
The American Dream and the American Negro 

By JAMES BALDWIN 

I find myself, not for the first time, in the position of a kind of Jeremiah. It would 

seem to me that the question before the house is a proposition horribly loaded, that 

one's response to that question depends on where you find yourself in the world, what 

your sense of reality is. That is, it depends on assumptions we hold so deeply as to be 

scarcely aware of them. 

The white South African or Mississippi sharecropper or Alabama sheriff has at bottom 

a system of reality which compels them really to believe when they face the Negro 

that this woman, this man, this child must be insane to attack the system to which he 

owes his entire identity. For such a person, the proposition which we are trying to 

discuss here does not exist. 

On the other hand, I have to speak as one of the people who have been most attacked 

by the Western system of reality. It comes from Europe. That is how it got to America. 

It raises the question of whether or not civilizations can be considered equal, or 

whether one civilization has a right to subjugate--in fact, to destroy--another. 

Now, leaving aside all the physical factors one can quote--leaving aside the rape or 

murder, leaving aside the bloody catalogue of oppression which we are too familiar 

with any way--what the system does to the subjugated is to destroy his sense of reality. 

It destroys his father's authority over him. His father can no longer tell him anything 

because his past has disappeared. 

In the case of the American Negro, from the moment you are born every stick and 

stone, every face, is white. Since you have not yet seen a mirror, you suppose you are, 

too. It comes as a great shock around the age of 5, 6, or 7 to discover that the flag to 

which you have pledged allegiance, along with everybody else, has not pledged 

allegiance to you. It comes as a great shock to see Gary Cooper killing off the Indians, 

and although you are rooting for Gary Cooper, that the Indians are you. 

It comes as a great shock to discover that the country which is your birthplace and to 

which your life and identity has not, in its whole system of reality, evolved any place 

for you. The disaffection and the gap between people, only on the basis of their skins, 

begins there and accelerates throughout your whole lifetime. You realize that you are 

30 and you are having a terrible time. You have been through a certain kind of mill 

and the most serious effect is again not the catalogue of disaster--the policeman, the 

taxi driver, the waiters, the landlady, the banks, the insurance companies, the millions 



of details 24 hours of every day which spell out to you that you are a worthless human 

being. It is not that. By that time you have begun to see it happening in your daughter, 

your son or your niece or your nephew. You are 30 by now and nothing you have 

done has helped you escape the trap. But what is worse is that nothing you have done, 

and as far as you can tell nothing you can do, will save your son or your daughter 

from having the same disaster and from coming to the same end. 

We speak about expense. There are several ways of addressing oneself to some 

attempt to find out what that word means here. From a very literal point of view, the 

harbors and the ports and the railroads of the country--the economy, especially in the 

South--could not conceivably be what they are if it had not been (and this is still so) 

for cheap labor. I am speaking very seriously, and this is not an overstatement: I 

picked cotton, I carried it to the market, I built the railroads under someone else's 

whip for nothing. For nothing. 

The Southern oligarchy which has still today so very much power in Washington, and 

therefore some power in the world, was created by my labor and my sweat and the 

violation of my women and the murder of my children. This in the land of the free, the 

home of the brave. None can challenge that statement. It is a matter of historical 

record. 

In the Deep South you are dealing with a sheriff or a landlord or a landlady or the girl 

at the Western Union desk. She doesn't know quite whom she is dealing with--by 

which I mean, if you are not part of a town and if you are a Northern nigger, it shows 

in millions of ways. She simply knows that it is an unknown quantity and she wants to 

have nothing to do with it. You have to wait a while to get your telegram. We have all 

been through it. By the time you get to be a man it is fairly easy to deal with. 

But what happens to the poor white man's, the poor white woman's, mind? It is this: 

they have been raised to believe, and by now they helplessly believe, that no matter 

how terrible some of their lives may be and no matter what disaster overtakes them, 

there is one consolation like a heavenly revelation--at least they are not black. I 

suggest that of all the terrible things that could happen to a human being that is one of 

the worst. I suggest that what has happened to the white Southerner is in some ways 

much worse than what has happened to the Negroes there. 

Sheriff Clark in Selma, Ala., cannot be dismissed as a total monster; I am sure he 

loves his wife and children and likes to get drunk. One has to assume that he is a man 

like me. But he does not know what drives him to use the club, to menace with the 

gun and to use the cattle prod. Something awful must have happened to a human 

being to be able to put a cattle prod against a woman's breasts. What happens to the 



woman is ghastly. What happens to the man who does it is in some ways much, much 

worse. Their moral lives have been destroyed by the plague called color. 

This is not being done 100 years ago, but in 1965 and in a country which is pleased 

with what we call prosperity, with a certain amount of social coherence, which calls 

itself a civilized nation and which espouses the notion of freedom in the world. If it 

were white people being murdered, the Government would find some way of doing 

something about it. We have a civil rights bill now. We had the 15th Amendment 

nearly 100 years ago. If it was not honored then, I have no reason to believe that the 

civil rights bill will be honored now. 

The American soil is full of corpses of my ancestors, through 400 years and at least 

three wars. Why is my freedom, my citizenship, in question now? What one begs 

American people to do, for all sakes, is simply to accept our history. 

It seems to me when I watch Americans in Europe that what they don't know about 

Europeans is what they don't know about me. They are not trying to be nasty to the 

French girl, or rude to the French waiter. They did not know that they hurt their 

feelings: they didn't have any sense that this particular man and woman were human 

beings. They walked over them with the same sort of bland ignorance and 

condescension, the charm and cheerfulness, with which they had patted me on the 

head and which made them upset when I was upset. 

When I was brought up I was taught in American history books that Africa had no 

history and that neither had I. I was a savage about whom the least said the better, 

who had been saved by Europe and who had been brought to America. Of course, I 

believed it. I didn't have much choice. These were the only books there were. 

Everyone else seemed to agree. If you went out of Harlem the whole world agreed. 

What you saw was much bigger, whiter, cleaner, safer. The garbage was collected, the 

children were happy. You would go back home and it would seem, of course, that this 

was an act of God. You belonged where white people put you. 

It is only since World War II that there has been a counterimage in the world. That 

image has not come about because of any legislation by any American Government, 

but because Africa was suddenly on the stage of the world and Africans had to be 

dealt with in a way they had never been dealt with before. This gave the American 

Negro, for the first time, a sense of himself not as a savage. It has created and will 

create a great many conundrums. 

One of things the white world does not know, but I think I know, is that black people 

are just like everybody else. We are also mercenaries, dictators, murderers, liars. We 

are human, too. Unless we can establish some kind of dialogue between those people 



who enjoy the American dream and those people who have not achieved it, we will be 

in terrible trouble. This is what concerns me most. We are sitting in this room and we 

are all civilized; we can talk to each other, at least on certain levels, so that we can 

walk out of here assuming that the measure of our politeness has some effect on the 

world. 

I remember when the ex-Attorney General, Mr. Robert Kennedy, said it was 

conceivable that in 40 years in America we might have a Negro President. That 

sounded like a very emancipated statement to white people. They were not in Harlem 

when this statement was first heard. They did not hear the laughter and bitterness and 

scorn with which this statement was greeted. From the point of view of the man in the 

Harlem barber shop, Bobby Kennedy only got here yesterday and now he is already 

on his way to the Presidency. We were here for 400 years and now he tells us that 

maybe in 40 years, if you are good, we may let you become President. 

Perhaps I can be reasoned with, but I don't know--neither does Martin Luther King--

none of us knows how to deal with people whom the white world has so long ignored, 

who donít believe anything the white world says and don't entirely believe anything I 

or Martin say. You can't blame them. 

