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In an age of Black Lives Matter, James Baldwin's essays on life in Harlem, the protest novel,
movies, and African Americans abroad are as powerful today as when they were first written.
With documentaries like I Am Not Your Negro bringing renewed interest to Baldwin's life and
work, Notes of a Native Son serves as a valuable introduction.Written during the 1940s and
early 1950s, when Baldwin was only in his twenties, the essays collected in Notes of a Native
Son capture a view of black life and black thought at the dawn of the civil rights movement and
as the movement slowly gained strength through the words of one of the most captivating
essayists and foremost intellectuals of that era. Writing as an artist, activist, and social critic,
Baldwin probes the complex condition of being black in America. With a keen eye, he examines
everything from the significance of the protest novel to the motives and circumstances of the
many black expatriates of the time, from his home in “The Harlem Ghetto” to a sobering “Journey
to Atlanta.”Notes of a Native Son inaugurated Baldwin as one of the leading interpreters of the
dramatic social changes erupting in the United States in the twentieth century, and many of his
observations have proven almost prophetic. His criticism on topics such as the paternalism of
white progressives or on his own friend Richard Wright’s work is pointed and unabashed. He
was also one of the few writing on race at the time who addressed the issue with a powerful
mixture of outrage at the gross physical and political violence against black citizens and
measured understanding of their oppressors, which helped awaken a white audience to the
injustices under their noses. Naturally, this combination of brazen criticism and unconventional
empathy for white readers won Baldwin as much condemnation as praise.Notes is the book that
established Baldwin’s voice as a social critic, and it remains one of his most admired works. The
essays collected here create a cohesive sketch of black America and reveal an intimate portrait
of Baldwin’s own search for identity as an artist, as a black man, and as an American.

"He named for me the things you feel but couldn't utter. . . . Jimmy's essays articulated for the
first time to white America what it meant to be American and a black American at the same
time."—Henry Louis Gates, Jr."A straight-from-the-shoulder writer, writing about the troubled
problems of this troubled earth with an illuminating intensity."—Langston Hughes, The New York
Times Book Review“Written with bitter clarity and uncommon grace.” —Time --This text refers to
an alternate kindle_edition edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.From
the Introduction I did not know James Baldwin the essayist before my first year of college. I knew
only the James Baldwin of novels and short stories and plays, a trusted man who gave me, with
his Harlem and his Harlem people, the kind of world I knew so well from growing up in my
Washington, D.C. They were all one family, the people in Harlem and the people in Washington,
Baldwin told me in that way of all grand and eloquent writers who speak the eternal and



universal by telling us, word by hard-won word, of the minutiae of the everyday: The church
ladies who put heart and soul into every church service as if to let their god know how worthy
they are to step through the door into his heaven. The dust of poor folks’ apartments that forever
hangs in the air as though to remind the people of their station in life. The streets of a city where
the buildings Negroes live in never stand straight up but lean in mourning every which way.So I
knew this Baldwin and, in that strange way of members of the same family, he knew me. When I
went off to college in late August 1968, I took few books, anticipating the adequacy of the library
that awaited me at Holy Cross College. I packed only two books of nonfiction, both bought in a
used bookstore not long after I was accepted to college. Both had never been read. The first was
a ponderous 1950s to me on writing logical and well-reasoned essays. I was never to read it in
my time at Holy Cross, perhaps because it was so inaccessible. (Seeing it on my dormitory
room’s bookshelf, Clarence Thomas, a month before his graduation from Holy Cross in 1971,
purchased the book from me for $5; I do not recall what I paid for it.) And the second was Notes
of a Native Son. I was going off to a new life, a life of the mind and education among white
people, and I felt that since Bald- win’s fiction had taught me so much about black people, his
essays might have a similar effect given where I was going.I entered Holy Cross as a
mathematics major, primarily because I had done well in math in high school. I was extremely
shy then, and I had never had my vision tested and did not know enough about anything to
realize that my frequent inability to see the blackboard could be solved with eyeglasses. I sat in
the back of the freshman calculus class run by a standoffish professor who spent most of the
period with his back to his students as he wrote on the blackboard, and with all of that, I fell
further and further behind as the semester progressed.I will go into English, I told myself in
December, knowing how much I loved to read and knowing that a calculus D was coming and so
there would be no life in mathematics. Before leaving for Christmas vacation, I picked up Notes
of a Native Son for the first time, perhaps understanding that now my life would be increasingly
one of essay writing. The first thing James Baldwin tells me in “Autobiographical Notes” is, “I was
born in Harlem. . . .” A simple, unadorned statement, as if in saying it plainly the reader would
have a better sense of the importance of that fact. It was Harlem, but because I was so familiar
with the Baldwin of fiction, the Baldwin whose black people could be Washingtonians, he could
only have begun to connect in a better way if he had said, “I was born in Washington, D.C. . . .”A
good bit of that introductory essay deals with being a writer, something that would not have
much meaning for me for many years: the necessity of delving into oneself to be able to tell the
truth about the world one writes about; the difficulties of being a Negro writer when “the Negro
problem” is so widely written about; the desire, at the end of the day, to be “a good writer.”But
within that short essay is a thirty-one-year-old, some- what worldly man (I did not get my first
passport until I was fifty-four) who is still grappling with having been born into a small and often
less than caring world, which was, for good or bad, a part of a larger world that generally
rejected him and his small world. I was a Holy Cross student—often happy to be a student at
“the Cross”—but I knew every time I stepped out of my room in Beaven dormitory that no part of



