ROBERT PENN WARREN , JAMES BALDWIN TAPE #2

Mr. WARREN: This is Tape #2 c\r the comverseation with James Baldwin

- continue, Let's see, where were we? On the question of loader-
ship and the strugsle for power,

Mr, BALDWIN: I don't know if it's only a struggle for power, I
mean, there are some things - '

RPW: Not morely.

JB: Not merely - no. There are some figures in the movement or on
the poriphory who :.mprou me as being opportunistiec - you lmow, But
I _think the problem is more complex than that., I think it™s involved
with the pressure of being brought to boar on everybody, by'the peoe
ple in the streets especlally, by the poor and by the young, so that
one 1s always in the position of having to assess very carefully one's
tactics, cne's moves in terms of the popular desire, because

avoid another danger whieh is this, that if the people feel betrayed
you've lowered their morale and then nothing - and thon\‘you'va opened
the door on a holocaust, So there are some things that people have
agreed to do. The March on Washington 1s a very good example, It

- was not the most populsr thing dreamed up, It was not dreamed up by
the leaders so far es anyone knows. It was brought off because there
was nobody to call it off - nobody dared to eall it off,

é*géries of rece riots,

R}’w‘z How much wag the idea based on the old Mareh on Vashington
movement of -

JB3 ? Very heavily I think., I wasn't in on the - you

-
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kmow, I was hardly ever backstage on this thing, but I think 1%
springs from that border ovent in the M:0's. And it was a very sige
nificant day, one that was, we say, contained in - but it was also

a turning point, I thought then and I gtill think that you will
never get two or throe thousand people to come to Washington agein,
because - to petition for & redress of griovences.

RPW: How do you explain that?

JBs Heli, I think the Negro in America has reached a point of despair
and disaffection, you know, and that people now talk about certain
techniques boinz used as destroying the sood will of white people,
but no!.aﬂ\ody gives @& demn any more about the good will of people whose
 good .unl has never been - has never done anybhing to help you ar to
save you., Their ill will can herdly do more harm than their zood
will has, And this is a very significant despair.

RIW: Yet you want to avold the holocaust.

JB: Indeed ~ we want to avoid the holocaust, but you see there -
that is not simply 1n the hands of the liegro leaders. That'!s in the
hands of the entire country, |

RPW: It's not a ono way tieket.

JB: It's not a ono way tiocket at all, If you have people up there
filibustering about whether or not you'rs human, then obviously
you're going to have a reaction 1n the stroots.

RPW: Clearly.

JB: And Farmer and King end all those poople are doing everything
they can, but they cannot do it slone, It's simply not possible. Teo
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avold the holocaust one is going to have to have some help., And
very little holp is forthooming.

RW: Do you distingulish, however, botween what you might call legi~
timate and illegitimate demonstration?

JB: Well, it's becoming inereasingly hard to dhﬁ.nguich between
them, you know, Is & demonstration in front of the Florida Pavilion
at the World's Falr leogitimate or illegitimate? It depends on the
point of view, I think it's legitimmte - you know,

RPW: Well, let's say that I think so too - as I do, We can disge
tinguish between a school boyeott or & larch on Wagshington on one
5885 or, say, cn orderly demonstration inside the fair grounds, and
a stallein, There's some distinetion,

Bs > . There is some distinstion. The distinetion would
have to be I think 1.n. toerms of the clarity of purpose and the likeli.
hood of achieving any - one dare not say conerete gains - there

have been so fow - but in terms of pinpointing a specific - dram-
tizing a spocific thing - a specific lapue,

RPW: That is the - a specific target or 2 specific issue -~ then it
is « But when it's a randon protest -

JBt Then I think it can do vastly more harm than good,

RPW: «~ a randon protest which may carry grievous social consoguences,
JB: Yes, well, of course this entire revolution can carry grievous
social consoguences.

