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   BACKGROUND OF THE POET   

EARLY LIFE
Festus Claudius McKay was born in Sunny Ville, Clarendon Parish, Jamaica, on September 15, 1889. His mother and father spoke proudly of their respective Malagasy and Ashanti heritage. McKay blended his African pride with his love of British poetry. He studied poetry and philosophy with Englishman Walter Jekyll, who encouraged the young man to begin producing poetry in his own Jamaican dialect.

LITERARY CAREER
A London publishing house produced McKay's first books of verse, Songs of Jamaica and Constab Ballads, in 1912. McKay used award money that he received from the Jamaican Institute of Arts and Sciences to move to the United States. He studied at the Tuskegee Institute (now Tuskegee University) and Kansas State College for a total of two years. In 1914, he moved to New York City, settling in Harlem. McKay published his next poems in 1917 under the pseudonym Eli Edwards. More poems appeared in Pearson’s Magazine and the radical magazine Liberator. The Liberator poems included "If We Must Die," which threatened retaliation for racial prejudice and abuse; this quickly became McKay's best-known piece of work. McKay then left the United States for two years of European travel. In 1920, he published a new collection of poems, spring in New Hampshire, containing "Harlem Shadows."

McKay returned to the United States in 1921 and involved himself in various social and political causes. He worked with the Universal Negro Improvement Association and continued to explore Communism—even traveling to the Soviet Union to attend the Communist Party's Fourth Congress. After spending some time in the United States, McKay again left the country, spending what would prove to be 11 extremely productive years in Europe and North Africa; he wrote three novels—Home to Harlem, Banjo and Banana Bottom—and a short story collection during this period. Home to Harlem Returning to Harlem, McKay began work on an autobiography entitled A Long Way from Home, which focuses on his experiences as an oppressed minority and agitates for a broad movement against colonialism and segregation. The book has been criticized for its less-than-candid treatment of some of McKay's more controversial interests and beliefs. His consistent denial of having joined the Communist Party, despite multiple trips to the Soviet Union, is a point of particular contention.
 LATER LIFE
McKay went through several changes toward the end of his life. He embraced Catholicism, retreating from Communism entirely, and officially became an American citizen in 1940. His experiences working with Catholic relief organizations in New York inspired a new essay collection, Harlem: Negro Metropolis, which offers observations and analysis of the African-American community in Harlem at the time. McKay died of a heart attack in Chicago, Illinois, on May 22, 1948.
                                            “If We Must Die” 
                     Claude McKay (1919)
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 accursed 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 lays the open grave?

Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE POEM

 In 1919, Washington, DC newspapers ran wild with sensational stories of an alleged sexual assault that was said to be committed by an African American. The stories sparked a series of twenty riots during the summer of 1919, beginning with a white lynch mob that targeted blacks in Washington. There were 28 public lynching in the first half of the year, and the following summer and fall came to be known as "The Red Summer" of 1919” The Red Summer was the motivation behind McKay's "If We Must Die." However, even if you didn't know the history behind it, the poem is still powerful message. During the summer, there was a rise in hate crime, race riots and overall violence towards the black community. The three most violent episodes occurred in Chicago, Washington D.C, and Elaine, Arkansas. The violence included fighting and rioting that led to many black families losing their homes and multiple deaths.

               Chicago, Washington, DC, and the town of Elaine, Arkansas encountered the most violence. For example, in Chicago on July 27, 1919, a boy accidentally swam in an area of Lake Michigan that had been designated for white people only. When the boy was stoned and drowned, a fight broke out between white and black communities that lasted thirteen days. At the end of those thirteen days, dozens had died, over 500 people were injured, and nearly 1,000 black families had lost their homes.
             Claude McKay wrote “If We Must Die” amid the violence and bloodshed of 1919, and in this poem he encourages his community to take action and to fight back. This message is particularly interesting and striking when we compare it to the work of Langston Hughes, McKay’s contemporary. Not only are McKay and Hughes considered major 20th century poets, but they are also considered to be giants of the Harlem Renaissance movement. Although the difference was however, while Hughes largely wrote poems that cultivated love and reverence for the history and soul of the black community, McKay’s poetry was more of a call-to-arm.
 Text, Summary, and Analysis of 'If We Must Die'
    The poem begins with the speaker establishing that he and his allies are under attack. A battle scene can easily be pictured, visualizing two groups facing each other. The speaker and his allies are being hunted by ‘hungry dogs’, mocking them. He is urging his allies to not become weak, comparing them to ‘hogs hunted and penned in an inglorious spot’, but to fight against those attacking them, those that are ‘making their mock at our accursed lot’. While attacking back may lead to death, it is important to the speaker that they do not stand there, waiting to be hunted and killed. We the readers have no idea what it is going on, but we can squeeze out some information from the first line. There is a “we” and apparently “we” are in a whole mess of trouble.  To put it plainly “we” are going to die.

