are Snmw mmﬂw émﬂm“&m Boo&TiE&M a ﬁwaﬂ
ite tendency to sound truculent because: you
10 one to think you are soft. You may be like
o mmmw&mm.ﬁu in this, I don’t know, but nmmmﬁnw_
y you and your father resemble him very much.
ically. Well, he is dead, he never saw you, and he
mmggm K@ he Sﬁm ammmmwmn Honm ,cmmoum Wm &m@ _

mm mmaﬁ that he. wmnmgm 50 Woww H am mﬁm m..ﬁ UBE.. ..
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liness: you really are of another era, part of what hap
pened when the Negro left the land and came int
what the late E. Franklin Frazier called “the cities o
destruction.” You can only be destroyed by believin
that you really are what the white world calls a nigger
T'tell you this because I love you, and please don’t you
ever forget it.

walk. I don’t know if you've known anybody fro
that far back; if you've loved anybody that long, firs!
as an infant, then as a child, then as a man, you gain
strange perspective on time and human pain and ¢

fort. Other people cannot see what I see whenever
look into your father’s face, for behind your father”
face as it is today are all those other faces which were

it

his. Let him laugh and I see a cellar your father does
not remember and a house he does not remember ar
L hear in his present laughter his laughter as a chil
Let him curse and I remember him falling down th
cellar steps, and howling, and I remember, with pain,
his tears, which my hand or your grandmother's
easily wiped away. But no one’s hand can wipe a
those tears he sheds invisibly today, which one he

kY -

ant to know it. One can be, indeed one must strive
become, tough and philosophical concerning de-
fruction and death, for this is what:most of mankind
8 been best at since we have heard of man. (But re-
wember: most of mankind is not glf of ‘mankind.) Bu#
is not permissible that the authors of devastation
#hould also be innocent. It is the innocence which
eonstitutes the crime. - : ‘
- Now, my dear namesake, these innocent and
¢ll-meaning people, your countrymen, have caused
bis to be'born under conditions not very far'removed

pm those described for us by Chatles Dickens.in the
idon of more than a hundred years ago. (I hear the

ihorus of the innocents screaming, “No! This is not.

1e! How bitter you are!”—but I am writing this let-
1o you, to try to tell you something about how to
indle them, for most of them do not yet really know
it you exist. I know the conditions under which you
re born, for I was there. Your countrymen wetre not
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there, and haven’t made it yet. Your grandmoth
was also there, and no one has ever accused her

being bitter. I suggest that the innocents check wit
her. She isr't hard to find. Your countrymen don

gos‘gmﬁ%mmdmaf&?m@ ﬁro¢mrw_»m_wmm_u
working for them all their lives.) :

Well, you were born, here you came, some
like fifteen years ago; and though your father
mother and grandmother, looking about the stree
through which they were carrying you, staring at
walls into which they brought you, had every rez
to be heavyhearted, yet they were not. For here yc
were, Big James, named for me—youwere a bigh
I was not—here you were: to be loved. To be lov
baby, hard, at once, and forever, to strengthen
against the loveless world. Remember that: I kn
how black it looks today, for you. It iooked bad th
day, too, yes, we were trembling. We have n
stopped trembling yet, but if we had not loved ea
other none of us would have survived. And now
must survive because we love you, and for the sak
your children and your children’s children.

This innocent country set you down in a ghett
which, in fact, it intended that you should perish
me spell out precisely what 1 mean by that, for
heart of the matter is here, and the root of my dis

The Fire Next Time

ith my country. You were born where you were
prn and faced the future that you faced because you
rere black and for no other reason. The limits of your
mbition were, thus, expected to be set forever. You
sére born into a society which spelled out with brutal
larity, and in as many ways as possible, that you
vore a worthless human being. You were not ex-
tcted to aspire to excellence: you were expected to
ke peace with mediocrity. Wherever you have
trned, James, in your short time on this earth,
ou have been told where you could go and what you
11d do (and how you could do it) and where you
Huld live and whom you could marry. I know your
guntrymen do not agree with me about this, and I
sear them saying, “You exaggerate.”” They do not
now Harlem, and I do. So do you. Take no one’s
yord for anything, including mine—but trust your
xperience. Know whence you came. If you know
ence you came, there is really no limit to where
u can go. The details and symbols of your life have
n deliberately constructed to make you believe
at white people say about you. Please try to re-
mber that what they believe, as well as what they
 and cause you to endure, does not testify to %onw
¢riority but to their inhumanity and fear. Please try
be clear, dear James, through the storm which

7
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rages about your youthful head today, about the rea
ity which lies behind the words accepiance and integn
sion. There is no reason for you to try 0 become like
white people and there is no basis whatever for theid
impertinent assumption that they must accept Yo
The really terrible thing, old buddy, is that yoit Tus
accept them. And 1 mean that very seriously.

must accept them and accept them with love. F¢
these inniocent people have no other hope. They ar
in effect, still trapped in 2 history which they do
understand; and until they understand it; they canty
be released from it. They have had to believe 0L
many years, and for innumerable reasons, that bla
cnen are inferior to white mex. Many of them, indee
know better, but, as you will discover, people find
very difficult to acton what they know. To actis to.
committed, and to be committed is to bein danger
this case, the danger, in fhe minds of most whi
Americans, is the loss of their identity. Try to imagh
how you would feel if you woke up-one mornix:
find the sun shining and all the stars aflame. -
would be frightened because it is out of the orde
nature. Any upheaval in the universe is terrifying !
cause it so profoundly attacks one’s sense, of on
own reality. Well, the plack man has functioned
white man’s world as a fixed star, as an immova

The Fire Next Time

and as he moves out of his place, heaven and

1 are shaken to their foundations. You, don't be
jil. 1 said that it was intended that you should pet-
i the ghetto, perish by never being allowed t0 g0
the white man’s definitions, by never being al-

1 to spell your proper name. You have, and
.of us have, defeated this intention; and, by 2

faw, a terrible paradox, those innocents who

\fived that your imprisonment made them safe are

their grasp of reality. But these men are your
ge-your lost, younger brothers. And if the
integration tneans anything, this is what it
that we, with love, shall force our brothers fo
they are, to cease fleeing from real-

1l begin to change it. For this is your home, my
4, do not be driven from it; great men have done
and will again, and we can make

{ca what America must become. It will be hard,

s but you come from sturdy, peasant stock, men

_ - and dammed rivers and built rail-
; of the most terrifying odds,
«1 ‘an unassailable and monumental dignity.
iome from a long line of great poets, SOme of the
it poets since Homer. One of them said, The
. I thought [ was lost, My dungeon shook and my

fell off.
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You know, and I know, fhat the couniry is c¢
brating one. hundred years of freedom one hundred
years {00 soon, We cannot be free until they are fre f .
God bless you, Jamnes, and Qo%ﬁmma. . . Takewp the White Mar/s burden—
Your uncle, .8 Yedarenot stoop toless—
James i ~ Nor call too loud on Freedom™
. : + To cloak your weariness;
By all ye cry of whisper,
By all ye leave or do,
The silent, sullen peoples
Shall weigh your Gods and you.

