
 

 

      

 

 

       MOTHER TO SON 

    LANGSTON HUGHES 

Introduction: 

 In Hughes’ poem “Mother to Son”, like a conversation between a mother and her son. 
Through this poem the poet express the conditions of Afro-Americans life in 20th C America. 
The poet wrote this poem when he was 21 years old. He wrote this poem in the same language of 
Jazz music that he heard in the Harlem night club. During his time Harlem (a place in New York 
city) was a cultural centre like art, literature etc.  

Structure of the poem: 

 This is a short verse poem containing 20 lines, which are without any regular rhythm or 
formal rhyme scheme. The poem is a dramatic monologue which is written in irregular metrical 
pattern. The poem has lyrical quality. 

 Idiomatic styles of languages or Black American languages are also used in this poem. 
Alliterations, anaphora, assonance, refrains are the poetic devices used in this poem. The tone of 
the poem is didactic. 

Main theme of the poem: 

 The poem actually addresses anyone who loses faith and hope and ask him to strive (try) 
to overcome the obstacles on his way. The theme of the poem is perseverance.  

Summary of the poem:  

 The poem is a dramatic monologue. Only the mother is speaking and the son is just 
listening. The mother tells her son that her life had not been very smooth. The steps she had to 
climb were broken here and there and she had to be careful not to fall down. The floor is not 
carpeted showing that life had been very rough for her. But in spite of all the problems she faced, 
she had been steadily climbing and reaching and landings. Sometimes she had been walking in 
darkness without any light at all. She had to negotiate dangerous bends.  
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 She then asks the boy to walk in her foot steps and keep moving forward without turning 
back or giving up because he finds the journey arduous. He should be careful not to fall down. In 
the end, she tells her son that all her life she had been climbing in spite of all the problems and 
she is still climbing.  

Images used in the poem: 

(i) Stair case – represents the journey of life. 
(ii)  Boards torn up, tacks, splinters – indicates the difficulties and hardships in life. 
(iii)  Dark and light – time of uncertainty in mother’s life.  

Additional questions:  

(A)  What do these expressions mean?  

Crystal stair – means ‘smooth, easy set of steps between two floors a building’ 

Reachin’ landin’s – means ‘going as far as the floor at the top of stairs’ 

Turnin’ corners – means ‘beginning to improve’.  

ain’t been no light – means ‘there has been no light’.  

(B) Do you think the mother love her son? How do you know? 
The mother loves her son. She makes uses of suggestive language to convey this idea.  
 

(C) Has here tough life stopped her efforts? 
No, her tough life has not stopped her efforts. For the life of her, she has been beginning 
to convey a kind of mystical experience. 
  

(D) Which lines are repeated in the poem? Why does the poet repeat them?  
The line ‘Life, for me ain’t been no crystal stairs’ is repeated in this poem. The repetition 
of the line adds much to the effect of the poem. The poet makes of this technique to 
convey a kind of mystical experience. 

Comprehensive Questions: 

 Well, son, I’ll tell you: 

 Life, for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 

 



 

 

 

(i) Who is the speaker? 
The Black American Mother is the speaker. 

(ii)  To whom are the words spoken? 
The words are spoken to the son. 

(iii)  What does the speaker compare life to? 
The speaker compares life to stairs.  

(iv) What is crystal stair?  
Crystal stair stands for easy life.  

(v) What does the speaker say about the stairs? 
The speaker says that the stairs were not smooth. That is, her past life was full of 
difficulties.  

 It’s had tacks in it,  

 And splinters,  

 And boards torn up, 

(i) What does ‘it’ refer to? 
‘It’ refers to the stair of life. 

(ii)  What was the stair like? 
It was full of tacks and splinters. The boards on the stair were torn up. 

(iii)  To what does the compare the problems of life? 
She compares the problems of life with tacks, splinters, and torn up boards and dark 
paths. 

 I’se been a- climbin’ on, 

 And  reachin’ landin’s, 

 And turnin’ corners, 

 And sometimes goin’ in the dark 

  Where there ain’t been no light. 

(i) What does ‘raechin landins’ indicate? 
It indicates temporary achievement and a brief rest.  

(ii)  Did the speaker stop climbing? 
No, she continued climbing. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 

(iii)  What is meant by ‘turnin’ corners’? 
‘Turnin’ corners’ means beginning to improve. 

(iv) Who is turnin’ corners? 
Mother is turnin’ corners.  

        Don’t you set down on the steps  

 ‘Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.  

(i) Who does ‘you’ refer to? 
‘You’ refers to the son.  

(ii)  What is meant by ‘set down’? 
It means taking rest because the path is hard.  
 
I’se still climbin  
And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 
  

(i) Who is still climbin’?  
Mother is still climbing.  

(ii)  What is the significance of the word still climbin’? 
Life is full of difficulties. Mother has become old. Yet she is climbing.  

(iii)  What is the advice given?  
Mother advices her son to face the difficulties boldly.  

(iv) On what note does the poem end?  
The poem ends with an optimistic note.   

Poetic Devices: 

• Alliterations - it is the repetition of same beginning consonant sounds in the stressed   
syllables of a line.  

• Assonance – the repetition of two different vowel sounds. 

• Anaphora – it refers to a repetition of one particular word purposely, at the start of        
consecutive sentences or paragraphs. This is again in order to emphasize a point.  

• Refrain – same lines are repeated in the same stanza or poem.  

Critical appreciation of the poem ‘Mother to Son’ by Langston Hughes.  

 ‘Mother to Son’ is one of the most famous poems of Langston Hughes. The poem is a  

 



 

 

 

 

 

dramatic monologue and it is based on the idea of hope and encouragement to move forward in 
life, despite all difficulties and no matter how tough life may become.  

 The speaker is a Black American mother, who gives advice to her son, who may also be 
seen to represent the younger generation. Since, the mother has successfully faced the challenges 
of life. She wishes her son to be courageous and bold in the face of these challenges and to also 
succeed in life.  

 The mother tells her son that her life had not been very smooth. The steps she had to 
climb were broken here and there and she had to be careful not to fall down. The floor is not 
carpeted showing that life had been very rough for her. But in spite of all the problems she faced, 
she had been steadily climbing and reaching and landings. Sometimes she had been walking in 
darkness without any light at all. She had to negotiate dangerous bends.  

 She then asks the boy to walks in her foot steps and keep moving forward without turning 
back or giving up because he finds the journey arduous. He should be careful not to fall down. In 
the end she tells her son that all her life she had been climbing in spite of all the problems and 
she is still climbing.  

 In this poem the poet uses different poetic devices such as metaphor, alliteration, 
anaphora etc. The poem is written in a free verse and has a lyrical quality due to the idiomatic 
language used by the poet. The central image of the poem is ‘crystal stair’. It echoes the Biblical 
story of ‘Jacobs Ladder’. The tone of the poem is didactic.  

 The poem is grounded in the memories and experience of a mother. The poem ends with 
an optimistic note. She asks the son not to give up and continue climbing following her model.  
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