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ROBERT PENN WARREN JAYES BALDWIN TAPE #1  APRIL 27

Mr, WARREN: This is the first tape of & conversation with James
Baldwin, April 27. In what sense, !ir. Baldwin, do you think the
revolution is & revolution. How would you (eough) previous concepts
of revolutions?

Mr, BALDWIN: Well, that's a tough one to answer. I'm not always
sure that the word rovolution is the right word. I myself use it,
but I don't know of any other, It's not, in my mind anyway, 1ile

- it's not a symbol of one class against another, for example, It
is not as ¢clearcut, let us say, as the Algerian revolution against
the French, It is a very peculiar rovolution because it has to,

in order to succeed ot all, it has to have as its aim the reocatab-
lishment of o union, and a great - & radical shift in the American
mores, the American way of life, you sce, not only as it applies to
the Negro obviously, but as it applies to every citizen of the coun-
try. This is -~ it's a very tall order, and desperately dangerocus
but inevitable in my view, because of the nature of our history, of
the nature of the American Negro's relationship to the rest of the
country, of all thege generations, and the attitudes .
taught him, -whi.ch is simply now - always wes, but now has become
overtly and concretely intolerable, .
RFW: HMay I interrupt here for one moment. You say, different from
a revolution like tho Algerian, whish means the liquidation of a2
class, of another country's control - more of a regime. And also

it is not the liquidetion of a class olther - something else is in-
volved,
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JB: No, bocause the Algerians and the French have very great dife
forenses - partly simply because the Algerians have a sountry called
Algeria which happens to be ruled by France, and the aim of the
revolution thore would have had to be to break the power of theo
French, ?
RP¥W: An old typc of nationalistie revclution, then, is that 1t7

JB: Yes, that's right, It doean't apply nhere et all, because this
is, at least in principle, one nation - it's Americans battling to
get rid of an invader or to - even to destroy & class, but to liberate
themselves and their children from - from what, precisely? From the
economic and social sanctions imposed on them traditionally bocause
they were slaves here. Now, there are scme concrete things invelved
in this, 1 think, I think that, for exzample, if Washington had the
energy to move, to break the power of people like Senmator Eastland
and Russell so the llegroes began to vote in the South, you would have
made a large step forward, If Negroes could vote in this eity you
would have & déifforent state, If we got a different state in
Mississippl you would begin to have a different ecountry, I mean,
it's not as mystical or as fusey as you malke it seem, It seems to

me that the South is ruled, very largely so, by an oligarchy which
rules for its own benefit, and not only oppresses Hegroes and murders
them, but really imprisons and vietimizos the bulk of the white
population,

RPW: You sald once in print that the Southern mob does not represent
the will of the 3outhern majority.
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JB: I still feel that, I think that the -

RPW: How would you discuss that?

JB: Well, those mobs that fill the street, it seems to me - unless
one is prepared to say that the South is populated entirely by
monsters, which I am not - those mobsters fill the street on re-
flection of the terror they all - everybody feels, This is on the
lowest level, And those mobsters fill tho street and then are used
by the American oconomy for generations to keep the Ne in his
place, In faet, they have done the - the Americans ! h and South
by the way ~ dirty #ork for him., They have always been encouraged
to do 1t. lio onec has ever nmrx~ ‘igivm thenm any hint that it was
wrong, and of course they are now completely bewildered and -

RPd: The mob,

JB: The mob, yes. And they only resct in one way, which is survie.
vance, in the same way that the Alabama sheriff, facing a Hegro stue
dent, Imows ho's in danger, lmows what the danger is, and all he cen
do 1s beat him over the head or counterpart him, He doesn't lnow
what else to deo,

RPW: May I interrupt to make one test here, to make sure we have -
(test of tape)., All revolutions of the ordinery historieal type have
depended on, say, the driving foree of hope and the driving force of
hate, They're going somewhere and they are mobilizing their adremalin
against something, I suppose we could put it this way. There are
other things that may be involved, but those things - . MNow, would
this be directed against a regime to e liquidated, it's one thing,