Down at the cross where my Saviour died,
pown whete for cleansing from sin I eried,

“fhere to my heatt was the blood applied,
Singing glory to His name!

_ —Hymin
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terrible things are revealed. I know:: Wmaa?mm:
inte precinat basemenits often et ghyand I
seen and heard and endured the setrets f des-.
te white men and wothen, hich they knew were
with me, because evenif I should speak; no'one -
i believe me. And they would: riot believe 'me
ely because they would know that what T said

elf
an who is wearing the tuniform of his cotins
andidate for deathin its defense, and who is
-arms; of-
t-menial work to do; whio . oﬁm.&w» the
has informed the Europeans that he is'sub-
much for the American male’s sexual seci-
does not dance at the U.8.0; thentight white
nee there, and does not drink in the same
oldters drink in; and who watches ‘Ger-
ners of war being treated by Americans
human dignity than he has ever received
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at their hands. And who, at the same time, asa hiumy
being, is far freer in a strange land than he has e
been at home. Home! The very word begins to hav:
despairing and digbolical ring. You must consi
what happens to this citizen, after all he has-enduf
when he returns—home: search, in his shoes, I
job, fora place to live; ride, in his skin, on segreg;
buses; see, with his eyes, the signs saying “Whit
and “Colored,” and especially the signs that i:
‘" White Ladies” and “Colored Women’’; look int
eyes of his wife; look into the eyes of his son; list
with his ears, to political speeches; North and Sot
imagine yourself being told to reyyait.” And all this
happening in the richest and freest couniry i
world, and in the middle of the swentieth cent

The subtle and deadly change of heart that mig

oceur in you would be involved with the realizal
that a civilization is not destroyed by wicked pec
it is not necessary that people be wicked but only:
they be spineless. I and two Negro acquaintance:
of us well past thirty, and looking it, were intheb
Chicago’s O'Hare Airport several months ago,
the bartender refused to serve us, because, he said
Jooked too young. It took a vast amount of pati
not to strangle him, and great insistence anc
Juck to get the manager, who defended his barte
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on the ground that he was “new” and had not yet,
presumably, learned how to distinguish betweena”
Negro boy of twenty and a Negro “poy” of thirty-
seven. Well, we were served, finally, of course, ,o&_ww
this time no amount of Scotch would have helped us.
The bar was very crowded, and our altercation had
been extremely noisy; not onie customer in the bar had

. done anything to help us. When it was over, and the
 three of us stood at the bar trembling with rage and

frustration, and drinking—and trapped, now, in the
airport, for we had deliberately come early in order to
have a few drinks and to eat—a young white man
mwmu&mm_ near us asked if we were students.  suppose
te thought that this was the only possible explanation
for our putting up a fight. I told him that he hadn't
wanted to talk to us earlier and we didn’t want to talk
to him now. The reply visibly hurt his feelings, and
\lis, in turn, caused me to despise him. But when one

f us, a Korean War veteran, told this young fran that
the fight we had been having in the bar ‘had been his

ght, too, the young man said, 1 lost my conscience a
png time ago,” and turned and walked out. I know

hat one would rather not think so, but this young
fian is fypical. So, on the basis of the eviderice, had
sveryone else in the bar lost his conscience. A few
yyars ago, I would have hated these people with all
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that they will fight for their rights, he is speal
truth. The conquests of England, every sin
them bloody, are part of what Americans
mind when they speak of England’s glor
United States, violence and heroism have b
synonymous except when it comes to bla

only way to defeat Malcolm’s point is to con
and &mn ask oneself érw this is so. g&n

the NAAC, m . m:m more _mmuaﬁnm.ﬂ_m since
liberals have any notion of how long, how cos
how heartbreaking a task it is to gather the
that one can. carry into court; or how long
battles take. Neither is it answered by re
the student sit-insmovement, if only beca
Negroes are students and not all of them liy
South. I, in any case, certainly refuse to be _u\.”
position of denying the truth of Malc a
simply because I disagree with his conclus:
order to pacify the liberal conscience, Thing
bad as the Muslims say they are—in fact, |
worse, and the Muslims do not help matte
there is:no reason that black men should

to be more patient, more fotbearing, more
than whites; indeed, quite the contrary. °

son that nonviolence is considered to be a3
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want their _Em@ their self-image, or their @Hﬁo&
threatened. One wishes they would say so more
ften. At the end of a television program on which
Malcolm X and I both appeared, Malcolm was
topped by a white member of the audiencé who said,
/I have a thousand dollars and an acre of land.
What's going to H.,mmm.mﬁ to me?” Ladmired the direct-
ness of the man’s question, but H didn’t hear Mal-
olm’s reply, because 1 was trying to explain to
omeone else that the situation.of m.ﬁ Irish a huridred
rears ago and the situation of the Negro today cannot
very usefully be compared. Negroes were brought
here in chains long before the Irish ever thought of
eaving Ireland; what manner of consolation is it to be
old that emigrants arriving here—voluntarily—long
sfter you did have risen far above you? In the hall, as I
Sﬂgm for the elevator, someone shook: ‘myhand
and said, “Goodbye, Mr, James. Baldwin, We'll soon
addressing you as Mr. James X.” And I thought,
for an awful moment, My God, if this goes on much
ger, you probably will. Elijah Muhammad had
this show, I think, or anothet one; and he had
told about me. Therefore, late on a hot Sunday
fternoon, I presented myself at his door.
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I was frightened, because 1 had, in effect,
summoned into.a royal presence, I was frighten
another reason, too, I knew the tension inme betw:
love and power, between pain and rage, and the
ous, the grinding way I remained extended be
these poles—perpetually attempting to choo
better rather than the worse, But this choice
choice in terths of a personal, a private better (
after all, a writer); what was its relevancein
social worse? Here was the South Side—a milli
captivity—stretching from this doorstep as far
eye could see. And they didn’t even read; dep
‘populations -don’t have the time or energy to
The affluent populations, which should have
their help, didn’t; as far as could be discovered
either—they merely bought books and dev
them, but not in order to leam: in order to Jearn
attitudes. Also, I knew that once I had enter
house, I couldn’t smoke or drink, and I
about the cigarettes in my pocket; as Lha
ago when my friend first took me into his ch
was half an hout late, having got lost on the wa
and Ifelt as deserving of a scolding as a school

