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Introduction

Langston Hughes's “Let America Be America Again” is a protest poem about the distance between the
United States’ democratic promises and the experiences of people excluded from those promises
(Hughes, 1995). Written in 1935 during the Great Depression and published in Esquire in 1936, the
poem addresses racial injustice, poverty, labor, immigration, Indigenous dispossession, and the
concentration of economic power. Hughes does not speak only for African Americans. His speaker
expands into a collective voice that includes Black Americans, poor White workers, Indigenous people,
immigrants, farmers, and laborers. The poem’s argument is therefore larger than a complaint about
one group's exclusion. It asks whether a nation can call itself free when the people who build it do not
share equally in its opportunity, security, or political voice.

Allen Ginsberg’s “America,” written in 1956, belongs to the same tradition of national self-criticism
but emerges from a different historical moment (Ginsberg, 1956). The postwar United States was
experiencing economic growth, suburbanization, Cold War anxiety, nuclear fear, anti-communist
investigations, and a powerful culture of conformity. Hughes’s poem is collective, historical, and
coalition-building; Ginsberg'’s is more autobiographical, improvisational, and psychologically
unsettled. Reading the two together shows that criticism of America can take very different poetic
forms while still asking a related question: what happens when national ideals are contradicted by
lived reality?

Hughes and the Unfulfilled American Dream

The title “Let America Be America Again” initially sounds nostalgic, as though a just and equal
America existed in the past and merely needs to be restored. Hughes immediately complicates that
idea by introducing a second, quieter voice that insists America was never fully “America” for the
speaker. This tension between public promise and private contradiction drives the poem. Freedom,
equality, opportunity, and the American Dream are not rejected as meaningless concepts; they are
exposed as ideals that have been distributed unevenly.

Hughes deepens this argument by allowing the marginalized voice to grow larger as the poem
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develops. The speaker identifies not only with Black Americans but also with the poor White worker,
the Indigenous person dispossessed of land, the immigrant seeking opportunity, the farmer burdened
by debt, and the laborer whose work creates wealth for others. This catalogue is one of the poem’s
most important formal choices. It does not claim that all forms of oppression are identical. Instead, it
constructs a coalition around the shared experience of being promised freedom while being denied
full access to its rewards.

The poem’s treatment of race remains central. Slavery had been abolished decades earlier, but Jim
Crow laws, disfranchisement, racial terror, employment discrimination, and housing inequality
continued to shape Black life in the 1930s. Hughes therefore refuses any patriotic story that begins
from a blank slate. His poem insists that the nation cannot make its democratic claims credible
without confronting the history that made those claims incomplete.

Class, Labor, Immigration, and Dispossession

Hughes's critique is economic as well as racial. The Depression made unemployment, debt, labor
conflict, and material insecurity impossible to separate from discussions of freedom. In the poem,
workers produce wealth while remaining vulnerable, and the ideal of opportunity becomes hollow
when people have little practical control over the conditions of their lives. Political liberty matters, but
Hughes also asks what liberty means to someone without secure work, food, land, or economic power.

The immigrant in the poem also tests the American Dream. Hughes does not condemn the hope that
draws immigrants to the United States; instead, he questions whether institutions deliver the
opportunity that national mythology promises. In this sense, immigration becomes another way of
measuring the distance between aspiration and experience. The poem similarly includes the
Indigenous person driven from the land, disrupting pioneer narratives that celebrate expansion
without acknowledging dispossession, broken treaties, and violence.

These layers make the poem more complex than a simple anti-capitalist or racial protest. Hughes
links race, class, immigration, labor, and settler colonialism while maintaining distinctions among
them. The common thread is that national prosperity has repeatedly depended on people who were
denied an equal share of its benefits.

Voice, Repetition, and Democratic Protest

Hughes’s accessible diction does not make the poem simple. Repetition, catalogues, rhetorical
questions, shifts in voice, and changes in rhythm allow the poem to move between patriotic language
and historical correction. Words such as “America,” “dream,” “freedom,” and “equality” recur until
their meaning changes. The title itself becomes less nostalgic as the poem progresses. “Again” no
longer suggests returning to a perfect past; it begins to suggest reclaiming a promise that has never
been fully realized.
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The two voices are especially important. One voice presents the public language of national ideals,
while the parenthetical or interrupting voice responds from the experience of exclusion. As the poem
develops, the marginal voice moves from interruption toward dominance. The form therefore
dramatizes a political argument: official national language appears complete only when dissenting
experiences remain quiet. Hughes reorganizes the poem so that those experiences can no longer be
treated as footnotes.

