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Résumé

Cet article examine comparativement la manieére dont Langston Hughes
représente le racisme, le paternalisme racial et la marginalisation sociale dans
trois nouvelles : « One Friday Morning », « Thank You, Ma’am » et « Poor Little
Black Fellow ». L'étude adopte une démarche qualitative fondée sur la lecture
rapprochée, 1'analyse thématique et la comparaison des trajectoires des
personnages. Elle montre que « One Friday Morning » met en scene un racisme
institutionnel qui annule le mérite scolaire de Nancy Lee Johnson ; que « Thank
You, Ma’am » ne décrit pas explicitement une discrimination raciale mais plutot
une vulnérabilité matérielle et une réponse éthique fondée sur la confiance et la
dignité ; et que « Poor Little Black Fellow » analyse l'isolement racial et le
paternalisme subis par Arnie, jeune orphelin noir élevé dans une famille blanche.
La comparaison révele que Hughes ne réduit pas ses personnages au statut de
victimes : il met en scene des formes de résilience, de solidarité et de
réappropriation de soi. L'article conclut que le projet esthétique de Hughes
articule critique des structures raciales et affirmation de la dignité humaine.
Mots-clés : racisme ; discrimination sociale ; Langston Hughes ; littérature afro-
américaine ; identité ; dignité ; résilience.

Abstract

This article comparatively examines Langston Hughes's representation of racism,
racial paternalism, and social marginalization in three short stories: “One Friday
Morning,” “Thank You, Ma’am,” and “Poor Little Black Fellow.” Using close
reading, thematic analysis, and comparative interpretation, the study shows that
“One Friday Morning” dramatizes institutional racism through the withdrawal
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of Nancy Lee Johnson’s scholarship; “Thank You, Ma’am” does not explicitly
stage racial discrimination but rather economic vulnerability and an ethical
response based on trust and dignity; and “Poor Little Black Fellow” explores
racial isolation and paternalism through Arnie, a Black orphan raised by a White
family. Across the three narratives, Hughes portrays discrimination not only as
a restriction of opportunities but also as a force shaping self-perception,
belonging, and social relations. Yet his characters are not reduced to passive
victims: resilience, care, and self-assertion remain central to his literary vision.
The article arques that Hughes’s short fiction combines social criticism with a
sustained affirmation of Black humanity and human dignity.

Keywords : racism; social discrimination; Langston Hughes; African American
literature; identity; dignity; resilience.

INTRODUCTION

Langston Hughes occupies a central place in twentieth-century African
American literature. His poetry is often foregrounded, but his short
fiction offers an equally important laboratory for observing the ordinary
mechanisms through which race, class, and social hierarchy shape human
lives. Hughes's stories repeatedly move away from abstract declarations
and place social injustice inside concrete encounters: a scholarship
revoked, a child patronized, a poor boy judged by his conduct, a family
or institution forced to reveal what it believes about Black humanity.243
The present study focuses on three narratives written in different
moments and contexts: “One Friday Morning,” first published during the
early 1940s and later collected in Hughes's short fiction; “Poor Little Black
Fellow,” included in The Ways of White Folks (1934); and “Thank You,
Ma’am,” published in 1958 and later collected among Hughes’s short
stories.244 The texts do not represent discrimination in identical ways.
This distinction is methodologically important. “One Friday Morning”
and “Poor Little Black Fellow” directly expose racial hierarchies, whereas
“Thank You, Ma’am” is better read as a story about material vulnerability,
moral agency, trust, and care within an African American social setting
rather than as a direct narrative of racial exclusion.

The central question is therefore not simply whether racism appears in all
three texts, but how different forms of social hierarchy affect opportunity,

243 Langston Hughes, The Short Stories of Langston Hughes, ed. Akiba Sullivan Harper,
introduction by Arnold Rampersad (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996).

244 Langston Hughes, The Ways of White Folks (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1934; reprint,
Vintage, 1990); Hughes, The Short Stories of Langston Hughes, 1996.
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identity, dignity, and moral action. The article asks: how does Hughes
represent the impact of racial and social inequality on his characters, and
what kinds of resistance or ethical response does he imagine? Its main
argument is that Hughes varies the mechanism of exclusion across the
three stories—formal institutional discrimination, paternalistic racial
isolation, and economic vulnerability —while preserving a consistent
ethical emphasis on dignity, self-respect, and the possibility of human
solidarity.

1. PROBLEM, OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY

1.1. Problem and contribution

A large part of Hughes scholarship addresses the Harlem Renaissance,
racial representation, vernacular style, blues aesthetics, and the politics of
Black identity.245 The present article adopts a narrower comparative
focus. It examines how three short stories construct the relationship
between social structure and individual character. The contribution lies in
refusing to flatten the corpus into a single category called “racism.”
Instead, each narrative is read on its own terms before comparison.