that place in Worcester, Massachusetts, had been made with me in mind. I felt that but did not
yet have very many words for it. Baldwin gave them to me. This is Baldwin, with his “special
attitude,” talking of Shakespeare and the cathedral at Chartres and Rembrandt and the Empire
State Building and Bach: “These were not really my creations, they did not contain my history; I
might search in them in vain forever for any reflection of myself. I was an interloper; this was not
my heritage.”And so he continued throughout the rest of Notes, a gloriously keen and sensitive
mind, something I did not completely appreciate at the time, something I’m sure he would smile
about now. I confess that I could not then grasp some of his more complex thoughts, perhaps
because I was merely too young and the world had yet to take such a harsh hold on me. And
other thoughts of his I just dismissed, no doubt because I was, again, too young and because I
was developing a militant streak that scoffed at notions not in line with my own developing ones.
That militancy came naturally with the murder of Martin Luther King Jr. and the Vietnam War and
with the new awareness that I was black in a white world. The militant me asked, for example,
why would Baldwin write at times as if he were not black but some observer, a guilty one, true,
but still an observer. “Our dehumanization of the Negro then,” he says to me in “Many Thousands
Gone,” “is indivisible from dehumanization of ourselves: the loss of our own identity is the price
we pay for our annulment of his.” And later: “We (Americans in general, that) like to point to
Negroes and to most of their activities with a kind of tolerant scorn. . . .”But with my focus on the
constant use of words like “we” and “our,” it was easy for eighteen-year-old me in those last days
of December 1968 to lose sight of so much of the truth and pain of that and other statements in
“Thousands.” People, I have learned, have a way of taking root in one’s still- developing mind
without our knowing it, especially people, like Baldwin, who live in the world of words. How else,
then, to explain my every effort to tell in a novel as best I could the stories of slave masters, black
and white, and how slavery crushed their souls every morning they got up from their beds and
thanked their god for their dominion over others. If I knew the importance of telling that, it was
because Baldwin and his kind had planted the idea long ago. (I give him so much credit because
he was in the minority of all the black writers I was reading who understood the importance of
giving white people their due as full-fledged human beings. Even before I knew I would get into
this writing thing, Baldwin told me this: You do not have to fully humanize your black characters
by dehumanizing the white ones.) Traveling with Baldwin through Notes’ “The Harlem Ghetto,”
“Journey to Atlanta,” and “Notes of a Native Son,” I was given a grander portrait of the man I had
known only through fiction. His fiction certainly had an unprecedented and absolute life of its
own, and I might have tried to imagine the man I was dealing with, but those essays afforded me
something beyond the postage stamp–sized pictures of him and the few sentences of biography
that came with my paperback editions of, say, Go Tell It on the Mountain or Another Country. He
would have been Baldwin had I never read those essays, but he would not have been real
enough to deign to share a moment or two with me. The fiction offered a person of enormous
humanity. The essays offered a man, a neighbor, or, yes, an older brother.I had gone through the
Washington, D.C., riots after King’s assassination, an explosion that took place some twenty-five



years after the Harlem riots Baldwin describes in “Notes.” Different city, different actors, but the
same script as that used in the nationwide riots of the 1910s, also a conflagration that included
Washington. I was mainly on the periphery of matters that April 1968. (My poor mother had
enough to worry about; the last thing I wanted was to add another thousand pounds to her
burden and have her see her college-bound child in jail.) And with a summer job and college
looming, I had not had time to assess my feelings or consider those of my classmates or
neighbors. The wonderful thing about writers like Baldwin is the way we read them and come
across passages that are so arresting we become breathless and have to raise our eyes from
the page to keep from being spirited away. During those few days in April, I had been out and
about enough in my city to sense something new and different about all the shouting and
window-breaking and looting people, something ancient and deep. This is Baldwin explaining
to me in words writ- ten twelve years after the Harlem riots and thirteen years be- fore the
Washington riots: “[S]omething heavy in their stance seemed to indicate that they had all,
incredibly, seen a common vision, and on each face there seemed to be the same strange,
bitter shadow.”Time after time, he keeps doing this so that it becomes not enough for the reader
to just raise the eyes to find breath again. In “Equal in Paris,” there is the sad tale of Baldwin
being jailed for days during Christmastime in 1949 after being given a used hotel sheet he did
not know had been stolen. Yes. Days. Used sheet. One does not understand the full meaning of
“Kafkaesque” until this tale has been absorbed. Baldwin does not say it outright, but what
becomes clear with his journey through a perversely blind justice system is that France, for “all
the wretched,” had not moved very far from what the people were enduring before the French
Revolution.It is all so utterly absurd (and this absurdity is another layer of oppression) that it truly
becomes humorous. And with that as well is Baldwin’s realization that the people who run such a
system are first cousins of those who run things in “my native land.” He cannot escape them,
even in a place called Paris, and he is better for knowing this. “In some deep, black, stony, and
liberating way, my life, in my own eyes, began during that first year in Paris. . . .”And so he
continues on, page after page, offering light and understanding and a ruthless insistence not so
much that he is correct with his vision of matters, but that to ignore his side of things is to see
only a partial picture that will not lead to lasting solutions. I can see this best now that I have
reread Notes for this essay and now that life has done things to me. Which is why his book is to
be treasured. In small ways, in large ways.Of the Amsterdam Star-News, he notes in “The
Harlem Ghetto” that it “is Republican [no doubt the legacy of Abraham Lincoln freeing the slaves
with the belief that it would shorten the Civil War], a political affiliation that has led it into some
strange doubletalk. . . .” I had to chuckle. He was writing of possibly gentler, kinder Republicans,
who were, in a matter of years, to grow into even more vicious and uncaring political animals. I
do not know if Baldwin witnessed any of what happened when black conservatives came out of
the woodwork during Ronald Reagan’s presidency. A collection of blacks who to this day have to
defend all the white racists in the various spokes of the Republican Party wheel. Doubletalk.And
the entire essay “Journey to Atlanta” is a grand cautionary story about black politicians and white