           The must die. No choice about it, no question about it. So as these people, they only have control over how they are going to die. Below is a brief analysis of the poem.
 Lines 1 through 4 establish that the speaker and his allies are under attack. The speaker urges his allies not to give up without a fight. The next four lines draw on the emotions of the allies to die honorably. Lines 9 through 12 contain the speaker's rallying cry to his allies. He calls on them to fight back even though they have no chance of winning. The last two lines can be summed up like so: "Even though we're going to die, we are going to fight like men."
                       CRTICIAL ANALYSIS ON THE POEM
Line 1

“If we must die, let it not be like hogs”
 "We" are going to die. No choice about it; no question about it. So, as these people are going to die," they only have control over how they are going to die. The Poet pleads with his listeners to die with dignity. He plead that we leave behind a mark of respect. That since that their death is inevitable, they die with respect, admiration and valor. The poet advice or rather pleads with his fellow black men that as they met their inescapable death, that they die not like insignificant beasts.
Lines 2-3
“Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, 
While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs,”
The Poet extends the hog metaphor from line 1.He and his allies are like hogs trapped and cornered, preys being readied for slaughter. The attackers are compared to crazy and starving dogs. The dogs/attackers have not attacked yet. Instead, the dogs harass their prey and delay the moment of attack extending it to fill their victim/quarry with fear. The poet with his use of symbolism depicted the black group. They were preyed on haunted and treated like animals while the white crowd just like hungry dogs waited to make their kill.
Line 4

“Making their mock at our accursed lot”
The attackers harass in a humiliating way, almost celebrating their dominance over their victims. Their mocking vicious meant to take all the power out of the victims (black) to leave them hapless and cowering in fear anticipating their death.  The black race dwindles in their great numbers while the white man makes mockery of their ill/cursed luck.
Line 5

“If we must die, O let us nobly die,”
The Poet repeats the beginning of line 1, but changes the last half of the line to suggest that simply not dying like hogs isn't good enough. Instead, the poet wants his people to die in a noble way, in ways that even those who saw their end will remember them that they don’t die lying down but fighting. This idea of a ‘noble’ death brings to mind images of heroic deaths in battle.
Lines 6-7

“So that our precious blood may not be shed
In vain;

For the Poet, dying nobly means that his death won't be meaningless or "in vain.""Precious blood" like biblical language, and brings to mind images of Jesus Christ being sacrificed. The poet implores to his kind that their blood not be shed like that of an animal that if they die, they die nobly and for a greater cause.
.Lines 7-8

“Then even the monsters we defy
shall be constrained to honor us though dead!”
The attackers, which were first referred to as dogs, are now monsters. But even thought the attackers are terrifying, the Poet and his allies are going to resist and fight for what they believe in, they rebel against the white men oppressing and looming power. The Poet says that he and the people he's speaking to are going to die so bravely that even their enemies are going to be forced to respect and remember them even in death.
Line 9

“O kinsmen! We must meet the common foe!”
The Poet’s "kinsmen" are his people; they are like family to the Poet. This may be because they are fighting against the same "foe," or enemy. It is known that common foe or enemies brings people together so as fighting for a cause. The poet cheers his people forward that they fight against their enemies head on. 
Lines 10-11

“Though far outnumbered let us show us brave, 
and for their thousand blows deal one deathblow!”
   The speaker s really starting to get his allies pumped up. Their side is the underdog and has fewer people than the enemy does, but that’s not going to stop the speaker from acting like a hero. All he wants is to get one good shot at his enemy. This shot or deathblow is like that one punch that a losing boxer gets in at the very end of a movie. Sometimes that one punch can win the boxing bout, but it doesn’t work like that in real life. The speaker still expects to lose.