The young man ‘who came to the door—]
about thirty, perhaps, with a handsome; s
face—didn’t seem to find my lateness offens

&0
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gd me into a large room. On one side of the room sat
If a dozeh Woimen, all in white; they were miich o¢-
ipied with a beautiful baby, who seeted to belong
the youngest of the women. On the other side of the
bom sat seven,or eight imen, young, dressed in dark
uifs, very much at ease, and very imposing, The sun-
ght came into- the room W ith the peacefulness one
prnembers from roothis in one's early childhood—a
unlight encountered later only it one’s dreams. T re-
wember being astounded by the quietriess, the ease,
¢ peace, the taste. 1 was introduced, they greeted me
vith a genuine cordiality and respect—and the re-
wect increased my fright, for it meant that they ex-
jected something of me that I knew in my beart, for
Heirsakes, I could not give—and we sat down. Elfjah
ammad was not in the room. Conversation was
ow, butniotas stiff as T had feared it would be. They
pt it going, for 1 simply did not know which sub-
ts T could acceptably bring up, They keiew more
oiit me, and had read more of what 1 had writte,

I had expected, and I wondered what they'made

it all, what they took miy usefulness to be. The
omen were carrying on their own conversation, in
w tones; T gathered that they were not expected fo

e part in male conversations. A few women kept:
ming in and out of the toom, apparently making
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mentioned having seen me on television and said that
it seemed to him that I was not yet brainwashed and
was frying to become myself. He said this in a curi-
ously unnerving way, his eyes looking irito mine and
one hand half hiding his lips; as though he were try-
ing to conceal bad teeth. But his teeth were not bad.
Then I remembered hearing that he had spent time in
prison. I suppose that I would like to become myself,
whatever that may mean, but I knew that Elijah’s
meaning and mine were not the same. T said yes, I was
trying to be me, but I did not know how to say more
than that, and so | waited.

Whenever Elijah mﬁowm a kind of chorus arose

from the table, saying “Yes, that’s right.” This began
to set my teeth on edge. And Elijah himself had a fur-
ther, unnerving habit, which was to ricochet his ques~
tions and comments off someone else on their way to
you. Now, turning to the man on his right, he began
to speak of the white devils with whom 1 had last ap-
peared on TV: What had they made him (mie) feel?
could not answer this and was not absolutely certain
that [ was expected to. The people referred to had cer-
tainly made me feel mxmmﬁmw&mm and useless, but did
not think of them 4s devils. Elijah went on about the
crimes of white peaple, to this endless chorus of ““Yes,
that’s right.” Someone at the table said, ““The white
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man sure 5 a devil. mm proves mﬂmﬁ 3_‘ his own ac-
tions.” Tlooked around. It was.a very young man whao.
had said this, scarcely miore than a boy—-very dark

-and sober, very bitter. Elijah began to speak-of the

Christian religion; of Christians, in the sarie soft, jok- |
ing way. I began to see that Elijah’s power came from
his single-mindedness. There is nothing calculated

about him; he means every word he says. The real

reason, according to Elijah, that 1 failed to realize _5& N
the white man was a devil was that T had been too
long exposed to white teaching and had never re-
ceived true instruction. “The moanmmm& American

Negro” is the only reason Aliah has ﬁmmd.nmm& the -
Unifed States to endure so long; the white man’s time
was-up in 1913, but it is the will of Allah that mzm.pomw
black nation, the black men of this country, be re- -

~deemed from their white masters and retarned to the

true faith, which is Jslam, Untl this is mogn_ it
will be mnnaﬁwumwma very soon—ithe total destruction
of the white mariis beirig delayed. Elijah’s mission is
to return “the so-called Negro” to Islam, to separate

mﬂm chosen of Allah mdﬁ this doomed nation. Fur-
 thermore, the white man knows his. Ndmaw.ﬁ goéw .

himself to be a devil, and knows that his time is run-
ning out, and alt his wm%n%o@a psychology, science,
mmm :Engowomw: are webm mxvmn%m in Em mmaﬁ_ﬁo _
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prevent black men from hearing the truth, gm

white face to be found in all the universe. ]
ruled the earth and the black man was petf

the truth concerning the era that white:menno
to as prehistoric. They want black men to believ:
they, like white men, once lived in caves an
from trees and ate their meat raw and did no
the power of speech. But this is not true: Blac
were never in such a condition. Allah allow
Devil, through his scientists, to carry on infern
m.mgmam Swﬁnr ummn:mm mb&aw in mum G.,m»_

more mﬁ&ﬁaﬁ?. in _Em. creation .& _mu_ ;
woman. And it was %ﬂm& that Emmn Bo..

mmwaoﬁ& of Em Qmmﬁob cm the white man.in t
place (who knows him, in fact, to be not a ma:
but a devil), is anxious to restore the ritlé of pea
the rise of the white man totally destroyed. T
thus, by definition, no virtue in white peop
since they are another creation entirely and..
more, by breeding, become black thanacat, b

ing, can become a horse, there is no hope for th
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There is nothing new in this merciless formula-
tionexcept the explicitness of its symbols.and the can-
dor of ifs hatred. Tts emotionial tone is as familiar to
me as my own skin; it is but another way of saying
that sinners shall be bound in Hell a'thousand years. That
sinners have always, for American Negroes, been

whiteis a truth we needn’t labor, and every American

Negro, therefore, risks having the gates of paranoia

close ot him. In a society that is entirely hostile, and,
by its nature, seems determined to cut you down—

that has cut. down so many ir the past and cuts down
so many every day—itbegins to be almiost: impossible
to distinguish a real from a fancied injury. One can
very quickly cease to aitempt this distinction, and,
what is worse, one usually ceases to attempt it with-
out realizing that one has done so. All dootmen, for
example, and all policethen have by now, for me,
become exactly the same, and my style with them is

desighed simply to intimidate them before they can

intimidate:me. No doubt I am guilty of some injustice
ere, but it is irreducible, since I canniot risk assuming
it the humanity of these people is more real to them

an their uniforms. Most Negroes cannot risk assum-
-that the humanity of white people is.more real to

