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Abstract  
This article explores Langston Hughes' use of prostitution narratives in the three poems Natcha (1926), 
Harlem Night Club (1926) and Success (1934) as spaces of social protest in the cultural politics of the 
Harlem Renaissance. It uses a hybrid theoretical method of Stephen Greenblatt' New Historicist term Social 
Energy Circulation and George Lakoff and Mark Johnson's' Conceptual Metaphor Theory. This study 
suggests that black women's prostitution and performance work are not moral issues, but as survival 
strategies, reveal the intersectionality of race, gender, class and labour in urban black communities of the 
Harlem Renaissance era. The study contributes to the reassessment of African American literary history, 
by acknowledging that the Harlem Renaissance is not just about refined cultural expressions, but also the 
crudity of black lives in Harlem, to the project of Black feminist literary criticism in theorising the agency 
of black women under multidimensional systems of oppression, and to modernist poetics by showing how 
vernacular form and conceptual metaphor operate together as political critique. The study discusses 
conceptual mappings like LOVE AS GOODS, BODY AS COMMODITY, RHYTHM AS FREEDOM 
AND CONSTRAINT, SENSORY CONSUMPTION AS SEXUAL ENCOUNTER, MUSIC AS SPELL 
OR INVITATION and STAGE AS MARKET in these poems. Hughes revalue the community-shamed 
prostitutes and labour performers as interpretive imperatives that the cultural politics of racial uplift and 
respectability of the Harlem Renaissance exclude, and prosodical forms to make readers access the sex 
work scenes. The mappings are social cognition about censorship, value and survival, that disrupt 
respectability. The analysis shows vernacular poetics and metaphors work together for subversion. 
Keywords: Conceptual Metaphor Theory, cultural politics, Harlem Renaissance, Langston Hughes, New 
Historicist concept of Social Energy Circulation, prostitution narratives 
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Introduction 
        The first large-scale, conscious cultural movement for African Americans, the Harlem 
Renaissance (1918-1935) resulted in a glorious explosion of literary, musical and artistic activity 
that transformed American culture. But behind this cultural efflorescence was a persistent 
ideological debate. The movement was essentially motivated by two forces: first, a need to combat 
racial stereotypes through racial uplift and respectability politics; and second, a desire to capture 
the diversity of urban modernity. These tensions played out in spaces like clubs, streets, and literary 
pages, which served as sites where sexuality, employment, and morality were publicly contested 
and negotiated, and issues of representation and power took centre stage. 
                  In this context, the prevailing ideology of racial uplift championed middle-class 
respectability that often ignored or denied socially transgressive practices, such as prostitution. 
Prostitution, as a social practice, served as an alternative discourse that revealed the limitations of 
uplift ideology by raising the voice of marginalised black women. Sex work grew in the urban 
nightlife and underground economies during the Harlem Renaissance era, revealing both economic 
and social risks and vulnerabilities among African American migrants. Huang offers a broad 
definition of sex work as the provision of sexual services, performances, or products in exchange 
for money (Huang, 2016, p. 84), placing prostitution within a broader socio-economic context. 
         Poverty, sexual exploitation, and lack of employment opportunities all contributed to the 
prevalence of sex work among many black women, making it central to working-class Harlem 
cultures (Harris,2016, p. 125; Clement,2006, p.87; Uzurin,2020, p. 2). But at the same time, 
prostitution disrupted ideals of racial respectability. By practicing activities that stood in 
opposition to uplift, sex workers were excluded from official representations of Black 
advancement (Carby,1987, p. 22). But their presence contributed to Harlem's cultural landscape, 
shaping its reputation as a haven for art and corruption. 
                    Further, historians have failed to acknowledge the experiences of Black female 
prostitutes. This is a case of exclusion along the lines of gender, class, and stigma, including what 
Uzurin describes as "whorephobia", or discrimination against sex workers (Harris,2016, p. 1,8; 
Sawicki et al.,2019, p. 9). As a result, prostitution narratives have been overlooked in studies of 
the Harlem Renaissance and continue to be marginalised in discussions about the complexities of 
Black urban life. 
          While some authors, like Claude McKay, wrote about prostitution in works such as ''The 
Harlem Dancer'' and ''Harlem Shadows'', such contributions have often been seen as less significant 
than the movement's "respectable" contributions (Ferguson,2008, p.10; Souza,2023, p.8). This 
oversight is symptomatic of a historical tendency to privilege elite narratives at the expense of 
those that address gender, sexuality and class. Reviving these neglected narratives is crucial for 
understanding cultural and social tensions within Harlem. 
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          A figure who straddled these tensions was Langston Hughes. As a part of Harlem’s literary 
scene and magazines like Fire!! and The Crisis, Hughes tackled controversial topics, including 
prostitution, despite censorship (Patel,2018, p. 3; Guillén,2015, p.7). He depicted sex workers as 
complex characters, victims and survivors of systemic injustice, and highlighted their vulnerability 
and agency. Prostitution reveals a flawed society and system, where traditional values and 
oppression lead to suffering without blame (Baaqeel, 2022, p. 172). His writing is in line with 
other Harlem Renaissance authors who attempted to portray working-class African-American life 
(Sall, 2024, p.6). 
          Hughes' poetic portrayal of the prostitution problematises prevailing respectability politics 
by giving voice to marginalised perspectives. He humanises sex workers, and explores the socio-
economic realities that limit their agency, in a shift from individual moral culpability to social 
injustice (Tracy, 2004, pp.122-7; Mandelik, 1974, p.22). In this way, Hughes explores the 
relationship between racial uplift and truth-telling, and the use of poetry to express censored social 
narratives. 
          Notably, Hughes' tensions are both thematic and formal. His conceptual metaphor offers a 
strategic way of expressing topics that are socially censored. According to Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory (CMT), metaphors shape thinking and societal perceptions (Kövecses, 2024, pp.1-28; 
Brownsmith,2024). In Hughes' selected poems, metaphor functions as a means of encoding 
struggle, enabling him to indirectly express prostitution and marginalisation while challenging 
social censorship. In this poetic genre, struggle is evident in the interplay between literal and 
critical content. 
          While there is a large body of scholarship on Langston Hughes and the Harlem Renaissance, 
there remains a notable gap in the analysis of prostitution as a place of internal ideological struggle 
in the cultural politics of the movement. Much research approaches such stories as illustrations of 
class oppression or urban disenfranchisement, without acknowledging them as subversive 
practices that resist dominant ideologies. Moreover, there is little intersection between macro- and 
micro-level analysis of the historical and poetic mediation of social conflict. This research bridges 
this gap by examining how Hughes' representations of prostitution serve as social critique and 
formal innovation. It draws on Greenblatt’s notion of the circulation of social energy and 
Conceptual Metaphor Theory to examine Hughes' encoding and resolution of cultural tensions in 
the chosen poems.  
 