radicals and liberals, who with their own doubletalk seek to mask a paternalism that sees black
people as no more than children. As I read his words again, I kept thinking of all the white liberals
around Washington, D.C., who wrote racist comments in 2010 to area newspapers and blogs
after the black mayor (a rather reviled figure among many black folks) was defeated by another
black candidate, complaining that “nigger” voters simply did not know what was good for them.
Baldwin—with his tale of his teenage brother David going South—offered his warning in
1948.One of the wonders of coming back to Notes after such a long time is how “current”
Baldwin is. That might sound like a cliché, but in so many instances in our lives we learn that
some clichés are built on things solid and familiar and time- less. “Journey to Atlanta” is but one
of a hundred examples in Notes. What also comes across, again, is how optimistic James
Baldwin was about himself, his world, black people. Even when he describes the awfulness of
being black in America, he presents us with an optimism that is sometimes like subtle
background music, and sometimes like an insistent drumbeat. But through it all, with each word
—perhaps as evidence of a man certain of his message—he never shouts.—Edward P.
JonesJune 29–July 5, 2012Washington, D.C. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.From the Back CoverDans ces essais écrits durant les années 1940 et 1950 alors qu'il
n'avait qu'une vingtaine d'années, James Baldwin s'interroge sur ce que signifie être noir aux
États-Unis. Ses réflexions sur la vie à Harlem, la politique, la religion, la presse, la littérature ou
le cinéma, écrites dans une prose riche, dense et percutante, sont d'une profonde et vibrante
actualité. La force de ce recueil réside dans la virtuosité avec laquelle Baldwin entremêle sa
critique d'une société injuste et clivante, et le récit très personnel de son expérience et de ses
souvenirs. L'évocation de la mort de son père, figure insondable d'un pasteur guetté par la
démence, l'entraîne à commenter les émeutes de 1943 à Harlem ; le témoignage de son
emprisonnement injustifié dans la prison de Fresnes le conduit à poser un regard lucide sur le
rapport de la France à la colonisation ; la chronique d'un voyage à Atlanta lui donne l'occasion
de dénoncer le racisme systémique et le paternalisme des politiques qui infantilisent la
communauté noire. Avec une justesse incomparable et une franchise désarmante, il détaille
ainsi les comportements, explore les méandres des relations entre les Noirs et les Blancs et
donne à voir une société aux prises avec ses contradictions. Cette nouvelle traduction rend
admirablement justice à l'intensité, la finesse et la perspicacité de l'oeuvre de Baldwin, et
permet de redécouvrir la voix unique d'une des figures les plus brillantes du XX siècle. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorJames Baldwin, né à New York en 1924,
s'est révélé comme un des tout premiers écrivains américains de sa génération. Auteur d'essais,
de nouvelles et de pièces de théâtre. Il est mort à Saint-Paul-de-Vence le 30 novembre 1987. --
This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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FORPAULA MARIAANDGEBRILContentsIntroduction by Edward P.
JonesAcknowledgmentsPreface to the 1984 EditionAutobiographical NotesPART
ONEEverybody’s Protest NovelMany Thousands GoneCarmen Jones: The Dark Is Light
EnoughPART TWOThe Harlem GhettoJourney to AtlantaNotes of a Native SonPART
THREEEncounter on the Seine: Black Meets BrownA Question of IdentityEqual in ParisStranger
in the VillageIntroductionI did not know James Baldwin the essayist before my first year of
college. I knew only the James Baldwin of novels and short stories and plays, a trusted man who
gave me, with his Harlem and his Harlem people, the kind of world I knew so well from growing
up in my Washington, D.C. They were all one family, the people in Harlem and the people in
Washington, Baldwin told me in that way of all grand and eloquent writers who speak the eternal
and universal by telling us, word by hard-won word, of the minutiae of the everyday: The church
ladies who put heart and soul into every church service as if to let their god know how worthy
they are to step through the door into his heaven. The dust of poor folks’ apartments that forever
hangs in the air as though to remind the people of their station in life. The streets of a city where
the buildings Negroes live in never stand straight up but lean in mourning every which way.So I
knew this Baldwin and, in that strange way of members of the same family, he knew me. When I
went off to college in late August 1968, I took few books, anticipating the adequacy of the library
that awaited me at Holy Cross College. I packed only two books of nonfiction, both bought in a
used bookstore not long after I was accepted to college. Both had never been read. The first was
a ponderous 1950s tome on writing logical and well-reasoned essays. I was never to read it in
my time at Holy Cross, perhaps because it was so inaccessible. (Seeing it on my dormitory
room’s bookshelf, Clarence Thomas, a month before his graduation from Holy Cross in 1971,
purchased the book from me for $5; I do not recall what I paid for it.) And the second was Notes
of a Native Son. I was going off to a new life, a life of the mind and education among white
people, and I felt that since Baldwin’s fiction had taught me so much about black people, his
essays might have a similar effect given where I was going.I entered Holy Cross as a
mathematics major, primarily because I had done well in math in high school. I was extremely
shy then, and I had never had my vision tested and did not know enough about anything to
realize that my frequent inability to see the blackboard could be solved with eyeglasses. I sat in
the back of the freshman calculus class run by a standoffish professor who spent most of the
period with his back to his students as he wrote on the blackboard, and with all of that, I fell
further and further behind as the semester progressed.I will go into English, I told myself in
December, knowing how much I loved to read and knowing that a calculus D was coming and so
there would be no life in mathematics. Before leaving for Christmas vacation, I picked up Notes
of a Native Son for the first time, perhaps understanding that now my life would be increasingly
one of essay writing. The first thing James Baldwin tells me in “Autobiographical Notes” is, “I was
born in Harlem….” A simple, unadorned statement, as if in saying it plainly the reader would
have a better sense of the importance of that fact. It was Harlem, but because I was so familiar
with the Baldwin of fiction, the Baldwin whose black people could be Washingtonians, he could