It seems to me that the City of New York has had, for example, Negroes in it for a 

very long time. The City of New York was able in the last 15 years to reconstruct 

itself, to tear down buildings and raise great new ones, and has done nothing whatever 

except build housing projects, mainly in the ghettoes, for the Negroes. And of course 

the Negroes hate it. The children can't bear it. They want to move out of the ghettoes. 

If American pretensions were based on more honest assessments of life, it would not 

mean for Negroes that when someone says "urban renewal" some Negroes are going 

to be thrown out into the streets, which is what it means now. 

It is a terrible thing for an entire people to surrender to the notion that one-ninth of its 

population is beneath them. Until the moment comes when we, the Americans, are 

able to accept the fact that my ancestors are both black and white, that on that 

continent we are trying to forge a new identity, that we need each other, that I am not 

a ward of America, I am not an object of missionary charity, I am one of the people 

who built the country--until this moment comes there is scarcely any hope for the 

American dream. If the people are denied participation in it, by their very presence 

they will wreck it. And if that happens it is a very grave moment for the West. 
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MY DUNGEON SHOOK  

LETTER TO MY NEPHEW ON THE ONE HUNDREDTH ANNIVERSARY OF 

THE EMANICIPATION  

James Baldwin 

Dear James:  

I have begun this letter five times and torn it up five times.  I keep seeing your face, 

which is also the face of your father and my brother.  Like him, you are tough, dark, 

vulnerable, mood—with a very definite tendency to sound truculent because you want 

no one to think you are soft.  You may be like your grandfather in this, I don’t know, 

but certainly both you and your father resemble him very much physically.  Well, he 

is dead, he never saw you, and he had a terrible life; he was defeated long before he 

died because, at the bottom of his heart, he really believed what white people said 

about him.  This is one of the reasons that he became so holy.  I am sure that your 

father has told you something about all that.  Neither you nor your father exhibit any 

tendency towards holiness: you really are of another era, part of what happened when 

the late E. Franklin Frazier called “the cities of destruction.”  You can only be 

destroyed by believing that you really are what the white world calls a nigger. I tell 

you this because I love you, and please don’t forget it.  

        I have known both of you all your lives, have carried your Daddy in my arms and 

on my shoulders, kissed and spanked him and watched him learn to walk.  I don’t 

know if you’ve known anybody from that far back; if you’ve loved anybody that long, 

first as an infant, then as a child, then as a man, you gain a strange perspective on time 

and human pain and effort.  Other people cannot see what I see whenever I look into 

your father’s face as it is today are all those other faces which were his.  Let him 

laugh and I see a cellar your father does not remember and a house he does not 

remember and I hear in his present laughter his laughter as a child.  Let him curse and 

I remember him falling down the cellar steps, and howling, and I remember, with pain, 

his tears, which my hand or your grandmother’s so easily wiped away.  But no one’s 

hand can wipe away those tears he sheds invisibly today, which one hears in his 

laughter and in his speech and in his songs.  I know what the world has done to my 

brother and how narrowly he has survived it.  And I know, which is much worse, and 

this is the crime of which I accuse my country and my countrymen, and for which 

neither I nor time nor history will ever forgive them, that they have destroyed and are 

destroying hundreds of thousands of lives and do not know it and do not want to know 

it.  One can be, indeed one must strive to become, tough and philosophical concerning 

destruction and death, for this is what most of mankind has been best at since we have 

heard of man.  (But remember: most of mankind is not all of mankind.)  But it is not 

permissible that the authors of devastation should also be innocent.  It is the innocence 

which constitutes the crime.  



         Now, my dear namesake, these innocent and well-meaning people, your 

countrymen, have caused you to be born under conditions not very far removed from 

those described for us by Charles Dickens in the London of more than a hundred years 

ago.  (I hear the chorus of the innocents screaming, “No! This is not true! How bitter 

you are!”—but I am writing this letter to you, to try to tell you something about how 

to handle them, for most of them do not yet really know that you exist.  I know the 

conditions, under which you were born, for I was there.  Your countrymen were not 

there, and haven’t made it yet.  Your grandmother was also there, and no one has ever 

accused her of being bitter.  I suggest that the innocents check with her.  She isn’t 

hard to find.  Your countrymen don’t know that she exists, either, though she has been 

working for them all their lives.)  

          Well, you were born, here you came, something like fourteen years ago: and 

though your father and mother and grandmother, looking about the streets through 

which they were carrying you, staring at the walls into which they brought you, had 

every reason to be heavyhearted, yet they were not.  For here you were, Big James, 

named for me—you were a big baby, I was not—here you were: to be loved.  To be 

loved, baby, hard, at once, and forever, to strengthen you against the loveless 

world.  Remember that: I know how black it looks today, for you.  It looked bad that 

day, too, yes, we were trembling.  We have not stopped trembling yet, but if we had 

not loved each other none of us would have survived.  And now you must survive 

because we love you, and for the sake of your children and your children’s children.  

         This innocent country set you down in a ghetto in which, in fact, it intended that 

you should perish.  Let me spell out precisely what I mean by that, for the heart of the 

matter is here, and the root of my dispute with my country.  You were born where you 

were born, and faced the future that you faced because you were black and for no 

other reason.  The limits of your ambition were, thus, expected to be set forever.  You 

were born into a society which spelled out with brutal clarity, and in as many ways as 

possible, that you were a worthless human being.  You were not expected to aspire to 

excellence: you were expected to make peace with mediocrity.  Wherever you have 

turned, James, in your short time on this earth , you have been told where you could 

go and what you could do (and how you could do it) and where you could do it and 

whom you could marry.  I know that your countrymen do not agree with me about this, 

and I hear them saying “You exaggerate.”  They do not know Harlem, and I do.  So 

do you.  Take no one’s word for anything, including mine—but trust your 

experience.  Know whence you came.  If you know whence your came, there is really 

no limit to where you can go.  The details and symbols of your life have been 

deliberately constructed to make you believe what white people say about you.  Please 

try to remember that what that believe, as well as what they do and cause you to 

endure, does not testify to your inferiority but to their inhumanity and fear.  Please try 

to be clear, dear James, though the storm which rages about your youthful head today, 

about the reality which lies behind the words acceptance and integration.  There is no 



reason for you to try to become like white people and there is no basis whatever for 

their impertinent assumption that they must accept you.  The really terrible thing, old 

buddy, is that you must accept them.  And I mean that very seriously.  You must 

accept them and accept them with love.  For these innocent people have no other 

hope.  They are, in effect, still trapped in a history which they do not understand; and 

until they understand it, they cannot be released from it.  They have had to believe for 

so many years, and for innumerable reasons, that black men are inferior to white 

men.  Many of them, indeed, know better, but, as you will discover, people find it 

very difficult to act on what they know.  To act is to be committed, and to be 

committed is to be in danger.  In this case, the danger, in the minds of most white 

Americans, is the loss of identity.  Try to imagine how you would feel if you woke up 

one morning to find the sun shinning and all the stars aflame.  You would be 

frightened because it is our of the order of nature.  Any upheaval in the universe is 

terrifying because it so profoundly attacks one’s sense of one’s own reality.  Well, the 

black man has functioned in the white man’s world as a fixed star, as an immovable 

pillar: and as he moves out of his place, heaven and earth are shaken to their 

foundations.  You, don’t be afraid.  I said that it was intended that you should perish 

in the ghetto, perish by never being allowed to go behind the white man’s definitions, 

by never being allowed to spell your proper name.  You have, and many of us have, 

defeated this intention; and, by a terrible law, a terrible paradox, those innocents who 

believed that your imprisonment made them safe are losing their grasp of reality.   But 

these men are your brothers—your lost, younger brothers.  And if the word integration 

means anything, this is what it means: that we, with love, shall force our brothers to 

see themselves as they are, to cease fleeing from reality and begin to change it.  For 

this is your home, my friend, do not be driven from it; great men have done great 

things here, and will again, and we can make America what America must become.  It 

will be hard, James, but you come from sturdy, peasant stock, men who picked cotton 

and dammed rivers and built railroads, and in the teeth of the most terrifying odds, 

achieved and unassailable and monumental dignity.  You come from a long line of 

poets, some of the greatest poets since Homer.  One of them said, The very time I 

thought I was lost, My dungeon shook and my chains fell off.  