_them than their color. And this leads, imperceptibly
but inevitably, to a state of mind in which, having
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long ago learned to expect the worst, one m_bwmn .4_, !
easy to believe the worst. The wEw_mE.w. g?i?
Negroes are treated in this country simply cannot
overstated, however unwilling white men may be-
hear it. In the beginning—and neithet can this |
overstated—a Negro just carinot believe that whi
people are treating him as they do; he does not kno'
what he has dorie to merit it. And S_rmﬂ_ rm. realiz
that the treattment accorded him has nothing
with anything he has done, that the m@ﬁsﬁ of W
people to destroy him—for that is what it ds—ig
terly gratuitous, it is not hard for him to gw
white people as devils. For the horrors of Em A
can Negto's life there has been almost no langu
The privacy of his experience, which is only b
ning to be recognized. in language; and whi

nied orignored invofficial and popular speech

the Negro idiom—lends credibility to any syste
pretends fo clarify it. And, in fact, the truth ab
black sman, as a historical entity and as

being, Has been hidden from him, deliberate

cruelly; the power of the white world is thre

whenever a black man refuisés to accept th

world’s definitions: So every attempt is mad

that black man down—not only was made ye

but is made today. Who, then, is to say witha
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where the root of somuch anguish and evil lies? Why,
then, is it not possible that all things began with the
black man and that he was perfect—especially since
this:is precisely the claim that white people have put
forward for themselves all these years? Furthermore,
it is now absolutely clear that white people are'a mi-
nority in the world—so severe a minority that they
now look rather more like an invention—and that

they cannot possibly hope to rule it any longer. If this

is so, why iIs it not: also possible that they achieved

their original dominance by stealth and cunning and

bloodshed and in oppesition. to the will of Heaven,
and not;as they claim, by Heaven's will? And if this {s
80, then the sword they have used solong against oth-
ers cah now, without mercy, be used against them.
Heavenly witnesses. ate. a tricky lot, to be used by
whoever is closest to Heaven at the time. And legend
and theology, which are designed to sanctify our
ars, crimes, and aspirations, alse reveal them for
t they are,
1said, at Jast, in answer to some other ricocheted
stions, 1 left the church twenty years ago-and I
en'tjoined anything since.”” It was my way of say-
that I did not intend to join their movement,
ther.
*“And what are you now?” Elijah asked.
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I was in something of a bind, for I really
not say—could not allow myself to be stam
into saying—that I was a Christian, “1 V7
ing.” This wasiot enough. “T'm a writer. I like
things alone.” I heard miyself saying: this.
smiled at me. “I don't, anyway,” I said, finally
aboutit a great deal.” &

Elijah said, to his right, *7T think he ought o
about it 4l the deal;” and with this the table a
But there was nothing malicious.or condemna
it. Thad the stifling feeling:that they knew L bel
‘mained unready, and that they were simply w
patiently, and with assurance, for me to disco
truth for myself. For where else, affer all, could I
was black, and therefore a part of Islam, and w
be saved from the holocaust awaiting the white v
whether I would or no. My weak, deluded scru
could avail nothing against the iron word o

Ifelt that T was back in my father's house—a
deed, in.a way, I was~-and I told Elijah that I di
care'if white:and black people married
many white friends. I'would have no: \oice, if it
toit, but to perish with them, for (I said to myself
not to Elijah), “Ilove a few people.and they lovi
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on, great pity, as though he were reading my heart,
d indicated, skeptically, that 1 might have white
dends, or think 1 did, and they mright be trying to be
ecent—now—but their time was. up. It was alfost

8 though he were saying, “They had their chance,

an, and they goofed!”

And 1 looked around the table. I.certainly had 1o
evidence to give them that would outweigh Elijal's
Authority or the evidence of their.own lives or the re-
ality of the strests outside. Yes; I kitew two or three
people, white, whom T'would trust with mylife, and T
knew a few others, white, who were struggling as
hard as they knew how, and with great effort and
Aweat and risk, to make the world more human. But
m..n. OE&Hmmwn this? One cannot arguewith anyone’s
experience or decision or belief. All my -evidenice
would be thrown. out of coutt as irrelevant to the
mainbody of thie case, for I could cite only exceptions,
The South Side proved the justice of the indictment;
the state-of the world proved the justice of the fridict-

Everything else, stretching back throughout re-
corded time, was merely a history of those exceptions.

who had tried o change the world and had failed.
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Was this true? Had they failed? How much dep
on the poifit of view? For it would seem that a ¢

category of exceptions never failed tomiake the
worse—that category, precisely, for whom. po
more’ 8& Emz love, And uaw Huosumn 1% ummw mbm,

all, :Em:. _ﬂmw_m my ?ﬁm gma?: m.b& 43% ﬂm
scended to a catalogite of those virtues tha
qu the nmg to Wm m_?m gm _.u ﬁw&. hop:

others!”

And 1 looked again at the young faces arov
table, and looked back at Elifah, who was sayi
no mmom&m in Emﬁoﬁ_wmm ever been nmmumnﬁm

_nmE_.: 1 .8&@ not _mmnw the truth of mnm,m :
For everyone else has, i5, a nation, with a specifi
tion and a flag—even, these days, the Jew. It
“the so-called American Negro” who
trapped, disinherited, and despised, in a nati
has kept him in bondage for nearly four h
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years and is still unable to recognize him as a human
beirig. And the Black Muslims, along with many peo-
ple who are not Muslims, no longer wish for a recog-
nition so grudging and(should it ever be achieved) so
tardy. Again, it cannot be denied that this point of
view is abundantly justified by American Negro his-
tory. It'is galling indeed to have stood so long, hatin

hand, waiting for Americans to grow up enough o

realize that you do not thresten them. On the other
hand, how is the American Negro now 3 form him-
self into a separate nation? For. this—and. not only
frontvthie Muslim point of view—would seem tobe his
only hope of niot perishing in the American backwater
and being entirely and forever forgotten, as though
he had never existed atall and his travail had been for
nothing.

mE_mr,.m E*mﬁm& and the v&ma Eo_maoa mb& &m.

_ww.mma oﬁmﬁm bmm nmﬁmmm me to m,rnﬁmm &HE% s&&
may now seem to be a fantasy, although, in an age so
fantastical, T would hesitate to say precisely what a

fantasy is. Let us say that the Muslims were to achieve
the possession of the six or seven states that they
ﬁmﬁ: are o%mm 8 meaomm w% the dnﬁmm m»mﬂmm a3

,_m_ﬁmm Souﬁ féver m:nmﬁ%n Eum 358@ ob_mb%
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moments, facing those vivid, violent, so proble persisted, cautiously, and in somewhat different
cal streets. I felt very close to hi, and really ferms, this twenty billion dollars, or whateverit s, de-
to be able to love and honor him as a wi £58,. AN’ ] \ tofal ¢ G : :

and a father, I félt-that I knew somethine of his P _ nger a part
and his fury, and, yes, even his beauty. Yet p economy? Leaving aside the fact that in order for
because of the reality and the nature of those this to happen the economy of the United States will
because of what he conceived as his responsib {tself have had to undergoradical and certainly disas-
strangers, and possibly, one day, enemies, The ca

| power will obviously nolonger be the same, Oriwhat,
rived—a gleaming, metallic, grossly American bl

mﬂmmﬁgwﬁmHmwQ@wg&mmb&mmﬁ good n
once more. He walked into his mansion.and shu
door. A