RPW3 Yes, that's aluays true. Changes are consequences., But the
question of the ambulance dashing dowm the street with a dying man
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is one thing a3 opposed to the consequences of somebody having to
refurbish a tenement,

JB: Yes, That's an erea in which one simply has to play it literale
ly by ear, you imow, A school boycott depends very muech on where the
school 1s, you Imow., It depends on & whole complex of issues, and

of course & school boyeott is designed, as 1 see it, to dranatisze

the situation of the school which is roally not a situation of the
schools but a situation of the citles, you know, It's not only the
school boards which are involved - and they are - but it 's alse the
structure of owr ¢cities which has ecreated this dilemma, And it's
where rent strikes - the same thing, you Imow - on the face of it
one has no right not to pay the rent. On the other hand, the land-
lord has no right to keep you locked from the tenement and, you
know, to penalize you in this way, And ono way to dramatize it is

to stop paying the rent,

RPW: UWhat about a poliey deliberately directed at getting 2 little
bloodshed for the papers?

JBt I haven't really heard of this,

RPW: Well, I Imow of only one case - a man who sat in such a meet-
ing told me, and the names -~ or the person made & memorandum, we've
got to get a few heads broken here or we are going to lose outb,

JB: It sounds very unrealistic to me, In the first place, the probe
lem of getting heads broken doesn't geem to me a problem at all, On
the contrary. I don't understand the nature of that - you lmow, it's
obviously madly and eriminally irresponsible. But I myself haven't
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come across that serious suggestion as a tactic yet.

RAIs_ L have, Just one case - documented. At least, I take the word
of the man -

JB: I believe you - I believe you - it just seems insane to me,
since - I repeate, it's never been a problem to get your head broken,
You haventt got to arrange that,

RPW: Do you see the pattern building up that Congrcssman Powell sald
to me was true the other day, that the old orgenization is on the way
out - count?

JBt Vell, I'm not so sure they don't really count, but they're cer-
tainly either on thelr way out or in the process of radical shanges.
And this would - you wouldn't even have tc be eritical of then to
realize this, because there are certain things they will simply have
to do if they're going to remain in positions of responsibility or
power whieh theoy've never had to do before, The situation dicmtes
it, and those that can't do that are on the way out - yes.

RPW: You find an argument now and then, such as this one I heard
from Dr, Henry in Mississippi, that the FAACP approach
had made it possible for man to kmow his - well - rights - to give

a definition of his rights,

JB: That seems & little simplistic to je. but I see what he's saying,
I think that -

RPW: Their history had given him this seonse,
JB: I think there's more to it than that, I think that - I think
that's true, but there is more to it than that, I think that the
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whole stream of the American history in a way has done that, cven
though it never intended to. And the events of the last twenty
years have dono that, too. In the terms of the NAACP it wou)d seem
to me that you'd have to be talking about which chapter - you lmow -
it would not apply to some chapters in the North, it would seem to
me,

RPW: He was taking the long ruig. effoct, you see, of the various
legal cases over thirty years,

JB: Well, this would apply I think more in the South than it would
in the North, Iuoh more in the South, I think it's a very different
orgenigation in the South than it is in tho Nerth,

RPW: Do you follow the line of thought that Dr, Kenneth Clark takes
-that Dr, King's method in the South has morit but it's inapplisable
in the North?

JBt Yes, i'm afrald I'm forced to agree with that, Negroes in the
South still go to churech, some of them, and Negroes in the South -
which is mueh more important - still have something resembling a
family eround wh!.eh you can build a groat deal, But the Northern
Negro family has been fragmented for the last thirty years, if not
longer, and once you haven't got a family then you have ancther kind
of despair, another kind of demoralization, and Martin King can't
reach those people,

RPW: But he doesn't know he can't recach them.

JB: I think Mertin does know it, you Imow., I think that he's deter-
mined to - he can't abandon them, on the other hand, either, you know,



James Baldwin - Tape #2 - pe 7

and his influence is absolutely negligible, you know, he -ts still
the national leader and the nmational figure.

RPW: He packed a hall in Bridgeport.