        You know, and I know, that the country is celebrating one hundred years of 

freedom one hundred years too soon.  We cannot be free until they are free.  God 

bless you, James, and Godspeed.  

                                                                                                                                        

Your uncle,  

                                                                                                                                          

 James  

   

 



 

In Search of a Majority: An Address 

 

I AM SUPPOSED TO SPEAK THIS evening on the goals of American society as 

they involve minority rights, but what I am really going to do is to invite you to join 

me in a series of speculations. Some of them are dangerous, some of them painful, all 

of them are reckless. It seems to me that before we can begin to speak of minority 

rights in this country, we've got to make some attempt to isolate or to define the 

majority. 

Presumably the society in which we live is an expression -- in some way -- of the 

majority will. But it is not so easy to locate this majority. The moment one attempts to 

define this majority one is faced with several conundrums. Majority is not an 

expression of numbers, of numerical strength, for example. You may far outnumber 

your opposition and not be able to impose your will on them or even to modify the 

rigor with which they impose their will on you, i.e., the Negroes in South Africa or in 

some counties, some sections, of the American South. You may have beneath your 

hand all the apparatus of power, political, military, state, and still be unable to use 

these things to achieve your ends, which is the problem faced by de Gaulle in Algeria 

and the problem which faced Eisenhower when, largely because of his own inaction, 

he was forced to send paratroopers into Little Rock. Again, the most trenchant 

observers of the scene in the South, those who are embattled there, feel that the 

Southern mobs are not an expression of the Southern majority will. Their impression 

is that these mobs fill, so to speak, a moral vacuum and that the people who form 

these mobs would be very happy to be released from their pain, and their ignorance, if 

someone arrived to show them the way. I would be inclined to agree with this, simply 

from what we know of human nature. It is not my impression that people wish to 

become worse; they really wish to become better but very often do not know how. 

Most people assume the position, in a way, of the Jews in Egypt, who really wished to 

get to the Promised Land but were afraid of the rigors of the journey; and, of course, 

before you embark on a journey the terrors of whatever may overtake you on that 

journey live in the imagination and paralyze you. It was through Moses, according to 

legend, that they discovered, by undertaking this journey, how much they could 

endure. 

These speculations have led me a little bit ahead of myself. I suppose it can be said 

that there was a time in this country when an entity existed which could be called the 

majority, let's say a class, for the lack of a better word, which created the standards by 

which the country lived or which created the standards to which the country aspired. I 

am referring or have in mind, perhaps somewhat arbitrarily, the aristocracies of 



Virginia and New England. These were mainly of Anglo-Saxon stock and they 

created what Henry James was to refer to, not very much later, as our Anglo-

American heritage, or Anglo-American connections. Now at no time did these men 

ever form anything resembling a popular majority. Their importance was that they 

kept alive and they bore witness to two elements of a man's life which are not greatly 

respected among us now: (1) the social forms, called manners, which prevent us from 

rubbing too abrasively against one another and (2) the interior life, or the life of the 

mind. These things were important; these things were realities for them and no matter 

how roughhewn or dark the country was then, it is important to remember that this 

was also the time when people sat up in log cabins studying very hard by lamplight or 

candlelight. That they were better educated than we are now can be proved by 

comparing the political speeches of that time with those of our own day. 

Now, what I have been trying to suggest in all this is  that the only useful definition of 

the word "majority" does not refer to numbers, and it does not refer to power. It refers 

to influence. Someone said, and said it very accurately, that what is honored in a 

country is cultivated there. If we apply this touchstone to American life we can 

scarcely fail to arrive at a very grim view of it. But I think we have to look grim facts 

in the face because if we don't, we can never hope to change them. 

These vanished aristocracies, these vanished standard bearers, had several limitations, 

and not the least of these limitations was the fact that their standards were essentially 

nostalgic. They referred to a past condition; they referred to the achievements, the 

laborious achievements, of a stratified society; and what was evolving in America had 

nothing to do with the past. So inevitably what happened, putting it far too simply, 

was that the old forms gave way before the European tidal wave, gave way before the 

rush of Italians, Greeks, Spaniards, Irishmen, Poles, Persians, Norwegians, Swedes, 

Danes, wandering Jews from every nation under heaven, Turks, Armenians, 

Lithuanians, Japanese, Chinese, and Indians. Everybody was here suddenly in the 

melting pot, as we like to say, but without any intention of being melted. They were 

here because they had wanted to leave wherever they had been and they were here to 

make their lives, and achieve their futures, and to establish a new identity. I doubt if 

history has ever seen such a spectacle, such a conglomeration of hopes, fears, and 

desires. 

 

I suggest, also, that they presented a problem for the Puritan God, who had never 

heard of them and of whom they had never heard. Almost always as they arrived, they 

took their places as a minority, a minority because their influence was so slight and 

because it was their necessity to make themselves over in the image of their new and 

unformed country. There were no longer any universally accepted forms or standards, 

and since all the roads to the achievement of an identity had vanished, the problem of 



status in American life became and it remains today acute. In a way, status became a 

kind of substitute for identity, and because money and the things money can buy is the 

universally accepted symbol here of status, we are often condemned as materialists. In 

fact, we are much closer to being metaphysical because nobody has ever expected 

from things the miracles that we expect. 

Now I think it will be taken for granted that the Irish, the Swedes, the Danes, etc., who 

came here can no longer be considered in any serious way as minorities; and the 

question of anti-Semitism presents too many special features to be profitably 

discussed here tonight. The American minorities can be placed on a kind of color 

wheel. For example, when we think of the American boy, we don't usually think of a 

Spanish, Turkish, a Greek, or a Mexican type, still less of an Oriental type. We 

usually think of someone who is kind of a cross between the Teuton and the Celt, and 

I think it is interesting  to consider what this image suggests. Outrageous as this image 

is, in most cases, it is the national self-image. It is an image which suggests hard work 

and good clean fun and chastity and piety and success. It leaves out of account, of 

course, most of the people in the country, and most of the facts of life, and there is not 

much point in discussing those virtues it suggests, which are mainly honored in the 

breach. The point is that it has almost nothing to do with what or who an American 

really is. It has nothing to do with what life is. Beneath this bland, this conqueror-

image, a great many unadmitted despairs and confusions, and anguish and unadmitted 

crimes and failures hide. To speak in my own person, as a member of the nation's 

most oppressed minority, the oldest oppressed minority, I want to suggest most 

seriously that before we can do very much in the way of clear thinking or clear doing 

as relates to the minorities in this country, we must first crack the American image 

and find out and deal with what it hides. We cannot discuss the state of our minorities 

until we first have some sense of what we are, who we are, what our goals are, and 

what we take life to be. The question is not what we can do now for the hypothetical 

Mexican, the hypothetical Negro. The question is what we really want out of life, for 

ourselves, what we think is real. 