The Harlem Renaissance: Institutional Architecture and Ideological Commitments 
          The Harlem Renaissance occurred within a rich institutional ecology that both facilitated 
and constrained African-American cultural expression. Literary journals such as The Crisis, edited 
by W. E. B. Du Bois and published by the NAACP, and Opportunity, edited by Charles S. Johnson 
and published by the National Urban League, were both spaces for artistic innovation and sites for 
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racial uplift. This allowed tensions over editorial authority and representation to surface. Literary 
opportunities grew through white-owned publishing houses such as Alfred A. Knopf, and through 
collections such as Alain Locke's The New Negro (1925), which served as both an aesthetic 
manifesto and sociological survey (Lewis, 1981; Huggins, 1971). 
          The performance space included both large venues such as the Cotton Club and Small's 
Paradise, which held mixed race audiences under highly regulated entertainment codes, and 
smaller cabarets and rent parties, which had more freedom but were also subject to police 
surveillance (Vogel, 2009). Charitable benefaction from patrons like Charlotte Osgood Mason, 
Carl Van Vechten, and the Rosenwald Fund offered vital financial support, but also came with 
direct and indirect expectations about the nature and content of Black art (Hutchinson, 1995). 
Magazines, publishers, theatres, and patrons were the institutions through which meanings were 
produced, sanctioned, and distributed. 
 
Respectability Politics as Hegemonic Force 
          The most influential ideological framework that shaped much of the cultural work of the 
Harlem Renaissance was the doctrine of racial uplift articulated most famously by Du Bois in 
essays like "The Talented Tenth" (1903) and in his editorship of The Crisis. The doctrine of racial 
uplift held that the progress of the race required the development of a morally exemplary, well-
educated elite whose success would undermine white supremacist arguments and stimulate the 
masses to follow suit in their own self-improvement. This doctrine insisted on the representation 
of dignified and refined black images that would win the respect of whites and preclude derogatory 
stereotypes, privileged education and sexual propriety, and had a tendency to marginalise or 
exclude representations of black working-class culture, particularly those aspects associated with 
vice or sexual immorality (Gaines, 1996). 
          Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham's notion of the politics of respectability is a key framework 
for thinking about the way these ideological commitments functioned as social controls within 
Black communities (Higginbotham, 1993). In Harlem, respectability was not just a pressure 
imposed from white patrons and audiences but also an internal norm enforced through editorial, 
critical, community and social pressures. Gaines (1996) shows how uplift ideology reinforced 
class divisions by normalising middle class values as the norm while demonising working class 
people whose survival practices disrespected bourgeois norms. Newer work explores 
contemporary expressions of respectability, as in Grundy's (2022) discussion of Black masculinity 
and Smith's (2019) discussion of how外 gazes impose hyper normative standards that police 
thought and create psychic trauma. 
          The policing effects of respectability were especially intense for Black women's sexuality 
and labor. Black women writers and characters were both hypersexualized in white racist fantasy 
and asexual in uplift (Carby, 1987; duCille, 1993). Darlene Clark Hine's notion of a culture of 
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dissemblance explains the ways in which Black women cultivated privacy and secrecy to protect 
their lives and interiors from racist exploitation and community scrutiny (Hine, 1989). In this 
context, representations of Black women as sex workers transgressed multiple taboos: they evoked 
the history of sexual violence during slavery, risked reinforcing stereotypes of Black women's 
promiscuity, and revealed the poverty that uplift discourse denied or explained away as a result of 
moral failure, not structural inequality. 
 
Editorial Gatekeeping and Sites of Ideological Friction 
          As editor of The Crisis, Du Bois wielded significant influence over literary production via 
editorial choices and reviews. In "Criteria of Negro Art" (1926), he declared that all art is 
propaganda, and that Black artists should create works that contribute to racial advancement (Du 
Bois, 1926). This meant that the editor favoured work that portrayed Black people in a positive 
light and that did not reinforce negative stereotypes. The debate between artistic integrity and race 
advancement escalated in Du Bois's reviews of Carl Van Vechten's Nigger Heaven (1926) and 
Claude McKay's Home to Harlem (1928), condemned for their portrayal of Black urban culture 
as focused on sex and recreation. Du Bois's review of McKay's novel famously claimed that "for 
the most part, it nauseates me, and after the dirtier parts of its filth I feel distinctly like taking a 
bath" (Du Bois, 1928, p. 202). 
          White patronage was also constrained. "Godmother" Charlotte Osgood Mason required her 
artists to meet primitivist expectations that encouraged the cultivation of perceived native African 
faiths while opposing attention to contemporary urban life and political issues. She demanded 
accounting and maintenance of copyrights for some materials, and withheld funds when artists 
challenged her leadership. Hughes's split with Mason in 1930 came over her attempt to control his 
artistic work, especially her objection to his engagement with leftist politics and the working class 
(Rampersad, 1986). 
          However, the movement also included sites of ideological tension where alternate 
commitments emerged. The launch of Fire!! In November 1926, it was a challenge to 
respectability politics. Published by Wallace Thurman, with contributions from Hughes, Zora 
Neale Hurston, and Richard Bruce Nugent, the journal was deliberately provocative in publishing 
work that addressed sexuality, city nightlife, and experiences that ran contrary to uplift politics 
(Maxwell, 2025). The backlash from the Harlem establishment was immediate, with Du Bois 
dismissing Fire!! as not worthy of attention. Hughes' second volume of poetry, Fine Clothes to the 
Jew (1927), also caused controversy; African American critics were unusually harsh in their 
condemnation of this volume, which featured work focused on "the dregs of Harlem society" and 
was seen as unsanitary and tasteless (Rampersad, 1986, p. 140). This response signalled the role 
of respectability politics as internal censorship within the African American public. 
          Hughes's response in "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" (1926) endorsed the 
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validity of depicting "the low-down folks, the so-called common element". In response to a young 
poet who expressed the wish to be "a poet, not a Negro poet", Hughes suggested that this reflected 
an internalised sense of racial inferiority and an assimilation of white aesthetic norms. He argued 
in defence of depicting "the low-down folks, the so-called common element" without apology, 
stating they provide "a wealth of colourful, distinctive material" because they hold on to their 
individuality "in the face of American standardizations" (Hughes, 1926, pp. 692-4). 
 
