James Baldwin, author of GO TELL IT ON THE
MOUNTAIN, GIOVANNI'S ROOM, NOTES OF A
NATIVE SON, ANOTHER COUNTRY, and the recent
nationwide sensation, THE FIRE NEXT TIME, has
been hailed as one of the great young novelists of
our time. He was awarded a Guggenheim Literary
Fellowship, a National Institute of Arts and Let-
ters Fellowship, and a Ford Foundation Grant-in-
Aid.

For ten years he lived in Europe as a member of
a colony of American expatriates. James Bald-
win is a Negro, but he is, first and foremost, an
American. His roots are American; his torments
are American. He has come home now, possessed
of broader outlooks and deeper insights, to
speak out once again as the harsh, exciting new
voice of America.
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INTRODUCTION

These essays were written over the last six years, in vari-
ous places and in many states of mind. These years
seemed, on the whole, rather sad and aimless to me. My -
life in Europe was ending, not because I had decided
that it should, but because it became clearer and clearer
—as I dealt with the streets, the climate, and the temper-
ament of Paris, fled to Spain and Corsica and Scandina-
via—that something had ended for me. I rather think
now, to tell the sober truth, that it was merely my youth,
first youth, anyway, that was ending and I hated to see
it go. In the context of my life, the end of my youth was
signaled by the reluctant realization that I had, indeed,
become a writer; so far, so good: now I would have to
go the distance.

In America, the color of my skin had stood between
myself and me; in Europe, that barrier was down. Noth-
ing is more desirable than to be released from an afflic-
tion, but nothing is more frightening than to be divested
of a crutch. It turned out that the question of who I was
was not solved because I had removed myself from the
social forces which menaced me—anyway, these forces
had become interior, and I had dragged them across the
ocean with me. The question of who I was had at last
become a personal question, and the answer was to be
found in me.

I think that there is always something frightening
about this realization. I know it frightened me—that was
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one of the reasons that T dawdled in the European ha-
ven for so long. And yet, I could not escape the knowl-
edge, though God knows I tried, that if I was still in need
of havens, my journey had been for nothing. Havens are
high-priced. The price exacted of the haven-dweller is
that he contrive to delude himself into believing that he
has found a haven. It would seem, unless one looks more
“deeply at the phenomenon, that most people are able to
delude themselves and get through their lives quite hap-
pily. But I still believe that the unexamined life is not
worth living: and I know that self-delusion, in the serv-
ice of no matter what small or lofty cause, is a price no
writer can afford. His subject is himself and the world and

it requires every ounce of stamina he can summon to at-

tempt to look on himself and the world as they are.

What it came to for me was that I no longer needed to
fear leaving Europe, no longer needed to hide myself
from the high and dangerous winds of the world. The
world was enormous and I could go anywhere in it I
chose—including America: and I decided to return here
because I was afraid to. But the question which con-
fronted me, nibbled at me, in my stony Corsican exile
was: Am I afraid of returning to America? Or am I
afraid of journeying any further with myself? Once this
question had presented itself it would not be appeased,
it had to be answered.

“Be careful what you set your heart upon,” someone
once said to me, “for it will surely be yours.” Well, I had
said that I was going to be a writer, God, Satan, and
Mississippi notwithstanding, and that color did not mat-

ter, and that I was going to be free. And, here I was, left.

with only myself to deal with. It was entirely up to me.

These essays are a very small part of a private logbook.
The question of color takes up much space in these
pages, but the question of color, especially in this coun-
try, operates to hide the graver questions of the self. That
is precisely why what we like to call “the Negro problem”
is so tenacious in American life, and so dangerous. But
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my own experience proves to me that the connection be-
tween American whites and blacks is far deeper and
more passionate than any of us like to think. And, even
in icy Sweden, I found myself talking with a man whose
endless questioning has given him himself, and who re-
minded me of black Baptist preachers. The questions
which one asks oneself begin, at last, to illuminate the
world, and become one’s key to the experience of others.
One can only face in others what one can face in oneself.
On this confrontation depends the measure of our wis-
dom and compassion. This energy is all that one finds in
the rubble of vanished civilizations, and the only hope
for ours.

JAMES BALDWIN
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1. THE DISCOVERY OF WHAT
IT MEANS TO BE AN AMERICAN

“It is a complex fate to be an American,” Henry James
observed, and the principal discovery an American writer
makes in Europe is just how complex this fate is. Ameri-
ca’s history, her aspirations, her peculiar triumphs, her
even more peculiar defeats, and her position in the world
—yesterday and today—are all so profoundly and stub-
bornly unique that the very word “America” remains a -
new, almost completely undefined and extremely contro-
versial proper noun. No one in the world seems to know
exactly what it describes, not even we motley millions
who call ourselves Americans. -

I left America because I doubted my ability to survive
the fury of the color problem here. (Sometimes I still
do.) I wanted to prevent myself from becoming merely
a Negro; or, even, merely a Negro writer. I wanted to
find out in what way the specialness of my experience
could be made to connect me with other people instead
of dividing me from them. (I was as isolated from Ne-
groes as I was from whites, which is what happens when
a Negro begins, at bottom, to believe what white people
say about him.) ,

In my necessity to find the terms on which my experi-
~ ence could be related to that of others, Negroes and
~ whites, writers and non-writers, I proved, to my aston-
ishment, to be as American as any Texas G.I. And I

found my experience was shared by every American writ-
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er T knew in Paris. Like me, they had been divorced from
their origins, and it turned out to make very little differ-
ence that the origins of white Americans were European
and mine were African—they were no more at home in
Europe than I was.