JB: VWell, he can pack a hall in Bridgeport, but it's - you Imow -

I have packed halls too - it depends on what you're pacidng the
hall with, I mean, the fact itself can mean a great many things,
RPW: Well dressed, middle olass people - {rom observation in Bridge-
port - I've heard,

JB: Yes, bubt he can't peck & hall - you know, the boys in the pool
room stay in the pool room, and they're more - it's more important
to reach them, you know, to do something about their morale, And
I'm not blaming Martin for this, It's not his fault at all., But it
- you know, %o reach them is very difficult, Maleolm X can reach
them. You know, those kids are not Christlians and it's very hard to
blame them for not being Christians since they are so few in this
Christian country,.

RPW: Let's tale scome specific episode, like the school bussing pro-
gram in Harlem,

JB: I don't know anybody who has a very clear notion what they think
about that, and I don't either, I have nicces and nephows who were
being bussed for & while, and some of them still are, and their
parents took the attitude that if the kid was willing to underge
this, then it was theon maybe - you know - it wes worth it, But no
one thought that it couldn't have any offect, really, since after all
those kids coe back home,
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RFW: To the same house,

JB: %o the same house - the white kids do and the black kids do,
And what happens in the school day is not golng to make that mmeh
difference. I think the problem has got to be attacked on another
deeper level, though i'm not an expert in these matters.

RPW: Well, God kmows I'm not, I've tallked to several pecple about
1t who Imow more than I do, like Dr, Clark, for instance, and I've
talked witlx Dr, Dodson - Dan Dodson, and a few people like that who
have special interests and special concorns, There's a large group
that takes the view, apparently, that bussing except in limited
fashion is uscless, If you have to hove a big e¢rash program of
building schools as best you can, and then have integration follow
rether than preceed the proéou or at least concomitant
with i{t, but you can't make it as an arbitrary outside criterion,
JBt I would tend to agree with that, but it gets to be a visious
eircle because it's not doing to do any good to bulld schools until
you start building neighborhoods, And you've seen New York City
neighborhcods being destroyed the last twenty years for money -
they're in the hands of, you lknow, a gang of real estate gangsters,
you know, And there are no neighborhoods in New York any more. And
if you don't have neighborhoods I don't see what you can do much

~ about sehools. Do you see what I mean?

RFW: Yes, I do - yes, I do. Of course, there's the other proposal
of having the great school parks whiech draw from all serts of neigh-
borhoods,
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JBt VWell, that's a more interesting proposal, but it still iantt
going to get to the root of the matter, which is why we allowed the
eity to be run this way.

RPW: But meamwhile somebody has to do something,

JBt Yeas, I guite agree, The problem there is - what, in terms of
schools? I conless myself to be almost eompletely baffled by it -
limited bussing, school parks - yes, but these things, it secems o

me - it seoms to me that sooner or later uc're going. to have to carry
the battle straight into the real estote boards end banks, That's
where the trouble is.

RPW: Well, lot's agree on that, This is a peripheral question, but
one that has some significance because people are ready to sn;d blood
on 4t, and Mr, Calamugson would say wrock the schools unless we get
integration on my time table, imnediectely - or almost immediately.,
This is the sort of argument thet makes the bussing a symbeol cof a
thousand othey things, and mekes a symbolic solution rather than a
real solution. .

JB: I'm opposed to symbolic solutions, end I - I don't know Reverend
Galumuson and I never met him so I san't really discuss his polition -
RPWY I don't mow him - I give this as an example, not as an attack
on him, I don't lmow him,

JB: But I don't see any point in trying to wreck a school system
which is very nearly wrecked already in any case, I don't see any
point in saying so. I can only go back to what I sald before - in
the first place, obviously, you know, if you're geimg to try to
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and ail this, you can't sey -~ you may determine in
your own mind, but you can't say, you Imow, we're going to have in-
togration on my terms or not &t all, because if you're going to be
realistiec about it - and you have to be - you have to try - one has
got to realize that it will take some %time, The trick is to get it
started, you Imow. And in this context especially one is not going
to get it started, it seems to me, by inflammatory statemsnts of that
kid, After all, one is trying to save the children if one is trying
to do anything, It does seem to me that one has got to sue for some
real confrontation between the eity and the schools ~ between the
city, that is, and the forees of integration, That's where the probe
lem is. I repeat, that is where the prohlem is.
RPW: Well, 1t would seem that that is tho root problem., Other
things are involved -
JB: Yes - other things are involved and that and the tacties I supe
pose one has to ovolve and would like to have as their purpose to
bring about this confrontation That's & very delicate and ingendi-
ary matter,

