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Langston Hughes’s “Let America Be America Again” is a protest poem about the gap between the
nation’s democratic promises and the experiences of people excluded from those promises. Hughes
wrote the poem in 1935 during the Great Depression, and it was published in Esquire in 1936. The
original essay correctly identifies oppression, race, poverty, and political power as central concerns,
but several historical claims require correction. The United States had not “just attained
independence,” and the poem is not directed only toward African Americans. Hughes speaks through
a collective voice that includes Black Americans, poor White workers, Indigenous people, immigrants,
farmers, and laborers. His argument is that the ideal of America has never been fully realized for
many people, yet the ideal remains worth reclaiming. Allen Ginsberg’s “America,” written in 1956,
also criticizes the nation, but it emerges from a different historical moment shaped by the Cold War,
consumer culture, nuclear anxiety, McCarthyism, and the Beat movement. (Hughes; Ginsberg)

Historical Context of Hughes’s Poem

Hughes wrote during the Great Depression, when unemployment, poverty, labor conflict, racial
segregation, and political radicalism shaped American life. The New Deal had expanded federal
action, but opportunity remained unequal. Black Americans faced Jim Crow laws, racial violence,
housing discrimination, and exclusion from many forms of work and political power. Agricultural
workers and industrial laborers also experienced insecurity. Hughes’s poem addresses this broad
landscape. It asks what national freedom means when wealth and power remain concentrated and
when millions cannot participate equally in the country’s institutions.

The American Dream as Promise and Contradiction

The title initially sounds patriotic. It calls for America to become itself again, as though a just and free
nation existed in the past and can be restored. The poem immediately complicates this nostalgia by
introducing a quieter voice that says America was never fully America for the speaker. This tension
structures the entire work. Hughes does not simply reject the American Dream. He exposes the
distance between the dream and history. The poem’s power comes from holding idealism and
criticism together.
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The Two Voices

The poem begins with an elevated public voice describing freedom, equality, and opportunity. A
parenthetical voice interrupts those claims. The interruption sounds personal, skeptical, and
historically informed. As the poem develops, the marginalized voice becomes more prominent until it
identifies a wide community of excluded people. The structure demonstrates that official national
language often sounds complete only because dissenting experiences are pushed into the
background. Hughes makes the background voice impossible to ignore.

Simple Language and Broad Audience

The original essay praises Hughes’s accessible language. His diction is direct, but it should not be
mistaken for simplicity of thought. Repetition, contrast, shifts in voice, rhetorical questions,
catalogues, and changes in rhythm create a complex argument. The accessible language allows the
poem to address readers beyond a small literary elite. Hughes's artistic choice is political: the poem
speaks about ordinary workers and uses a form capable of reaching them.

Repetition

Repetition gives the poem the sound of a public speech, song, or collective demand. Key words such
as America, dream, freedom, and equality return with altered meaning. Each repetition tests whether
the national ideal can survive contact with history. The phrase in the title becomes less nostalgic and
more revolutionary. “Again” does not necessarily mean returning to a perfect past. It can mean
returning to the promise and attempting to make it real for the first time.

The Catalogue of Excluded People

Hughes expands the speaker beyond one identity. The voice includes the poor White person, the
Black person carrying slavery’s legacy, the Indigenous person displaced from land, the immigrant
seeking opportunity, the farmer tied to debt, and the worker trapped within economic exploitation.
This catalogue links racial injustice with class inequality and settler colonialism. It does not claim that
every group experiences oppression identically. It builds a coalition around the fact that national
prosperity has often depended on people denied its rewards.

Race and the Legacy of Slavery

Hughes’s concern with Black life remains essential. Slavery’s abolition did not produce full equality,
and the 1930s United States maintained racial segregation in law and practice. The poem’s Black
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voice carries historical memory into the present. Hughes refuses the idea that patriotic celebration
can begin from a blank slate. The nation must confront slavery and continuing racism if its language
of liberty is to become credible.

Indigenous Dispossession

The poem includes the “red man” driven from the land, drawing attention to the contradiction
between American expansion and Indigenous sovereignty. The pioneer ideal often celebrates
settlement without acknowledging removal, broken treaties, and violence. Hughes interrupts that
mythology by placing dispossession inside the national story. America’s dream of land and
opportunity was not equally available; it often depended on taking land from others.

