
We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity in
the Harlem Renaissance
The Harlem Renaissance, a period of cultural and artistic flourishing in
Harlem, New York City, from the 1920s to the 1930s, witnessed a
significant exploration of Black identity and masculinity. Through literature,
music, and visual arts, Black artists and intellectuals challenged traditional
notions of race and gender, and celebrated the unique experiences and
perspectives of Black men. One iconic work of this era that grapples with
the complexities of Black masculinity is Gwendolyn Brooks's poem, "We
Real Cool."

Gwendolyn Brooks and "We Real Cool"

Gwendolyn Brooks (1917-2000) was a prominent poet of the Harlem
Renaissance and the first African American woman to win the Pulitzer Prize
for Poetry. Her work often explored themes of race, gender, and social
justice. "We Real Cool" was published in Brooks's first collection of poems,
A Street in Bronzeville (1945). The poem depicts a group of young Black
men who spend their days hanging out on a corner, engaging in petty crime
and drinking.
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Analysis of "We Real Cool"

The poem consists of eight short stanzas, each containing four lines. The
first line of each stanza introduces a different speaker, referred to as "We,"
who describes their lifestyle and defiance of society's expectations. The
poem's most famous line, "We die soon," appears as the final line in every
stanza, emphasizing the young men's fatalistic attitude and the brevity of
their lives.

1. Identity and Belonging

The poem establishes a sense of community and belonging among the
young men. They refer to themselves as "We" rather than using individual
names, suggesting a collective identity that transcends their individual
differences. This sense of solidarity is further reinforced by their shared
experiences of poverty, crime, and societal marginalization.

2. Masculinity and Performance

The young men in the poem perform a particular type of masculinity based
on toughness, bravado, and a disregard for rules. They engage in petty
crimes such as "roll[ing] dice" and "rais[ing] hell," and they drink to excess,
a behavior associated with both masculinity and rebellion. This
performance of masculinity serves as a way for them to assert their identity
and agency in a society that often devalued Black men.

3. Defiance and Resignation
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Throughout the poem, the young men express a defiant attitude towards
society's expectations of them. They reject education and legitimate work,
embracing instead a life of idleness and pleasure. However, their defiance
is tempered by a sense of resignation. The repetition of "We die soon"
suggests a fatalistic acceptance of their limited life expectancy, reflecting
the harsh realities of life for young Black men in Harlem during the
Depression.

4. Symbolism and Allusion

Brooks uses symbolism and allusion to enhance the poem's meaning. The
"pool hall" where the men gather is a symbol of their aimlessness and lack
of opportunity. The "Golden Shovel" is a reference to the Jim Crow era,
where Black workers were relegated to menial labor. By alluding to these
historical contexts, Brooks highlights the structural barriers that constrain
the lives of her characters.

Themes and Significance

"We Real Cool" explores several important themes relevant to Black
masculinity and the Harlem Renaissance:

* The Construction of Black Masculinity: The poem demonstrates the
ways in which Black masculinity is shaped by societal expectations and
racial prejudice. The young men in the poem adopt a performative
masculinity that is rooted in rebellion and a rejection of mainstream norms.
* The Limited Opportunities for Black Men: The poem also highlights the
limited opportunities and resources available to Black men during the
Harlem Renaissance. Poverty, crime, and premature death are the
unfortunate realities that these young men face, limiting their aspirations
and possibilities for a better life. * The Celebration of Black Identity:



Despite the challenges they face, the young men in the poem maintain a
strong sense of Black identity and solidarity. Their defiance and resilience
can be seen as a form of resistance against the oppressive forces that
surround them.

"We Real Cool" and Black Masculinity Today

"We Real Cool" remains a significant work in the exploration of Black
masculinity, both during the Harlem Renaissance and beyond. The poem's
themes of identity, defiance, and the limited opportunities for Black men
continue to resonate with contemporary audiences.

* The Continuing Marginalization of Black Men: The poem's depiction of
the young men's poverty, crime, and premature death is a reminder of the
ongoing systemic inequalities faced by Black men in society. * The
Performance and Evolution of Black Masculinity: The poem's
exploration of the construction of Black masculinity remains relevant today.
Black men continue to navigate complex expectations and stereotypes,
while also defining and redefining what it means to be a Black man. * The
Importance of Black Solidarity and Empowerment: "We Real Cool"
emphasizes the importance of community and solidarity among Black men.
It serves as a call for unity and collective action to address the challenges
that Black men continue to face.

Gwendolyn Brooks's "We Real Cool" is a powerful and evocative
exploration of Black masculinity during the Harlem Renaissance. The
poem's themes of identity, defiance, and the limited opportunities for Black
men continue to resonate with contemporary audiences, making it an
enduring work in the study of Black literature and culture. Through her vivid
portrayal of the young men on the corner, Brooks challenges traditional



notions of race and gender, and celebrates the strength and resilience of
Black identity.
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