of opportunity and the reality of systemic oppression, making it a powerful symbol of
deferred dreams on a collective level.

Dream as Hope and Future
The "dream" itself symbolizes hope, progress, and the potential for a better future. Its deferral reflects
societal delays in achieving racial equality and justice. Through this symbolism, Hughes critiques the
social systems that hinder African Americans from realizing their full potential.

Imagery and Sensory Language
Imagery in "Harlem" is closely tied to its figurative language, creating vivid sensory experiences that
engage readers’ senses and emotions. Hughes employs visual, tactile, and olfactory imagery to make
the abstract concept of deferred dreams concrete and tangible.

Visual imagery: The image of a raisin drying in the sun evokes a clear picture of shriveling
and decay.

Tactile imagery: The metaphor of a sore that festers appeals to the sense of touch,
suggesting pain and discomfort.

Olfactory imagery: The reference to rotten meat conjures a foul smell, intensifying the sense
of repulsion.

These sensory details work together to immerse the reader in the emotional landscape of the poem,
making the consequences of deferred dreams palpable and immediate.

Thematic Significance of Figurative Language
The figurative language in "Harlem" by Langston Hughes is essential to the poem’s thematic
exploration of frustration, disillusionment, and social injustice. Each metaphor, simile, and symbol
contributes to a layered understanding of what it means to have dreams postponed, especially within
the context of racial oppression.

By transforming abstract ideas into concrete images, Hughes reveals the psychological and social
costs of deferring dreams. The poem’s figurative language also underscores the urgency and volatility
of these deferred aspirations, culminating in the powerful final question, "Or does it explode?" which
suggests the potential for social unrest and upheaval if dreams remain unfulfilled.

Overall, the use of figurative language in "Harlem" amplifies the poem’s emotional resonance and



cultural significance, making it a timeless reflection on the human condition and the quest for
equality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What types of figurative language are commonly found in
Langston Hughes' poem 'Harlem'?
Langston Hughes' poem 'Harlem' features various types of figurative language, including similes,
metaphors, and imagery. The poem famously uses a simile in the line 'Does it dry up like a raisin in
the sun?' to compare a deferred dream to a drying raisin.

How does Hughes use metaphor in 'Harlem' to convey the
theme of deferred dreams?
In 'Harlem,' Hughes uses metaphor to vividly illustrate the consequences of postponed dreams, such
as comparing a deferred dream to a 'raisin in the sun,' a 'sore,' or a 'festering sore,' each metaphor
highlighting different negative effects of unfulfilled aspirations.

What role does imagery play in enhancing the meaning of
'Harlem' by Langston Hughes?
Imagery in 'Harlem' evokes vivid sensory experiences that help readers visualize the impact of
deferred dreams. Phrases like 'like a syrupy sweet' or 'like a heavy load' create strong mental pictures
that emphasize the emotional weight and decay caused by unfulfilled hopes.

Why is the simile 'Does it dry up like a raisin in the sun?'
significant in 'Harlem'?
This simile is significant because it powerfully conveys how postponed dreams shrink and lose vitality
over time, much like a grape drying up into a raisin under the sun. It encapsulates the poem's central
theme of the damaging effects of deferred aspirations.

How does Hughes use figurative language to express
frustration and urgency in 'Harlem'?
Hughes employs sharp and sometimes disturbing metaphors and similes, such as 'or does it explode?'
to express the potential for anger and violence when dreams are continuously delayed, creating a
sense of urgency and emotional intensity in the poem.

Can the figurative language in 'Harlem' be linked to the
historical context of the Harlem Renaissance?
Yes, the figurative language in 'Harlem' reflects the broader themes of the Harlem Renaissance,



emphasizing African American struggles and the pain of deferred dreams in a segregated society.
Through vivid metaphors and similes, Hughes captures the cultural and social frustrations of the era.

Additional Resources
1. Figurative Language and Symbolism in Langston Hughes' Harlem
This book delves into the rich use of figurative language in Langston Hughes' poem "Harlem." It
explores metaphors, similes, and imagery that vividly portray the deferred dreams of African
Americans. The analysis helps readers understand how Hughes conveys deep social and emotional
themes through concise yet powerful poetic devices.

2. The Power of Metaphor: Analyzing 'Harlem' by Langston Hughes
Focused on the metaphorical elements of "Harlem," this book breaks down the central metaphor of
the poem—the deferred dream—and its various implications. It explains how metaphor shapes the
reader's perception of frustration and hope within the context of the Harlem Renaissance. The text
also connects Hughes' work to broader literary traditions of metaphorical writing.

3. Imagery and Emotion in Harlem Renaissance Poetry
This volume examines how imagery in poems like Langston Hughes' "Harlem" evokes emotion and
social commentary. It highlights the vivid sensory descriptions and symbolic language that bring the
struggles and aspirations of African Americans to life. Readers gain insight into how figurative
language functions as a tool for cultural expression.

4. Similes and Symbolism: Understanding Langston Hughes' Artistic Language
With a focus on similes and symbolism, this book explores how Hughes uses these devices to deepen
the meaning of "Harlem." It discusses the poem’s various comparisons that illustrate the theme of
delayed aspirations. The text provides examples and critical interpretations that enhance literary
appreciation.

5. Language of Resistance: Figurative Devices in African American Poetry
This book situates Hughes' "Harlem" within the tradition of African American poetry that uses
figurative language as a form of resistance. It highlights how metaphors, personification, and other
devices serve to critique societal oppression. Readers learn about the historical and cultural
significance behind these literary techniques.

6. From Words to Worlds: The Figurative Language of Langston Hughes
Exploring Hughes' poetic craft, this book analyzes how figurative language constructs vivid worlds
within his poems, including "Harlem." It emphasizes the transformative power of metaphor and
imagery to communicate complex experiences. The discussion enhances understanding of Hughes’
role in shaping modern American poetry.

7. Decoding Deferred Dreams: Figurative Language in 'Harlem'
This text offers a detailed examination of the figurative language in "Harlem," focusing on how
Hughes conveys the emotional weight of postponed dreams. It breaks down the poem line-by-line,
interpreting similes, metaphors, and other devices. The book serves as a guide for students and
scholars seeking a deeper literary analysis.

8. Poetic Devices and Social Commentary in Langston Hughes' Work
Highlighting the intersection of form and message, this book analyzes how Hughes employs poetic
devices like figurative language to deliver potent social commentary. "Harlem" serves as a primary



example, demonstrating how literary techniques amplify themes of inequality and hope. The work
encourages readers to appreciate the artistry behind the activism.

9. The Art of Expression: Figurative Language in Harlem Renaissance Literature
This comprehensive study covers various authors of the Harlem Renaissance, with special attention to
Hughes' use of figurative language. It explores how these literary devices function to express identity,
struggle, and resilience. The book offers comparative insights that place "Harlem" within a broader
cultural and artistic movement.
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