Line 12

“What though before us lies the open grave?
The Poet has accepted his fate; it's not like he planned on living forever. The Poet poses a question to the black mass that, what though before us lies the open grave? He remain them that man can and will not live forever, why not die an honorable death.
Lines 13-14

“Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!”
We get to the last sentence, and it’s time to wrap things up. The speaker urges his allies to be manly. Putting the outdated gender roles aside, manliness is associated with being brave, noble and tough. Being men also contrasts with the first line where the speaker talks about dying like hogs. The speaker says they will stand up to the dog-like enemy, even though they will surely die, they are going to fight back.
  THEMES
1. HONOUR: Honor runs throughout the other themes of "If We Must Die," and it is the underlying idea of the poem. The Poet feels that on his side are be honorable men and will only fight honorably. The fact is, they are not fighting for survival; they already know they will die. They will fight honorably so that their death will not be meaningless, and so that, their enemy will honor them in death. The poet urges his people not dwindle in self-pity because it is inevitable for man to die then, why not die with honor and valor.
“If we must die, let us not die like hogs “(1)
If we must die, O let us nobly die, (5)
Making their mock at our accursed lot. (4)
Shall be constrained to honor us though dead! (8)
2. MORTALITY: Death is a predominate theme for poetry.  There’s nothing like mortality to help a person sort out what is important in life. However, McKay lays enhances on the inevitable fact that man will eventually die maybe not in a war but death can’t be avoided. McKay pleads that their inevitable death should be for a good cause, an honorable one. We get the idea that the Poet of "If We Must Die" isn't thinking about death in the theoretical sense, he's actually facing it. It's not a question of whether he will die or what will happen when he dies, it about how he will meet death. The Poet talks of death like a Greek hero would; death is an opportunity to show strength, nobility, and purpose.
If we must die, let it not be like hogs (1)
Making their mock at our accursed lot. (4)
If we must die, O let us nobly die, (5)

And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow! (11)
3.  WARFARE: Though the Poet of "If We Must Die" doesn't just come out and say it, we get the impression that a battle is raging. The speaker urges his allies to fight their enemies bravely, though they will die in the effort. The battle is certainly uneven, and the first lines of the poem bring up images of cornered victims being hunted by their enemy. "If We Must Die”, McKay portrays the enemies as abandoning the nobility of war. The enemies use overwhelming force and mock their victims. Despite the uneven playing field, the Poet calls his allies to fight nobly and never give up, even at their near end.
“Making their mock at our accursed lot”. (4)
“Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot,” (2)
“Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,” (10)

“Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack, (13)

4.  MASCULINITY: McKay’s in "If We Must Die" focuses a great deal on nobility, bravery, and honor stereotypically masculine features. He also implies that men are violent, but also assumes that real men fight honorably. However, it's more of an ideal than reality, if we assume that the cowardly enemies are men too. Hunting and war are manly activities in the poem and they get tied up with masculine images and feelings. The poet inability to see any alternatives to death is a masculine attitude towards conflict. The fear of being turned into hogs (castrated, male pigs) represents how many men react when they feel powerless.
“Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack,” (13)
“Oh kinsmen! We must meet the common foe! “(9)
               ANALYSIS (LITERARY APPRECIATION)
SYMBOLISM 
Dogs and HOGS: In "If We Must Die," McKay represents the enemy (white people) in several ways, but especially as dogs. He uses the image of a vicious pack of dogs in order to stir up the instinctual fears of his readers/listeners. These dogs are hunting as a pack and cornering their prey. The dogs are first depicted as hungry (a perfectly good reason to hunt), but they seem to morph into vicious, amoral, killing beasts by the end. The dog metaphor decreased the humanity of the enemies by showing how they were neither noble hunters, nor honorable ones. Throughout the poem, McKay is presenting the enemies as inhuman. Hogs are castrated, male pigs, and castration is a symbol for powerlessness. The Poet is trying to encourage his allies to manly, noble, and brave in the face of death, and hogs are the opposite in the speaker's eyes
Line 1: Hogs don't really get to choose the way they die, especially if they are being hunted by a pack of wild beasts. That's why the poet preaches to his allies not to die like hogs.