only have begun to connect in a better way if he had said, “I was born in Washington, D.C….”A
good bit of that introductory essay deals with being a writer, something that would not have
much meaning for me for many years: the necessity of delving into oneself to be able to tell the
truth about the world one writes about; the difficulties of being a Negro writer when “the Negro
problem” is so widely written about; the desire, at the end of the day, to be “a good writer.”But
within that short essay is a thirty-one-year-old, somewhat worldly man (I did not get my first
passport until I was fifty-four) who is still grappling with having been born into a small and often
less than caring world, which was, for good or bad, a part of a larger world that generally
rejected him and his small world. I was a Holy Cross student—often happy to be a student at
“the Cross”—but I knew every time I stepped out of my room in Beaven dormitory that no part of
that place in Worcester, Massachusetts, had been made with me in mind. I felt that but did not
yet have very many words for it. Baldwin gave them to me. This is Baldwin, with his “special
attitude,” talking of Shakespeare and the cathedral at Chartres and Rembrandt and the Empire
State Building and Bach: “These were not really my creations, they did not contain my history; I
might search in them in vain forever for any reflection of myself. I was an interloper; this was not
my heritage.”And so he continued throughout the rest of Notes, a gloriously keen and sensitive
mind, something I did not completely appreciate at the time, something I’m sure he would smile
about now. I confess that I could not then grasp some of his more complex thoughts, perhaps
because I was merely too young and the world had yet to take such a harsh hold on me. And
other thoughts of his I just dismissed, no doubt because I was, again, too young and because I
was developing a militant streak that scoffed at notions not in line with my own developing ones.
That militancy came naturally with the murder of Martin Luther King Jr. and the Vietnam War and
with the new awareness that I was black in a white world. The militant me asked, for example,
why would Baldwin write at times as if he were not black but some observer, a guilty one, true,
but still an observer. “Our dehumanization of the Negro then,” he says to me in “Many Thousands
Gone,” “is indivisible from dehumanization of ourselves: the loss of our own identity is the price
we pay for our annulment of his.” And later: “We (Americans in general, that) like to point to
Negroes and to most of their activities with a kind of tolerant scorn….”But with my focus on the
constant use of words like “we” and “our,” it was easy for eighteen-year-old me in those last days
of December 1968 to lose sight of so much of the truth and pain of that and other statements in
“Thousands.” People, I have learned, have a way of taking root in one’s still-developing mind
without our knowing it, especially people, like Baldwin, who live in the world of words. How else,
then, to explain my every effort to tell in a novel as best I could the stories of slave masters, black
and white, and how slavery crushed their souls every morning they got up from their beds and
thanked their god for their dominion over others. If I knew the importance of telling that, it was
because Baldwin and his kind had planted the idea long ago. (I give him so much credit because
he was in the minority of all the black writers I was reading who understood the importance of
giving white people their due as full-fledged human beings. Even before I knew I would get into
this writing thing, Baldwin told me this: You do not have to fully humanize your black characters



by dehumanizing the white ones.)Traveling with Baldwin through Notes’ “The Harlem Ghetto,”
“Journey to Atlanta,” and “Notes of a Native Son,” I was given a grander portrait of the man I had
known only through fiction. His fiction certainly had an unprecedented and absolute life of its
own, and I might have tried to imagine the man I was dealing with, but those essays afforded me
something beyond the postage stamp–sized pictures of him and the few sentences of biography
that came with my paperback editions of, say, Go Tell It on the Mountain or Another Country. He
would have been Baldwin had I never read those essays, but he would not have been real
enough to deign to share a moment or two with me. The fiction offered a person of enormous
humanity. The essays offered a man, a neighbor, or, yes, an older brother.I had gone through the
Washington, D.C., riots after King’s assassination, an explosion that took place some twenty-five
years after the Harlem riots Baldwin describes in “Notes.” Different city, different actors, but the
same script as that used in the nationwide riots of the 1910s, also a conflagration that included
Washington. I was mainly on the periphery of matters that April 1968. (My poor mother had
enough to worry about; the last thing I wanted was to add another thousand pounds to her
burden and have her see her college-bound child in jail.) And with a summer job and college
looming, I had not had time to assess my feelings or consider those of my classmates or
neighbors. The wonderful thing about writers like Baldwin is the way we read them and come
across passages that are so arresting we become breathless and have to raise our eyes from
the page to keep from being spirited away. During those few days in April, I had been out and
about enough in my city to sense something new and different about all the shouting and
window-breaking and looting people, something ancient and deep. This is Baldwin explaining to
me in words written twelve years after the Harlem riots and thirteen years before the Washington
riots: “[S]omething heavy in their stance seemed to indicate that they had all, incredibly, seen a
common vision, and on each face there seemed to be the same strange, bitter shadow.”Time
after time, he keeps doing this so that it becomes not enough for the reader to just raise the eyes
to find breath again. In “Equal in Paris,” there is the sad tale of Baldwin being jailed for days
during Christmastime in 1949 after being given a used hotel sheet he did not know had been
stolen. Yes. Days. Used sheet. One does not understand the full meaning of “Kafkaesque” until
this tale has been absorbed. Baldwin does not say it outright, but what becomes clear with his
journey through a perversely blind justice system is that France, for “all the wretched,” had not
moved very far from what the people were enduring before the French Revolution.It is all so
utterly absurd (and this absurdity is another layer of oppression) that it truly becomes humorous.
And with that as well is Baldwin’s realization that the people who run such a system are first
cousins of those who run things in “my native land.” He cannot escape them, even in a place
called Paris, and he is better for knowing this. “In some deep, black, stony, and liberating way, my
life, in my own eyes, began during that first year in Paris….”And so he continues on, page after
page, offering light and understanding and a ruthless insistence not so much that he is correct
with his vision of matters, but that to ignore his side of things is to see only a partial picture that
will not lead to lasting solutions. I can see this best now that I have reread Notes for this essay