»
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When it's inside of & system which must be reordered but not destroyed
- roordered - then the hope-hate ratio might change.
I am thinking of how the hate 1ls to be accommodated in a case like
that - this kind of a quotes -~ reveolution,

JB: VWell, the American Negro has had to sccommodate a vast amount

of hatred for - over since he's been hore, and that was a terrible
school to go through., I think, though, that so far and in this cone
text, operates to control what hatred -~ such hatred as there is, J}
don't = I myself » I am accused of hating all white people and saying
that all Negroes do - I myself don't fool thet so much as I feel the
bitterness and disappointment, ©One has been too involved te hate any-
body whom he raised, You can despise him ~ you know, you can -~ you
have a great complex of feelings aboubt them and you may even give
moments when you sould kill them, Bub it wouldn't come under the
heading for me of the hatred the Algerians felt for the French,

which is obviocusly on one level certainly much less oonpunawf

The Frenchman S.n’suply a Frenchman, But here it's your brothers

and your sisters, whether or not they know it, they are your brothers
and your sisters. And that complicates it. It complicates it so
much that I can't possibly myself quite see my way through this, As
for the hope, that is fussy too., Iope for what? You know, the best
people along this revolution certainly don't hope to besone what the
bulk of Americans have become, So the hopo begins then to ask me to
ereate & now nation under intolerable cirgumstamses and with very
1ittle time and against the pesistance of most of the country,
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RW: You mean the hope is not simply to move into white middle

elass values, is that it? |

JB: Well, oven if that were the hope, es a matier

of faot, but even 1if that were the hopq, it would not possible,

It #inply not possible for the church, for example, to accept

me ints 1t without beeoming a different institution and I would be

deluded not to realize that., And the church of course realizes

it, which is why « you know, why it isn't about to change. What

applies to the chureh applies to politics, applies to'every level

of national 1ife, In order to accommodate me, in order to overcome

so many centuries of cruelty and bad falth and genocide and foar -

simple fear - all the American institutions and all the American

values, public and private, will have to change, The Democratic

Party will have to. become & different party, for example,

RPW: How do you envi:sm the result of this movement if susccesaful?

What kind of a world do you envisage out of 4it?

JB: Well, I envisage a world which is almost impossible to imagine

in the country, Still, the world in whiech ultimately rage would

count for nothing, in which Americans simply - not so simply - would

grow up enough to recognige that I don't frighten them., A lot of
the problem hewe is not - has nothing to do with the race at all,

| It has to do with ignorance and it has to do with the eult of youth,

RPW: Undoubtedly that's trus, May we hold that, though, far & mo=

ment., It's one of the points where other things hkitercept this.

Some people say, like Oscar Handlin and other histerians and sociolo
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gists, that equality increases rather than diminishes the tendency
of ethnic groups to pull together, to find themselves as a group,
that onece the pressure of diserimimtion has been lessened or ro-
moved, ' has been for the ethnie group to
coalesce rather than to digsolve,

JBt I'm not gure I agree with that, and in any case I'm very badly
placed %o answer it szince the American Negro is not

that particulor transéfemation, you know, and as the ethnie group

in this context can only really refer to the American Negro.

RAW: In this particular case we're tallking about,

- JBy It can't reglly ap.ly to the Irish and not really, finally,

to the Jew, It - we're tallking about the low man on the American
totenm pole, the man on whose lebor this country - whose free labor
this country was bullt,

RPW: VVhat about this, though, in thot connection, as a question

to speculste about for a moment, In the last few years, if we can
believe the seles of bleaching creams and such things, and the avowed
sentiments of many Negroes, there is o movement toward an sscceptance
of and a pride in Negro identity as opposed to an older tendency to
shift from that center, that is the actual passing of that changing
personality or sppearance, This would seem to indicate somothing
wouldn't it?