" RPW1 Or emeliorative measures along the way,

JB: VWell, ameliorative measures along the way are really probably
going to be doomed to fallure, I think one has got to bring sbout
the confrontation, What ameliorative roasures in effect really can
anybody malce - bring about in this situation?
RPW: If I am not mistaken, Dr, Clark is prepared - I don't want to
be certain of this - prepared to accept 2 period of nonintegrated
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lower grades bocause of some massive difficulties and aim for high
school integration - offer part,

JB: That seems on the face of it. - I'm not talking to him and I
feel I'm not an expert in it - I can see why he would take that
position and on the face of it I would tend to agree, you know,

RPW: On the face of 1t I would because the massive complications

of the option.

JB: Yes, oxactly -~ oxaetly. I think that there might be much more
hope in that, so it's - still, it's cbviously & hall measure,

RPW: It elearly is, this is a half moasure., How do we get whole
reasures -

JB: Well, I think you're going to get whole measwres by dealing with
a greal many half measures.

RPW: That's not call a half measure & whole
measure in

JB: Exactly - exactly,

CPW: Well, wo sound very wise on that point, don't we?

JB: Yes - my golly. I think Ken is right about that,

RPW: 1 heve & quotation here from Oscar dandlin's new book - may I
read it to you since you can't read my writing? The general disile
lusionment since 195k - he's talking about - well, you read his book,
"Bell in the Night" ~ The attention of Hogroes has focused on ome
cause, segregution, and on one cure, integration. They hive come to
consider reciel separateness the root of difficulties and recial
balance as the sole solution. In arriving at this conclusion, they
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have paradoxiecally encugh accepted the contention of the white
separatists -~ white suprematists - that thore is really no dif-
ference between the North end the South, Az a result of this develop-
ment the practical oivil rights movements has shifted and raciasl
balance becomes & primary objective rather than equality and justice.
rother than an element in it -« to paraphrase gsome
other things he said about 1%.
JB8: VWell, it's not such & recent developuent, and long before 1954
I concluded - and every Negro I lmew concluded - it wasn't even a
conslusion - it was taken as @& fact of lifo - that the difforence be-
tween the lorth and the South were really when the
chips were down, that they had differont techniques of castroting
you then than they had in the HNorth, bui the fact of the castration
remained exaetly the same, and that was tho intentlon in both plases.
And furthermore, it is impossible to be separate but equal, It -
1f one is ecqual why should he be separate? And 1t's that - it's
the history of that doctrine which oreated almost all of the Negro's
despalir and also the country's despair, So I think that the instinet
to destroy that doectrine is quite sound,
RPW: Separate but equal?
JB: Yes, that's pight, It's really an sttack on the white man's
assumption that he !mows more about you than you do and that he
knows what's best for you, and that he can keep you in your place
for your own good and also for his own profit,
RPW: Shifting around a moment - the soparate but equal, or the
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white man mowing best - of course you road Irving Howe's plece

in the Sat. about you and Ralph,.