Immigration

The immigrant in the poem arrives with hope but encounters an economic system that can reproduce
exploitation. Hughes does not reject immigration or the aspiration that motivates it. He questions
whether the country’s institutions deliver the opportunity they promise. The immigrant becomes
another figure through whom the American Dream is tested. This remains relevant because belonging
can be celebrated rhetorically while legal, racial, and economic barriers restrict participation.

Class and Capitalism

The poem criticizes a system in which labor produces wealth but workers remain insecure. Hughes
uses images of profit, power, and ownership to show how freedom becomes limited when people lack
material control over their lives. Political rights matter, but a person burdened by hunger, debt, or
unemployment may have little practical freedom. The poem'’s critique is influenced by the labor
politics of the Depression era, though it remains broader than a party program.

Hughes as Social Critic

The original essay calls Hughes a “human activist.” A more accurate description is poet, essayist,
playwright, and social critic. His work often examined Black life, racial injustice, labor, music,
migration, and the contradictions of American democracy. He did not treat poetry as separate from
public life. At the same time, his poems should not be reduced to political messages. Their form,
voice, humor, rhythm, and ambiguity are part of their meaning.
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Patriotism and Protest

Hughes's criticism is a form of democratic claim-making. He speaks as someone entitled to define
America rather than as an outsider asking permission. The poem argues that marginalized people
have built the nation through labor and sacrifice and therefore possess the right to demand its
fulfillment. Protest is not presented as hatred of the country. It is resistance to a false version of
patriotism that celebrates ideals while silencing those denied them.

The Poem’s Turn Toward Hope

After naming exploitation, the poem moves toward determination. The speaker insists that the people
will redeem the land and make the dream real. This hope is not passive optimism. It is grounded in
collective struggle. Hughes does not predict that justice will arrive automatically. The future depends
on people who recognize the contradiction and act. The poem therefore ends with commitment rather
than despair.

Allen Ginsberg and the Beat Generation

Allen Ginsberg was an American poet born in New Jersey to Jewish parents; his mother was a Russian
immigrant and communist activist. He became a central figure in the Beat movement, which
challenged literary convention, conformity, sexual repression, consumer culture, and Cold War
politics. “America,” written in 1956, is a dramatic monologue addressed directly to the nation. It
combines political criticism, autobiography, humor, anger, and self-exposure.

Historical Context of Ginsberg’s “America”

Ginsberg wrote during a period of postwar economic growth, suburban expansion, anti-communist
investigations, nuclear weapons development, and conflict between the United States and Soviet
Union. The original essay incorrectly suggests that the economy had collapsed after World War Il. In
fact, many Americans experienced rising consumption and prosperity, though benefits were unequal.
Ginsberg’s dissatisfaction comes partly from the conformity and militarism surrounding that
prosperity. He questions whether wealth and power have produced freedom or merely new forms of
fear and standardization.

Cold War Anxiety

Ginsberg refers to communism, Russia, political trials, war, and nuclear danger. His poem emerges
from an atmosphere in which radical political associations could bring surveillance, unemployment, or
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public suspicion. The speaker mocks both official anti-communism and his own romantic memories of
left-wing politics. The result is not a simple endorsement of Soviet communism. It is a restless critique
of American paranoia and the speaker’s contradictory position within it.

Direct Address

Ginsberg treats America as a person with whom he is arguing. This apostrophe creates intimacy and
absurdity. The speaker complains, accuses, jokes, confesses, and demands answers. The nation
becomes both political system and psychological presence. Hughes also addresses America, but his
tone often resembles public oratory and collective declaration. Ginsberg'’s tone is more
improvisational and personal.

Form and Rhythm

Hughes uses recurring formal patterns and a carefully staged movement between voices. Ginsberg
uses long, conversational lines and abrupt changes of subject associated with Beat experimentation.
His poem sounds like a mind speaking without conventional restraint, though the apparent
spontaneity is artistically shaped. The difference in form reflects different political moods. Hughes
builds a coalition through repetition and catalogue; Ginsberg dramatizes alienation through a volatile
monologue.