JB: Vhat I think it indiecates is simply that for the first time in
American Negro history or in American histery, the American black man
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is not at the merey of the American white man's imsge of him, This
is because of Africa besause he has not been reached,
RMW: 1It's true he has not been reachsd, but the question of a
tendensy or & will is more defined.

JB: I really think it comes out of the fact that for the first time
in tie memory of snybody living African states mean Africa. The West
was forced to doal with Africans on the level of power, and the imsge
of, you lmow, the shiftless darkie and all that jess which has lived
80 long was shattered and kids then - poople - had another immge o
turn to which released them., It's still, by the way, you kmow, after
all, very romantie for an American Negro to think of himself as an
African, but it's a necessary step in the re-creation of his morale.
RAW: In the matter of - discussed long ago by duBolise and many other
people sinece, of the possible split in the psyche of the Ameriecan
Negro - and you have written something about this, along this line -
‘ the tendensy to identify with the African culture or At;uan mystique
or the mystique noire or to other « even the American Negro culture
as opposed Lo Americen white culture - the tendensy to pull in that
direction - as opposed to the temdency to pull over and ascept the
Western Eurcopean American white tradition, as another pull - ere
these things against each other or can be anyway - for some people
they are « some people profess to be greatly troubled by this - do
you feel this question s real - for yowrself or your cbservetion?
JBi Vell - answer that - in my own case, for whatever that
moans ~ it was vory hard for me to sccept Yestern European vealues
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becauge they didn't sscept me, It was ~ any Negro born in this coun-
-try spends a great deal of time trying to be aceepted, trying to find
a way to operate within the culture and to - not to be made to suffer
so mich Wy 1 but nothing you do works, lNo matter how many showers
you take, no matter what you do, these Western values simply - abgo~
lutely resist and rejeet you., So that inevitably at some point you
turn eway from them or you re-examine them, I think first you tura
eaway, then porhaps you re-examine them, Bocause there's somothing
that slaves in you and the masters haven't found it out yet but the
slaves who, you lmow, who adopted the bloody cross, did know one
thing, 'thay know the masters could not -~ those masters could not be
Christians because Christians couldn't have treated them that way,
You know what I mean - this rejection has been at the very heart of
the American Nogro psyche from the beginning.

RAW: Let's take the African side of it, You have written on that
along the way, by covering that conference in the past - the plece
about that -« that would imply a diffieculty - what you have written
there would imply a difficulty too in identifying with

JBt If ome is golng %o be honest about that, it's almost - it's not
impossible but at that point certainly in my life and ~ I mean, I
think for many people and until now, it's hard because it's all been
buried, it's hard, for that matter, for Africans who only now are
beginning to - well - The Long Colonial Night ~ so
there's a seonse in which you can say thatw - the very word -
African - the very term is a Buropean imvention, I'm mot at all
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convinsed that people in villages outside of the cities feel theme
- selves as Africans, you know ~ and after all, it wasn't very long
ago the Italians didn't thnk of themsolves as Italians.

RPW: It's not their horizon - the African village is not the
horizon.

JB: Not yet, mo. I should think it would take, I don't lmow, a |
couple of generations, And in the ease of an American Negro, Africa, =
you know, which part of Afriea? Which Afriea would you be thinking
of? Are you thinking of Senegali, are you thinking of 5t, Louls,
are you thinking of the middle - of Frectown? And if you are think-
ing of any of these places, what do you know about them? And what

is there that you can use? What is there that you can contribute to?
These are very great impressions., I don't think that t.h-rov u - that
the word is absolute, that no bridge can be made, but I think it's -
we've been away from Africa for four hundred years and no power in
the heavens would allow me to find my way bask, I can go baeck, and
maybe even funstion there, but it would have to be on terms which
have yot to be worked out.

RPW: Richard vpight didn't find it very happy, did he?