Surveillance, Sex Work, And Informal Economies 
          Harlem's cabarets, cabaret clubs, and speakeasies were always under threat of police 
crackdowns ostensibly for reasons of Prohibition and prostitution. Khalil Gibran Muhammad's 
The Condemnation of Blackness (2010) traces the racialisation of crime discourse in Progressive 
Era reform movements, which pathologized Black urban neighbourhoods. Simone Browne (2015) 
builds on this account by conceptualising racializing surveillance as a technology of control that 
evolved out of racial surveillance of slavery. These works position respectability as a mobile 
infrastructure within and not just imposed upon Harlem's institutions. 
          Historical studies of prostitution in early 20th-century New York chronicle the economies 
of sex work. Gilfoyle (1992) documents Progressive reforms of prostitution that included 
criminalisation, required medical inspections, and moral rehabilitation that disproportionately 
impacted poor women of colour. Vogel (2009) explores the intersections of pleasure districts and 
performance work with racialised desire and reform. Hunter (1997) chronicles limited economic 
opportunities for Black women, in low-wage domestic work and laundry, making informal sectors 
such as intermittent prostitution survival mechanisms. Saidiya Hartman's Wayward Lives, 
Beautiful Experiments (2019) offers a nuanced account of sexual commerce as constrained 
creativity rather than straightforward sin, challenging victim/agency binaries, and highlighting 
creativity and intelligence under conditions of constrained possibility. 
 
 Literature Review 

Explorations of the women's voices in Hughes' poetry by Alwazzan, Hughes as the true 
voice of the Harlem Renaissance in celebrating Black women's endurance against multiple 
oppressions by Shanthala, and Sriyadada's dissection of female portrayals in the collection Fine 
Clothes to the Jew as exemplars of poverty, abandonment and prostitution, generally do not 
overtly deploy theoretical apparatuses or subversive analyses, although they highlight naturalistic 
portrayals of everyday Black women's resilience, struggles and cultural authenticity during the 
Harlem Renaissance. In particular, Alwazzan's study ''The Strong Voices of Black Women and 
Men in the Selected Poetry of Langston Hughes'' draws on poems including Mother to Son, 
Widow Woman and The Negro Mother to explain how women's resilience against racism and 
patriarchy, casts Hughes' poems as depicting everyday African American lives in a racist society, 
but does not stray from traditional Harlem Renaissance themes by interrogating subversive social 
taboos. Shanthala's study ''Langston Hughes: The Voie of the Harlem Renaissance'', biographical 
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and thematic, focuses on Black women's resilience against racism and sexism in Mother to Son 
and short stories, particularly those containing Jesse B. Semple, but avoids controversial stories 
or theoretical frameworks. Sriyadada's "Women Portrayals in Fine Clothes to the Jew" most 
closely aligned with the present study, analyses depictions, in poems such as Ruby Brown, Ballad 
of Gin Mary, Gypsy Man and Red Silk Stockings to expose how socioeconomic deprivation, 
loneliness and desertion by men drive women into prostitution, addiction and exploitation in cities 
like Harlem, positing Hughes as a quasi-feminist realist recording societal pathologies while 
resisting moral judgement of these women. In contrast, the current study innovates with its limited 
corpus of 1921-1935 poems where prostitution is a subversive response to the racial uplift and 
respectability narratives of the Harlem Renaissance; it leverages Greenblatt's new historicism to 
historicize this subversion culturally and Lakoff and Johnson's conceptual metaphor theory to 
analyze cognitive underpinnings of social defiance, thereby extending the aforementioned 
studies' descriptive thematics with theoretical rigour while echoing Sriyadada's realism in sex 
work as a site for gender and racial disparities. This places the present analysis as a more critical 
contribution to scholarship as it theorizes Hughes' deliberate subversion of elite respectability 
ideologies rather than a descriptive cataloguing of life's travails. 

 
Theoretical Framework 
New Historicism and Textual Circulation 
          This article draws on Stephen Greenblatt's concept of New Historicism as an approach that 
places literary texts in the web of discursive, institutional, and power relationships in which they 
are situated. In Shakespearean Negotiations, Greenblatt (1988) defines works of art as the result 
of "collective negotiation" rather than autonomous representations of the creative genius of the 
artist, and that literary form is shaped by and reshapes the circulation of social energy. In new 
historicism, a literary text is conceived of as embedded in a field of social relations (Zeidanin, 
2020, p.88). They are understood to be limited by social conditions, and to reconstitute them in 
novel ways. The work of new historicism thus values archival work, non-canonical documents, 
and close reading that flits between the minutiae of the text and the larger field of social relations. 
          When applied to the Harlem Renaissance, this approach draws attention to the institutional 
and ideological formations briefly outlined in the introduction: journals (The Crisis, Opportunity), 
publishing houses and anthologies, patronage networks, performance spaces, and reform 
movements that together shaped the range of texts that could be written, published, and legitimated 
as Black art. It also foregrounds reception histories, such as reviews, controversies, and editorial 
moves, as key evidence for how texts were read, disciplined, or excluded at the time of their 
publication. So Hughes's poems on sexual commerce and urban nightlife are considered not just 
as artistic decisions but as contributions to an ongoing debate about race, gender, class, and 
representation in Black public culture. 
          The model of subversion and containment, in which forms of cultural practice that seem to 
subvert authority are actually contained by dominant processes, has been common in accounts of 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 2.  May 2026    
  Prostitution Narratives as Social Subversion                                                  Zaidawi, Ismail & Noor  

