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I walked down the street, didn’t
have on no hat; :

Asking everybody' I meet,

Where's my man at?

—Ma Rainey
ocs in the North are right when they refer to the South as the Old Country.
-born in the North who finds himself in the South is in 2 position similar
of the son of the Italian emigrant who finds himself in Italy, near the village
father first saw the light of day. Both are in countries they have never seen,
¢ch they cannot fail to recognize. The landscape has:always been familiar; the
archaic, but it rings a bell; and so do the ways ‘om,mmn wmQE.n, though their
ot his ways. Everywhere he turns, the revenant finds himself reflected. He
self as he was before he was born, perhaps; or as the man he would have
had he actually been born in this place. He sees the world, from an angle
ced, in which his fathers awaited his arrival, perhaps in the very house in which
eg% avoided being born. He sees, in effect, his ancestors; who, in everything
and are, proclaim his inescapable identity. And the Northern Negro in the
ees, whatever he or anyone else may wish to believe, that his ancestors are
te and black. The white men, flesh of his flesh, hate him for that very reason.
ther hand, there is scarcely any way for him to join the black community
South: for both he and this community are in the m:w om the immense illusion
r state is more ::mmnm_u_n 9»: Ew own.

integrity, and explores mc:&:ugn& themes of the chwb o
“Negro problem” (a misnomer. mOH what is essentially a “'wi
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skin had stood between myself and me; in Europe, that b
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a novelist. Go Tell It on the_Mountain (1953) drew on his Har i ‘én_w-vﬂnm has Two: to set r
Giovanni’s Room (1956) drew on his European experien
concerned basically with race, and the second with homose
the two themes in his next bo<&m..\»w,§¥w Country (1962
the Train’s Been Gone (1968).
Baldwin has written plays, among nvnB the notable E&&
in 1964. Buv he has become most celebrated for his volum
Notes of a Native Son (1955), Z&&&. Knows My Name (1961
The Fire Next Time (1963). It.is possible that when th

Io ser; soon we were ?mn above the tops of trees. I could not suppress

his carth had-acquired-its-color from the blood that had dripped

Fern Marja Eckman, The Furious
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down from these trees. My mind was filled with the image of a black man, younger
than I, v.anr»wmu or my own age, hanging from a tre¢, 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 10
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 2
us how she had wept and prayed and tried to kiss the venom out of her suicidally
embittered son. (She managed to do it, t0o; heaven only knows what she herself was
fecling, whose father and brothers had lived and died down here.) T 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 30
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 2 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;

13 Scottsboro case, a celebrated case of 1931, in which nine Negro adolescents were accused of rape in a
court in Scottsboro, Alabama. The case dragged on through several years, and eventually all the defendants
were released 14 Angelo Herndon, sentenced in 1933 to twenty years in prison for organizing
Negro and white workers in Atlanta 18 Emmett Till, a Negro youth of fourteen who was killed in
Tallahatchie County, Mississippi, in 1955. Two men who admitted abducting the boy, but denied
murdering him, were not indicted by a grand jury in Greenwood, Mississippi
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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. Thi®%vorks 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 scemed less patient than their rural brethren, more
10 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 T 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
B is, and the state — which we will discuss later. Little Rock is an ominous example
of thisand it is likely — indeed, it is certain — that we will sce 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 omdauboo. was in a ferment when I was there because,
4 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
.g wv\ 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
alled — not called on — Miss Counts, to beg her to stick it ou. Harry Golden, editor
of The Carolina Israclite, 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,
0and 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

population variously given as six hundred thousand or one million, depending on
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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 n@t 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 10