and now that life has done things to me. Which is why his book is to be treasured. In small ways,
in large ways.Of the Amsterdam Star-News, he notes in “The Harlem Ghetto” that it “is
Republican [no doubt the legacy of Abraham Lincoln freeing the slaves with the belief that it
would shorten the Civil War], a political affiliation that has led it into some strange doubletalk….” I
had to chuckle. He was writing of possibly gentler, kinder Republicans, who were, in a matter of
years, to grow into even more vicious and uncaring political animals. I do not know if Baldwin
witnessed any of what happened when black conservatives came out of the woodwork during
Ronald Reagan’s presidency. A collection of blacks who to this day have to defend all the white
racists in the various spokes of the Republican Party wheel. Doubletalk.And the entire essay
“Journey to Atlanta” is a grand cautionary story about black politicians and white radicals and
liberals, who with their own doubletalk seek to mask a paternalism that sees black people as no
more than children. As I read his words again, I kept thinking of all the white liberals around
Washington, D.C., who wrote racist comments in 2010 to area newspapers and blogs after the
black mayor (a rather reviled figure among many black folks) was defeated by another black
candidate, complaining that “nigger” voters simply did not know what was good for them. Baldwin
—with his tale of his teenage brother David going South—offered his warning in 1948.One of the
wonders of coming back to Notes after such a long time is how “current” Baldwin is. That might
sound like a cliché, but in so many instances in our lives we learn that some clichés are built on
things solid and familiar and timeless. “Journey to Atlanta” is but one of a hundred examples in
Notes. What also comes across, again, is how optimistic James Baldwin was about himself, his
world, black people. Even when he describes the awfulness of being black in America, he
presents us with an optimism that is sometimes like subtle background music, and sometimes
like an insistent drumbeat. But through it all, with each word—perhaps as evidence of a man
certain of his message—he never shouts.—Edward P. JonesJune 29–July 5, 2012Washington,
D.C.AcknowledgmentsThe author is grateful to the following publications for permission to
reprint material that first appeared in their pages: Commentary for “Carmen Jones” (which
appeared in the January 1955 issue as “Life Straight in De Eye”), “The Harlem Ghetto” (February
1948), and “Equal in Paris” (March 1955); Harper’s Magazine for “Notes of a Native
Son” (November 1955) and “Stranger in the Village” (October 1953); The New Leader for
“Journey to Atlanta” (October 9, 1948); Partisan Review for “Everybody’s Protest Novel” (June
1949), “Many Thousands Gone” (November–December 1951), and “A Question of
Identity” (July–August 1954); and The Reporter for “Encounter on the Seine” (which appeared in
the issue of June 6, 1950, as “The Negro in Paris”).Preface to the 1984 EditionJames BaldwinIt
was Sol Stein, high school buddy, editor, novelist, playwright, who first suggested this book. My
reaction was not enthusiastic: as I remember, I told him that I was too young to publish my
memoirs.I had never thought of these essays as a possible book. Once they were behind me, I
don’t, in fact, think that I thought of them at all. Sol’s suggestion had the startling and unkind
effect of causing me to realize that time had passed. It was as though he had dashed cold water
in my face.Sol persisted, however, and so did the dangers and rigors of my situation. I had