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      
ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 

166 
 

 

 

New Historicism. Although this model makes visible crucial processes of co-optation, this model 
can underestimate the knowledge produced in minoritized communities and the persistence of 
their insights. Rather than Hughes's prostitution narratives as safely contained, this article follows 
Greenblatt's broader point that literary works register the tensions and contradictions of their 
historical contexts and make them thinkable in new ways. The aim is not to determine if the poems 
are "successful" or "unsuccessful" in their bid to overthrow respectability but to follow how they 
dramatize the tensions between uplift discourse and working-class survival strategies and how 
they ask readers to participate in these tensions. 
          Following Greenblatt's above insight, the present article stresses the need to explore the 
historical context of the Harlem Renaissance as a way of identifying the hegemonic cultural 
politics of racial uplift and respectability of the Harlem Renaissance as an ideological force formed 
from 1918 to 1935. It also analyses how Hughes mirrors the context of the Harlem Renaissance 
through social subversive narratives of prostitution, showcasing his subversion and opposition to 
the politics of the Harlem Renaissance, and giving voice to the marginalised.  
 
Conceptual Metaphor Theory and Poetic Reasoning 

The article analyses Hughes's poems in terms of the cognitive and affective labour they do 
by invoking George Lakoff and Mark Johnson's Conceptual Metaphor Theory. Metaphors We 
Live By (1980) postulates that metaphor is not a rhetorical flourish but a cognitive tool enabling 
people to conceptualise abstract concepts in more concrete terms. A conceptual metaphor or 
mapping is a structured conceptual connection between a source domain (concrete, e.g., goods 
exchange) and target domain (abstract, e.g., body in sex work). The conceptual Mappings 
mentioned in the analysis of the poem texts are at least nine: LOVE AS GOODS, BODY AS 
COMMODITY (love and body priced like goods), RHYTHM AS FREEDOM OR 
CONSTRAINT (prosody mimicking agency vs. repetition), SENSORY CONSUMPTION AS 
SEXUAL ENCOUNTER( drinking as erotic contact), GAZE AS LIGHT OR SPECTACLE 
(visibility as exposure), THRESHOLD AS BORDER (access negotiation), STAGE AS MARKET 
(performance as transaction), and SUCCESS AS LEDGER OR BALANCE (achievement as 
moral-economic accounting), MUSIC AS SPELL OR INVITATION (the jazz crosses racial and 
sexual boundaries) and PERSONA AS MASK(avoid risks of constant exposure). These 
Conceptual metaphors organise common sense thinking: what we notice, appreciate, and do 
(Lakoff and Johnson, 1980).  
          In literary studies, Conceptual Metaphor Theory has been applied to map how networks of 
metaphor, narrative, and spatial organisation express particular mappings between the source and 
the target. Rather than identifying individual tropes, the critic identifies patterns that show how 
the text structures complex social events in the imagination. When a poem consistently thinks 
about economic relations in terms of nudity or thinks about looking in terms of seeing light or 
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dark, it is mobilising a pattern of conceptual associations that can be identified and described. 
          This article does not suggest that Hughes used the language of Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory. Rather, it proposes that conceptual metaphors can be used to draw attention to the patterns 
of association that his poems set in motion. Drawing on Lakoff and Johnson's conceptualization 
of metaphor as embodied and social, the analysis focuses on the ways that images of thresholds, 
streets, ledgers, light, and rhythm structure the reader's perception of sex work, surveillance, and 
capital in Harlem. Special attention is devoted to mappings like THRESHOLD AS BORDER, 
BODY AS COMMODITY, GAZE AS LIGHT OR SPECTACLE, RHYTHM AS FREEDOM OR 
CONSTRAINT, and SUCCESS AS LEDGER OR BALANCE. Such mappings are not arbitrarily 
imposed but indicative of clusters of images, narratives, and prosodic features in the text. 
 
 Prostitution Narratives as Theory-Bearing Sites 
         The attention to prostitution narratives is part of Black feminist studies that takes lives to the 
margins as sites of theory. In this way, we can read narratives about prostitution seriously as 
sources that help us develop or test theories about how society operates: they can be used to think 
about issues of power and powerlessness, gender and bodies, labour and work, and social control 
and punishment through law, stigma, and convention. In her book Wayward Lives, Beautiful 
Experiments (2019), Saidiya Hartman argues that the experiments of young Black women with 
intimacy, pleasure, and mobility in the early 20th century were "practices of freedom" that posed 
a threat to both racist legalization and respectability. Hartman finds archives of criminality, 
reform, and testimony not simply as evidence of deviance or victimisation but as archives of 
analysis and creativity under pressure. Hartman's Wayward Lives is part of a trend of reading 
marginal narratives as theory‑bearing sites, rather than instances. Similarly, Carby's (1987), Ann 
duCille's (1993), and Darlene Clark Hine's (1989) work has shown how stories about Black 
women's sexuality always already involve labor, violence, and epistemology. 
          In the case of the Harlem Renaissance, Vogel's The Scene of Harlem Cabaret (2009) 
illustrates how spaces of performance were sites of gender and sexual experimentation, even as 
they were constrained by racialized desire and progressive surveillance. Research on Black 
women's employment in the early 20th century, such as Hunter's (1997) work on domestic service 
and laundry work, shows how meagre wages and limited employment opportunities made informal 
economies - including sex work - a viable survival strategy. These historical and critical 
approaches inform the present article's choice to read the sex‑working and performing women in 
Hughes's poetry not as minor characters but as theorists of their predicaments, whose stories 
become a privileged site for understanding the intersections of power, respectability, and survival. 
         The inclusion of New Historicism and Conceptual Metaphor Theory in the conversation with 
Black feminist historiography permits a multi-scaled approach. At the macro level, this places the 
poems in conversations about uplift, respectability, and representation that defined the politics of 
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the Harlem Renaissance. At the micro level, it explores how metaphors, pacing, and point of view 
in particular stanzas render those debates in spatial, affective, and sensory terms. Stories of 
prostitution become a focal point for the intersection of economic practice, corporeality, and 
creative imagination, and for the limits of respectability. The subsequent sections offer close 
readings of "Natcha" (1922), "Harlem Night Club" (1925), and "Success" (1926) that combine 
historical reconstruction and close attention to language and form. 
 