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 202

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

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 pubert

occurring in such a cage, annually take their toll, sending female children ,SB)WWM,
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

among the “better class of Negroes.” This class includes few, if any, of his students 30
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w:wo:nn or an elevator boy — or his teacher — well, then, the hell with it. And there
»:Q g0, .8:: an o<nw€ra~3_.:m bitterness which they will dissemble all their lives
- Mﬂnﬂ”ﬁ% nm,oﬂ which completes their ruin, They become the menial or the Q:E.:»_,
¢ shiftless, the Negroes whom segregati
gation has produced
uses to prove that segregation is right. s €Jw3 i S
m._s Or“w_o:ﬂ too, I received some notion of what the South means by “time to
i » :
. “MMH.U Jo NAACP there had been trying for six years before Black Monday to
'  the dey .m:voa honor the “separate but equal” statute and do something about
o :a m_:c»cos in Negro schools. Nothing whatever was done. After Black Monda
arlotte begged for “time”: and what she did with this time was work out _nmwm

the chain gang.
But “Charlotte,” T was told,

%
is n »
the South yet.” ot the South.” I was told, “You haven’t seen

gl MM@MMM%MBM quite Southern enough for me, but, in fact, the
it m t. One of the :uaoww for this is that the South is not
; gt AM R.mnEQ_:w which, from the North, it appears to be, but a most various
BS:“_“:n Mum_o:. It n.__:mm to the m.&;: of its v».mq but it is being inexorably changed,
¢ by an entitely unmythical present: its habits and its self-interest ar
war. Everyone in the South feels this and this is why there is such panic he b e
and such impotence on the top. s aiey
It must also be said that the

racial setup in the South i
. ; s not, for a N
diferent from the racial setup in V g

= ) the HLOnﬂT. It is the Om—ﬁﬁﬂﬂﬁd which 18 _UN:r:W‘ not
the mwv:,.: Se, regation 1 fh ial i t t Soutt b a
: m muﬁ.” I s unofhcial in the North and Om,._QNH in he uth, a crucial
QEGHWZAOZSH &.Xw no V¢ Vi t J¢ T O

S T—DW, ne n—.HTn_Gwm‘ to alle iate the lo O*.BOmﬁ No thern ZQWH CS.

But we will i i
return to this question wh ¢ di i
s en we discuss the relationshi
Southern cities and states, i i

the most private un i Vi
, uns & i

n P peakable longings; but then arrives the Southern day, as hard

rv W—wﬂ—n ZO—.—QD

| 954, 2 Mon. day

. Th isi i
y. The Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation in the schools was issued on May 17
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and brazen as the night was soft and dark. It brings what was done :M %M AE‘MMM
i S , hing like this for those people who made the re
light. It must have seemed something : e
éﬂun it is today. It must have caused them great pain. Perhaps the master who ha

is guilt in his wife’ in the morning. And the” |
coupled with his slave saw his guilt in his wife’s pale eyes in the morning. And t |

: : L

wife saw his Children in the slave quarters, saw the way his no:nw&w:o, the mﬂ__mﬂﬂ :

i fer all, and scarcely less sensual, but

looking black girl, looked at her — a woman, a X -

Mmmm_o m,;n <ocm~? nursed and raised by the black Zwa@ whose arms gmr :Mn: H,,:_
all z:.: there was of warmth and love and desire, and still confounded by the drea

is first
taboos set up between himself and her progeny, must have wondered, after his firs

) ¢ d
experiment with black flesh, where, under the blazing heavens, he could hide. And o..

the white man must have seen his guilt written somewhere else, seen it all nr@.‘ nﬂML
i : . ; St
even if his sin was merely lust, even if his sin lay in :onrm:m WE: rﬁwm voé.MnF Mﬁo_m_,m
i t he had certat
. He may not have stolen his woman, bu . ; !
o PR i i d passions like his, and
i i ho had a body like his, and p
his freedom — this black man, w ;
wwcmnn more erotic beauty. How many times has the Southern day come up to find
a ; ] :
hat black man, sexless, hanging from a tree! . . :
m »T was an old black man in Atlanta who looked into my eyes and directed :mn 5”
my first segregated bus. I have spent a long time thinking about that B»:.W m:ma
wch him again. I cannot describe the look which passed between us, as I aske:
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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 rtalking about their position as a class — sf
a very complex and shaky social structure.

