"I Hear America Singing" by Walt Whitman

I HEAR America singing, the varied carols I hear;

 Those of mechanics--each one singing his, as it should be, blithe and

 strong;

 The carpenter singing his, as he measures his plank or beam,

 The mason singing his, as he makes ready for work, or leaves off

 work;

 The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat--the deckhand

 singing on the steamboat deck;

 The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench--the hatter singing as

 he stands;

 The wood-cutter's song--the ploughboy's, on his way in the morning,

 or at the noon intermission, or at sundown;

 The delicious singing of the mother--or of the young wife at work--or

 of the girl sewing or washing--Each singing what belongs to

 her, and to none else;

 The day what belongs to the day--At night, the party of young

 fellows, robust, friendly,

 Singing, with open mouths, their strong melodious

 songs.

Reading Comprehension Questions 

1. The poem focuses on two main themes: the nature of work and individuality. 

 

Part A. What attitude does Whitman have about work? What attitude do the workers in the poem have?      . Based on this information, what is Whitman trying to say about the value of work? 
 
2.  How does Whitman/the workers' idea of work relate or play into the classic definition of "the American Dream"? 

3. The poem describes many individuals; what about them makes them different from each other? What makes them the same? 
4. How does this focus on individuality play into definitions of the American Dream? 
5. 
When the speaker says he hears American singing, what does he mean by this? 

6. Rather than reference politicians or wealthy businessmen, the poem talks about average American workers. Why do you think this is? By doing this, what is the poet trying to say about America? 

7 
Describe the tone and spirit of the poem. Are the people happy with their jobs and their lives? Explain how a person's attitude toward his or her work affects the efficiency and enjoyment of her work.


8 
Some people say that the poem creates an idealized (or unrealistic) image of America (healthy, happy people hard at work). Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Explain. 

9. Do the statements in this poem apply to today's American workforce? Why or why not? 
10. Overall, Whitman is implying that what kind of people can achieve the "American Dream"?

"I, Too, Sing America" by Langston Hughes 
I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.

They send me to eat in the kitchen

When company comes,

But I laugh,

And eat well,

And grow strong.

Tomorrow,

I'll be at the table

When company comes.

Nobody'll dare

Say to me,

"Eat in the kitchen,"

Then.

Besides, 

They'll see how beautiful I am

And be ashamed—

I, too, am America.

Reading Comprehension Questions
1. Based on the information given in the poem, describe the narrator. Who is he? What might he do for a living?
2. Who is the "they" that the narrator refers to? Do you think he is addressing actual humans, or society as a whole? 
3. Explain how this poem presents America.
4. Explain the conflict found in this poem. Is it internal or external, or both? Is it between the narrator and himself, the narrator and another human, the narrator and society, or the narrator and nature? Explain.

5. Does the narrator feel that the "classic American Dream" is within his grasp? Why or why not? 

6. From the narrator's perspective, what is the "American Dream"? 

7. Explain the significance of the title "I, Too, Sing America".

8. Explain the difference in tone/attitude between this poem and Whitman's "I Hear America Singing".

9. This poem was written in the early 1900s, but takes place during the era of slavery. Do you think the messages found in this poem could apply today? Why or why not? 

10. In today's society, who is left out of the "singing"? What kinds of people are excluded from the American Dream, and why? 