returned from Paris, in 1954, out of motives not at all clear to me. I had promised a Swiss friend a
visit to the land of my birth, but that, I think, has to be recognized as a pretext: it fails to have the
weight of a motive. I find no objective reason for my return to America at that time—I am not sure
that I can find the subjective one, either.Yet, here I was, at the top of 1954, several months shy of
thirty, scared to death, but happy to be with my family and my friends. It was my second return
since my departure, in 1948.I had returned in 1952, with my first novel, stayed long enough to
show it to my family, and to sell it, and, then, I hauled on out of here. In 1954, I came back with
The Amen Corner, and I was working on Giovanni’s Room—which had broken off from what was
to become Another Country.Actually, ’54–’55, in spite of frightening moments, and not only in
retrospect, was a great year. I had, after all, survived something—the proof was that I was
working. I was at the Writer’s Colony, Yaddo, in Saratoga Springs, when my buddy, Marlon
Brando, won the Oscar, and I watched Bette Davis present it to him, and kiss him, on TV. The
late Owen Dodson called me there, from Washington, D.C., to say that he was directing, at
Howard University, a student production of my play. I went to Washington, where I met the late,
great E. Franklin Frazier and the great Sterling Brown. Howard was the first college campus I had
ever seen, and, without these men, I do not know what would have become of my morale. The
play, thank God, was a tremendous seven-or ten-day wonder, playing to standing room only on
the last night, in spite of a reluctant, not yet Black faculty (“This play will set back the Speech
Department by thirty years!”), a bewildered Variety (“What do you think Negroes in the North will
think of this play?”), and the fact that it was not to be seen again for nearly ten years. And I had
fallen in love. I was happy—the world had never before been so beautiful a place.There was only
one small hitch. I—we—didn’t have a dime, no pot, nor no window.Sol Stein returned to the
attack. We had agreed on nine essays, he wanted a tenth, and I wrote the title essay between
Owen’s house and the Dunbar Hotel. Returned to New York, where I finished Giovanni’s Room.
Publisher’s Row, that hotbed of perception, looked on the book with horror and loathing, refused
to touch it, saying that I was a young Negro writer, who, if he published this book, would alienate
his audience and ruin his career. They would not, in short, publish it, as a favor to me. I conveyed
my gratitude, perhaps a shade too sharply, borrowed money from a friend, and myself and my
lover took the boat to France.I had never thought of myself as an essayist: the idea had never
entered my mind. Even—or, perhaps, especially now—I find it hard to re-create the journey.It has
something to do, certainly, with what I was trying to discover and, also, trying to avoid. If I was
trying to discover myself—on the whole, when examined, a somewhat dubious notion, since I
was also trying to avoid myself—there was, certainly, between that self and me, the accumulated
rock of ages. This rock scarred the hand, and all tools broke against it. Yet, there was a me,
somewhere: I could feel it, stirring within and against captivity. The hope of salvation—identity—
depended on whether or not one would be able to decipher and describe the rock.One song
cries, “lead me to the rock that is higher than I,” and another cries, “hide me in the rock!” and yet
another proclaims, “I got a home in that rock.” Or, “I ran to the rock to hide my face: the rock cried
out, no hiding place!”The accumulated rock of ages deciphered itself as a part of my inheritance



—a part, mind you, not the totality—but, in order to claim my birthright, of which my inheritance
was but a shadow, it was necessary to challenge and claim the rock. Otherwise, the rock
claimed me.Or, to put it another way, my inheritance was particular, specifically limited and
limiting: my birthright was vast, connecting me to all that lives, and to everyone, forever. But one
cannot claim the birthright without accepting the inheritance.Therefore, when I began, seriously,
to write—when I knew I was committed, that this would be my life—I had to try to describe that
particular condition which was—is—the living proof of my inheritance. And, at the same time,
with that very same description, I had to claim my birthright. I am what time, circumstance,
history, have made of me, certainly, but I am, also, much more than that. So are we all.The
conundrum of color is the inheritance of every American, be he/she legally or actually Black or
White. It is a fearful inheritance, for which untold multitudes, long ago, sold their birthright.
Multitudes are doing so, until today. This horror has so welded past and present that it is virtually
impossible and certainly meaningless to speak of it as occurring, as it were, in time. It can be,
and it has been, suicidal to attempt to speak of this to a multitude, which, assuming it knows that
time exists, believes that time can be outwitted.Something like this, anyway, has something to do
with my beginnings. I was trying to locate myself within a specific inheritance and to use that
inheritance, precisely, to claim the birthright from which that inheritance had so brutally and
specifically excluded me.It is not pleasant to be forced to recognize, more than thirty years later,
that neither this dynamic nor this necessity have changed. There have been superficial changes,
with results at best ambiguous and, at worst, disastrous. Morally, there has been no change at
all and a moral change is the only real one. “Plus ça change,” groan the exasperated French
(who should certainly know), “plus c’est le même chose.” (The more it changes, the more it
remains the same.) At least they have the style to be truthful about it.The only real change vividly
discernible in this present, unspeakably dangerous chaos is a panic-stricken apprehension on
the part of those who have maligned and subjugated others for so long that the tables have been
turned. Not once have the Civilized been able to honor, recognize, or describe the Savage. He
is, practically speaking, the source of their wealth, his continued subjugation the key to their
power and glory. This is absolutely and unanswerably true in South Africa—to name but one
section of Africa—and, as to how things fare for Black men and women; here, the Black has
become, economically, all but expendable and is, therefore, encouraged to join the Army, or, a
notion espoused, I believe, by Daniel Moynihan and Nathan Glazer, to become a postman—to
make himself useful, for Christ’s sake, while White men take on the heavy burden of ruling the
world.Well. Plus ça change. To say nothing, speaking as a Black citizen, regarding his
countrymen, of friends like these.There is an unadmitted icy panic coiled beneath the
scaffolding of these present days, hopes, endeavors. I have said that the Civilized have never
been able to honor, recognize, or describe the Savage. Once they had decided that he was
savage, there was nothing to honor, recognize or describe. But the savages describe the
Europeans, who were not yet, when they landed in the New (!) World, White, as the people from
heaven. Neither did the savages in Africa have any way of foreseeing the anguished diaspora to