JB: No, not at all, Not at all, I think Richard went there with
the wrong assumptions, but then there's no way not to go there with
the wrong sort of agsumptions, I did too, in a way, you know - not
Richard's u/mtim. but = I don't Imow -~ I just didn't know what
1 would find, and what I found surprised me and I must say sort of
gladdened me, but I st1l)l would not be able to say exactly what 1t
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was, and I still less would be able to tell you what my own relation-
ship to 1t is,

RFYW: Do you romember what your assumptions were? g .
JBs 'Nﬁ; I guess I blocked them out, I m:-‘;mm I went I ;B“
my best to discard \whamx! assumptions I might hnvo had - but ”el’
coursge you nover succoed in doing that, you know, I did realize,
but I realized ‘it-bbrcu. you kmow, that I was - in some ga:ré very
Turopean because that was the way I had boen - that's vhat I had
been stained by, you lmow, end that thore were - and also that I was
a Puritan in the semse that - e very seriocus ann and in the sense
that Africans are not - in the sense that - to being distrustful ef
the flosh end the celebration and of boims afflicted with its only
Western kind of self consciousness which I wlll eslways have, I
realized, too, that the veality of castvation had been upperuost in
ny mind, as 1t has htenin the minds of almut w Anerican Negro
male - since you realized - from the time I realized I was a mals,
And this has done something to my psyche, no matbter how I adjusted
nyself %o it or falled to adjust myself %o it, 1t had been a reality
for me in a way that had not been, so for &z I could tell, fg;thh.
There were & great many differences - but there were also }ﬂat
echoes which were more troubling and I didn't - MCM\I couldn't -
I found those harder to read.

RPW: Do you think the echoes same fron sctual cultural transmission
or in some other way ~ or do you know?

JB: That is a bfank .
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RPW! Or does anyono lknow? | |

_JdB: I just don't - gouldn't m;'wm I saw girls on the streets
of Prmm with groceries on thon' hoeds and their bables on their
buhwhomm Just 1like - m like girls on Lenox Avenue, I'm
not capable 6f telling you what this moans, But maybe I'1l £ind out
~ one day, itm going back. B
RPW e I'vo haard young ‘= yonnguh Negroos .‘:.n tha North m have gone
to m::iuippi or Alsbama to mk on m«' roguenuou or such
thingl, say that tha l.lutioa is in maot!.ng the pu‘rtty of expres-
sion, the purity of feeling in some poor half literete or sobbton
picker, you see, who has come awake to his manhood,

JB: I would tend Yo agree with that,

RFWs This is tho force of the real revolation,

JB: I think - I would really agree with that., I've seen in my own
- you know, myself, some extreordinary people coming, ,M - coning
out of some enocrmous darkness and therc's something indescribably
moving and direct and heroi¢ about those people. And ¢ hat's where
the hope in my mind lles, much more than in, let's say, somoone
like me, who's, you lmow, much more corrupted by the psychotic
soclety in which we live.

RPW: This impulse that you have and thoso people I was speaking of
have, is ; very coomon one in many different elrecumstances, though,

- isn't 41%?

JB1 !é., I know,

RAW: You will find many white people - I use the word "romanticise"
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now without projudice -
3 I know whet you mean. . -
RPW -amemémurmwnn~smmumu and

mm rarweat. or the Indm. uomtmawm the Bem‘u
that momm:uway / ‘

“JB: Uaehm - or the worker, . o

RPW: Or ‘the verlkor. This is an impulso whieh many people foel imner

'.muuum or 1ive in a complicated world whieh they don't quite

accept or won't uoopt » turn to some amp}.or foym.