Now I think there is a very good reason why the Negro in this country has been 

treated for such a long time in such a cruel way, and some of the reasons are economic 

and some of them are political. We have discussed these reasons without ever coming 

to any kind of resolution for a very long time. Some of them are social, and these 

reasons are somewhat more important because they have to do with our social panic, 

with our fear of losing status. This really amounts sometimes to a kind of social 

paranoia. One cannot afford to lose status on this peculiar ladder, for the prevailing 

notion of American life seems to involve a kind of rung-by-rung ascension to some 

hideously desirable state. If this is one's concept of life, obviously one cannot afford 

to slip back one rung. When one slips, one slips back not a rung but back into chaos 



and no longer knows who he is. And this reason, this fear, suggests to me one of the 

real reasons for the status of the Negro in this country. In a way, the Negro tells us 

where the bottom is: because he is there, and where he is, beneath us, we know where 

the limits are and how far we must not fall. We must not fall beneath him. We must 

never allow ourselves to fall that low, and I am not trying to be cynical or sardonic. I 

think if one examines the myths which have proliferated in this country concerning 

the Negro, one discovers beneath these myths a kind of sleeping terror of some 

condition which we refuse to imagine. In a way, if the Negro were not here, we might 

be forced to deal within ourselves and our own personalities, with all those vices, all 

those conundrums, and all those mysteries with which we have invested the Negro 

race. Uncle Tom is, for example, if he is called uncle, a kind of saint. He is there, he 

endures, he will forgive us, and this is a key to that image. But if he is not uncle, if he 

is merely Tom, he is a danger to everybody. He will wreak havoc on the countryside. 

When he is Uncle Tom he has no sex -- when he is Tom, he does -- and this obviously 

says much more about the people who invented this myth than it does about the 

people who are the object of it. 

If you have been watching television lately, I think this is unendurably clear in the 

faces of those screaming people in the South, who are quite incapable of telling you 

what it is they are afraid of. They do not really know what it is they are afraid of, but 

they know they are afraid of something, and they are so frightened that they are nearly 

out of their minds. And this same fear obtains on one level or another, to varying 

degrees, throughout the entire country. We would never, never allow Negroes to 

starve, to grow bitter, and to die in ghettos all over the country if we were not driven 

by some nameless fear that has nothing to do with Negroes. We would never 

victimize, as we do, children whose only crime is color and keep them, as we put it, in 

their place. We wouldn't drive Negroes mad as we do by accepting them in ball parks, 

and on concert stages, but not in our homes and not in our neighborhoods, and not in 

our churches. It is only too clear that even with the most malevolent will in the world 

Negroes can never manage to achieve one-tenth of the harm which we fear. No, it has 

everything to do with ourselves and this is one of the reasons that for all these 

generations we have disguised this problem in the most incredible jargon. One of the 

reasons we are so fond of sociological reports and research and investigational 

committees is because they hide something. As long as we can deal with the Negro as 

a kind of statistic, as something to be manipulated, something to be fled from, or 

something to be given something to, there is something we can avoid, and what we 

can avoid is what he really, really means to us. The question that still ends these 

discussions is an extraordinary question: Would you let your sister marry one? The 

question, by the way, depends on several extraordinary assumptions. First of all it 

assumes, if I may say so, that I want to marry your sister and it also assumes that if I 

asked your sister to marry me, she would immediately say yes. There is no reason to 



make either of these assumptions, which are clearly irrational, and the key to why 

these assumptions are held is not to be found by asking Negroes. The key to why 

these assumptions are held has something to do with some insecurity in the people 

who hold them. It is only, after all, too clear that everyone born is going to have a 

rather difficult time getting through his life. It is only too clear that people fall in love 

according to some principle that we have not as yet been able to define, to discover or 

to isolate, and that marriage depends entirely on the two people involved; so that this 

objection does not hold water. It certainly is not justification for segregated schools or 

for ghettos or for mobs. I suggest that the role of the Negro in American life has 

something to do with our concept of what God is, and from my point of view, this 

concept is not big enough. It has got to be made much bigger than it is because God is, 

after all, not anybody's toy. To be with God is really to be involved with some 

enormous, overwhelming desire, and joy, and power which you cannot control, which 

controls you. I conceive of my own life as a journey toward something I do not 

understand, which in the going toward, makes me better. I conceive of God, in fact, as 

a means of liberation and not a means to control others. Love does not begin and end 

the way we seem to think it does. Love is a battle, love is a war; love is a growing up. 

No one in the world -- in the entire world -- knows more -- knows Americans better or, 

odd as this may sound, loves them more than the American Negro. This is because he 

has had to watch you, outwit you, deal with you, and bear you, and sometimes even 

bleed and die with you, ever since we got here, that is, since both of us, black and 

white, got here -- and this is a wedding. Whether I like it or not, or whether you like it 

or not, we are bound together forever. We are part of each other. What is happening to 

every Negro in the country at any time is also happening to you. There is no way 

around this. I am suggesting that these walls -- these artificial walls -- which have 

been up so long to protect us from something we fear, must come down. I think that 

what we really have to do is to create a country in which there are no minorities -- for 

the first time in the history of the world. The one thing that all Americans have in 

common is that they have no other identity apart from the identity which is being 

achieved on this continent. This is not the English necessity, or the Chinese necessity, 

or the French necessity, but they are born into a framework which allows them their 

identity. The necessity of Americans to achieve an identity is a historical and a present 

personal fact and this is the connection between you and me. 

This brings me back, in a way, to where I started. I said that we couldn't talk about 

minorities until we had talked about majorities, and I also said that majorities had 

nothing to do with numbers or with power, but with influence, with moral influence, 

and I want to suggest this: that the majority for which everyone is seeking which must 

reassess and release us from our past and deal with the present and create standards 

worthy of what a man may be -- this majority is you. No one else can do it. The world 

is before you and you need not take it or leave it as it was when you came in. 



 

Nobody Knows My Name: A Letter from the South 

I walked down the street, didn't have on no hat,  

Asking everybody I meet,  

Where's my man at? 

-- Ma Rainey 

Negroes in the north are right when they refer to the South as the Old Country. A 

Negro born in the North who finds himself in the South is in a position similar to that 

of the son of the Italian emigrant who finds himself in Italy, near the village where his 

father first saw the light of day. Both are in countries they have never seen, but which 

they cannot fail to recognize. The landscape has always been familiar; the speech is 

archaic, but it rings a bell; and so do the ways of the people, though their ways are not 

his ways. Everywhere he turns, the revenant finds himself reflected. He sees himself 

as he was before he was born, perhaps; or as the man he would have become, had he 

actually been born in this place. He sees the world, from an angle odd indeed, in 

which his fathers awaited his arrival, perhaps in the very house in which he narrowly 

avoided being born. He sees, in effect, his ancestors, who, in everything they do and 

are, proclaim his inescapable identity. And the Northern Negro in the South sees, 

whatever he or anyone else may wish to believe, that his ancestors are both white and 

black. The white men, flesh of his flesh, hate him for that very reason. On the other 

hand, there is scarcely any way for him to join the black community in the South: for 

both he and this community are in the grip of the immense illusion that their state is 

more miserable than his own. 

This illusion owes everything to the great American illusion that our state is a state to 

be envied by other people: we are powerful, and we are rich. But our power makes us 

uncomfortable and we handle it very ineptly. The principal effect of our material well-

being has been to set the children's teeth on edge. If we ourselves were not so fond of 

this illusion, we might understand ourselves and other peoples better than we do, and 

be enabled to help them understand us. I am very often tempted to believe that this 

illusion is all that is left of the great dream that was to have become America; whether 

this is so or not, this illusion certainly prevents us from making America what we say 

we want it to be. 

But let us put aside, for the moment, these subversive speculations. In the fall of last 

year, my plane hovered over the rust-red earth of Georgia. I was past thirty, and I had 

never seen this land before. I pressed my face against the window, watching the earth 

come closer;  soon we were just above the tops of trees. I could not suppress the 



thought that this earth had acquired its color from the blood that had dripped down 

from these trees. My mind was filled with the image of a black man, younger than I, 

perhaps, or my own age, hanging from a tree, while white men watched him and cut 

his sex from him with a knife. 

