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Abstract 

Langston Hughes is a prominent African American writer and the leading figure of Harlem 

renaissance. His short story “On the Road” brings out the psychological and physical 

suppressions of Blacks by the White dominated society in America. This study aims at an 

analysis of Langston Hughes’s “On the Road” so as to bring out his treatment of racial and 

religious discrimination of the Blacks by the Whites in America. Sargeant, the protagonist is 

racially and religiously segregated from the White American society due to his race. He does 

not search for wealth or any treasure instead of shelter for preserving him from the fall of 

snow. He persistently knocks the door of Mr. Dorset, unfortunately, he does not provide him 

space in his shelter since he belongs to the White Christian community. Black folks do not 

have proper food and shelter. Sargeant knocks the church door but it does not open. God has 

sacrificed Himself for the poor people like him but His followers are not following His 

teachings. White Americans do not have such concern for the Blacks and they cruelly treat 

them. Black folks are marginalized from the society and they are not allowed to enter the 

public places.  

 

          Key Words: Race, Snow Fall, Religion, Unemployment, Discomfort, Inhumanity,    

                     Church and Social Segregation. 
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African American Literature is an offshoot of American literature and it deals with the 

retrogression and progression of Black folks in American society. Langston Hughes is an 

eminent African American writer. His short story “On the Road” brings out the sufferings 

and miseries of the Black man namely Sargeant. This study aims at an analysis of the short 

story “On the Road” so as to bring out the racial and religious discrimination experienced by 

the Blacks at the hands of Whites in the American society. Langston Hughes has used snow 

as a metaphor to elucidate the racial and religious segregation in America. Sargeant does not 

search for wealth or any treasures instead of looking for a place to sleep. Unfortunately, 

nobody is willing to give space to him because of his being as a Blackman. He belongs to the 

downtrodden community and he is unemployed as well as homeless. Even God has come to 

sacrifice His life for people like him but the Whites are not ready to have such leniency on 

him. White folks have ill-treated Sargeant and they have not allowed him to take shelter at 

the White’s Church. They are not ready to provide food for him. They do not follow the 

teachings of Jesus Christ. Father Dorset has chased away him from the church when Sargeant 

came for food and shelter. Langston Hughes obviously shows that the Black folks are 

marginalized from the society and they are not recognized as human beings at all. The Whites 

and the cops have beaten Sargeant severely and abused him as coon when he has tried to 

open the gates of Whites church. He has been jailed for his act. This is the sad state of affairs 

of Blacks in America. 

In his short story, “On the Road,” Langston Hughes highlights the racial and religious 

discrimination. He has used Sargeant as his mouth piece to express the mental and physical 

depression undergone by the Black folks in the White dominated society of America. He is an 

orphan and he steps down from the train. It is severe winter season and snow falls vigorously. 

The snow on his face is seeping down gradually to his shoes but he does not notice it. There 

is a heavy snow fall in the lights of the street at night. His hunger prevents him to bother 

about the snow. Sargeant knocks the parsonage door of Reverend  

Mr. Dorset who is a hypocritical White man.  

He does not help Sargeant because of the latter’s race. Mr. Dorset notices the big 

Black man standing in front of him with snow on his face and he identifies him as an 
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unemployed. Before Sargeant seeks help from him, Mr. Dorset asks Sargeant to go the relief 

shelter in the down street. He replies to Dorset that he has already been there along with 

many others during the depression time. There is scarcity of food and place. Mr. Dorset again 

asks him to go and shut the door. It clearly shows that how the Black man is racially 

discriminated in the society by the Whites. They do not have sympathy on Blacks because of 

their colour and race. Sargeant gradually moves to the next door of the church. He 

persistently knocks the door of the church and he tries to get shelter there. He has seen the 

figure of Jesus Christ in the lacy lintel. 

Eventually, he notices the snow fall into his eyes. He forces to open the church door 

but it is not yielding. The author has used the words like “hardness, stone and loftiness” to 

emphasize its accessibility. Therefore, he feels that his only choice to keep pulling the door of 

the church until entire edifice falls down. It gives a way after a struggle. The noise has 

captured the attention of the White parishioners in the street. 

They have yelled at Sargeant and they are shocked by his unlawful act. While two 

White cops arrive into the church and the portion of church is collapsed due to Sargeant’s 

pulling of the door. He walks into the ruins with the debris of the building and the church has 

fallen on his shoulders. Sargeant thinks that he must have buried. Mr. Dorset belongs to the 

White Christian community and he does not like the big Black man to get entry. It obviously 

reveals the racial discrimination in the American society. Church is a holy place and all 

human beings have to be treated equally but there too the racial prejudice is practised by the 

whites. 

Sargeant has the hallucination as if he is walking along with Jesus Christ on the road. 