Textual Analysis of Hughes' Selected Poems 
 Natcha 

"Natcha" is one of the poems in The Weary Blues' "Water Front Streets" section, a 
collection of poems that capture the itinerant economies and passionate exchanges of port life. 
"Natcha" is a short poem: seven lines in which the speaker solicits "love" from unnamed sailors 
for money and companionship. Scholars have observed that the sequence juxtaposes images of the 
expanses of the sea with scenes of shore life, positioning the port as a site of border and exchange 
that brings together economic, racial, and sexual exchanges (Royster, 1974; Research Starters, 
2024). In this particular cluster, "Natcha" distills the scene of love for sale into a series of 
invitations and price points that highlight the role of money, time, and risk in the mediation of 
desire. 
         The poem situates the sex worker speaker in the market from its opening line. The refrain 
"Natcha, offering love" and the alternative "For ten shillings offering love" renders love as a 
product to be sold, equating LOVE with GOODS and the prostitute's body with a marketplace. 
The repetition of "offering" highlights agency: Natcha is not simply exhibited but vocally sells 
herself. The fixed price of "ten shillings" simultaneously signals the limits of that agency, 
crystallising issues of sex, survival, and work into a single price point. The conceptual metaphor 
BODY AS COMMODITY is thus neither objectified nor empowered, but rather a means of 
describing how survival within unequal economies requires that the self be commodified, priced, 
and sold. 
         The prosody of the poem underscores these points of power and constraint. As the supervisor 
notes above, Hughes employs variations in tempo to mimic the commercial speed of business and 
the possibility of lingering contact. The short transactional exchanges of "Natcha, offering love. / 
For ten shillings offering love" imitate the pace of street transactions, with a staccato effect that 
suggests repetition over many nights and customers. The line "Offering: A night with me, honey" 
slows the tempo by introducing a colon and an endearment, shifting from the commercial to the 
personal. These lines draw out time: "A long, sweet night with me" and "A long, dream night with 
me" draw out time through the repetition of "long" and the soft consonants of "sweet" and "dream". 
These features of the text exemplify the mapping RHYTHM AS FREEDOM OR CONSTRAINT 
as the poem shifts from the clockwork rhythm of the market to the lyrical rhythm of the bedroom. 
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          The invitation "Come, drink palm wine. / Come, drink kisses" adds to the interplay between 
commerce and intimacy by conflating drinking, drinking to excess, and drinking contact. The 
parallel constructions "Come, drink" balance the drink and the kiss, which can be imbibed, sipped, 
and perhaps overindulged. At the metaphorical level, this combination extends cultural 
experiences of drinking to sexual encounters, in the sense of a mapping from SENSORY 
CONSUMPTION to SEXUAL ENCOUNTER. However, the difference between the terms is 
important. Palm wine is a commonplace good, easily found in Caribbean port towns, while kisses 
are exclusive to Natcha's body. The poem, therefore, pits a commodity against a unique good, and 
asks us to reflect on how sex work includes both routinisation and risk. The poem's address locates 
Natcha as an object and a subject of voyeurism. While the audience is not directly identified, the 
setting of "Water Front Streets" and allusions to sailors in surrounding poems justify the reading 
that Natcha addresses temporary sailors who bring a sudden influx of labour to the city. Natcha's 
"Come" is a verbal invitation that gestures across the threshold, inviting the client to move from 
public to private space. Conversely, the poem also refrains from conjuring an image of Natcha's 
body, including her face, hair, gestures, or dress. This physical withholding can be understood in 
the context of Darlene Clark Hine's "culture of dissemblance" in which African-American women 
develop opacity to guard their inner selves from impinging eyes (Hine, 1989). In emphasising 
Natcha's voice and price over her physical form, Hughes leaves Natcha in command of what can 
be seen and what is kept concealed. 
          The poem's concision enhances this process of selective revelation. Hughes distills a whole 
economic and emotional scene into seven lines and a few images, and leaves much unspoken about 
Natcha's situation, motivations, and feelings. Here, Saidiya Hartman's characterisation of 
"wayward lives" as experiments in how to live within limiting circumstances is helpful (Hartman, 
2019). Natcha's proffer can be read as both conformity to and a slight departure from the scripts 
available to her: she sells "a night" because other forms of employment are foreclosed, but within 
the sale, she offers a temporal and affective variation, ensuring that the night will be "long" and 
"sweet" or "dream" rather than merely long enough to consummate a sale. In this way, the poem 
conceives of sex work not merely as moral failure but as one of a number of tactics for getting 
along and enjoying life. 
          New Historicist readings of "Natcha" can show how the poem contributes to Harlem 
Renaissance discussions about uplift and representations of working-class life, despite being set 
in the Caribbean. As noted in the introduction, editors like W. E. B. Du Bois were concerned about 
representations of Black working-class life that might reinforce white stereotypes of vice and 
promiscuity (Du Bois, 1926, 1928; Gaines, 1996). By singing a sex worker who speaks in first 
person about her money, her wine, her kisses, Hughes implicitly questions the expectation that 
black women will be portrayed as middle-class paragons of respectability. The poem is neither 
condemnatory nor melodramatic. No uplift, no redemption, no escape from the waterfront for 
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Natcha. Instead, it draws us into the complex space between awareness of systemic exploitation 
and recognition of Natcha's agency. 
As part of the architecture of The Weary Blues, "Natcha" helps constitute a poetics that, in 
Hughes's words from "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain," "announces emphatically that 
a Negro artist ought to and must tell the truth" (Hughes, 1926). Metaphors of body as commodity, 
rhythm as constraint, and invitation as access translate her social reasoning in the poem. Natcha 
prices, times, and controls access to her body in a world determined by racial economies and 
desires. By formalising this calculation, Hughes turns an instantaneous offer made at a seaport 
into a succinct theory of survival in the face of constrained options. The poem thus provides a key 
starting point for the arguments that follow, as narratives of prostitution emerge as important sites 
for considering subversion, containment, and the politics of looking in Hughes's oeuvre. 
 