The driver and I started on oiir vay throughd
murmuring—and, at this hour, strangely beau
Chicago, along the lake. We returned to the djs:
sion of the land, How were we—Negroes-toget
land? Lasked this of the dark hoy whoad said
Lier, at the table, that the white man’s actions:
him to be a devil, He spoke to me first of the Mus
temples that were being built, or were about fo
built, in various parts of the United States,
strength of the Muslim following, and of the am
of money that is annually at the dispesal
groes—something like twenty billion dollars, “T
alone shows you how strong we are,” he said, B
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en, will the economy of this sepatate nation be

The boy gave me a rather strange look. T said

» “T'm, ot saying it can’t be done— juist

know how it's to be done.” T'was thinking, In

: pen, yout ehtire frame of refer-

and you will be forced to

urrender many things that you now scarcely know

ou have. I didn't feel that the things I'had in mind,

uch as the pseudo-elegant heap of tin in which we

ere tiding, had any very great value. But life would

@ very different without them, and I wondered if he
ad thought of this,

How can one, however, dream of power in any

ther terms thati in the symbiols of power? The boy

uld see that freedom depended on the possession of

d; ] Persuaded that, in one way or another,

st achieve this possession. In the mean-
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time, ke could %m_mnﬁw_m streets and fear nothi
cause there were millions like: hisi, comi

oW, to power. He was held together, in short, .m
dreami~—though it is just as well t6 remember

some -dreams. come triue—and was united wi
“brothers” on the basis of their color. Perha
cannot ask for more. People always seem to
gether in accordance to apr wiple

do with love,  principle { .

sonal responsibility,

Yet I could have hoped that the Muislimn -
ment had been able to inculcate in the dem
Negro population a truer and miore individual
of its own worth, so that Negroes in the Noj
ghettos could begin, in concrete terms, and at-
Ever price, to change their situation. Bu in or¢
change a situation one has first to see it for wi
in the present case, to accept the fact, whateve
does with it thereafter, that the Negro ha
formed by this nation, for better or for wors
does not belong to.any other—not to Africa; a
tainly not to Istam. The patadox—and a fe
dox it is-—is that the A N ,
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tealities of color, of nations, and of atags,
z?g%& the boy said, suddenly, after 5 v ety

longsilence, “things win't ever againbethe way they

used to be. I know that " Y
And so-we arrived in enemy terrifory, and they

Misslim rally;
Na: _ et of the: Ameri-
n Nazi party, made 5 point of contributing about
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gmnﬂw nozmnm to mﬁ cause, g& rm gm g&n

mﬁ m:ﬁm race rmm been: Hﬁ%m».mnosm@ Em_a.ma ) 1o
son not to attempt to: &mmﬁo% it root and branch.
is precisely what the Nazis attempted. Their -

cents. I am %Q B:nr neuﬁ..%& Emﬁ
Negroes. achieve their freedom here in the
States. But I am also concerned for their digni
the health of their souls, and must oppose any
tempt that Negroes may make to do to others w
has been done to them, I think I know—we.
around us every day—the spiritual wastelan
which that road Jeads. It is so simple a fact and
that is so hard, apparently, to grasp: Whoever debis
others is debasing himself. That is. not a mystical
ment but a most realistic one, which is'proved by
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eyes of any Alabama sheriff—and I would not like to

see' Negroes ever artive at so-wretched d cendition.

Now, it is extremely unlikely that Negroes will
ever rise to power in the United States, because they

are only approximately a ninth of this nation, They
are ﬁoﬁ in m..m mom&oﬁ Om the. ,.Pmanmb@ Ewo are at-

,%okm mua, recover m_.oB m.,m noHoEmw mxwmﬁﬁ.am. .Hrm
Negro situation is dangerous:in a different way, both
for the Negro qua Negro and for the country of which
he forms so troubled arid troubling apart. The Ameri-
can Negro is a unique creation; he has no.counterpart
anywhere, and no predecessors. The Muslims react to
this fact by referring to the Negro as “the so-called.
American Negro” and substituting for the names in-
herited from slavery the letter “X.” It is-a fact that
every American Negro bears a name that originally

‘belonged to thewhite man whose chattel he was. ] am

called Baldwin because I was either sold by my Afri-

can tribe or kidnapped out of it into the hands of a
‘white Christian namied Baldwin, who forced me to

wﬂm& mﬁ, Em moo_ﬁ_ of Em cross. I wB. _&m? wom_ &%E%

mﬂmﬁ. _.na_._H‘,_”a,wﬁ mbn m__m mm .i_mﬂ _n_ teans to _um an
American Negro, this is who he is—a kidnapped

pagan, who was sold like an animal and treated like
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man was bound to respect, And today, a hun
years after his technical emancipation, he renia
with the possible exception of the American Indi
the most despised creg turein his coj try. Now, ¢
is simply no-possibility of a real change in the Negr
situation without the most radicaf and far-react
changes in the American political and social .
ture. And it is clear that white Americans are not
Ply unwilling to effect these changes; they are, in
main, so slothful have they become, unable eve
envision them. It must pe added that the Negro
self no longer belisves in the good faith of w
Americans—if, indeed, he ever-could

Negro has discovered, and on an internati

that power fo infimidate which he has alway
privately but hitherto could manipylate on}
vately—for private ends often, for Hmited
ways, And therefore when the country spea
“new” Negro, which i has been doiiig every h
the hour for decades, it is not ly referri
change in the Negro, which, in any case, i
capable of assessing, but only to a new

keeping him in his place, to the fact that it
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EST:Ei this is the enormous con-
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Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation.
schools; they suppose, ir spite-of theamountaint
dence that has since:accumulated fo the contrary
this was proof ofa n.wpmbmmowm heart—or, asthey
say, progress. Pethaps. It 2ll depends.on b
reads the word “progress.” Most of the Negr
know do not believe that this immense conce
would ever have been made if it had not beent
competition of the Cold War, and the fact that.
was clearly liberating herself and therefore ha
political reasons, to be wooed by the &mmnmsn
her former masters. Had it beent a matter of 1
justice, the 1954 decision would surely have oc
sooner; were it not for the:realities of power
difficult era, it might very well not have ocout
This seertis an extremely harsh way of stal
case~-ungrateful, as it were—but the eviden
supports this way of stating it is not easil
myself do nof think that it can be refuted
event, the sloppy and fatuous nature of
good will can'never be relied upon to deal
problems. These have been dealt with,
have been dealt with at all, out of necessity
political terms, anyway, necessity means co
made in order to stay on top. 1 think this
which it setves no purpose to-deny, but, w
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Jact ornot, this is what the black population of the world,

including black Americans, really believe. The word “in-
dependence” in Africa and the word “integration”
here are almost equally meaningless; that is, Europe
hasnot yet left Africa, and black men here dre not yet
free. And both of these last statements.are undeniable
facts, related facts, containing the gravest implica-
tions for us all, The Negroes of this country may
never be able to.rise to power, but they ate very well
placed indeed to precipitate chaos and ring down the
curtain on the. American dream.

