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The Trend of Speaking Out Against Injustice


Social injustices arise frequently, drawing various reactions from different groups.  The reactions can range from total indifference or support for the continuation of the injustice to political action to correct it.  Many people often show their sympathy for the victims in various gestures including a demonstration of their disdain for the situation, believing that such gestures to be helpful.  It’s certainly comforting for members of groups affected by injustices to know that others do care about them.  It also shows a sense of moral awareness for those same people to express their disdain for the injustice.  We can all probably agree that such a person is far more desirable than someone who wishes to perpetuate that injustice.  The residual question then is: are sympathy and disdain alone productive at all?

The poet Langston Hughes would probably have said, “No.”  His poem “Dinner Guest: Me” makes the general point that rather than taking the appropriate action to set an injustice right, society often gets too caught up in showing its sympathy for the victims and its disdain for the injustice, which brings about no discernable change in the situation.  The setting of Hughes’ poem suggests on the one hand that the white characters are far removed from the more undesirable effects of racial inequality, the social injustice being discussed in this instance, and on the other that they are making no clear attempt to lessen the gap between themselves and the people that make up what Hughes refers to as the, “darkness U.S.A.” (Line 9 - 898).  The poem’s setting, a restaurant on Park Avenue, is incredibly eloquent and up-scale, as revealed by the serving of lobster, wine, and fraises du bois on a damask table.  This setting suggests a group of people far removed from the social problems facing the so-called, “Negro Problem.”  Because of the symbols of money and power that compose the setting, it seems to stand in sharp contrast with the issue at hand, namely the social standing of the black community that had by the time Hughes wrote this poem not improved greatly from the days of slavery and the Reconstruction.  The setting seems to suggest that this meeting has no chance whatsoever of being productive in helping that situation.


Not only does the poem’s setting stand in sharp contrast to the issue being discussed, but it also suggests that the white men and women at the table, discussing, “the Negro Problem,” are while sympathetic to the black speaker, not sincerely focused on solving the issue.  Hughes makes it quite clear that the white members of the group definitely both recognize the problem and have an interest in it, through lines that suggest the poem’s speaker is, “Answering the usual questions / That come to white mind / Which seeks demurely / To probe in polite way / The why and wherewithal / Of darkness U.S.A.,” (Lines 3-9 - 898).  The white dinner hosts also associate the problem with a lack of democracy and show their disdain for such a lapse in equality by referring to the current state of events as, “current democratic night,” (Line 11 - 898).  One of them goes even further by stating, “I’m so ashamed of being white,” (Line 14 – 898) which Hughes clearly intends to be given special attention because of its rhyme with line 11, in a poem, in which he sparsely rhymes, probably because it evokes exactly the kind of unproductive sympathy for blacks and contempt for whites that Hughes was trying to portray.  While offering their sympathies and showing a clear disdain for the situation at hand with this quotation, the white men and women appear, as is Hughes’ intention, to be unproductive focusing too much on condemnations and pity for the speaker of the poem while offering no solutions to the grave problem.  


Although the words paraphrased and directly quoted by the speaker from the white men and women at this table evoke a clear sympathy for the problem, the speaker’s tone portrays these men and women as counter-productive.  The speaker refers to himself as “The Negro Problem,” (Line 2 – 898) as if he is just an act brought into provide these men and women with a topic of conversation for the evening.  Throughout the poem the speaker’s diction evokes a feeling in the reader that the white dinner hosts simply do not understand the problem, almost as if disdain for the way black men and women are being treated as simply the newest trend among rich, white people.  One of the best indications of this treatment of the white diners’ sympathy for the black speaker’s cause is the juxtaposition of lines 13 and 14 “Murmuring gently / Over fraises du bois, / ‘I’m so ashamed of being white’” (Lines 12-14 – 898), in which it is clear that the speaker implicitly questions how someone can be, “ashamed of being white,” while basking in the luxury of the power and money that accompanies the status, rather than taking some type of action.  The diction used in the last lines, “To be a Problem on / Park Avenue at eight / Is not so bad. / Solutions to the Problem, / Of course, wait,” (Lines 19-23 – 898-9) indicates that the speaker is not completely satisfied with the temporary luxury he has received at the hands of the white dinner hosts and would have preferred they made some motion toward a solution rather than dwelling on sympathy.  