The Individual and the Collective

MIH

Hughes's speaker expands into a collective “I” representing several excluded groups. Ginsberg'’s
speaker remains more autobiographical. He discusses his money, political memories, sexuality,
mental state, and relationship with the nation. Yet his personal voice also represents a broader
dissatisfaction among artists, radicals, queer people, and others who felt constrained by 1950s norms.
Both poets connect individual experience with national politics, but they move in opposite directions:
Hughes turns the individual into a people, while Ginsberg turns national conflict into a personal
argument.

Capitalism in Both Poems

Both poets criticize economic power. Hughes focuses on exploitation, poverty, debt, and the gap
between workers and owners. Ginsberg criticizes consumer values and the spiritual emptiness he
associates with money and corporate conformity. Hughes’s economic critique is closely tied to
collective class struggle. Ginsberg’s is tied to alienation and refusal of conventional success. Both
reject the claim that material wealth alone proves national freedom.
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Race in the Two Poems

Race is central and explicit in Hughes’s poem. His catalogue begins from histories of slavery,
dispossession, immigration, and class exclusion. Ginsberg’s poem focuses less systematically on race,
reflecting his different social position and aims. This difference matters. Both criticize America, but
they do not criticize it from interchangeable experiences. Comparative analysis should preserve those
distinctions rather than treat all dissent as the same.

War and Violence

Hughes’s poem addresses the violence embedded in conquest and economic exploitation. Ginsberg
directly engages Cold War militarism, nuclear weapons, and the fear of future war. The original essay
is correct that Ginsberg opposes the human cost of war. His concern is not simply that war consumes
money; it threatens life, freedom, and the imagination. The atomic age gives his poem a sense of
absurd danger.

Democracy

The original essay claims that Ginsberg shows antipathy toward democracy. A better interpretation is
that he distrusts the gap between democratic rhetoric and American political practice. Like Hughes,
he speaks freely because he takes the promise of freedom seriously. His satire attacks conformity,
censorship, and militarism rather than the principle that people should govern themselves. The poem
is democratic in its refusal of official language and its insistence that an unconventional citizen can
address the nation directly.

Humor and Irony

Hughes uses irony by placing idealized claims beside the experience of people for whom they were
never true. Ginsberg uses comic exaggeration, self-mockery, and abrupt absurdity. Humor prevents
his anger from becoming a conventional political speech. It also exposes the strange logic of Cold War
propaganda. Both poets use irony to reveal that official seriousness can conceal injustice.

Similarities

The poems share direct address to America, criticism of economic and political power, attention to
excluded voices, and refusal of uncomplicated patriotism. Both ask when the nation will become
worthy of its ideals. Each poet treats America as unfinished. The country is not only territory or
government; it is a contested promise shaped by citizens who can challenge its meaning.
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Differences

Hughes writes during the Depression and foregrounds racial oppression, labor, immigration, and
collective struggle. Ginsberg writes during the Cold War and foregrounds personal alienation, nuclear
fear, anti-communism, sexuality, and consumer conformity. Hughes’s poem moves toward organized
hope; Ginsberg’s remains more unstable and ambivalent. Hughes imagines a collective capable of
redeeming the dream. Ginsberg stages an argument in which speaker and nation remain entangled.

Continuing Relevance

Both poems remain relevant because debates over equality, immigration, race, labor, war, patriotism,
and political dissent continue. Their usefulness does not depend on treating them as predictions of
every modern event. They provide methods of questioning national identity. Hughes asks who has
been excluded from the dream; Ginsberg asks how national power enters private thought and
behavior. Readers can use those questions without assuming that the social conditions of 1935 and
1956 are identical to the present.

Conclusion

“Let America Be America Again” is a powerful critique of the difference between American ideals and
historical reality. Hughes’s speaker includes Black Americans, Indigenous people, immigrants, poor
White workers, farmers, and laborers, turning personal exclusion into a collective claim. The poem
condemns racial and economic oppression while preserving hope that the country can be remade
through struggle. Ginsberg’s “America” shares the tradition of national self-criticism but reflects the
Cold War, nuclear anxiety, anti-communism, consumer culture, and Beat resistance. Hughes is more
collective and structured; Ginsberg is more autobiographical and improvisational. Together, the
poems show that criticism of America can be an effort to expand democracy rather than reject it.
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