The fact that T was the son of a slave and they were
the sons of free men meant less, by the time we confront-
ed each other on European soil, than the fact that we
were both searching for our separate identities. When we
had found these, we seemed to be saying, why, then, we
would no longer need to cling to the shame and bitter-
ness which had divided us so long.

Tt became terribly clear in Europe, as it never had been
here, that we knew more about each other than any Eu-
ropean ever could. And it also became clear that, no mat-
ter where our fathers had been born, or what they had
endured, the fact of Europe had formed us both, was
part of our identity and part of our inheritance.

1 had been in Paris a couple of years before any of this

became clear to me. When it did, I, like many a writer
before me upon the discovery that his props have all been
knocked out from under him, suffered a species of break-
down and was carried off to the mountains of Switzer-
land. There, in that absolutely alabaster landscape,
armed with two Bessie Smith records and a typewriter, I
began to try to re-create the life that I had first known as
2 child and from which I had spent so many years in
flight. .
%[t was Bessie Smith, through her tone and her cadence,
who helped me to dig back to the way I myself must have
spoken when 1 was a pickaninny, and to remerpber the
things I had heard and seen and felt. I had buried them
very deep. I had never listened to Bessie Smith in Ameri-
ca (in the same way that, for years, 1 would not touch
watermelon), but in Europe she helped to reconcile me
to being a “nigger.”
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I do not think that T could have made this reconcilia-
tion here. Once I was able to accept my role—as distmn-
guished, I must say, from my “place”—in the extraordi-
nary drama which is America, I was released from the
illusion that I hated America.

The story of what can happen to an American Negro
writer in Europe simply illustrates, in some relief, what
can happen to any American writer there. It is not
meant, of course, to imply that it happens to them all,
for Europe can be very crippling, too; and, anyway, a
writer, when he has made his first breakthrough, has sim-
ply won a crucial skirmish in a dangerous, unending and
unpredictable battle. Still, the breakthrough is impor-
tant, and the point is that an American writer, in order
to achieve it, very often has to leave this country.

The American writer, in Europe, is released, first of
all, from the necessity of apologizing for himself. It isnot ¢
until he is released from the habit of flexing his muscles |
and proving that he is just a “regular guy” that he real-
izes how crippling this habit has been. It is not necessary {
for him, there, to pretend to be something he is not, for
the artist does not encounter in Europe the same suspi-
cion he encounters here. Whatever the Europeans may
actually think of artists, they have killed enough of them
off by now to know that they are as real—and as persist-
ent—as rain, snow, taxes or businessmen.

Of course, the reason for Europe’s comparative clarity
concerning the different functions of men in society is
that European society has always been divided mto
classes in a way that American society never has been. A
European writer considers himself to be part of an old
and honorable tradition—of intellectual activity, of let-
ters—and his choice of a vocation does not cause him any
uneasy wonder as to whether or not it will cost him all

_ his friends. But this tradition does not exist in America.

On the contrary, we have a very deep-seated distrust of
real intellectual effort (probably because we suspect that
it will destroy, as I hope it does, that myth of America




S

2 NOBODY KNOWS MY NAME

to which we cling so desperately). An American writer
fichts his way to one of the lowest rungs on the American
social ladder by means of pure bull-headedness and an
indescribable series of odd jobs. He probably has been a
“regular fellow” for much of his adult life, and it is not
easy for him to step out of that lukewarm bath.

We must, however, consider a rather serious paradox:
though American society is more mobile than Europe’s,
it is easier to cut across social and occupational lines
there than it is here. This has something to do, I think,
with the problem of status in American life. Where ev-
eryone has status, it is also perfectly possible, after all,
that no one has. It seems inevitable, in any case, that a
man may become uneasy as to just what his status is.

But Europeans have lived with the idea of status fora

long time. A man can be as proud of being a good waiter
as of being a good actor, and in neither case feel threat-
ened. And this means that the actor and the waiter can
have a freer and more genuinely friendly relationship in
Europe than they are likely to have here. The waiter does
not feel, with obscure resentment, that the actor has
“made it,” and the actor is not tormented by the fear
that he may find himself, tomorrow, once again a waiter.
This lack of what may roughly be called social para-
oia causes the American writer in Europe to feel—al-

most certainly for the first time in his life—that he can

reach out to everyone, that he is accessible to everyone
and open to everything. This is an extraordinary feeling.
He feels, so to speak, his own weight, his own value.