'This has everything to do, of course; with the na-
ture of that dream and with the fact that we Ameri-
cans, of whatever color, do not dare exarine it and
are far from having made it a reality. There are too
many things wedo not wish to know about ourselves.
People are not, for example; terribly anxious to be-
equal {(equal, afterall, o whatand to whom?) but they
love the idea of being superior. And this human truth
has an especially grinding force here, where identity
is almost tmpossible to achieve and people are per-

. petually attempting to find their feet on thie shifting

country ‘in-‘which, spiritually speaking, thete ate no
workers, only eandidates for- the hanid of the bosss
daughter.) Furthermore, I have met:only a very few
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bear. It can be objected that Tam speaking of politic
freedom in spiritual terms, but the political institu
tions of any nation are always menaced and are wlti
mately coritrolled by the spiritual state of ont
We are controlled here by our confusion, far m
than we know, and the American dream has there
become something much more closely resemblin
nightmare, on the private, domestic, and. internd
tional levels. Privately, we cannot-stand our lives a
dare not examirie them; domestically, we take no.
sponsibility for (and no pride in) what goes.on in 0
people, we are an unmitigated disaster. Wh
doubts this fast statement has only ta opén his
his heart, his mind, to-the testimony of—for ex

we have simply been mesmetized by Russia, an
the only real advantage Russia las in'what we-
of as a struggle between the Fast and the West
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fnoral history of the Westem world, Russia’s secret
Weapon is the bewilderment and mmmwaﬁwnm&ﬂ:mﬁ_
of millions of people of whose existence we are
oeaxcely aware. The Russian Communists are Tiot in
the feast concerned a out these people. But oitr tono.
Tance and iridecision have had the effe

delivering them jnto Russian hands

them very deeply in the Russian shad

effect—and it is hard hets

late among them, and the most oppressed as well, dis-
frust us all the more. Our power and our fear of
change telp bind thege People to their misery and be.
wilderment, and insofar as they find this state suto].
" weare intolerably menced., For if they find thety
state mﬂaohmﬂmv_mw but are too _ﬂmms._uw Ome pressed o
phange 1, they are simply pawns in the hans of
larger powers, which, in such o context, are always
unserupulous, and when, eventually, they do chén go
£helr situation—as in Cuba—we are menaced more
than ever, by the vactum that succeeds all violent

into the hands of yet another Pharaoh, who, spacs 1
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was mecessary to put the broken country togeth in totems, taboos, crosees: Eoo@ m»ﬁﬁnmm\ steeples,
willnot let them go. Perhaps, mmoﬁm._u&b mosgues, Taces, armies, ”m._mmm.h _ﬁmnﬁm\. i ordet to
drums that they are: and having sO fittle desir deny "?m.mﬁ_.&%m?ﬁm%w thie only fact we have.
ghoulder the burden om_maw?ﬁ thisis wha Tt seems tome that one ought to rejoice in the fact of
ways happen. But at the bottom of my 1€ 1 don death—ought to decide, indeed, to ear” one's death
believe this: Tthink _ tter than by confronting with passion: the knouﬁg,om life.
_ _ Oneiis responsible to life: Ttis the small beacon in that
terrifying darknpess from which we come and to

which we shall return. One must negotiate this pas-

sage-as nobly as possible, for the sake of those who
in an age of _ are coming after us. Put white: Americans do not be-
that America is the both: Hevein mww?“ma?wﬁmémwﬁm p&wnmmmom&%mﬁw
wn_,_imu and,-as 1 hope to eriencs so intimidates them. And this is also why the pres-
may help o these revolntions real anC ence of the Negro in fhis-cotntry can bring about its

mize the human Jamage. Any att nipt we mmak m%nmg._mam&mwmmw%ﬁmﬁ of free men to trust
oppose these outbursts-of energy is tan and to celebrate what 18 cotistant-birth, struggle,
mwmagm_gn,%%éﬁaﬁ. mﬁﬁmmﬁﬂn?ﬁmﬁﬂﬂa sois love, though wemay
Behind what we think of as the. ) 1 not ﬁwﬁﬂ%@%&fﬂn& to wﬁm%&&?ﬁw&ﬂgn of
fies what we do not wish to face, and what ] change, to be able and willirig to change- 1 speak of
Antericans donot face when they regard. , change not on the surface but in the depths—chatige
ality—the fact that Jife Is tragic. Life is fra gic . in the sense of renewal. .m&,aﬁm%&wmmoammgﬁ%.
pecause the arth furns and fhe sun inexord sible if one supposes things to be constant that are
o\ aets, and one day, for eact of ¥ 0 n wil ot—safety, for eample, o money, or powes. One
dovin for the last, last thme. i the whole 10 clings then to chimeras, by which one can only be be-
< r rouble, the human trouble e will frayed, and the entire hope—the entire possibility—
fice all thebeattty of o lives; will imprison our of freedom disappears. Arnd by destruction 1 mean
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precisely the abdication by Americans. of any effor
really to be free. The Negro.can precipitate this abdi-
cation because white Americans have never, in all
their long history, been able to.look on him as a man
like themselves, This point'need not be labored; it
proved over and over again by the Negro’s contiri
uing position here, and his indescribable struggle
defeat the stratagems that white Americans havi
used, and use, to deny him his humanity, Americ
could have used in other ways the energy that bot
groups have expended in this conflict. Ametica, of all
the Western nations, has been best placed to prove th
uselessness and the obsolescence of the concept -0
color. But it has not dared to accept this opportuni
Or even to conceive of it as an opportunity. W
Americans have thought of it as their shame,
have envied those more civilized and elegant Eu
pean nations that were untroubled by the presence of
black men on their shores. This is because whi
Americans have supposed “Burope” and “civiliza
tion” to be synonyms—which they are not-—and ha
been distrustful of other standards and other sour

of vitality, especiaily those produced in Ameri
self, and have attempted to behave in all matte i
though what was east for Burope was also east H
them. What it comes to'is that if we, who can scarcel
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be considered a white nation, persist in thinking of
ourselves as one, we condemn ourselyes, with the
truly white nations, to sterility and. decay, wheteas if
we conld accept ourselves as we are, we might bring
niew life to the Western achievements, and transform
them. The price of this transformation is the uncoridi-
tional freedom of the Negto; it is riot too miuch to say
that he, who has been 80 V_Q,...m rejected, mustn ow b e
embraced, and at no matter what psychi¢ or social
risk. He s the key figure in his country, and the Amer-
ican future is precisely as bright or as datk as his, And
the Negro recognizes this, in a negative way. Hence
the question: Do | really want to be infegrated into a
buming house? ‘