My father must have seen such sights -- he was very old when he died -- or heard of 

them, or had this danger touch him. The Negro poet I talked to in Washington, much 

younger than my father, perhaps twenty years older than myself, remembered such 

things very vividly, had a long tale to tell, and counseled me to think back on those 

days as a means of steadying the soul. I was to remember that time, whatever else it 

had failed to do, nevertheless had passed, that the situation, whether or not it was 

better, was certainly no longer the same. I was to remember that Southern Negroes 

had endured things I could not imagine; but this did not really place me at such a great 

disadvantage, since they clearly had been unable to imagine what awaited them in 

Harlem. I remembered the Scottsboro case, which I had followed as a child. I 

remembered Angelo Herndon and wondered, again, whatever had become of him. I 

remembered the soldier in uniform blinded by an enraged white man, just after the 

Second World War. There had been many such incidents after the First War, which 

was one of the reasons I had been born in Harlem. I remembered Willie McGhee, 

Emmett Till, and the others. My younger brothers had visited Atlanta some years 

before. I remembered what they had told me about it. One of my brothers, in uniform, 

had had his front teeth kicked out by a white officer. I remembered my mother telling 

us how she had wept and prayed and tried to kiss the venom out of her suicidally 

embittered son. (She managed to do it, too; heaven only knows what she herself was 

feeling, whose father and brothers had lived and died down here.) I remembered 

myself as a very small boy, already so bitter about the pledge of allegiance that I 

could scarcely bring myself to say it, and never, never believed it. 

I was, in short, but one generation removed from the South, which was now 

undergoing a new convulsion over whether black children had the same rights, or 

capacities, for education as did the children of white people. This is a criminally 

frivolous dispute, absolutely unworthy of this nation; and it is being carried on, in 

complete bad faith, by completely uneducated people. (We do not trust educated 

people and rarely, alas, produce them, for we do not trust the independence of mind 

which alone makes a genuine education possible.) Educated people, of any color, are 

so extremely rare that it is unquestionably one of the first tasks of a nation to open all 

of its schools to all of its citizens. But the dispute has actually nothing to do with 

education, as some among the eminently uneducated know. It has to do with political 

power and it has to do with sex. And this is a nation which, most unluckily, knows 

very little about either. 



The city of Atlanta, according to my notes, is "big, wholly segregated, sprawling; 

population variously given as six hundred thousand or one million, depending on 

whether one goes beyond or remains within the city limits. Negroes 25 to 30 per cent 

of the population. Racial relations, on the record, can be described as fair, considering 

that this is the state of Georgia. Growing industrial town. Racial relations manipulated 

by the mayor and a fairly strong Negro middle class. This works mainly in the areas 

of compromise and concession and has very little effect on the bulk of the Negro 

population and none whatever on the rest of the state. No integration, pending or 

actual." Also, it seemed to me that the Negroes in Atlanta were "very vividly city 

Negroes" -- they seemed less patient than their rural brethren, more dangerous, or at 

least more unpredictable. And: "Have seen one wealthy Negro section, very pretty, 

but with an unpaved road. . . . The section in which I am living is composed of frame 

houses in various stages of disrepair and neglect, in which two and three families live, 

often sharing a single toilet. This is the other side of the tracks; literally, I mean. It is 

located, as I am told is the case in many Southern cities, just beyond the underpass." 

Atlanta contains a high proportion of Negroes who own their own homes and exist, 

visibly anyway, independently of the white world. Southern towns distrust this class 

and do everything in their power to prevent its appearance. But it is a class which has 

a certain usefulness in Southern cities. There is an incipient war, in fact, between 

Southern cities and Southern towns -- between the city, that is, and the state -- which 

we will discuss later. Little Rock is an ominous example of this and it is likely -- 

indeed, it is certain -- that we will see many more such examples before the present 

crisis is over. 

Before arriving in Atlanta I had spent several days in Charlotte, North Carolina. This 

is a bourgeois town, Presbyterian, pretty -- if you like towns -- and socially so 

hermetic that it contains scarcely a single decent restaurant. I was told that Negroes 

there are not even licensed to become electricians or plumbers. I was also told, several 

times, by white people, that "race relations" there were excellent. I failed to find a 

single Negro who agreed with this, which is the usual story of "race relations" in this 

country. Charlotte, a town of 165,000, was in a ferment when I was there because, of 

its 50,000 Negroes, four had been assigned to previously all-white schools, one to 

each school. In fact, by the time I got there, there were only three. Dorothy Counts, 

the daughter of a Presbyterian minister, after several days of being stoned and spat on 

by the mob -- "spit," a woman told me, "was hanging from the hem of Dorothy's 

dress" -- had withdrawn from Harding High. Several white students, I was told, had 

called -- not called on – Miss Counts, to beg her to stick it out. Harry Golden, editor 

of The Carolina Israelite, suggested that the "hoodlum element" might not so have 

shamed the town and the nation if several of the town's leading businessmen had 

personally escorted Miss Counts to school. 



I saw the Negro schools in Charlotte, saw, on street corners, several of their alumnae, 

and read about others who had been sentenced to the chain gang. This solved the 

mystery of just what made Negro parents send their children out to face mobs. White 

people do not understand this because they do not know, and do not want to know, 

that the alternative to this ordeal is nothing less than a lifelong ordeal. Those Negro 

parents who spend their days trembling for their children and the rest of their time 

praying that their children have not been too badly damaged inside, are not doing this 

out of "ideals" or "convictions" or because they are in the grip of a perverse desire to 

send their children where "they are not wanted." They are doing it because they want 

the child to receive the education which will allow him to defeat, possibly escape, and 

not impossibly help one day abolish the stifling environment in which they see, daily, 

so many children perish. 

This is certainly not the purpose, still less the effect, of most Negro schools. It is hard 

enough, God knows, under the best of circumstances, to get an education in this 

country. White children are graduated yearly who can neither read, write, nor think, 

and who are in a state of the most abysmal ignorance concerning the world around 

them. But at least they are white. They are under the illusion -- which, since they are 

so badly educated, sometimes has a fatal tenacity -- that they can do whatever they 

want to do. Perhaps that is exactly what they are doing, in which case we had best all 

go down in prayer. 

The level of Negro education, obviously, is even lower than the general level. The 

general level is low because, as I have said, Americans have so little respect for 

genuine intellectual effort. The Negro level is low because the education of Negroes 

occurs in, and is designed to perpetuate, a segregated society. This, in the first place, 

and no matter how much money the South boasts of spending on Negro schools, is 

utterly demoralizing. It creates a situation in which the Negro teacher is soon as 

powerless as his students. (There are exceptions among the teachers as there are 

among the students, but, in this country surely, schools have not been built for the 

exceptional. And, though white people often seem to expect Negroes to produce 

nothing but exceptions, the fact is that Negroes are really just like everybody else. 

Some of them are exceptional and most of them are not.) 

The teachers are answerable to the Negro principal, whose power over the teachers is 

absolute but whose power with the school board is slight. As for this principal, he has 

arrived at the summit of his career; rarely indeed can he go any higher. He has his 

pension to look forward to, and he consoles himself, meanwhile, with his status 

among the "better class of Negroes." This class includes few, if any, of his students 

and by no means all of his teachers. The teachers, as long as they remain in this school 

system, and they certainly do not have much choice, can only aspire to become the 

principal one day. Since not all of them will make it, a great deal of the energy which 



ought to go into their vocation goes into the usual bitter, purposeless rivalry. They are 

underpaid and ill treated by the white world and rubbed raw by it every day; and it is 

altogether understandable that they, very shortly, cannot bear the sight of their 

students. The children know this; it is hard to fool young people. They also know why 

they are going to an overcrowded, outmoded plant, in classes so large that even the 

most strictly attentive student, the most gifted teacher cannot but feel himself slowly 

drowning in the sea of general helplessness. 