The wealthier Negroes are, at the moment, very useful for the administration of
the city of Atlanta, for they represent there the
communication. That this phrase is a cuphemism,

they are a class — and their role in

potential, at least, of interracial
in Atlanta as elsewhere, becomes

10 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 t

o is that Atlanta is really growing
and thriving, and because it wants to make even mo

re 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,
8 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,

for direction but i made me think, at once, of Shake: peare's the oldest have borne No; 0 to talk Ov who did not pray 1 1
S to t; :
1ons, » ) t

he
most.” It made me think of the blues: Now, when a S§&M« w&&w&m w\nmﬁ N.»M\&MM&
: 7 t5 the blues, Lord, be grabs a train a i
hangs her head and cries. But when a man ge : gl
i j hy these men had so often been g
It was borne in on me, suddenly, just why : i
i i i down. And it was, perhaps, because I was g i
freight trains as the evening sun went e
dering how Negroes had borne this a :
on a segregated bus, and won : e
i k me. He seemed to know wha
for so long, that this man so strud i pi g
i 5 hat I was feeling he had been feeling, a
His eyes seemed to say that w! : Lme R
is li he hell his eyes had se
life. But my eyes would never see t 4 . seer
S in his life owned anything, not his wife, not
his hell was, simply, that he had never in his . . o
“:Mmtocmn not Emv child, which could not, at any instant, be taken from him by ¢

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
10 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
0 speeches by people like Senator Russell and find themselves unable to sleep at night.
I They are in the extraordinary position of being compelled to work for the destruction

S i And for the rest of the time 8 of 51 they have bought so dearly — their homes, their comfort, the safety of their
i le. This is what paternalism means. .
power of white peop

that 1 was in the South I watched the eyes of old black men.

Atlanta’s well-to-do Negroes never take buses, for they all have cars. The section

i orat
in which they live is quite far away from the poor Negro section. They own, ]

5 ils

least are paying for, their own homes. They drive to work and .U»nr. and vmﬁ nﬂnwnﬂ. .
and dinner with each other. They see very little of the white world; but they 2

ff from the black world, too.

Q:Zﬂwé of course, this last statement is not literally true. The teachers teach Mnmﬂ_.,ma

the Hvéwna defend them. The ministers preach to them and v:Qmﬁﬂnnw, »=Q%€oam

i ir li i d cure their ailments. Some of the lawy .

insure their lives, pull their teeth, an e

through the courts. (If anything, i

with the NAACP and help push test cases . . i
5 ism” which has so often been made against ¢

, disproves the charge of “extremism” w . i

M\HNNBNME: it is the fantastic care and patience such legal efforts demand.) Many

children. But the safety of their children is merely comparative; it is all that their
omparative strength as a class has bought them so far; and they are not safe, really,

| 35 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
0 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.

,‘B the present mayor, William B. Hartsfield, mayor of Atlanta 1937-1961
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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 10 &
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. Aw:am:m:ma is a doomed city.) 20
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, 304
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. i

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;
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arnﬁ.nro 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 mrw Ne, 3,
woman. What it comes to, finally, is that the nation has spent a large part omm:m
”_B_n »__Mm energy looking away .man one of the principal facts of its life. This failure
o loo mom_:.v\ in the face diminishes a nation as it diminishes 2 person, and it c
only Avn described as unmanly. And in exactly the same way that the moc,nr ima, _.:Nn:
that it “knows” the Negro, the North imagines that it has set him free. Both nw :
p.B mo_wm&. Human freedom is a complex, difficult — and private — ::.m If i
Eﬁw life, for 2 moment, to a furnace, then freedom is the fire which wv.:SMR 5
illusion. Any honest examination of the national life proves how far we are fro mémw
standard of human freedom with which we began. The recovery of this mSM.mﬂ M
mnﬁw,:% of everyone who loves this country a hard look at himself, for the Rmﬁwn
achievements must begin somewhere, and they always begin with H,Sn vnnmo% If imM

are not i inati
g capable of Hr._m €xamination, we may yet become one of the most distinguished
and monumental failures in the history of nations.
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