Tt is as though he suddenly came out of a dark tunnel
and found himself beneath the open sky. And, in fact,
in Paris, I began to see the sky for what seemed to be
the first time. It was borne in on me—and it did not make
me feel melancholy—that this sky had been there before
I was born and would be there when I was dead. And it
was up to me, therefore, to make of my brief opportunity
the most that could be made.

I was born in New York, but have lived only in pockets
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of it. In Paris, I lived in all parts of the city—on the Right
Bank and the Left, among the bourgeoisie and among les
misérables, and knew all kinds of people, from pimps and
prostitutes in Pigalle to Egyptian bankers in Neuilly.
This may sound extremely unprincipled or even obscure-
ly immoral: I found it healthy. I love to talk to people,
all kinds of people, and almost everyone, as I hope we
still know, loves a man who loves to listen. ,

This perpetual dealing with people very different from
myself caused a shattering in me of preconceptions I
scarcely knew I held. The writer is meeting in Europe
people who are not American, whose sense of reality is
entirely different from his own. They may love or hate
or admire or fear or envy this country—they see it, in any
case, from another point of view, and this forces the writ-
er to reconsider many things he had always taken for
granted. This reassessment, which can be very painful, is
also very valuable.

This freedom, like all freedom, has its dangers and its
responsibilities. One day it begins to be borne in on the
writer, and with great force, that he is living in Europe
as an American. If he were living there as a European,

he would be living on a different and far less attractive
continent. :

This crucial day may be the day on which an Algerian
taxi-driver tells him how it feels to be an Algerian in
Paris. It may be the day on which he passes a café ter-
race and catches a glimpse of the tense, intelligent and
troubled face of Albert Camus. Or it may be the day on
which someone asks him to explain Little Rock and he
begins to feel that it would be simpler—and, corny as
the words may sound, more honorable—to go to Little
Rock than sit in Europe, on an American passport, try-
ing to explain it.

This is a personal day, a terrible day, the day to which
his entire sojourn has been tending. It is the day he real-

_ izes that there are no untroubled countries. in this fear-
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fully troubled world; that if he has been preparing him-
self for anything in Europe, he has been preparing him-
self—for America. In short, the freedom that the Ameri-
can writer finds in Europe brings him, full circle, back to
himself, with the responsibility for his development

where it always was: in his own hands.

Even the most incorrigible maverick has to be born
somewhere. He may leave the group that produced him—
he may be forced to—but nothing will efface his origins,
the marks of which he carries with him everywhere. I

think it is important to know this and even find it a mat- '

ter for rejoicing, as the strongest people do, regardless of
their station. On this acceptance, literally, the life of a
writer depends. !

The charge has often been made against American
writers that they do not describe society, and have no in-
terest in it. They only describe individuals in opposition
to it, or isolated from it. Of course, what the American

‘writer is describing is his own situation. But what is Anna

Karenina describing if not the tragic fate of the isolated
individual, at odds with her time and place?

The real difference is that Tolstoy was describing an
old and dense society in which everything seemed—to the
people in it, though not to Tolstoy—to be fixed forever.
And the book is a masterpiece because Tolstoy was able
to fathom, and make us see, the hidden laws which really
governed this society and made Anna’s doom inevitable.

American writers do not have a fixed society to de-
scribe. The only society they know is one in which noth-
ing is fixed and in which the individual must fight for
his identity. This is a rich confusion, indeed, and it cre-
ates for the American writer unprecedented opportuni-
ties.

That the tensions of American life, as well as the pos-
sibilities, are tremendous is certainly not even a question.
But these are dealt with in contemporary literature main-
ly compulsively; that is, the book is more likely to be a
symptom of our tension than an examination of it. The
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time has come, God knows, for us to examine ourselves,
but we can only do this if we are willing to free ourselves
of the myth of America and try to find out what is really
happening here.

Every society is really governed by hidden laws, by un-
spoken but profound assumptions on the part of the peo-
ple, and ours is no exception. It is up to the American
writer to find out what these laws and assumptions are.
In a society much given to smashing taboos without
thereby managing to be liberated from them, it will be no
easy matter.

It is no wonder, in the meantime, that the American
writer keeps running off to Europe. He needs sustenance
for his journey and the best models he can find. Europe
has what we do not have yet, a sense of the mysterious
and inexorable limits of life, a sense, in a word, of trag-

~edy. And we have what they sorely need: a new sense of

life’s possibilities.

In this endeavor to wed the vision of the Old World
with that of the New, it is the writer, not the statesman,
who is our strongest arm. Though we do not wholly
believe it yet, the interior life is a real life, and the intan-
gib‘l;ad dreams of people have a tangible effect on the
world.
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