Bt Ne, I didn't « I was in rehearsal but I heard about it,

I have it on my desl: but I haven't had time to read 1it,

RPW! I wish you had read it, I'd like to ask you a 1little bit about
that, Well, it's called in passing Irving lowe--Bilbe thinking he
imew best Ralph's place, I'm not asking you to comment becsuse you
haven't read the piecces, but this has got that far along - the white
man elways knowing beat,

JB: I think I can imagine some of tho things that « you imow «
there is a tendency - I'm not talking about Irving Howe, because I
haven't read the pilece, but there's & groat Sendency on the part of
a great many of tho Negro's friends - lot's put it that wvay -
unconseiously to - and really unconsciously - you know, this is

not meant - they don't mean to say th/ﬂ things that they say - but

it is an ungonscious assumption that souehow, you know, if you don't
£it into - you don't take this road or do this or act this way or
feol this way, that you have somehow - well, you've betrayed some-
thing, What you've betrayed is the image of you, Then of course,
when the black man rises then he's furious,

RAW: That's exactly the point that is involved here, that you ami
Ralph have betrayod Richard Wright - that's the point.

JB: Ve've betreyed Richard? How?

RPW: Well, you want to be artists instoad of keeping angry encugh
you know, and -
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JB: Ralph is as angry as anybody - you lmow - can bo and still live
and so am I,

RPW 3 you and Ralph are in the same boat, that
you have betraysd the truast, you see, and -

JB: Well, who is Irving?

RPWe I don't mow - that's the next point - that's Ralph's point,
That's goling basck to the Bilbo stery,

JB: I myself don't foel that I have betrayed Richard, end I - I
certainly don't fecl that Ralph has. In the first place I don't lmow
how we'd do 1t., Richard - you Mnow, Richard's achievement is
Richard's achiovenent, and you have every right in the world to dise
agree with him and you have every right in the world to go further
than he., In faect, we have every duty toc do that, and if that offends
Irving Howe, well, that'sjust too bad for Irving ilowe.

RPW: How did you feoel about the -« this 1o something in the nmorning
news - the news Saturday - of the ecomplicated tangle which you hove
on the NAACP suit sbout construetion - the injunetion, you know, to
stop construction in New York state - by e strange
series of authorities, the Jjudge peasses on -~ signs the rejection -
vas a Negro judge in the state court,

JB: That's one of those -

RW: That's one of those ~ it was on, I guther, technical grounds,
but it mekes ¢ strange situation, doesn't 1%?

JBt Yes, but « it doosn't seem as strange to me as it might seem, you
know, to you,
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RPW: I don't think it seems strange toc you - or to me either, The
nman is a jJudge -

JB: A Judge is a judge - yes, that's right -

RPd: « the poychologicel effects can go in meny different directions,
\JBx The psychologicel effects -~ yea,

RIWs Speeculating about those psychological effeets for both Hegroes
end whites -~

JB: That sort of keeps meo awake at nights. It's really the subject
of & novel which is very dimly - you !mow « in my head. I don't

know what thet - I really don't know vhat that meeans, I just have

to sort of beg off. That gets us intc the whole realm of - oh, I
don't know - power polities, private lives of people, and iy is also
& fantastic assault on the whole idea of race and the whole nyth that
Negroes and whites ecre different, you !mow,

RFVWs DBut he reads the law - presumably = he's honest,

JB: And that's what he has to do, yes.

RMW: He hes to - but people are going to call him hard names for
that,

JB: Of eourse - of course - but that's -

RPW: (telking togsthey)

JdBt I thinit so too,

RIW: Or telte the cage in the Supreme Court where the dissenting jus-
tices - Black, Douglas and two others - were out to protect present
Govor&.r Johnson of !ississippl and old Ross Barnett in federal court
by being for the jury trial. You get the four liberals on
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e legal technicality are trying to throw the case back inte the
Misslssippi eowris where we can

JB: Yes, I know - I know what you're saying and I know - I don'{
mow how we're goling to get out of this labyrinth,

RFWe: Well, here's sort of the same situntien, Jjust taking a Quote
from Handlin azain - this is the last hool: It've read - where forced
integration - that is, forced - positive, he calls it - that is,
bussing backod by edict of owr boards and things « shifts by force

- or any shift by force to make racial balansce threatens to reduge
the individual to to Le shuffled about by any
authority without reforence to any preferences. Thore may bo cire
cumstances under which this is necessary, but those who advocate it
usually show no aworeness of what this - this does not change the
roots of prejudice and - or has other roporcussions, prineipally in
law and socioty,