For this reason, the poem’s criticism is best understood as democratic claim-making rather than
rejection of the country. Hughes speaks as someone entitled to define America. The marginalized
people in the poem have built the nation through labor, settlement, sacrifice, and survival, and they
therefore have the right to demand that its ideals include them. Protest becomes a form of belonging
rather than evidence of disloyalty.

Ginsberg’'s America and the Cold War

Allen Ginsberg’s “America” appears two decades later in a very different political atmosphere. The
United States after World War Il was not economically collapsed; it was experiencing broad growth
and rising consumption, although benefits were unevenly distributed. Ginsberg’s dissatisfaction grows
partly from the culture surrounding that prosperity. He writes against anti-communist fear, military
power, nuclear weapons, consumer conformity, censorship, and the pressure to fit conventional
expectations of politics, sexuality, and success.

Instead of building a collective speaker, Ginsberg addresses America as though it were a person with
whom he is arguing. The poem moves through complaint, confession, mockery, political memory, self-
exposure, and absurd humor. America becomes both a government and a psychological presence.
Cold War politics enter the speaker’s private life through anxiety about communism, war,
surveillance, and social conformity.

Ginsberg’s long conversational lines also differ sharply from Hughes’s more patterned rhetoric. The
poem sounds spontaneous and volatile, but its apparent disorder is part of its design. Abrupt subject
changes, jokes, exaggeration, and self-mockery create a voice that refuses formal respectability.
Where Hughes builds solidarity through repetition and catalogue, Ginsberg dramatizes alienation
through an unstable monologue.

Capitalism, War, Race, and Democracy

Both poets criticize economic power, but they do so from different positions. Hughes focuses on
workers, poverty, land, ownership, debt, and exploitation. His economic argument is closely
connected with collective struggle during the Depression. Ginsberg is more concerned with
consumerism, corporate conformity, money, and the spiritual emptiness he associates with
conventional success. Both reject the claim that material prosperity automatically proves freedom.
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War also functions differently in the poems. Hughes links national development with conquest and
exploitation, while Ginsberg responds directly to the Cold War, nuclear danger, and the possibility of
large-scale destruction. His satire treats militarism as both terrifying and absurd. The atomic age
gives the poem a sense that national power has become psychologically invasive as well as physically
dangerous.

Race is far more central in Hughes. His collective speaker emerges from histories of slavery,
dispossession, migration, and labor exploitation. Ginsberg’s concerns are shaped by his own Jewish
background, sexuality, political dissent, and Beat identity, but race is not organized as systematically
within “America.” The comparison is therefore useful precisely because the poets are not
interchangeable. They speak from different social locations and historical problems.

Neither poem should be read as hostility toward democracy itself. Hughes wants democratic promises
to become materially real, and Ginsberg attacks conformity, repression, and militarism partly because
they violate the freedom the nation claims to defend. Both poets exercise democratic dissent by
insisting that citizens have the right to question official versions of national identity.

Two Models of American Dissent

The strongest similarity between the poems is their refusal of uncomplicated patriotism. Both address
America directly, criticize political and economic power, and treat the country as unfinished. Neither
accepts the idea that loyalty requires silence. Hughes asks who has been excluded from the dream;
Ginsberg asks how national institutions and anxieties enter the private mind.

Their differences are equally important. Hughes writes during the Great Depression and foregrounds
race, labor, immigration, dispossession, and collective struggle. His poem gradually transforms
personal exclusion into a broad “we” and ends with determination that the land can be redeemed
through action. Ginsberg writes in the Cold War and foregrounds anti-communism, sexuality, nuclear
fear, consumer culture, and personal alienation. His voice remains unstable and self-conscious rather
than merging into a unified collective.

These differences create two distinct models of protest poetry. Hughes uses structure and coalition to
redefine who belongs to America. Ginsberg uses confession and satire to undermine the expectation
that a citizen must speak about the nation in respectable or approved language. Both expand the
possibilities of political poetry because they make criticism itself part of democratic participation.

Conclusion

“Let America Be America Again” remains powerful because Hughes refuses to choose between
national ideals and historical reality. He exposes slavery’s legacy, Indigenous dispossession,
immigrant struggle, poverty, and labor exploitation while continuing to insist that equality and
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freedom are worth claiming. His hope is not passive. The poem ends with a collective determination
to make the promise real rather than merely celebrate it.

Ginsberg’s “America” carries that tradition into the 1950s but transforms its tone. The poem is more
personal, comic, volatile, and suspicious of Cold War conformity. Together, the works show that
national criticism can emerge from different forms of belonging and different historical pressures.
Hughes asks America to fulfill a dream it has denied to many people; Ginsberg argues with a nation
whose power has entered his politics, culture, and private identity. In both poems, dissent is not
outside democracy. It is one of the ways democracy is tested.
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