It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that the violent distractions of puberty, occurring 

in such a cage, annually take their toll, sending female children into the maternity 

wards and male children into the streets. It is not to be wondered at that a boy, one day, 

decides that if all this studying is going to prepare him only to be a porter or an 

elevator boy -- or his teacher -- well, then, the hell with it. And there they go, with an 

overwhelming bitterness which they will dissemble all their lives, an unceasing effort 

which completes their ruin. They become the menial or the criminal or the shiftless, 

the Negroes whom segregation has produced and whom the South uses to prove that 

segregation is right. 

In Charlotte, too, I received some notion of what the South means by "time to adjust." 

The NAACP there had been trying for six years before Black Monday to make the 

city fathers honor the "separate but equal" statute and do something about the 

situation in Negro schools. Nothing whatever was done. After Black Monday, 

Charlotte begged for "time": and what she did with this time was work out legal 

stratagems designed to get the least possible integration over the longest possible 

period. In August of 1955, Governor Hodges, a moderate, went on the air with the 

suggestion that Negroes segregate themselves voluntarily -- for the good, as he put it, 

of both races. Negroes seeming to be unmoved by this moderate proposal, the Klan 

reappeared in the counties and was still active there when I left. So, no doubt, are the 

boys on the chain gang. 

But "Charlotte," I was told, "is not the South." I was told, "You haven't seen the South 

yet." Charlotte seemed quite Southern enough for me, but, in fact, the people in 

Charlotte were right. One of the reasons for this is that the South is not the monolithic 

structure which, from the North, it appears to be, but a most various and divided 

region. It clings to the myth of its past but it is being inexorably changed, meanwhile, 

by an entirely unmythical present: its habits and its self-interest are at war. Everyone 

in the South feels this and this is why there is such panic on the bottom and such 

impotence on the top. 

It must also be said that the racial setup in the South is not, for a Negro, very different 

from the racial setup in the North. It is the etiquette which is baffling, not the spirit. 

Segregation is unofficial in the North and official in the South, a crucial difference 



that does nothing, nevertheless, to alleviate the lot of most Northern Negroes. But we 

will return to this question when we discuss the relationship between the Southern 

cities and states. 

Atlanta, however, is the South. It is the South in this respect, that it has a very bitter 

interracial history. This is written in the faces of the people and one feels it in the air. 

It was on the outskirts of Atlanta that I first felt how the Southern landscape -- the 

trees, the silence, the liquid heat, and the fact that one always seems to be traveling 

great distances -- seems designed for violence, seems, almost, to demand it. What 

passions cannot be unleashed on a dark road in a Southern night! Everything seems so 

sensual, so languid, and so private. Desire can be acted out here; over this fence, 

behind that tree, in the darkness, there; and no one will see, no one will ever know. 

Only the night is watching and the night was made for desire. Protestantism is the 

wrong religion for people in such climates; America is perhaps the last nation in 

which such a climate belongs. In the Southern night everything seems possible, the 

most private, unspeakable longings; but then arrives the Southern day, as hard and 

brazen as the night was soft and dark. It brings what was done in the dark to light. It 

must have seemed something like this for those people who made the region what it is 

today. It must have caused them great pain. Perhaps the master who had coupled with 

his slave saw his guilt in his wife's pale eyes in the morning. And the wife saw his 

children in the slave quarters, saw the way his concubine, the sensual-looking black 

girl, looked at her -- a woman, after all, and scarcely less sensual, but white. The 

youth, nursed and raised by the black Mammy whose arms had then held all that there 

was of warmth and love and desire, and still confounded by the dreadful taboos set up 

between himself and her progeny, must have wondered, after his first experiment with 

black flesh, where, under the blazing heavens, he could hide. And the white man must 

have seen his guilt written somewhere else, seen it all the time, even if his sin was 

merely lust, even if his sin lay in nothing but his power: in the eyes of the black man. 

He may not have stolen his woman, but he had certainly stolen his freedom -- this 

black man, who had a body like his, and passions like his, and a ruder, more erotic 

beauty. How many times has the Southern day come up to find that black man, sexless, 

hanging from a tree! 

It was an old black man in Atlanta who looked into my eyes and directed me into my 

first segregated bus. I have spent a long time thinking about that man. I never saw him 

again. I cannot describe the look which passed between us, as I asked him for 

directions, but it made me think, at once, of Shakespeare's "the oldest have borne 

most." It made me think of the blues: Now, when a woman gets the blues, Lord, she 

hangs her head and cries. But when a man gets the blues, Lord, he grabs a train and 

rides. It was borne in on me, suddenly, just why these men had so often been grabbing 

freight trains as the evening sun went down. And it was, perhaps, because I was 



getting on a segregated bus, and wondering how Negroes had borne this and other 

indignities for so long, that this man so struck me. He seemed to know what I was 

feeling. His eyes seemed to say that what I was feeling he had been feeling, at much 

higher pressure, all his life. But my eyes would never see the hell his eyes had seen. 

And this hell was, simply, that he had never in his life owned anything, not his wife, 

not his house, not his child, which could not, at any instant, be taken from him by the 

power of white people. This is what paternalism means. And for the rest of the time 

that I was in the South I watched the eyes of old black men. 

Atlanta's well-to-do Negroes never takes buses, for they all have cars. The section in 

which they live is quite far away from the poor Negro section. They own, or at least 

are paying for, their own homes. They drive to work and back, and have cocktails and 

dinner with each other. They see very little of the white world; but they are cut off 

from the black world, too. 

Now, of course, this last statement is not literally true. The teachers teach Negroes, the 

lawyers defend them. The ministers preach to them and bury them, and others insure 

their lives, pull their teeth, and cure their ailments. Some of the lawyers work with the 

NAACP and help push test cases through the courts. (If anything, by the way, 

disproves the charge of "extremism" which has so often been made against this 

organization, it is the fantastic care and patience such legal efforts demand.) Many of 

the teachers work very hard to bolster the morale of their students and prepare them 

for their new responsibilities; nor did those I met fool themselves about the hideous 

system under which they work. So when I say that they are cut off from the black 

world, I am not sneering, which, indeed, I scarcely have any right to do. I am talking 

about their position as a class -- if they are a class -- and their role in a very complex 

and shaky social structure. 

The wealtheir Negroes are, at the moment, very useful for the administration of the 

city of Atlanta, for they represent there the potential, at least, of interracial 

communication. That this phrase is a euphemism, in Atlanta as elsewhere, becomes 

clear when one considers how astonishingly little has been communicated in all these  

generations. What the phrase almost always has reference to is the fact that, in a given 

time and place, the Negro vote is of sufficient value to force politicians to bargain for 

it. What interracial communication also refers to is that Atlanta is really growing and 

thriving, and because it wants to make even more money, it would like to prevent 

incidents that disturb the peace, discourage investments, and permit test cases, which 

the city of Atlanta would certainly lose, to come to the courts. Once this happens, as it 

certainly will one day, the state of Georgia will be up in arms and the present 

administration of the city will be out of power. I did not meet a soul in Atlanta (I 

naturally did not meet any members of the White Citizen's Council, not, anyway, to 



talk to) who did not pray that the present mayor would be reelected. Not that they 

loved him particularly, but it is his administration which holds off the holocaust. 

Now this places Atlanta's wealthy Negroes in a really quite sinister position. Though 

both they and the mayor are devoted to keeping the peace, their aims and his are not, 

and cannot be, the same. Many of those lawyers are working day and night on test 

cases which the mayor is doing his best to keep out of court. The teachers spend their 

working day attempting to destroy in their students -- and it is not too much to say, in 

themselves -- those habits of inferiority which form one of the principal cornerstones 

of segregation as it is practiced in the South. Many of the parents listen to speeches by 

people like Senator Russell and find themselves unable to sleep at night. They are in 

the extraordinary position of being compelled to work for the destruction of all they 

have bought so dearly -- their homes, their comfort, the safety of their children. But 

the safety of their children is merely comparative; it is all that their comparative 

strength as a class has bought them so far; and they are not safe, really, as long as the 

bulk of Atlanta's Negroes live in such darkness. On any night, in that other part of 

town, a policeman may beat up one Negro too many, or some Negro or some white 

man may simply go berserk. This is all it takes to drive so delicately balanced a city 

mad. And the island on which these Negroes have built their handsome houses will 

simply disappear. 

