
 

 

Sonnets and Social Jus�ce 
Sonnet 73: That �me of year  
thou mayst in me behold 
William Shakespeare 
That �me of year thou mayst in me behold 

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang 

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 

Bare ruin'd choirs, where late the sweet birds sang. 

In me thou see'st the twilight of such day 

As a�er sunset fadeth in the west, 

Which by and by black night doth take away, 

Death's second self, that seals up all in rest. 

In me thou see'st the glowing of such fire 

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie, 

As the death-bed whereon it must expire, 

Consum'd with that which it was nourish'd by. 

     This thou perceiv'st, which makes thy love more strong, 

     To love that well which thou must leave ere long. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

If We Must Die 
Claude McKay 

If we must die, let it not be like hogs 

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, 

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 

Making their mock at our accursèd lot. 

If we must die, O let us nobly die, 

So that our precious blood may not be shed 

In vain; then even the monsters we defy 

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead! 

O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe! 

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave, 

And for their thousand blows deal one death-blow! 

What though before us lies the open grave? 

Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 

Pressed to the wall, dying, but figh�ng back! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

The Lynching 
Claude McKay 

His spirit in smoke ascended to high heaven. 

His father, by the cruelest way of pain, 

Had bidden him to his bosom once again; 

The awful sin remained s�ll unforgiven. 

All night a bright and solitary star 

(Perchance the one that ever guided him, 

Yet gave him up at last to Fate's wild whim) 

Hung pi�fully o'er the swinging char. 

Day dawned, and soon the mixed crowds came to view 

The ghastly body swaying in the sun: 

The women thronged to look, but never a one 

Showed sorrow in her eyes of steely blue; 

And litle lads, lynchers that were to be, 

Danced round the dreadful thing in fiendish glee. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
America 
Claude McKay 

Although she feeds me bread of biterness, 

And sinks into my throat her �ger’s tooth, 

Stealing my breath of life, I will confess 

I love this cultured hell that tests my youth. 

Her vigor flows like �des into my blood, 

Giving me strength erect against her hate, 

Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood. 

Yet, as a rebel fronts a king in state, 

I stand within her walls with not a shred 

Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer. 

Darkly I gaze into the days ahead, 

And see her might and granite wonders there, 

Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand, 

Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Frederick Douglas 
Robert Hayden 

When it is finally ours, this freedom, this liberty, this beau�ful 

and terrible thing, needful to man as air,    

usable as earth; when it belongs at last to all,    

when it is truly ins�nct, brain mater, diastole, systole,    

reflex ac�on; when it is finally won; when it is more    

than the gaudy mumbo jumbo of poli�cians:    

this man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro    

beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world    

where none is lonely, none hunted, alien,    

this man, superb in love and logic, this man    

shall be remembered. Oh, not with statues’ rhetoric,    

not with legends and poems and wreaths of bronze alone, 

but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives    

fleshing his dream of the beau�ful, needful thing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Those Winter Sundays 
Robert Hayden 

 

Sundays too my father got up early 

and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold, 

then with cracked hands that ached 

from labor in the weekday weather made 

banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him. 

 

I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking. 

When the rooms were warm, he’d call, 

and slowly I would rise and dress, 

fearing the chronic angers of that house, 

 

Speaking indifferently to him, 

who had driven out the cold 

and polished my good shoes as well. 

What did I know, what did I know 

of love’s austere and lonely offices? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

American Sonnet for My Past and Future Assassin  
[“I lock you in an American sonnet that is part prison”]  
Terrance Hayes 

I lock you in an American sonnet that is part prison, 

Part panic closet, a litle room in a house set aflame. 

I lock you in a form that is part music box, part meat 

Grinder to separate the song of the bird from the bone. 

I lock your persona in a dream-inducing sleeper hold 

While your beter selves watch from the bleachers. 

I make you both gym & crow here. As the crow 

You undergo a beau�ful catharsis trapped one night 

In the shadows of the gym. As the gym, the feel of crow- 

Shit dropping to your floors is not unlike the stars 

Falling from the pep rally posters on your walls. 

I make you a box of darkness with a bird in its heart. 

Voltas of acous�cs, ins�nct & metaphor. It is not enough 

To love you. It is not enough to want you destroyed. 

 

 

Resources for Teachers (links) 
 
The Red Summer 

The Chicago Race Riots (Carl Sandburg) 
 
Lynching Year Sta�s�cs 
 
The Duluth Lynchings 1920 
 
NAACP Lynching in America 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/hundreds-of-black-deaths-during-1919s-red-summer-are-being-remembered
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Chicago_Race_Riots_July_1919/-ZwTAAAAYAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&pg=PA1&printsec=frontcover
http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/shipp/lynchingyear.html
https://www.mnhs.org/duluthlynchings/lynchings
https://naacp.org/find-resources/history-explained/history-lynching-america