It seems to be that God also walks away from the church due to the in human activities of 

Whites Parishioners. Sargeant is surprised because he has never seen God before. Further 

God appreciates the pulling down of the church by Sargeant. Langston Hughes writes:  

“You did a good job.” “They have kept me nailed on cross for nearly two thousand years” 

(210). Jesus Christ is very much happy to come out from the prejudiced inhuman Whites 

parishioners. He is happy about his liberation. God dislikes the racial discrimination and He 

does not approve the act of the biased Whites. The author implicates that the White folks who 

keep God firmly ensconced in their invocations, but do not live by His teachings, especially 

when it comes to the treatment of African American folks. Jesus Christ proposes thanks to 

Sargeant for liberating him from the White power that keeps him imprisoned. Sargeant says 

that if he has a bit of money then he will show God the happening in and around of the city. 

Jesus replies that the scene is same everywhere and He knows it. 
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Jesus is disappointed with the behaviour of the prejudiced Whites who have inflicted 

sufferings upon the Blacks. He is not happy about them. Sargeant calls himself “Bum” and 

asks Jesus where He goes. Sargeant sees red and green lights of the rail road yard and a fire 

from a hobo jungle. He decides to sleep in the hobo jungle with makeshift houses and finds 

some tin, wood and canvas strung up among the tress. The homeless unemployed Blacks are 

living there. Langston Hughes brings out the pathetic condition of the Blacks when Sargeant 

says: “I can go there and sleep”… “That place ain’t got no doors” (211). The Blacks are 

forced to live in the hobo jungle without the basic amenities by the Whites. There is no 

welfare measure to be taken by the authorities. They do not care for the Black poor people. It 

is an irony that the civilized society has shut the doors, on the other hand, the jungle does not 

have any such for the poor Blacks. It can accommodate anyone. Sargeant does not have a 

shelter and job. The cruel thing is that nobody is ready to recognize him as a human being in 

the society. It clearly presents the pathetic condition of the Blacks in the racially segregated 

American society. The readers could find the similarities between Langston Hughes’s “On 

the Road” and the Nigerien writer Wole Soyinka’s “Telephone Conversation.” In Wole 

Soyinka’s poem, the speaker searches for a house for rent and he finds a number of a White 

land lady. He speaks to her to get a house for rent. 

The lady has attended the phone and she interacts with him. He reveals her that he is 

an African man. This revelation has changed the tone of the conversation:  

The price seemed reasonable, location 

Indifferent. The landlady swore she lived 

Off premises. Nothing remained 

But self-confession. "Madam,” I warned, 

I hate a wasted journey - I am African. 

Silence. Silenced transmission of pressurized good-breeding. Voice, when it came, 

Lipstick coated, long gold-rolled Cigarette-holder pipped. Caught I was, foully. 

"how dark?"...I had not misheard....are you light or very dark? (1-8) 

The White lady uses abusive language against the Black speaker and she is not ready to give 

her house for rent to the man. The lipstick coated, gold rolled cigarette-holder, White lady has 

shown her racial supremacy. Everywhere the Blacks suffer the racial subjugation and they 

experience prejudice. They are not treated equal to Whites. Langton Hughes brings out the 

mental and physical suppression of Sargeant in the story. When he is searching for a place to 

sleep, no one is ready to give him a space due to his race. Even the religion does not help him 

and the religious men too practice prejudice against the poor Blacks. 
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Sargeant says good bye to Jesus, while He is going to the city Kansas. In the next 

morning when he travels from the hobo jungle to grab Freight train, he realizes that the White 

cops around him. They rap on his knuckles and call him offensively coon. Later Sargeant has 

realized that he has been arrested for trying to break the church. He comes to know that the 

meeting with Jesus is mere hallucination. He mutters to the cop that he will break the prison 

but they ask him to stop his murmurs. The fate of the Black unemployed youth is displayed 

by Langston Hughes in this story. The Blacks are ill-treated everywhere and even they are not 

recognized as human beings. They are denied entry at the holy place like the church. They are 

poor and starving. They do not have proper shelter to escape from the extreme weather. The 

racial supremacy of the Whites is symbolized by the image of snow which covers the entire 

area and it harms the innocent and vulnerable sections of the society. 

Jesus Christ has sacrificed Himself for the sake of alleviating the misery of the 

common people. He teaches love and compassion among human beings. Unfortunately, the 

followers of Him have not put it in their minds. They do not care for His teachings. They 

practice prejudice in treating the fellow brethren. They are against the poor Blacks in the 

society. They fail to mitigate the sufferings of the Blacks who are starving, unemployed and 

homeless. Langston Hughes has effectively brought out the discrimination of Blacks on the 

basis of race and religion in the American Society. 
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