Ple elsewhere do to divest themselves of the notion

that they are in possession of some nitrinsic value that
black. people need, of want, And this assumption—
which, for example, makes the solution to the Negre
problem depend on the speed. with which Negroes

ept ot white standards—is tevealed in all
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the comforting fact that perseverance has no colo
also overwhelmingly corroborates the white m
sense of his own value. Alas, this value can scai

little enough in the white man's public or private
that one should desire to imitate, White men, al
bottom of their hearts, know this. Therefore,

amount of the energy that goes into what we call
Negro problem is produced by the white man’s:

is, tobe released from the tyranny of his mitror.

us know, whether or not we are able to.admit it,
mirrors can only lie, that death by drowning is all
awaits one there. It is for this reason that love is
desperately sought and so cunningly avoided. 1.
takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live

out and know we cannot live withit. I use the wor
“love” here not merely in the personal sense but
 state of being, or a state of grace—not in the inf
American sense of being made happy but in
tough and universal sense of quest and darin
growth. And I submit, then, that the racial tension

9
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that menace Americans today have little to do with
volved only symbolically with color. These tensions
are rooted in the very same &mwm._,m as those fiom
which love springs, or murder. The white mar's
umadmitted—and apparently, to him, urispeakable—
private fears and longings are projected onto the
Negro. The only way he can be released from the
anu 0's tyrannical ,mnimn over him is to conisént, in

effect, to become black himself, to become a part of
that suffering and. dancing country that he now

watches wistfully from the heights of his lonely
power and, armed with spiritual traveller’s checks,
visits surreptitiously after dark. How can.one respect,
let alone adopt, the values of a people who donot, on
the way mum% say m.—muw should? 1 cannot: accept the
proposition that the four-hundred-year travail of the
American Negto should result merely in his attain-
ment of the present level of the Ametican civilization.
L'am far from convinced that being released from the
African witch doctor was worthwhile if T am now—in
order to support the moral contradictions and the

spititual aridity of my life—expected to become de-

pendent on.the American psychiatrist. It is a bargain T
tefuse. The only thing white people have that black
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people nieed, or should want, is power—and no one
holds power forever. White people cannot, in the gen-
erality, be taken as models of how to live. Rathet; the
white man is himself in sore need of new standards,
which will release him from his confusion and place
him once again in fruitful communion with the

depths of his own being. And I repeat: The price of
the liberation of the white people is the liberation of

the blacks—the total libeération, in the cities, in the

towns, before the law, and in the mind. Why, for ex-
ample—especially knowing the family as I.do—I
should wanf to marry your sister is a great mystery to .
me. But your sister arid I have every right tomarry if

we wish to, and no one has the right o stop us. If she |
cannot raise me to her level, perhaps1 can raise herto -

mifie.

each other here if we are really to become:a natione—if
we are really, that is, to achieve our identity, our ma-
turity, as men and woinen. To create one nation has
proved to be a hideously difficult task; there is cer-
tainly no need now to create two, one black and one

white. But white men with far more political power -
than that possessed by the Nation of Islaii movement

have been advocating exactly this; in effect, for gener

ations. If this sentiment is honored when it falls from.-

96

The Fire Next Time

the Hps of Senator Byrd, then there is no reason it
should niot be honored wher it falls from the lips of
gmﬁo_ﬁ X. And any Congressional committee wishe
ing to investigate the lattermust also be-willing to in-
vestigate the former. They are expressing exactly the
same sentiments and represent exactly the same dan-
ger. There is absolutely no reason to suppose that
white people are better equipped to frame theTaws 3,
whichT am tobe governed than1am. It s entirely un-
acceptable that I should have no voice Sﬁmﬁ%ﬁn&
affairs of my own country, for I am not a ward .of
America; I am one of the first Americans to arrive on
these shores, a
This past, the Negro’s past, of rope; fire, forture,
castration, infanticide, rape; death and ?ﬁﬁnﬁmﬁoﬂa
fear by day and night, fear as deep as the marrow of
mﬁ borie; doubt that he was worthy of life, since
éveryone around him denied it; sorrow for his vo-
men, for his kinfolk, for his children, who needed his
protection, anid whom he could not protect; 1age, ha-
_a..m_P and murder, hatred for white men Sm_mmn‘.?m%.
often turned against him and his own, and made all
love, all trust, all joy impossible—this past, this end-
less struggle to achieve and reveal and confirm a
human identity, human authority, yet contains , forall.