Harlem Night Club         
          "Harlem Night Club" evokes the Harlem nightlife. It alludes to interracial prostitution in 
Harlem cabarets, subverting the elitism of the Harlem Renaissance's emphasis on high art by 
drawing attention to black women's sex work, commercial sex within the context of jazz revelry. 
The poem was published during a time when cabarets, interracial dance, and the effect of nightlife 
on racial representation were topics of debate, so the nightclub environment is readably a site of 
tension rather than simply a backdrop (Vogel, 2009). In this space, the poem presents a scene in 
which black women's bodies, sounds, and moods are marketed to a mixed audience, in order to 
foreground the connections between sexual spectacle and compensated performance and, by 
extension, sex work. 
          The poem offers an interracial spectacle, "Dark brown girls / in blond men's arms" - a 
microcosm of the club's fantasy economy distilled in the simple pairing of skin and hair colour. 
This pairing casts the dancers not as private lovers but visible bodies on display, posed for 
maximum contrast under the club's lighting. Within the history of cabaret and taxi-dance halls, 
where women might be paid for a dance or tipped for sexual favours, this pairing implies 
commercialised sex rather than equal lovers (Vogel, 2009; Gilfoyle, 1992). The literal focus on 
arms and flesh locates these "girls" at the nexus of racialized sexuality and capitalist exchange, 
evoking a conceptual mapping of BODY AS COMMODITY while also refusing to objectify the 
women; they are also workers whose job it is to maintain the fantasy of easy sex. 
          With the refrain "Jazz-band, jazz-band" and the command to "Sing Eve's charms", this 
interracial dance links to a longer history of sexualization and vilification of women. The mention 
of "Eve" evokes the figure of biblical Eve used to explain female seductresses. In this instance, it 
is not Eve who is on the move but the band, which is told to sing Eve's "charms" to an audience. 
The line merges biblical and cabaret genres, implying that the biblical narrative of seduction has 
been turned into cabaret material. At the level of metaphor, the poem maps MUSIC AS SPELL 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 2.  May 2026    
  Prostitution Narratives as Social Subversion                                                  Zaidawi, Ismail & Noor  

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      
ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 

171 
 

 

 

OR INVITATION: the performance by the jazz band creates an atmosphere of possibility for 
transgressive exchanges, both racial and sexual. The reference to Eve is thus part of the discourse 
of prostitution in that the women's dances and offstage entanglements are linked to a richly layered 
cultural narrative about sex, sin, and retribution. 
          Spatially, the poem sets up the nightclub as what Shane Vogel describes as a "scene" in 
which gazes converge and overlap (Vogel, 2009). The dancers occupy the physical centre of the 
room, transformed into spectacle by the lighting and staging, and are viewed from different angles 
by white and Black patrons. The stage and dance floor is a specific kind of marketplace, activating 
the mapping STAGE AS MARKET, where looks, moods, and physical contact are traded for cash, 
tips, and reputation. The poem's lexical emphasis on crowd, noise, and recurrent musical cues 
highlight the thickness of this marketplace, in which each gesture can be seen as aesthetic and 
market strategy. Unlike in "Natcha", where the performer has control of a doorway and can, to 
some extent, determine who enters, here, visibility is essential and persistent; the working body 
must be looked at to be paid. 
         This spectacle, then, contains moments when the worker can turn the process of being seen 
into seeing. Descriptions of "dark brown girls" in the arms of white men do not simply replicate 
the perspective of the white customer; they are written from a point of view that sees his whiteness 
as well as her brownness. This bilaterally visible couple complicates the role that white patrons 
generally play as disinterested viewers of exotic Black spectacle. Rather, the couple becomes a 
two-tone spectacle and the white man is drawn into the spectacle. This scene exemplifies what the 
previous theoretical section referred to as the counter-gaze: a reversal when the spectacle becomes, 
for a moment, a theorist, laying bare the spectators to themselves (Greenblatt, 1988; Hartman, 
2019). 
         The poem's sense of pacing further illustrates subversion within constraint. Nightclub 
performers could not afford to turn their backs on visibility entirely; their livelihood required them 
to please audiences and club owners. Instead, what they could do, and what Hughes's jazz-
influenced lineation mimics, is create breaks and accents. "Jazz-band, jazz-band" is a call 
demanding a response, as is found in African American music (Baker, 1987; Edwards, 2003). The 
call to "Sing Eve's charms" slows the tempo and focuses attention on the sexual component of the 
performance, at the moment where the poem could be mistaken for a simple recounting of a night 
on the town. The enjambments around these refrains disorient the reader, requiring a small stutter 
that stands for the performer's capacity to surprise. 
          The prosodic tactic enacts the mapping RHYTHM AS FREEDOM OR CONSTRAINT. 
The swinging, syncopated rhythms enact a sonic freedom we associate with modern jazz, but the 
regular work of the band, as well as the constant calls for more music, remind us that the 
performers work a highly repetitive job. By varying the reader's encounter with the poem between 
fluid and "structured", Hughes invites us to feel the co-existence of pleasure and exhaustion, 
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freedom and routine, in performance and, by extension, in sex work, adjacent work like taxi 
dancing. The form, then, neither succumbs to the primitivist fantasy of unlimited, easy-going 
Black enjoyment, nor to the uplift narrative that would claim nightclub work to be merely 
degrading. 
          Another site of subversion is persona and costume. Although the poem does not report the 
inner monologues of the performers, it highlights aspects of costume and mood that would indicate 
the existence of a persona. Details about the girls' stylish appearance, the band's professional 
sound, and the club's contrived ambience suggest that what the audience sees is a performance of 
artifice rather than a transparent display of truth. This aspect engages the conceptual mapping 
PERSONA AS MASK. Instead of endorsing the criticism that masks are a signifier of 
inauthenticity, the poem aligns masking with Darlene Clark Hine's "culture of dissemblance": an 
essential practice that allows Black women to guard their interiority and to navigate the dangers 
of being preyed on (Hine, 1989). In this nightclub scenario, the mask is not a lie but a strategy, 
allowing dancers to negotiate racial desire and possible propositions, even those that might extend 
to paid sex outside the club. 
       Finally, Harlem Night Club confounds respectability politics by refusing to draw a rigid 
distinction between performance and sex work. The poem does not designate its dancers as 
prostitutes, but the fact that they are embraced by interracial patrons, selling their charm, and 
associated with Eve's sin and guilt, places them on a continuum of "shamed" work. In making their 
work professional, timed, and emotionally taxing, Hughes challenges uplift discourse that would 
only see such women as racial pariahs. Rather, the poem renders them as workers whose work 
requires reading rooms, modulating charm, and responding to propositions, for dances, drinks, or 
more. In this sense, "Harlem Night Club" builds on the arguments of "Natcha": that prostitution 
narratives and surrounding performance economies are not outlier narratives but central locations 
for Harlem modernity to ponder value, risk, and the politics of vision. 
 
