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QUOTATIONS FROM JAMES BALDWIN, THE FIRE NEXT TIME (1963) 

Innocence 

This is the crime of which I accuse my country and my countrymen, and for which neither 
I nor time nor history will ever forgive them, that they have destroyed and are destroying 
hundreds of thousands of lives and do not know it and do not want to know it. One can be, 
indeed one must strive to become, tough and philosophical concerning destruction and 
death, for this is what most of mankind has been best at since we have heard of man. (But 
remember: most of mankind is not all of mankind.) But it is not permissible that the authors 
of devastation should also be innocent. It is the innocence which constitutes the crime. (5f) 

“Negroes” do not exist in any other country 

The American Negro is a unique creation; he has no counterpart anywhere, and no 
predecessors. (84) 

Color is not a human or a personal reality; it is a political reality. (104) 

It is a fact that every American Negro bears a name that originally belonged to the white 
man whose chattel he was. I am called Baldwin because I was either sold by my African tribe 
or kidnapped out of it into the hands of a white Christian named Baldwin, who forced me to 
kneel at the foot of the cross. (84) 

And at the center of this dreadful storm, this vast confusion, stand the black people of this 
nation, who must now share the fate of a nation that has never accepted them, to which they 
were brought in chains. (104) 

Negroes in this country—and Negroes do not, strictly or legally speaking, exist in any 
other—are taught really to despise themselves from the moment their eyes open on the 
world. This world is white and they are black. White people hold the power, which means 
that they are superior to blacks (intrinsically, that is: God decreed it so), and the world has 
innumerable ways of making this difference known and felt and feared. Long before the 
Negro child perceives this difference, and even longer before he understands it, he has begun 
to react to it, he has begun to be controlled by it. (25f) 

It was another fear, a fear that the child, in challenging the white world’s assumptions, 
was putting himself in the path of destruction. (27) 
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To defend oneself against a fear is simply to insure that one will, one day, be conquered 
by it; fears must be faced. (27) 

It is only “the so-called American Negro” who remains trapped, disinherited, and 
despised, in a nation that has kept him in bondage for nearly four hundred years and is still 
unable to recognize him as a human being. (73) 

[We have to] accept the fact, whatever one does with it thereafter, that the Negro has been 
formed by this nation, for better or for worse, and does not belong to any other—not to 
Africa, and certainly not to Islam. (81) 

White people’ complacency  

Neither civilized reason nor Christian love would cause any of those people to treat you 
as they presumably wanted to be treated; only the fear of your power to retaliate would cause 
them to do that, or to seem to do it, which was (and is) good enough. (21) 

Whether in private debate or in public, any attempt I made to explain how the Black 
Muslim movement came about, and how it has achieved such force, was met with a 
blankness that revealed the little connection that the liberals’ attitudes have with their 
perceptions or their lives, or even their knowledge—revealed, in fact, that they could deal 
with the Negro as a symbol or a victim but had no sense of him as a man. (58) 

Things are as bad as the Muslims say they are—in fact, they are worse, and the Muslims 
do not help matters—but there is no reason that black men should be expected to be more 
patient, more forbearing, more farseeing than whites; indeed, quite the contrary. The real 
reason that nonviolence is considered to be a virtue in Negroes—I am not speaking now of 
its racial value, another matter altogether—is that white men do not want their lives, their 
self-image, or their property threatened. (59) 

The power of the white world is threatened whenever a black man refuses to accept the 
white world’s definitions. (69) 

It is clear that white Americans are not simply unwilling to effect these changes; they are, 
in the main, so slothful have they become, unable even to envision them. (85) 

White Americans have contented themselves with gestures that are now described as 
“tokenism.” For hard example, white Americans congratulate themselves on the 1954 
Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation in the schools; they suppose, in spite of the 
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mountain of evidence that has since accumulated to the contrary, that this was proof of a 
change of heart—or, as they like to say, progress. (86) 

Had it been a matter of love or justice, the 1954 decision would surely have occurred 
sooner; were it not for the realities of power in this difficult era, it might very well not have 
occurred yet. (87) 

These have been dealt with, when they have been dealt with at all, out of necessity—and 
in political terms, anyway, necessity means concessions made in order to stay on top. (87) 

People are not, for example, terribly anxious to be equal (equal, after all, to what and to 
whom?) but they love the idea of being superior. And this human truth has an especially 
grinding force here, where identity is almost impossible to achieve and people are 
perpetually attempting to find their feet on the shifting sands of status. (88) 

The political institutions of any nation are always menaced and are ultimately controlled 
by the spiritual state of that nation. (88f) 