This is not at all in the interests of Atlanta, and almost everyone there knows it. Left 

to itself, the city might grudgingly work out compromises designed to reduce the 

tension and raise the level of Negro life. But it is not left to itself; it belongs to the 

state of Georgia. The Negro vote has no power in the state, and the governor of 

Georgia -- that "third-rate man," Atlantans call him -- makes great political capital out 

of keeping the Negroes in their place. When six Negro ministers attempted to create a 

test case by ignoring the segregation ordinance on the buses, the governor was ready 

to declare martial law and hold the ministers incommunicado. It was the mayor who 

prevented this, who somehow squashed all publicity, treated the ministers with every 

outward sign of respect, and it is his office which is preventing the case from coming 

into court. And remember that it was the governor of Arkansas, in an insane bid for 

political power, who created the present crisis in Little Rock -- against the will of 

most of its citizens and against the will of the mayor. 

This war between the Southern cities and states is of the utmost importance, not only 

for the South, but for the nation. The Southern states are still very largely governed by 

people whose political lives, insofar, at least, as they are able to conceive of life or 

politics, are dependent on the people in the rural regions. It might, indeed, be more 

honorable to try to guide these people out of their pain and ignorance instead of 

locking them within it, and battening on it; but it is, admittedly, a difficult task to try 

to tell people the truth and it is clear that most Southern politicians have no intention 



of attempting it. The attitude of these people can only have the effect of stiffening the 

already implacable Negro resistance, and this attitude is absolutely certain, sooner or 

later, to create great trouble in the cities. When a race riot occurs in Atlanta, it will not 

spread merely to Birmingham, for example. (Birmingham is a doomed city.) The 

trouble will spread to every metropolitan center in the nation which has a significant 

Negro population. And this is not only because the ties between Northern and 

Southern Negroes are still very close. It is because the nation, the entire nation, has 

spent a hundred years avoiding the question of the place of the black man in it. 

That this has done terrible things to black men is not even a question. "Integration," 

said a very light Negro to me in Alabama, "has always worked very well in the South, 

after the sun goes down." "It's not miscegenation," said another Negro to me, "unless a 

black man's involved." Now, I talked to many Southern liberals who were doing their 

best to bring integration about in the South, but met scarcely a single Southerner who 

did not weep for the passing of the old order. They were perfectly sincere, too, and, 

within their limits, they were right. They pointed out how Negroes and whites in the 

South had loved each other, they recounted to me tales of devotion and heroism which 

the old order had produced, and which, now, would never come again. But the old 

black men I looked at down there -- those same black men that the Southern liberal 

had loved; for whom, until now, the Southern liberal -- and not only the liberal -- has 

been willing to undergo great inconvenience and danger -- they were not weeping. 

Men do not like to be protected, it emasculates them. This is what black men know, it 

is the reality they have lived with; it is what white men do not want to know. It is not 

a pretty thing to be a father and be ultimately dependent on the power and kindness of 

some other man for the well-being of your house. 

But what this evasion of the Negro's humanity has done to the nation is not so well 

known. The really striking thing, for me, in the South was this dreadful paradox, that 

the black men were stronger than the white. I do not know how they did it, but it 

certainly has something to do with that as yet unwritten history of the Negro woman. 

What it comes to, finally, is that the nation has spent a large part of its time and 

energy looking away from one of the principal facts of its life. This failure to look 

reality in the face diminishes a nation as it diminishes a person, and it can only be 

described as unmanly. And in exactly the same way that the South imagines that it 

"knows" the Negro, the North imagines that it has set him free. Both camps are 

deluded. Human freedom is a complex, difficult -- and private -- thing. If we can liken 

life, for a moment, to a furnace, then freedom is the fire which burns away illusion. 

Any honest examination of the national life proves how far we are from the standard 

of human freedom with which we began. The recovery of this standard demands of 

everyone who loves this country a hard look at himself, for the greatest achievements 

must begin somewhere, and they always begin with the person. If we are not capable 



of this examination, we may yet become one of the most distinguished and 

monumental failures in the history of nations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Faulkner and Desegregation 

 

Any REAL CHANGE IMPLIES THE breakup of the world as one has always known 

it, the loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety. And at such a moment, 

unable to see and not daring to imagine what the future will now bring forth, one 

clings to what one knew, or thought one knew; to what one possessed or dreamed that 

one possessed. Yet, it is only when a man is able, without bitterness or self-pity, to 

surrender a dream he has long cherished or a privilege he has long possessed that he is 

set free -- he has set himself free -- for higher dreams, for greater privileges. All men 

have gone through this, go through it, each according to his degree, throughout their 

lives. It is one of the irreducible facts of life. And remembering this, especially since I 

am a Negro, affords me almost my only means of understanding what is happening in 

the minds and hearts of white Southerners today. 

For the arguments with which the bulk of relatively articulate white Southerners of 

good will have met the necessity of desegregation have no value whatever as 

arguments, being almost entirely and helplessly dishonest, when not, indeed, insane. 

After more than two hundred years in slavery and ninety years of quasi-freedom, it is 

hard to think very highly of William Faulkner's advice to "go slow." "They don't mean 

go slow," Thurgood Marshall is reported to have said, "they mean don't go." Nor is 

the squire of Oxford very persuasive when he suggests that white Southerners, left to 

their own devices, will realize that their own social structure looks silly to the rest of 

the world and correct it of their own accord. It has looked silly, to use Faulkner's 

rather strange adjective, for a long time; so far from trying to correct it, Southerners, 

who seem to be characterized by a species of defiance most perverse when it is most 

despairing, have clung to it, at incalculable cost to themselves, as the only conceivable 

and as an absolutely sacrosanct way of life. They have never seriously conceded that 

their social structure was mad. They have insisted, on the contrary, that everyone who 

criticized it was mad. 

Faulkner goes further. He concedes the madness and moral wrongness of the South 

but at the same time he raises it to the level of a mystique which makes it somehow 

unjust to discuss Southern society in the same terms in which one would discuss any 

other society. "Our position is wrong and untenable," says Faulkner, "but it is not wise 

to keep an emotional people off balance." This if it means anything, can only mean 

that this "emotional people" have been swept "off balance" by the pressure of recent 

events, that is, the Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation. When the pressure 

is taken off -- and not an instant before -- this "emotional people" will presumably 

find themselves once again on balance and will then be able to free themselves of an 

"obsolescence in [their] own land" in their own way and, of course, in their own time. 

The question left begging is what, in their history to date, affords any evidence that 



they have any desire or capacity to do this. And it is, I suppose, impertinent to ask just 

what Negroes are supposed to do while the South works out what, in Faulkner's 

rhetoric, becomes something very closely resembling a high and noble tragedy. 

The sad truth is that whatever modifications have been effected in the social structure 

of the South since the Reconstruction, and any alleviations of the Negro's lot within it, 

are due to great and incessant pressure, very little of it indeed from within the South. 