which they were about to be condemned. Even the chiefs who sold Africans into slavery could
not have had any idea that this slavery was meant to endure forever, or for at least a thousand
years. Nothing in the savage experience could have prepared them for such an idea, any more
than they could conceive of the land as something to be bought and sold. (As I cannot believe
that people are actually buying and selling air space above the towers of
Manhattan.)Nevertheless, all of this happened, and is happening. Out of this incredible brutality,
we get the myth of the happy darky and Gone With the Wind. And the North Americans appear
to believe these legends, which they have created and which absolutely nothing in reality
corroborates, until today. And when these legends are attacked, as is happening now—all over a
globe which has never been and never will be White—my countrymen become childishly
vindictive and unutterably dangerous.The unadmitted panic of which I spoke above is created by
the terror that the Savage can, now, describe the Civilized: the only way to prevent this is to
obliterate humanity. This panic proves that neither a person nor a people can do anything
without knowing what they are doing. Neither can anyone avoid paying for the choices he or she
has made. It is savagely, if one may say so, ironical that the only proof the world—mankind—has
ever had of White supremacy is in the Black face and voice: that face never scrutinized, that
voice never heard. The eyes in that face prove the unforgivable and unimaginable horror of being
a captive in the promised land, but also prove that trouble don’t last always: and the voice, once
filled with a rage and pain that corroborated the reality of the jailer, is addressing another reality,
in other tongues. The people who think of themselves as White have the choice of becoming
human or irrelevant.Or—as they are, indeed, already, in all but actual fact: obsolete. For, if
trouble don’t last always, as the Preacher tells us, neither does Power, and it is on the fact or the
hope or the myth of Power that that identity which calls itself White has always seemed to
depend.I had just turned thirty-one when this book was first published, and, by the time you read
this, I will be sixty. I think that quite remarkable, but I do not mention it, now, as an occasion for
celebrations or lamentations. I don’t feel that I have any reason to complain: emphatically, the
contrary, to leave it at that, and no matter what tomorrow brings. Yet, I have reason to reflect—
one always does, when forced to take a long look back. I remember many people who helped
me in indescribable ways, all those years ago, when I was the popeyed, tongue-tied kid, in my
memory sitting in a corner, on the floor. I was having a rough time in the Village, where the bulk
of the populace, egged on by the cops, thought it was great fun to bounce tables and chairs off
my head, and I soon stopped talking about my “constitutional” rights. I am, I suppose, a
survivor.A survivor of what? In those years, I was told, when I became terrified, vehement, or
lachrymose: It takes time, Jimmy. It takes time. I agree: I still agree: though it certainly didn’t take
much time for some of the people I knew then—in the Fifties—to turn tail, to decide to make it,
and drape themselves in the American flag. A wretched and despicable band of cowards, whom
I once trusted with my life—friends like these!But we will discuss all that another day. When I was
told, it takes time, when I was young, I was being told it will take time before a Black person can
be treated as a human being here, but it will happen. We will help to make it happen. We



promise you.Sixty years of one man’s life is a long time to deliver on a promise, especially
considering all the lives preceding and surrounding my own.What has happened, in the time of
my time, is the record of my ancestors. No promise was kept with them, no promise was kept
with me, nor can I counsel those coming after me, nor my global kinsmen, to believe a word
uttered by my morally bankrupt and desperately dishonest countrymen.“And,” says Doris
Lessing, in her preface to African Stories, “while the cruelties of the white man toward the black
man are among the heaviest counts in the indictment against humanity, colour prejudice is not
our original fault, but only one aspect of the atrophy of the imagination that prevents us from
seeing ourselves in every creature that breathes under the sun.”Amen. En avant.18 April
1984Amherst, MassachusettsAutobiographical NotesI was born in Harlem thirty-one years ago. I
began plotting novels at about the time I learned to read. The story of my childhood is the usual
bleak fantasy, and we can dismiss it with the restrained observation that I certainly would not
consider living it again. In those days my mother was given to the exasperating and mysterious
habit of having babies. As they were born, I took them over with one hand and held a book with
the other. The children probably suffered, though they have since been kind enough to deny it,
and in this way I read Uncle Tom’s Cabin and A Tale of Two Cities over and over and over again;
in this way, in fact, I read just about everything I could get my hands on—except the Bible,
probably because it was the only book I was encouraged to read. I must also confess that I wrote
—a great deal—and my first professional triumph, in any case, the first effort of mine to be seen
in print, occurred at the age of twelve or thereabouts, when a short story I had written about the
Spanish revolution won some sort of prize in an extremely short-lived church newspaper. I
remember the story was censored by the lady editor, though I don’t remember why, and I was
outraged.Also wrote plays, and songs, for one of which I received a letter of congratulations from
Mayor La Guardia, and poetry, about which the less said, the better. My mother was delighted by
all these goings-on, but my father wasn’t; he wanted me to be a preacher. When I was fourteen I
became a preacher, and when I was seventeen I stopped. Very shortly thereafter I left home. For
God knows how long I struggled with the world of commerce and industry—I guess they would
say they struggled with me—and when I was about twenty-one I had enough done of a novel to
get a Saxton Fellowship. When I was twenty-two the fellowship was over, the novel turned out to
be unsalable, and I started waiting on tables in a Village restaurant and writing book reviews—
mostly, as it turned out, about the Negro problem, concerning which the color of my skin made
me automatically an expert. Did another book, in company with photographer Theodore
Pelatowski, about the store-front churches in Harlem. This book met exactly the same fate as my
first—fellowship, but no sale. (It was a Rosenwald Fellowship.) By the time I was twenty-four I
had decided to stop reviewing books about the Negro problem—which, by this time, was only
slightly less horrible in print than it was in life—and I packed my bags and went to France, where
I finished, God knows how, Go Tell It on the Mountain.
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Nomi Seline, “James Baldwin changed my life!!!. James Baldwin was years beyond his time. This
book is a great example of that. Still reading it because I want to take my time to take in all of his
very well written words and I even wrote notes in it as well. As you black woman living in America
this book and many others by JB is a MUST! Really hope EVERYONE can read his words they
will change you!!!”