Success: Hunger, Prostitution, and Moral Accounting 
          Following on the heels of "Natcha", where the threshold of the brothel is the space of 
negotiation, and "Harlem Night Club", where the spectacle of performance is the space of 
exchange, Langston Hughes's short poem "Success" moves the site of prostitution from the street 
and the cabaret to the dinner table as a site of comparison. The poem begins with the blunt 
statement, "Here I sit with my belly full" (Rampersad, "Success" 107), immediately placing the 
speaker on the side of comfort and security. This comfort is juxtaposed with the hardship of others: 
the man who "might have been my brother" now "walks hungry in the rain", and the woman the 
speaker "might have loved" "seeks someone in the shadows / To whom she may sell her body" 
(107). In just a few lines, Hughes juxtaposes satiation, hunger, and prostitution in a compact moral 
scene that raises the question of what constitutes "success" in a world where people must sell their 
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bodies for food. 
          "Here I sit with my belly full" becomes an ethical refrain that reminds the speaker of his 
privilege. Each repetition of the line sets in contrast a new figure of hunger, the "brother" in the 
rain, and the prostitute in the "shadows". The rain figures vulnerability, a body vulnerable to the 
elements, and the shadows figure social darkness, the darkness that surrounds commercial sex. 
Hughes, therefore, creates a geography in which the wealthy subject is indoors, with food, looking 
out at the streets in the rain and the shadows. The poem's emphasis on familial and romantic 
relationships that fail to become real, marked by the phrases "might have been my brother" and 
"she I might have loved", highlights the ways inequality rifts potential kinship and erotic relations. 
The speaker's prosperity cannot be separated from that of the disenfranchised outside. 
         Prostitution is not a faraway scandal here but an everyday practice whose terms the speaker 
must accept. The woman "seeks someone in the shadows / To whom she may sell her body", which 
makes clear the body as a commodity but stresses her effort to find a buyer (Rampersad, "Success" 
107). The verb "seeks" emphasises work and effort. Sex work emerges as work constrained by 
scarcity, not as moral degradation. In this way, the poem accords with black feminist 
understandings of sex work as coerced by economic forces but also characterized by agency and 
strategy (Carby 114). Through the juxtaposition of the woman's commodified body with the 
speaker's bloated stomach, Hughes draws attention to the invisibility of such coerced work in 
conventional measures of success. 
          In its middle turn, the poem complicates the guilt narrative without providing unalloyed 
forgiveness. After the speaker has identified the brother's hunger and the woman's prostitution, he 
repeats, "Here I sit with my belly full", and then imagines a time when there is "no longer the rain" 
and "no longer the shadows for the woman I love," and "no longer hunger" (Rampersad, "Success" 
107). The wording of this passage is unclear as to whether these deprivations have ended only for 
the speaker and his companion or the earlier brother and potential lover as well. This is part of the 
poem's subversive power. One possibility is that the speaker has found a new domestic bliss with 
a new woman and so left behind the hungry brother and the whore. On the other hand, he imagines 
a more general redistribution that ends hunger and prostitution. Either way, success depends not 
just upon the ability for one person to escape rain, shadow, and hunger, but also on ending them. 
         The poem's final image refines the critique by conflating success with eating. Hughes 
concludes with the epigrammatic "Success is a great big beefsteak / With onions on it, / And I eat" 
(Rampersad, "Success" 108). The definition is literal and even ironic. Rather than education, 
respectability, or spiritual elevation, success is meat and onions. In identifying success with the 
sensual pleasures of food, Hughes refers to the body and its needs. And yet, the last line "And I 
eat" singles out the pronoun "I" as the only one who benefits from this definition. The poem doesn't 
indicate whether the brother or the shadow woman gets to eat the beefsteak. The lyric thus reveals 
the violence that lurks in this innocuous metaphor of individual success. One of society's accepted 
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definitions of success is to eat well while others go hungry; by spelling out the definition, Hughes 
makes it obscene. 
          Read in conjunction with "Natcha" and "Harlem Night Club", "Success" completes 
Hughes's trio of prostitution stories by shifting from the negotiation of an individual transaction 
to the field of economic production that requires such transactions. "Natcha" places the prostitute 
at the doorway to a room, in charge of entrance and price; "Harlem Night Club" casts her as a star 
dancer in charge of the gaze; "Success" turns to the man whose ease of living depends on a system 
that keeps friends starving and women in the shadows, selling their bodies. The poem's simple 
language, repetition, and aphorism at the end of the poem echo the article's point that Hughes uses 
prostitution not just as a topic but as a test case. Through small, quick vignettes, he exposes how 
the usual standards for success rely on the invisibility of those who work and suffer on the borders 
of respectability, and he asks us to substitute for success the absence of hunger and the end of 
forced prostitution. 
 