Line 2: Pigs are generally kept in fenced in areas. The downside of keeping pigs in a pen is that they can't escape predators that get into the pen. They are powerless to defend themselves and they are totally trapped. Also, pigpens are filthy places. Someone would have to think hard to name a more "inglorious spot."

Line 3: The Poet describes his enemies as "mad and hungry dogs." By associating his human enemies with dogs, the Poet uses an extended metaphor. This extended metaphor gives us the message that the speaker's enemies are crazed, vicious, and less than human. The dogs also serve as a symbol of "unfair" fighting.
Line 4: The dogs mock their prey. This might be more frightening than just plain hunting. First we thought that the dogs were hungry and needed to eat. But these dogs are actually mocking their prey, slowly fueling their fear of their coming death.
Line 7: The Poet calls the enemies "monsters" not dogs. The enemies are so terrible that wild dogs are too "human" for the Poet, and he starts portraying them as unworldly monsters.

IMAGERY (CHRISTIAN): IF we must die is about dying noble, meaningful death, it's not surprising that a bit of Christian imagery pops up. In Christian theology, Jesus Christ is a prime example of death made meaningful though he was killed by his enemies; his death is seen as a noble sacrifice through which all Christians are redeemed from sin.

Lines 6-7: The Poet makes it known that he doesn't want his allies' "precious blood" to be "shed In vain “Precious blood" can also be compared to Jesus Christ sacrificing himself for us.
FORMS AND METER
 Shakespearean sonnet
There are lots of different ways to write a sonnet, which is basically just a particular kind of short poem. Shakespeare's sonnets have a very specific form, which McKay borrowed in "If We Must Die." Shakespearean sonnets have several things in common:

· They are 14 lines long.


· They are written in iambic pentameter. "Iambic" refers to the pattern of unstressed and stressed syllables. One iamb is an unstressed, followed by a stressed syllable: da-DUM. "Pentameter" tell you how many iambs you will find per line. "Penta" means five – so there are five iambs per line. Iambic pentameter. Here's an example from the first line: If we | must die|, let it | not be | like hogs.


· Usually, they include a feature called a "turn." This is a moment in the poem where the theme or the tone changes in a surprising way. In "If We Must Die," the turn comes at line 9, where the Poet calls his kinsmen to action: "O kinsmen! We must meet the common foe!"


· The first twelve lines rhyme in alternating pairs. To show how this works, we can assign a letter to each rhyme. We'll show you how it works for the first eight lines:

If we must die – let it not be like hogs (A)
Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, (B) 
While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, (A) 
Making their mock at our accursed lot. (B) 
If we must die – oh, let us nobly die, (C) 
So that our precious blood may not be shed (D) 
In vain; then even the monsters we defy (C) 
shall be constrained to honor us though dead! (D) 

For the whole poem the rhyme scheme would be: ABABCDCDEFEFGG. 


See those last two letters at the end (the GG)? That's the last important thing to know about the form of a Shakespearean sonnet. They always end with two rhyming lines, one right after the other. We call this a rhyming couplet. This couplet is seen in the poem "If We Must Die": 

Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack, (G) 
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back! (G)

TONE: Just about every modern movie with a battle scene includes a leader who delivers a pre-battle speech inspiring and empowering his people to persevere and fight. You've seen it in everything from Braveheart to Independence Day to Avatar. And we get an incredible and inspiring version from the speaker of "If We Must Die." We picture the Poet of this poem like the leaders in those movies: a brave, noble, inspiring leader fighting on the honorable but underdog team. Though we don't know who the speaker and his allies are, or why they are fighting, we're confident that there's a lot at stake, and our Poet is on the right side, as he motivates his people o stand their ground.
SETTINGS: When we read this poem, we can picture a group of exhausted people, who are at all no match for their opposing team whoever they may be. We picture people who seem to have understood their predicament as predominantly tragic or “accursed lot” and would not certainly end well for them. Then, an inspiring, brave hearted and fearless leader rises amongst his people and embraces their fate but with a better light. The speaker launches into a speech that recognizes their desperate situation, but refuses to accept defeat. He starts to draw out their emotions, picking at their pride. Their heads lift a little higher with every sentence the speaker says. Before you know it, they are all on their feet and ready to face their enemy bravely, though they will all surely die.
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