JB: Well, vhat thet comes b, is that thore are going to be very
dangerous moments in this struggle which wo'll have to avoid if itt's
at all possible, ereating certain very dangercus precedents,

RPW: That's the idea,

JB: That is - that's the trickiest clement in the entire revelution,
if that 1s what 1t 1p, because one has got to be reconclled; I think,
under such ztroess, to do vory dangerous things, and then try to pre-
vent them fron having repercussions thnt they might have, One has got
to undo a hundred years of work, you know, in a very short time, and
it will not be able %o be done as tidily as one might wish,
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RPW: It won't be tidy,

JB: No, I'm poing to have o go fairly soon because I'm gotting @
11t tle -~ Just a 1ittle sieck, I have to got home.

RPW: Well, shall we - |

JB: And I'm sorry to say that,

RPW: Shall we !moelt it off on this tape?

JB: Yes,

RPW: All »ight, Whnt 18 -« let's taltc one question - we have a
minute or two left - what is the responsibility of a Negro as you
road 1t - establish cquality or justice? GSome of the white men's
responsibilities ere plaringly apperent. What responsibility does
the Negro have?

JB: Well, I can only answer that for myaclf because I'm not altogether
sure I know what a NHegro is,

RPW: Well, I moan -

JB: You know what I mean - but I supnose I censider the responsibility
to be something like this, to - I think one has to take upon cnegelf

a very hard responsibility, which is something you do with the merale
of the young, which hag to do with a2 senso of their identity and a
sense or thelr possible achicvements, and a sense of themselves. And
for this I think one has to take upon himself the necessity of trying
to be an example to them, you know, to prove - you know, to prove
somothing by your existence., And further than that, I think one has
to try to - if one could get at the morals, then a great meny of the
problems would be minimized - the problem, for example, of the schools
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- the problems we wore talking eabout before - the problems of deline
queney - which are all problems of despalr and id.omrauution. Then
1 suppose one has to say, do things lilke Josse Gray is doing in
Harlen, whﬁ.oh is to mobilize the pecple -~ less landlords
really, to give the llegro e sense of what they can do for themaelves,
which is the bottom reason, as I read it, The bottom purpose of the
rent strike, because if one can bring thils off, then there are
several other things that one might be able to think of doing.

Part of the problem of being a Negro in this country is that one

has been beeten so long - they've been helpless so long, one tends
to think of cnosolf as being helpless. So I think probably the prie.
mary respengibility would be I suppose tc convey to the people whom
one sort of helplessly represents the fuct that they are not helpe
less, And that if they are not helplcss they must try to be respone
sible and to eroate & leadership out of these boys and girls in the
streets, which indeed is happening. 7They're doing it themselves.

I think it 's owr responsibility as thelr elders to bear witness te
them end to take their risks with them and - because if they don't
trust their elders then we're in troubvle too, This is what - some~
thing like that is the way it looks to me,

RAW: 1'm going to ask a question now that probably has no angwer,
and 1 gee gome of the to the question right away - how
mny Negroes read your books? It's like trying to find how many
Southerners read your books - you know - white Southernsys.

JBt Yes - it's an impossible question to answer, But I do lmow this,
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my brother who lives in Harlem, says that the whores and junkies and
people 1ike that steal the books and sell them in bars, which is -
there have been a lot of hot things sold in Harlem bars, but I
never hoard of hot books being sold in Iiorlem bars before, so I
gather that means something,
RPW: How do you feel sbout sudience - this is a stupid question
because I Imow what - I think I lmow whot most any writer feels
cbout audlenco
J3: I don't think of 1t, you know - just don't think of it,
RPW: That's vhat I mean, It isn't the way it starts,
JB: No - you Just hope whatever you do finds its own audience. | It
may take o lon;, long time,
RPd: I thinl thatts about all,
JB: I wouldn't have to go except that I've been & little siclk, and
this ig - I feol asort of shaky, and I got -
RPW: Thereo's no noint in torturing you,

(end of tape)