Discussion 
        The study uses New Historicism and Conceptual Metaphor Theory to interpret Hughes' 
poems ("Natcha," "Harlem Night Club" and "Success") to demonstrate prostitution narratives' 
social subversions of Harlem Renaissance respectability politics. It suggests a central question:  
how Hughes' prostitution narratives operate as a social critique and a formal strategy to challenge 
uplift discourse. The chief focus investigates how Hughes reframes sex workers as interpretive 
authorities, unveils economic realities missed by respectability politics, and enacts 
prosody/metaphors (e.g., LOVE AS GOODS, BODY AS COMMODITY, RHYTHM AS 
FREEDOM OR CONSTRAINT, SENSORY CONSUMPTION AS SEXUAL ENCOUNTER, 
GAZE AS LIGHT OR SPECTACLE, STAGE AS MARKET, MUSIC AS SPELL OR 
INVITATION, PERSONA AS MASK and SUCCESS AS LEDGER OR BALANCE) in poems 
as critique, that is, Hughes dramatizes sex workers' agency in survival strategies in face of 
race/gender/class pressures, the conceptual mappings organize argumentation on 
surveillance/value/survival, and findings reveal ideological contestability in uplift discourse. The 
research findings are innovative in theorising prostitution as a strategic revolt (CMT, New 
Historicism) versus previous descriptive works (Alwazzan, Shanthala, Sriyadada). In contrast, the 
delimited study (1921-1935 poems) combines macro-historicism and micro-textual mappings to 
show how Hughes' work contests elite norms, not only documents suffering, and extends 
Sriyadada realism into theory. It corrects past omissions of form's role in tension management, 
progressing beyond elite voice privilege in Harlem studies.   
        It has been proposed that Hughes uses prostitution stories and economies of sexualized 
performance adjacent to prostitution as important sites of social subversion in Harlem Renaissance 
cultural politics. Through three poems that encompass different geographies and times, it has 
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charted how Hughes transforms figures routinely considered morally corrupt or politically 
unsightly into survival theorists in the context of racial capitalism. "Natcha" conjures a Caribbean 
seaside prostitute who trades time, price, and access at a door that she partly controls; "Harlem 
Night Club" puts on display Black dancers who cannot work without being seen, but who learn to 
subvert the gaze; "Success" offers the man whose home is paid for with a world where brothers 
are starving and women are selling their bodies behind doors. These works demonstrate that 
prostitution is not a lurid aberration on the margins of African-American life but an epicenter of 
respectability, desire, labour, and survival. 
          In terms of methodology, this article has used a hybrid model of New Historicism and 
Conceptual Metaphor Theory to clarify the cognitive and affective effects of these poems. New 
Historicism places Hughes's work in the institutional and ideological networks of the Harlem 
Renaissance, including newspapers, patrons, cabarets, reform initiatives, and debates about 
representation. This historical context shows that these sex-work poems were not merely passing 
diversions but contributions to the politics of propriety, uplift, and looking. Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory has offered a way of describing the recurrent images and associations that structure the 
poems' social reasoning. Sensations like BODY AS COMMODITY, RHYTHM AS FREEDOM 
OR CONSTRAINT, GAZE AS LIGHT OR SPECTACLE, STAGE AS MARKET, and 
SUCCESS AS LEDGER OR BALANCE are extrapolated from constellations of imagery and 
prosodic choices that guide perceptions of sex work, surveillance, and value. 
            The readings suggested here also challenge the legacy of the Harlem Renaissance. Scholars 
have long celebrated the movement's success in institutionalising black culture, but, as recent 
centennial scholarship reminds us, it was also a scene of internal conflict, exclusion, and 
ideological tensions. Du Bois's insistence that art serve as propaganda, patronal oversight of 
content, and critical disenfranchisement of depictions of so-called "low down" life limited the 
range of what could be publicly presented as authentic Black life. Hughes' celebration of 
prostitutes, taxi dancers, and precarious labourers in his poetry challenged uplift doctrines that 
would rather have seen their erasure. His poems do not celebrate vice over virtue, they reflect the 
cost of an uplift project that defines success in terms that cannot consider hunger, informal 
economies, and commodity bodies. 
 
Conclusion 

This article set out to show how Hughes uses prostitution narratives in these Harlem 
Renaissance poems-"Natcha" (1926), "Harlem Night Club" (1926), and "Success" (1934) to 
produce social subversion, contesting respectability politics and racial uplift discourse via New 
Historicism and Conceptual Metaphor Theory. The analysis has shown that Hughes transforms 
stigmatised sex workers and performers into interpretive guides whose survival strategies, pricing 
intimacies, counter gazes, and laying bare the economic books, expose race, gender, class and 
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labour tensions of Black urban culture. The conceptual metaphors, such as BODY AS 
COMMODITY, RHYTHM AS FREEDOM OR CONSTRAINT, and GAZE AS SPECTACLE, 
structure the poems' critique, highlighting informal economies obscured by respectability 
discourse while prosody regulates access to scenes of sexual commerce. This research expands 
the analysis of the Harlem Renaissance by theorizing prostitution as a strategic ideological 
intervention, contrasting with descriptive studies of women's sufferings. 
          This research has focused on three poems that shift from the portside doorstep to the 
nightclub stage to the tiny domestic interior and demonstrated how Hughes's stories of prostitution 
challenge the moral and economic claims of Harlem Renaissance respectability. "Natcha", 
"Harlem Night Club", and "Success" do not marginalize sex workers and adjacent performers as 
secondary characters, but rather as central characters through whom the problems of value, 
visibility, hunger, and survival are raised. Through bringing New Historicism and Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory into conversation, the analysis has shown that Hughes's formal decisions around 
voice, rhythm, and imagery register intricate mappings of the body, space, and labor that suggest 
the limits of upliftism and invite us to rethink the meaning of success. It has also been argued that 
prostitution and sex work adjacent labour can enrich narratives of Harlem Renaissance politics. 
These accounts give voice to the informal economies and limited improvisations on which many 
African-American women and men lived in the shadow of poverty and racism. Hughes 
foregrounds rather than pathologises such lives, rather than as embarrassing deviations from 
respectable normalcy. Future scholarship might build on this analysis, examining other poems by 
Hughes and his peers (such as Claude McKay and Zora Neale Hurston) and how they use 
representations of commodified intimacy to participate in a longer Black feminist and queer of 
colour tradition that insists on seeing survival strategies neither as victimhood nor as liberation. 
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