         Du Bois on Hughes:Featuring Hegel and Nietzsche

In class we discussed at length the ability to look at a certain work through a lens. Each class, you provided us with a lens through introducing us to a theorist or philosopher and sharing with us his argument and views, which can be applied to any work as a lens. For my paper I chose to use Du Bois’s refashioning of Hegel as a lens to look at “I, Too, Sing America by Langston Hughes. 

Before I jump into the poem I would like to talk a little bit about Du Bois and his views, which shape my interpretation of Hughes’s poem. Several quotes jump out at me as having special significance. First off, Du Bois writes, “The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality is the extremist folly.”(Du Bois) This tells me that Du Bois isn’t an extremist and that, at this point, he isn’t looking for or expecting social equality. This of course begs the question of; what is Du Boise looking for? Du Bois refashions Hegel in order to make a point about oneself or two self. Du Bois wants a unity of black and white. He knows that each race has a special gift to bring to society. He writes, “In order that some day on American soil, two world races may give each to each those characteristics both so sadly lack.”(Du Bois)

The characteristics both so sadly lack are brought about by a double consciousness, which has yet to be one with itself. Therefore there is a veil and behind the Veil…second sight. Du Bois writes, “Born with a veil, second sight in this American world,--A world which yields him no true self consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world.” (Du Bois)

That being said I would now like to talk about the poem so well written by Langston Hughes. It is entitled, “I, Too, Sing America” The poem starts out with “I too”. Without a lens one would simply understand this as me too or me also, which is funny because it couldn’t be farther from anything Du Bois wrote. “I too” means both I am two and me too. Hints the double consciousness he has as an African American and this also touches upon something he wrote which is, “And, Finally, need I add that I who speak here am bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh of them that live within the veil?” (Du Bois) 

So another words by writing “I Too” he is saying I am within the veil, I am an African American and (I two) I am of double consciousness. The Poem then goes on to read, “I am the darker brother/ they send me to eat in the kitchen” Here once again we have a doubling, this time of race. “They" implies the ignorant people and Hughes himself. Another doubling is also touched upon as Hughes addresses the first part of his self, which is the darker brother. The poem continues, “but I laugh/ and eat well/ and grow strong.” This line reminds me of Hegel. In your power point you talked about how Du Bois refashioned Hegel. This line is a direct refashioning of Hegel’s Slave and Master theory. Where the slave acquires through his slavery a strength in which the master doesn’t. It also shows an understanding of situation and a strong self-preservation, which is based on, rock foundation. 

The poem then continues to say, “Tomorrow/ I’ll be at the table/ when company comes.” This of course is a very comforting line. Time in itself will bring about the dropping of the veil and once dropped… well he goes on to speak of that.  Now the other double comes about. His self-realization is met by the other and through both selves of both races meeting and seeing the beauty behind the veil, unity between both exists. Isn’t that what Du Bois asks for? 

The poem then continues to say, “Nobody’ll dare /say to me /”eat in the kitchen”/then”. Again he brings up the idea of tomorrow. And he also sheds light on a metaphor, which I believe to be up to interpretation. I’m sure you have a better interpretation than I and perhaps I’ll get to hear it but for now, I think the kitchen is a metaphor for isolation and separation and segregation, segregation in particular as he is forced to eat in another room. So in the future, when unity exists between the two, nobody’ll dare segregate. The word “dare” also has bits and pieces of doubling as well. It brings about the word doubt, which brings a handful of other discourses of doubling to the table. Pun intended! 

The poem continues and says, “Besides/ they’ll see how beautiful I am/ and be ashamed.” (Hughes) Again double consciences. Once the veil is drawn the oppressor, the ignorant person, who hasn’t taken your class, will be ashamed of his older ways of looking at the beautiful brother now living outside the veil which denied him self realization these so many years.

The poem continues, “I, Too, am America.” What a powerful closing line. Not only does it bring closure to such a beautiful poem but also it does it in a very special way. If you notice, the poem started with the line, “I, Too, Sing America” Langston is saying here that he to has the American spirit as an African American, and he closes with his other consciousness which is as an American.

Thanks for helping me see this poem in this light. Your lectures have inspired me to look at everything in a different way. Like you said to me during office hours, “If you don’t look at things through lenses, your only seeing part of the picture.”

I really enjoyed the lecture on Nietzsche. It ties in well to Saussure and the differences in language. As he speaks of words being metaphors for things and how this gives humans a limited foundation for seeing the true reality of things. Of course Saussure speaks of language and the differences of letters which make it possible to read. Reading is a magical thing indeed. To hold the cd filled with the complete works of Langston Hughes, you lent me “Alice’s Adventures Underground.” I thought it would be interesting to take a look at that through the lens of Saussure.  Although it’s tough for me to write down exactly what I took from it, the idea of reading such book through that lens has inspired me to look into linguistics. I’m inspired, that’s fantastic, I used to be so, well, un=ambitious I guess. I really enjoyed your class and hope, if possible, to take you again for another class. 

That being said I would like to talk a little bit about how Nietzsche’s “Of Truth and Lies in a Non Moral sense” and how it ties into everything. We started the course reading Plato’s symposium. Perhaps I’m taking a leap speaking of Plato’s cave metaphor for reality considering his lecture was mostly on beauty but they both tie in together nicely. As in the cave metaphor, reality is changing and it is impossible to get a sense of the truth of things using only your five senses. This ties into “On Truth and Lies” because Nietzsche speaks of words and how they are indeed metaphors for things that lead to ignorance in a sense that they inhibit us from seeing things as they really are. For instance we call every leaf, a leaf, yet every leaf is different. I know that Nietzsche spoke of other things of importance in such essay as Dissimulation. But I took a lot from his metaphor theory.