1.2. Corpus and analytical method

The study uses a qualitative literary design based on close reading,
thematic analysis, and comparison. The primary corpus is drawn from
Hughes’s short fiction as collected in The Short Stories of Langston
Hughes and The Ways of White Folks.246 The analysis proceeds through
four recurring dimensions: (1) the social mechanism producing
disadvantage; (2) its effect on opportunity or material life; (3) its
psychological or identity-related consequences; and (4) the character’s
response. Secondary scholarship on Hughes and African American
literary criticism is used to situate these readings without replacing the
primary texts.247

1.3. Conceptual distinctions

In this article, racism refers to unequal treatment or social hierarchy
structured around racial classification. Institutional racism refers more

245 See Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, 2 vols. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986-1988); Steven C. Tracy, Langston Hughes and the Blues (Urbana:
University of lllinois Press, 1988).

246 Hughes, The Short Stories of Langston Hughes, 1996; Hughes, The Ways of White Folks,
1934,

247 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary
Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).
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specifically to discriminatory outcomes produced through an institution’s
rules or decisions. Racial paternalism describes an unequal relation in
which apparent benevolence coexists with the denial of full autonomy
and equality. Social marginalization is used more broadly for exclusion
connected to economic vulnerability, social status, or restricted access to
resources. These categories overlap, but they should not be treated as
synonyms.

2. “ONE FRIDAY MORNING”: RACISM, MERIT AND THE DENIAL
OF OPPORTUNITY

“One Friday Morning” provides the clearest example of institutional
racial discrimination in the corpus. Nancy Lee Johnson is a talented Black
high-school student whose painting wins a scholarship competition. The
award initially confirms the meritocratic promise of education: talent,
effort, and achievement appear to determine opportunity. That promise
collapses when the committee learns that the winner is Black and
withdraws the scholarship.248

The injury is therefore double. Materially, Nancy Lee loses access to an
educational opportunity that her family could not easily finance.
Symbolically, the decision tells her that excellence does not neutralize
race. The scholarship committee converts racial identity into a
disqualifying condition after the artistic merit of the work has already
been recognized. Hughes thereby exposes a central contradiction of racial
liberalism: institutions may publicly celebrate fairness while preserving
exclusion through discretionary decision-making.

The psychological effect is equally important. Nancy Lee moves from
confidence in the American promise to a painful awareness of its unequal
application. The story can be read as a moment of racialized coming-of-
age: she learns that belonging to the nation does not guarantee equal
access to its institutions. This tension recalls the broader African
American problem of inhabiting a national identity that promises
universality while historically distributing recognition unequally.

Yet Hughes does not end with humiliation. Nancy Lee receives support
from adults who affirm her worth and encourage her to continue. Her
resilience is not a denial of injustice; it is a refusal to allow injustice to
define the limits of her identity. In this sense, the story links critique and

248 Langston Hughes, “One Friday Morning,” in The Short Stories of Langston Hughes, ed.
Akiba Sullivan Harper (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996).
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agency. The discriminatory institution is exposed, but the protagonist
retains an ethical and imaginative future.

3. “THANK YOU, MA’AM”: ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY, TRUST
AND MORAL RECOGNITION

A more careful reading is required for “Thank You, Ma’am.” The story
should not be presented as a direct narrative of racial discrimination.
Hughes does not stage a White institution or actor denying Roger an
opportunity because of race. Instead, he presents a boy who attempts to
steal Mrs. Luella Bates Washington Jones’s purse because he wants blue
suede shoes. Mrs. Jones refuses both criminalization and sentimental
excuse: she stops him, takes him home, feeds him, speaks to him, and
finally gives him money.249

The social dimension of the story lies in material vulnerability and
insufficient care. Roger appears to lack stable adult supervision and
financial resources. However, the text does not establish poverty as a
deterministic cause of theft, nor does it explicitly portray society as
discriminating against him. A publishable interpretation must therefore
distinguish textual evidence from sociological inference. What the story
clearly dramatizes is the ethical difference between labeling a young
offender and recognizing him as a person capable of change.

Mrs. Jones’s conduct interrupts a punitive script. She sets boundaries, but
she also creates trust. Roger is given opportunities to flee or steal again,
yet he remains. The scene turns dignity into a practical moral method:
respect produces responsibility more effectively than humiliation.
Hughes's social criticism here is subtle. Instead of exposing an explicit
racist institution, he asks what kind of response marginalized or
vulnerable individuals receive when they fail.

Thus, “Thank You, Ma’am” contributes to the comparison not because it
reproduces the same racial mechanism as “One Friday Morning,” but
because it reveals an alternative social relation. Where Nancy Lee
encounters an institution that withdraws recognition, Roger encounters
an adult who extends recognition before he has earned it. The contrast
deepens Hughes’s treatment of social justice.

249 Langston Hughes, “Thank You, Ma’am,” in The Short Stories of Langston Hughes, ed.
Akiba Sullivan Harper (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996). The story was first published in 1958.
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4. “POOR LITTLE BLACK FELLOW”: PATERNALISM, RACIAL
ISOLATION AND BELONGING

The original version of this article described the protagonist of “Poor
Little Black Fellow” too generally. Hughes’s story centers on Arnie, a
Black orphan raised by the White Pemberton family in the predominantly
White New England town of Mapleton. The story’s critique does not rest
only on overt hostility. Arnie is surrounded by an exaggerated
benevolence that repeatedly marks him as different—the “poor little
Black fellow” whose Blackness becomes the defining lens through which
others view him.250

This form of paternalism is psychologically complex because kindness
and exclusion coexist. The Pembertons may care for Arnie, but their care
does not eliminate his racial isolation. He remains the only Black person
in his immediate social world, and the attention directed toward him
reinforces his difference rather than dissolving it. Hughes thereby exposes
a racial hierarchy that can survive even when open hatred is absent.