JB: I'm not sure it's simpler, though, That's my real reservation

about 16, I'm not convimed that somo of those old ladies

that I talked to down there - I know they aren't simple - theytre

far from simplo - and what the emotionel psychological make-up is

which agllows them to endure so long is something of a mystery to me,

They are no more simple, for oxmplo; than Yedgar Evers was simple -

you know, ho was = ‘

RWs: He was apporently - cortainly a different cut from, you Imow,

~ the - e

JB: You Imow, thero's something very rustic about him and direct,

but obviously he was far from simple man, I think that it hasg somee
thing So do with, you know, what one takes - I don't know, you ko -

_ 1t has something to do with what one thinks the nature 'of reality

is. And especislly in this country now, it's very hard to read the

riddle of the human porsonality because wo've had so little respeet

for 1t. I think this complicates sll cur ondeavers and all our ree

k|
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lationships. I don't - my own father, vho was certainly somothing
like those poople ~ was very far from being a simple man. It was
simply I think that the mature of his complexity and the nature of
the complexity of thoge fleld workers in the Deep South

RIW ¢ : recalled or thought of as - more as cor-
responding white types.

JB: Yea, you might, BKow, boro I'm on very shaky ground, I don't

- I'a not oqﬁlppid to say yes or no, But I was -

RP¥: The son of a Southern sharecropper - & white shareeropper.

JB: Except that I have the feeling that the difference between the
Southsyn white sharesvopper and a black one - speaking in temms of =
now upnking - this is a genmerality obviously - so I suspeet that the
differonce is in tho nature of the reletionship to their own pain,

I think the white Scuthern sharecropper in a gemersl wey would have

& much harder time using his pain, using his sorrow, putting himself
in touch with it, and using it to swvive, than & black one, And

his melancholy and even tregic in Negro experience which
is simply deniod in white experience. I think this makes & very
great difference - a difference in suthority, a difference in growth,
& differense in possibility. One thing that 1s not true of the Negro
in this comtext anyway, 1s he is not forbidden es all white Southerners
are to agsess his own boginnings. He may £ind out woll he's no lenger
impossible or dangerous or fatal to do 8o, Bub @ white Soubhermer I
think suffeors from the faot that his childhood, his early youth, you
know - when his relstionships to the black people is very different

(
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than it becomes later - is sealed off from him, and he can never dig
it up on pain of destruction, noarly, and this creates his torment
and bis peralysis.

RPA: Do you see any chance ofan understanding between, say, the
Southern poor white and the poor Southern Hegre?

JB1 nothing to create that end nothing to defeat
that, That 1s, the bargain struck by the Reconstruction I suppose,
you know, which was « use the poor whilte I don't
know onough about that era, you know, Uo digcuss it in any detail,
but I lmow o what you are referring. But my point in any case is
that they didn't, And now the situation is more grim than ever., It
would seem to me, to go back to what I said earlier, that the -

part of the answer ¢o that problem, that question, would really be
to begin to break the power of a fow mon in the Deomocratic Party.
RPW: Some llegroes in Mississippi and Alabama holdé out hope for
this, for the understanding, for the rapprochement betwsen the
Southern poor white, the sharesropper Lype, the laborer, and the
poor Negro,

JBt Vell, I don't gsee mush hope for this the way things are now,

In the first place, the labor situstion is too complex and too shaky.
The white ~ all workers in this country are in terrible trouble.
RPW: Not encugh jobs to go around,

JB: Not encugh jobs - that's right - and they're all venishing,
such §obs as there are, and this does not make for good relations
between workers, as we all know, I really - I'still insist on,
though, the fact that it really seems to me that if Mississippi ecould
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be relensed from some of Eastland's great clutches, then there might
be much more for the poor white who in effeet is kept in prison

by men like him,

Rt Iet's switch for a moment to a matter of the general pattemn
of leadership in the Negro revolution or whatever we settle on -
almost always - I suppose always in successful Ms - mass
movements - in histery - you find & tendency toward greater and
greater centralization of leadership - the final - the man -

behind him, but The Man., Is there any tendeney in that direction
now among Negroes, do you think? Do you see a centralization - the
process going on?