Rp, “I kind of drifted into "The Fire Next Time". This was my second book by James Baldwin and
it is another very well written view of the 1960's and the role race played. So little has changed
since then, Baldwin's observations are that much more insightful. He sees the racial divide so
clearly, even as he was expending his thoughts on the core issues. The other book I read just
before this one "The Fire Next Time" is a fully realized view and is my 1st pick of Baldwin's
writing (so far). The premise that -white folks don't need to learn to accept black folks, instead
can black folks accept white folks- continues to occupy my thoughts. I know have a concrete
understanding of why it might be impossible to end all the racial injustice and, if we cannot, it's
the lack of substance (of a soul) of white folks that will be to blame. Baldwin brought into focus
Malcolm X's idea of -the white folk's house is on fire-, a truth that is at the heart of racial
discrimination and at the heart of the deeply troubling rise of ignorance and hatred in the US and
parts of Europe. Baldwin sees through the chaos and noise and articulates the problems so well,
it's too bad his books aren't a part of every high school Social Studies program. But even that
idea brings to mind a term I heard in the documentary "Accidental Courtesy" (at the table in
Baltimore), "generational trauma", and that is also a very strong point that makes this mess we
have now and have been "white-washing" for centuries all the more duanting to see how there
ever could be racial parity and peace in the US.James Baldwin is an extraordinary writer.”

Timothy Haugh, “Powerful Stuff. I had read James Baldwin when I was younger. I admired some
of his short stories and I had studied his play Blues for Mister Charlie. Recently, however, I was
brought back to his work and I find the more that I read of it, the more I am impressed by it.He is
a master stylist. I could spend pages of this review just quoting memorable lines. (“But one
cannot claim the birthright without accepting the inheritance.” “I love America more than any
other country in the world, and, exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticize her
perpetually.” “I am not one of the people who believe that oppression imbues a people with
wisdom or insight or sweet charity…” “Joyce is right about history being a nightmare—but it may
be the nightmare from which no one can awaken. People are trapped in history and history is
trapped in them.”) He has a way of melding his wide vocabulary and particular syntax into an
engaging prose that is wholly his own. I can imagine him sweating over each sentence to get it
just right.He is also a fierce critic. His analysis of Native Son and Carmen Jones pulls no
punches. But that is nothing compared to when he turns his critical eye upon his own



experiences. His memories of Harlem are powerful. His writing about Paris, especially his time
struggling through the French legal system, is vivid and memorable. Most of all, however, I
enjoyed the closing essay of the book where he describes his time as the only Negro is a Swiss
alpine village. The challenge of dealing with a group of people who mean him no offence allows
him to interrogate his American experience more deeply.A fool might think that these essays are
too dated to offer the modern reader much of anything. On the contrary, with only slight
alteration, almost every essay here could be published today. His understanding of politics,
history, and rage speaks very much to the moment we are in now.  This is a book worth reading.”

Slyraider, “Should Be Required Reading. This book provides a great place for discussions on
race in America, both past and present. I admit, however, that I will reread and mark many more
passages for better understanding. It was with luck and amusement that I read a chapter on
France since I'm heading there soon. My romantic expectations have hopefully become more
realistic... I love Mr. Baldwin's frankness and perspective.”

George Elliott, ““The Sons Must Slay Their Fathers”. In the crowded field of black literary giants
back in the days when more than one meant crowded, Baldwin undertakes a journey through life
and the real impacts impacts of what was true white nationalism and supremacy through the
eyes of a deep and observant literary man. Baldwin took his place after Wright as The New
Negro On The Block. This book is a must for anyone interested in the history of American race
relations back in the 40’s thru 60’s.”

Gabriel Grey, “Learn the Truth from one of the great truth tellers. Baldwin is one of this country's
great authors, thinkers, and orators. Especially these days, with the ongoing struggle for civil
rights, justice, and equality, Baldwin's voice deserves to be heard and appreciated. His is a
unique voice and a unique perspective on this centuries long struggle that has caused this
country to elevate whiteness and denigrate blackness, continuing the original sin of slavery by
marginalizing and continuing to torture and kill black people with impunity.”

Bria S. Aguayo, “Should be required reading. Beside the subject matter being of such
importance, the writing is breath taking.Baldwin draws the reader in with personal accounts and
the goings-on of his thought process. Long after reading, his words come to mind. I loved this
and appreciate the nuances related with each essay building on the next. I can't recommend this
enough.”

David George Moore, “A SKILLED WORDSMITH WHO HAUNTS YOU...IN IMPORTANT WAYS.
Baldwin's writing lingers because it is haunted.His essay on his troubled father kept me up one
night. He is describing terribly important things, but Baldwin is one of those gifted and visceral
writers. I’m glad to have read him but he does haunt the reader to wrestle with difficult truths.”



gingernut, “I love James Baldwin. I love James Baldwin. He's always got a lot to say and knows
his stuff. Reading his Notes enlightens me onto other books he mentions, which is always a
good thing.”

DMB, “A good read. Insight into a different era. The more we change the more we remain the
same.”

A. Maryon, “Wonderful. A timeless classic. So insightful and poetic at the same time. Wonderful”

daisies, “Five Stars. brilliance”

Ebook Tops Reader, “ . Wonderfull”

The book by James Baldwin has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 1,489 people have provided feedback.

Title Page Dedication Contents Introduction Acknowledgments Preface to the 1984 Edition
Autobiographical Notes Part One Part Two Part Three Copyright



Language: English
File size: 1163 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 209 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