That the North has been guilty of Pharisaism in its dealing with the South does not 

negate the fact that much of this pressure has come from the North. That some -- not 

nearly as many as Faulkner would like to believe -- Southern Negroes prefer, or are 

afraid of changing, the status quo does not negate the fact that it is the Southern Negro 

himself who, year upon year, and generation upon generation, has kept the Southern 

waters troubled. As far as the Negro's life in the South is concerned, the NAACP is 

the only organization which has struggled, with admirable single-mindedness and skill, 

to raise him to the level of a citizen. For this reason alone, and quite apart from the 

individual heroism of many of its Southern members, it cannot be equated, as 

Faulkner equates it, with the pathological Citizen's Council. One organization is 

working within the law and the other is working against and outside it. Faulkner's 

threat to leave the "middle of the road" where he has, presumably, all these years, 

been working for the benefit of Negroes, reduces itself to a more or less up-to-date 

version of the Southern threat to secede from the Union. 

Faulkner -- among so many others! -- is so plaintive concerning this "middle of the 

road" from which "extremist" elements of both races are driving him that it does not 

seem unfair to ask just what he has been doing there until now. Where is the evidence 

of the struggle he has been carrying on there on behalf of the Negro? Why, if he and 

his enlightened confreres in the South have been boring from within to destroy 

segregation, do they react with such panic when the walls show any signs of falling? 

Why -- and how -- does one move from the middle of the road where one was aiding 

Negroes into the streets -- to shoot them? 

Now it is easy enough to state flatly that Faulkner's middle of the road does not -- 

cannot -- exist and that he is guilty of great emotional and intellectual dishonesty in 

pretending that it does. I think this is why he clings to his fantasy. It is easy enough to 

accuse him of hypocrisy when he speaks of man being "indestructible because of his 

simple will to freedom." But he is not being hypocritical; he means it. It is only that 

Man is one thing -- a rather unlucky abstraction in this case -- and the Negroes he has 

always known, so fatally tied up in his mind with his grandfather's slaves, are quite 

another. He is at his best, and is perfectly sincere, when he declares, in Harpers, "To 

live anywhere in the world today and be against equality because of race or color is 

like living in Alaska and being against snow. We have already got snow. And as with 

the Alaskan, merely to live in armistice with it is not enough. Like the Alaskan, we 



had better use it." And though this seems to be flatly opposed to his statement (in an 

interview printed in The Reporter) that, if it came to a contest between the federal 

government and Mississippi, he would fight for Mississippi, "even if it meant going 

out into the streets and shooting Negroes," he means that, too. Faulkner means 

everything he says, means them all at once, and with very nearly the same intensity. 

This is why his statements demand our attention. He has perhaps never before more 

concretely expressed what it means to be a Southerner. 

What seems to define the Southerner, in his own mind at any rate, is his relationship 

to the North, that is to the rest of the Republic, a relationship which can at the very 

best be described as uneasy. It is apparently very difficult to be at once a Southerner 

and an American; so difficult that many of the South's most independent minds are 

forced into the American exile; which is not, of course, without its aggravating, 

circular effect on the interior and public life of the South. A Bostonian, say, who 

leaves Boston is not regarded by the citizenry he has abandoned with the same 

venomous distrust as is the Southerner who leaves the South. The citizenry of Boston 

do not consider that they have been abandoned, much less betrayed. It is only the 

American Southerner who seems to be fighting, in his own entrails, a peculiar, ghastly, 

and perpetual war with all the rest of the country. ("Didn't you say," demanded a 

Southern woman of Robert Penn Warren, "that you was born down here, used to live 

right near here?" And when he agreed that this was so: "Yes . . . but you never said 

where you living now!") 

The difficulty, perhaps, is that the Southerner clings to two entirely antithetical 

doctrines, two legends, two histories. Like all other Americans, he must subscribe, 

and is to some extent controlled by the beliefs and the principles expressed in the 

Constitution; at the same time, these beliefs and principles seem determined to destroy 

the South. He is, on the one hand, the proud citizen of a free society and, on the other, 

is committed to a society which has not yet dared to free itself of the necessity of 

naked and brutal oppression. He is part of a country which boasts that it has never lost 

a war; but he is also the representative of a conquered nation. I have not seen a single 

statement of Faulkner's concerning desegregation which does not inform us that his 

family has lived in the same part of Mississippi for generations, that his great-

grandfather owned slaves, and that his ancestors fought and died in the Civil War. 

And so compelling is the image of ruin, gallantry and death thus evoked that it 

demands a positive effort of the imagination to remember that slaveholding 

Southerners were not the only people who perished in that war. Negroes and 

Northerners were also blown to bits. American history, as opposed to Southern history, 

proves that Southerners were not the only slaveholders, Negroes were not even the 

only slaves. And the segregation which Faulkner sanctifies by references to Shiloh, 

Chickamauga, and Gettysburg does not extend back that far, is in fact scarcely as old 



as the century. The "racial condition" which Faulkner will not have changed by "mere 

force of law or economic threat" was imposed by precisely these means. The Southern 

tradition, which is, after all, all that Faulkner is talking about, is not a tradition at all: 

when Faulkner evokes it, he is simply evoking a legend which contains an accusation. 

And that accusation, stated far more simply than it should be, is that the North, in 

winning the war, left the South only one meansof asserting its identity and that means 

was the Negro. 

"My people owned slaves," says Faulkner, "and the very obligation we have to take 

care of these people is morally bad." "This problem is . . . far beyond the moral one it 

is and still was a hundred years ago, in 1860, when many Southerners, including 

Robert Lee, recognized it as a moral one at the very instant they in turn elected to 

champion the underdog because that underdog was blood and kin and home." But the 

North escaped scot-free. For one thing, in freeing the slave, it established a moral 

superiority over the South which the South has not learned to live with until today; 

and this despite -- or possibly because of -- the fact that this moral superiority was 

bought, after all, rather cheaply. The North was no better prepared than the South, as 

it turned out, to make citizens of former slaves, but it was able, as the South was not, 

to wash its hands of the matter. Men who knew that slavery was wrong were forced, 

nevertheless, to fight to perpetuate it because they were unable to turn against "blood 

and kin and home." And when blood and kin and home were defeated, they found 

themselves, more than ever, committed: committed, in effect, to a way of life which 

was as unjust and crippling as it was inescapable. In sum, the North, by freeing the 

slaves of their masters, robbed the masters of any possibility of freeing themselves of 

the slaves. 

When Faulkner speaks, then, of the "middle of the road," he is simply speaking of the 

hope -- which was always unrealistic and is now all but smashed -- that the white 

Southerner, with no coercion from the rest of the nation, will lift himself above his 

ancient, crippling bitterness and refuse to add to his already intolerable burden of 

blood-guiltiness. But this hope would seem to be absolutely dependent on a social and 

psychological stasis which simply does not exist. "Things have been getting better," 

Faulkner tells us, "for a long time. Only six Negroes were killed by whites in 

Mississippi last year, according to police figures." Faulkner surely knows how little 

consolation this offers a Negro and he also knows something about "police figures" in 

the Deep South. And he knows, too, that murder is not the worst thing that can happen 

to a man, black or white. But murder may be the worst thing a man can do. Faulkner 

is not trying to save Negroes, who are, in his view, already saved; who, having 

refused to be destroyed by terror, are far stronger than the terrified white populace; 

and who have, moreover, fatally, from his point of view, the weight of the federal 

government behind them. He is trying to save "whatever good remains in those white 



people." The time he pleads for is the time in which the Southerner will come to terms 

with himself. will cease fleeing from his conscience, and achieve, in the words of 

Robert Penn Warren, "moral identity." And he surely believes, with Warren, that 

"Then in a country where moral identity is hard to come by, the South, because it has 

had to deal concretely with a moral problem, may offer some leadership. And we need 

any we can get. If we are to break out of the national rhythm, the rhythm between 

complacency and panic." 

But the time Faulkner asks for does not exist -- and he is not the only Southerner who 

knows it. There is never time in the future in which we will work out our salvation. 

The challenge is in the moment, the time is always now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