its horror, something very beautiful. I donotmean to
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be sentimental about suffering—enough is certainl
as good as a feast—but people who-cannot suffer ca
never grow up, cannever discover who they are. Th:
man who is forced each. day to snatch his manhoo
his identity, out of the fire of humiaii cruelty that rag
to destroy it knows, ifhe survives his effort, anc
if he does not survive it, something about. d
human life that no- school on earth—and, indeed, no
church—an teach. He achieves his own authio i
and that is unshakable. This is because, in order to
save hislife,he is forced to look beneath appearances,
to take nothing for grarited, to hear the meaning be-
hind the words. I one is continually surviving th
worst that life can bring, one eve wually cedses to b
controlled by a fear of what life can bring; whatever i
brings must be borne, And at this level of experienc
one’s bitterness begins to be palatable, and hatred be
comes too heavy a sack to carry. Theapprehension:
jife here so briefly and inadequately gketched h
been the experience of generations of Negroes; and.
helps to explain how they have endured and ho
they have been able to produge childreno derge
ten age who can walk through mobs to get to gcho
Jt demands great force and great cuhning continuall
to assault the mighty and indifferent forfress of whi
supremacy, as Negroes in this country have done
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long: It demands great spiritual resilience not o hate
the hater whose foot is on your neck; and an even
greater miracle of perception and charity not to teach
your child to hate. The Negro boys and girls who are
facing mobs today come out of along line of improba-
ble aristocrats—the only genuine aristocrafs this
country has produced. I say “this country” because
theit frame of reference was totally American; They
were hewing out of the mountain of white supremacy
the stone of their individuality. T have great respect
for that unsung army of black: men and women who
trudged ‘down: back lanies and entered back doors,
saying “Yes, sir” and “No, Ma'am” in order to ac-
quire a figw roof for the schioolhouse; new books, a
fibw chemistry lab, more beds for the dormitories,
more-dormitories. They did notlike saying ‘Yes, sir”
and “No Ma'am,” but the country was in no huriy to
educate Negroes, these black menand women knew
that thejobhad to be done, and they put their pridein
their pockets in order todoit. Itis veryhard tobelieve
that they were in-any way inferior to the ‘white men
and womer: who opened, those back doors. It is very
hard to believe that those men and women, taising
their children, eating their greens, crying their curses,
weeping their tears, singing their songs, making their
love, 45 the sun'xose, as-the sun set, were in any way
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inferior to the white men and women who-crept-o
to share these splendors after the sun went down. w
we must avoid the European error; we must 1ot st
pose that, because the situation, the ways, the perc
tions of black people so radically differed from th
of whites, they were racially superior. I am pr ud
these people not because of their color but bec
their intelligence and their spiritual force and th
beauty. The country should be proud of them, t
but, alas, not many people in this country even _,9
of their existence. And the reason for this ignoranc
that a knowledge of the role these people playe
and play—in American life would reveal more ab
America to Americans than Americans wish to kns
The American Negro has the great advantage
having never believed that collection iof myths
which white Americans cling: that their anc
were all freedom-loving heroes, that they were b
in the greatest country the world has ever seen,
that Americans are invincible in battle and wise
peace, that Americans have always. dealt honora
with Mexicans and Indians and all other neighbor,
inferiors, that American men are the-world's most
rect and virile, that American women are P!
Negroes kriow far more about white Americans
that; it can almost be said, in fact, that they kn
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mao&_” white Americans what parents—or, anyway,
mothers—know about their children, and that they
vety often regard white Americans that way. And
perhaps this attitude, held in spite of what they know
and have endured, helps to explain why Negroes, on
the whole, and until lately, have allowed themselves
to feel so little hatred. The tendency has really been,
insofar as this was. possible, to dismiss white-people
as the slightly mad victims of their own brainwash-
ing. One watched the lives they led. One could not be
fooled about that; one watched the things they did
and the excuses that they gave themselves, and if a
white man was really in trouble, deep trouble, it was
to the Negro’s door that he came. And one felt that if
one had had that white man’s worldly advantages,
one would never have become as bewildered and as
joyless and as thoughtlessly cruel as he. The Negro
came to the white man for a roof or for five dollars or
for a letter to the judge; the white man came to the

Negto for love. But he was not often able to give what
he came seeking, The'price was too high; he had too
much to lose. And the Negro knew this, too. When

one kriows this about a man, it is impossible for one to

‘hate him, but unless he becomes a man—becomes
-equal-—it is also.impossible for.one to love him, Ulti~

mately, one tends to -avoid him, for the universal
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characteristic omnnwﬁmnmn_mw“no.mmmmﬁmﬁ%ﬂma%wmﬁmy
monopoly on trouble, and therefore a .Bo,u_ﬁuo_w, on
yoiz. (Ask any Negro what he knows about the whit
people with whom he works. Ang then ask the s&:
people with whom he works what they Jknow abou!
him. N

| V. ow can the Americant Negro past be amm% It
entirely possible that this dishonored pastwill rise u
soon to smite all of us, There are some wars, for exam
ple (if anyone on the globeis still Hmm“mnoﬂmﬁw@mﬂ._
war) that the American Negro will not mﬁm.m.om\_ ho
ever many of his people may be coerced—an 1 there

a limit to the number of peoaple any governinent
put in prison, and a rigid limit indeed to the practic:
ity of such a course. A bill is coming in. that 1
America is not prepared to pay. “The problem of the
twentieth century,” wrote W. E.B.Du mﬁm arotind
sixty years ago, “'is the problem of the color line."” A
fearful and delicate problem, which compromises,
build a better world—here, thete, or anywhere. Tt i
for this reason that everything white Americans ink
they believe in must now be reéxamir ...w%&ww

e )

wotld not like to see again 18

peoples onthe basis of theircolor. Butas long aswein
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the West place on color the value that we do, we make

it impossible for the great unwashed %o consolidate

themselves according fo any other principle. Color is
ot human or a personal reality; itis a political real-
ity. But this isa distinction so extremely hard to make
that {lie West has riot been able to make it yet. And at
the center of this dreadful storm, this vast confusion,
stand the black people of this nation, who muist now
share the fate of a nation that has never accepted
them, to which they were brought in chains, Well, if
this is 50, one has no choice but to:do all in one's
power to change that fate, and at no matter what
risk—eviction, imprisotiment, torture, déath. For the
sake of one's children, inr order fo minimize the bill
that they must pay, onemust be careful notto take ief-
iige in any delusion—and the value placed on the
color of the skin is always and everywhere and for-
evera delusion. I know that what I am dsking’is im-
possible, But in our time, as in every fime, the
impossible is the least thatone.can demand-—and one
is, after all, emboldened by the spectacle of human
history in general, and Americary Negro history in

particiilar; for it testifies to nothing less than the per-

petual achievement of the impossibile.
When I'was very young, and was dealing with my

103




‘The Fire Next Time

James Baldwin

we are, to end the an&Emwgﬁm and achieve our
country, and change the history of the world. Ifwe do
not now dare everything, the fulfillment of that

buddies in those wine- and urine-stained hallways
something in me wondered, What will happen to
that beauty? For black people, though I am aware tha
some of us, black and white, do not know it yet,
very beautiful. And when I sat at Elijah’s table ar
watched the baby, the women, and the men, and w
talked about God’s—or Allah’s—vengeance, 1 worl
deted, when that vengeance was achieved, What wil
happen to all that beauty then? 1 could also see that th
intransigence and ignorance of the white world migh
make that vengeance inevitable—a vengeance tha
does not teally depend on, and cannot really be ex
cuted by, any person or orgariization; and thatc
be prevented by any police force or army: historlc
vengeance, a cosmic vengeance, based on'the law th
we recognize when we say, “Whatever goes up mus
come down.” And here we 4te, at the center of th
arc, trapped in the gaudiest, most valuable, and mo
improbable ‘water wheel the woitld has ever seen
Everything now, we must assume, is in our hands; wi
have no right to-assute otherwise. If we—and now,
mean the relatively conscious whites and the rela
tively conscious blacks, who must, like lovetrs, ins:
on, or create, the consciousness.of the others—do n
falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful tha

slave, is upon us: God gave Noah the rainbotw sigi, No
mote water, the fire next time! |
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