The European episode becomes crucial. In Paris, Arnie encounters
Claudina Lawrence, a Black performer from Atlanta, and experiences a
different sense of social and racial belonging. His decision to remain
rather than continue traveling with the Pembertons marks a movement
toward autonomy. The narrative is therefore not simply about suffering
under prejudice. It is about the difference between being cared for as an
exceptional racial object and belonging within a community in which
Blackness does not require explanation.

The story’s impact on identity is thus more sustained than the immediate
shock experienced by Nancy Lee. Arnie’s problem is not one revoked
opportunity but a social environment in which racial difference structures
his everyday self-awareness. Hughes’s critique of paternalism is
particularly effective because it shows that domination may be
reproduced through benevolence when equality and autonomy are
absent.

5. COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION

5.1. Three different mechanisms of inequality

The comparison reveals three distinct social mechanisms. “One Friday
Morning” presents institutional exclusion: a formal opportunity is
withdrawn because of race. “Poor Little Black Fellow” presents

250 Langston Hughes, “Poor Little Black Fellow,” in The Ways of White Folks (1934). The
story centers on Arnie, a Black orphan raised by the White Pemberton family.
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paternalistic racial isolation: Arnie is cared for but continuously
positioned as racially exceptional. “Thank You, Ma’am” presents
economic and social vulnerability without an explicit act of racial
discrimination. Treating these mechanisms separately produces a more
accurate reading than forcing all three into a single explanatory model.
5.2. From material loss to identity pressure

The effects also differ. Nancy Lee experiences material loss and
humiliation. Arnie experiences a more diffuse pressure on belonging and
self-definition. Roger’s difficulty is not racial rejection but a moment of
moral and economic vulnerability. The common point is that each
character confronts a social situation in which dignity is at risk. Hughes's
narratives ask whether institutions and individuals will intensify that
vulnerability or respond in ways that restore agency.

5.3. Resilience is not the denial of structure

Hughes repeatedly grants his characters agency, but this should not be
romanticized. Nancy Lee’s courage does not make the scholarship
committee less discriminatory. Arnie’s choice does not erase the
paternalistic environment that shaped him. Roger’s moral response does
not prove that compassion alone can solve structural poverty. Resilience
matters because it prevents characters from being reduced to injury; it
does not remove the social structures that produced the injury.

5.4. Hughes’s ethics of social justice

Across the corpus, social justice emerges less as abstract doctrine than as
a question of recognition. Who is seen as fully human? Who is permitted
to define himself or herself? Who is trusted, educated, rewarded, or
patronized? Hughes’s literary method places these questions inside
ordinary encounters. This is one reason his short fiction remains central
to African American literary study: large racial structures are made visible
through intimate scenes of decision, speech, disappointment, care, and
self-assertion.251

6. LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
This study is limited to three short stories and does not claim to represent
the whole of Hughes’s fiction. The texts were written and published in
different periods, which means that their social settings should not be
collapsed into a single historical moment. In addition, the category “social
discrimination” requires caution in “Thank You, Ma’am,” where the text

251 Hughes’s short fiction has repeatedly been read as a major site for his treatment of
American race relations and ordinary Black life; see Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes;
Gates, The Signifying Monkey.
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supports an interpretation centered on economic vulnerability and ethical
recognition more strongly than one centered on explicit discriminatory
treatment.
Further research could compare these stories with other narratives in The
Ways of White Folks, especially “Home,” “Slave on the Block,” or
“Berry,” where racial hierarchy and labor relations are more explicit.
Another useful direction would be to examine gender, class, and
generational differences across Hughes’s short fiction, or to compare his
narrative ethics with those of other African American writers of the
twentieth century.
CONCLUSION
A comparative reading of “One Friday Morning,” “Thank You, Ma’am,”
and “Poor Little Black Fellow” demonstrates that Langston Hughes
represents social inequality through different narrative mechanisms.
Nancy Lee Johnson encounters institutional racism that nullifies
recognized merit. Roger’s story centers not on explicit racial
discrimination but on material vulnerability and an ethical encounter in
which trust interrupts punishment. Arnie experiences racial paternalism
and isolation that shape his sense of belonging until he moves toward
greater autonomy.
The strongest common theme is therefore not that every character suffers
the same kind of discrimination, but that social hierarchy repeatedly
threatens dignity and self-definition. Hughes answers that threat through
resilience, care, community, and self-assertion. His short fiction combines
social criticism with an insistence that marginalized characters remain
complex moral subjects rather than symbols of victimhood. This balance
between structural critique and human agency gives the three narratives
their lasting literary and social force.
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