JB: No, I see a shaking down or something but I don't see anything
yet resombling what we can call a centralization, not aceording to
me., A part of the problem is that the tacties of the old léadership
have had to rely very heavily, you know, on the - have been defined
very heavily by the white power structure, To put it another way,
the college president of, let's say, forty years ago had to deal
with the state governor and with the powers that be in a very dife
ferent way than now, because the state is no longer able to do what
it was able - since the Supreme Court decision - let me put it this
way « the college president does not have to go to the state to get
a college dormitory because the state 1s buillding college doraitories
as fast as they can to keep Negroes cut of white schools. low, that
changes - that alone changes, you know, the tasctics, and changes the
whole picture. Furthermore, there have slways been in this eountry
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two Negro leaders. Ome was - one you called the leader and one was
mine, you kmew, the real one who was always :
RPW Hou, we bave - that's true, but taldng things as they are now
- - may I try to reintorpret what m.enid.'and if I'm wrong stop me
and correct me - the NAACP legal techniques defined by.the old system -
JB: Yes, te e very large extent they had to be.
RPW: Yes. Well, as legal - they were ostablishing as a 10531 refer-
mo. wouldn't thoy have had to work in heml ot law?
JB: Well, there's o limit even to that, you see, because gome of the
laws with which you had to work were unjust and unworkable.
RPW: But thelr effort was to change this, wasn't 187
JB: I lmow, but the pdint is, indeed -~ and it's a very admirable
effort, I'm not in any sense trying to condemn that - but it still
was very complex and his enemy there was time, you know, Time does
pass and a man has only one 1life to live., And it was ineviteble thet
these techniques if they were not, you lmow, swiftly successful, and
they couldn't be, would have to fail befare the, you know - before
the welght of human impatience which no one after all - no one can
possibly condenn, And what has happonod now, it seems to me, is that
for the first time in the history of this struggle the poor Negro has
the streots, really, and has changed the nature of the striggle
\_:sfc“ly and, aseording to me, forever, It's created new problems
and 1t's oreated a new leadership too,

RAW: It's ereated, too, hasn't it, a struggle for power, hasn't it?
JB: Inevitably, but -
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R It's human,

JB: Yes. It's created a tremondous struggle for power but that's
not yet sueh & menace as a aplit in tho lcader-- as a real split in
the leadership which is, you know - which is now an open sgecret,
There tre -~ the people have hit the streets and the young poople,
you lknow, are not necossarily dedicated to the prineiples of lMartin
Luther King, 8t11l1 less to the principles of Roy Wilkins.

REWs Vhat about Vhitney Young's remark in the press the other day
that the press had seme responsibility in building up people as
leaders who were designated leaders and who, by
offering somc drarmtie resolution, c¢laimed power, He was presumsbly
reforring to the gtalieins,

J3: Woll, $t%s vory hard to know whet he's referring to, realiy, but
I don't think it's fair to blame it on the press. I think this is
irpelevant because we lnow what kind of press we're dealing with,

' I think that it's unrealistic to - as a matter of fact, you Xnow,
I'm not at all sure, but I think the stall-in was a good idem, but
the dramatization of the American Negro situation 1s a good idea,

My idea in thet context was not to have 2 stall-in but simply to get,
you know - have demonstratlions in the Ialr and have the people have
the world in as a witness, Now, this can also be condemned as insen-
dlary end irresponsible, But the point is that it has got to be
uncoverod, and among all the ways in which it's got to be uncovered
one's got o faes, this is going to be as wise as one might 1ike or
as responsible, and some of them are going to be by definition -~ have
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to be dangerous,

RPW: Let's sssume that, But dangerous and to wm.\tnd -

JB: Dangercus to us all.

RFW: To us all. In considering the mattor of the overreaching of

~ power, the bigger prom'se, the bigger promise, the bigger threat,
the bigger threat the power - this undermines, perhaps,

the responsibilities of leadership - I'm offering this as & question,
not an assertion, ' , /

X

JB: I think the problem of leadership is extremely hard, I rust -
end I'm not in the position of a lendar, : lmw it's vastly incrcaged
James Famv'a problems, whon -

RPW: Just 2 moment -~ I waut toe chanae the tapo. This is the end of
Tape #1, eonversation with James Baldwin. Continue on Tape #2,

(end of tape)