The abdication by [white] Americans of any effort really to be free 
The Negro can precipitate this abdication because white Americans have never, in all their 

long history, been able to look on him as a man like themselves. This point need not be 
labored; it is proved over and over again by the Negro’s continuing position here, and his 
indescribable struggle to defeat the stratagems that white Americans have used, and use, to 
deny him his humanity. (92) 

White Americans find it as difficult as white people elsewhere do to divest themselves of 
the notion that they are in possession of some intrinsic value that black people need, or want. 
(94) 

It is the Negro, of course, who is presumed to have become equal—an achievement that 
not only proves the comforting fact that perseverance has no color but also overwhelmingly 
corroborates the white man’s sense of his own value. (94f) 

Inability of white people to love themselves 

White people in this country will have quite enough to do in learning how to accept and 
love themselves and each other, and when they have achieved this—which will not be 
tomorrow and may very well be never—the Negro problem will no longer exist, for it will no 
longer be needed. (22) 
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White people need to become Black 

I submit, then, that the racial tensions that menace Americans today have little to do with 
real antipathy—on the contrary, indeed—and are involved only symbolically with color. 
These tensions are rooted in the very same depths as those from which love springs, or 
murder. The white man’s unadmitted—and apparently, to him, unspeakable—private fears 
and longings are projected onto the Negro. The only way he can be released from the 
Negro’s tyrannical power over him is to consent, in effect, to become black 
himself, to become a part of that suffering and dancing country that he now 
watches wistfully from the heights of his lonely power and, armed with 
spiritual traveller’s checks, visits surreptitiously after dark. How can one respect, 
let alone adopt, the values of a people who do not, on any level whatever, live the way they 
say they do, or the way they say they should? I cannot accept the proposition that the four-
hundred-year travail of the American Negro should result merely in his attainment of the 
present level of the American civilization. I am far from convinced that being released from 
the African witch doctor was worthwhile if I am now—in order to support the moral 
contradictions and the spiritual aridity of my life—expected to become dependent on the 
American psychiatrist. It is a bargain I refuse. The only thing white people have that 
black people need, or should want, is power—and no one holds power forever. 
White people cannot, in the generality, be taken as models of how to live. Rather, the white 
man is himself in sore need of new standards, which will release him from his confusion and 
place him once again in fruitful communion with the depths of his own being. (95ff) 

The beauty in the struggle 

This past, the Negro’s past, of rope, fire, torture, castration, infanticide, rape; death and 
humiliation; fear by day and night, fear as deep as the marrow of the bone; doubt that he 
was worthy of life, since everyone around him denied it; sorrow for his women, for his 
kinfolk, for his children, who needed his protection, and whom he could not protect; rage, 
hatred, and murder, hatred for white men so deep that it often turned against him and his 
own, and made all love, all trust, all joy impossible—this past, this endless struggle to achieve 
and reveal and confirm a human identity, human authority, yet contains, for all its horror, 
something very beautiful. […] This is because, in order to save his life, he is forced to look 
beneath appearances, to take nothing for granted, to hear the meaning behind the words. If 
one is continually surviving the worst that life can bring, one eventually ceases to be 
controlled by a fear of what life can bring; whatever it brings must be borne. […] It demands 
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great force and great cunning continually to assault the mighty and indifferent fortress of 
white supremacy, as Negroes in this country have done so long. It demands great spiritual 
resilience not to hate the hater whose foot is on your neck, and an even greater miracle of 
perception and charity not to teach your child to hate. The Negro boys and girls who are 
facing mobs today come out of a long line of improbable aristocrats—the only genuine 
aristocrats this country has produced. I say “this country” because their frame of reference 
was totally American. (98ff) 

Danger of reaching the point of having nothing to lose 

For the horrors of the American Negro’s life there has been almost no language. (69) 

That sinners have always, for American Negroes, been white is a truth we needn’t labor, 
and every American Negro, therefore, risks having the gates of paranoia close on him. (68) 

Most Negroes cannot risk assuming that the humanity of white people is more real to 
them than their color. And this leads, imperceptibly but inevitably, to a state of mind in 
which, having long ago learned to expect the worst, one finds it very easy to believe the worst. 
The brutality with which Negroes are treated in this country simply cannot be overstated, 
however unwilling white men may be to hear it. (68) 

This is why the most dangerous creation of any society is that man who has nothing to 
lose. (76) 

I am concerned for [the Black people’] dignity, for the health of their souls, and must 
oppose any attempt that Negroes may make to do to others what has been done to them. 
(83) 

Whoever debases others is debasing himself. (83) 

Love for white people 

The American Negro has the great advantage of having never believed that collection of 
myths to which white Americans cling: that their ancestors were all freedom-loving heroes, 
that they were born in the greatest country the world has ever seen, or that Americans are 
invincible in battle and wise in peace, that Americans have always dealt honorably with 
Mexicans and Indians and all other neighbors or inferiors, that American men are the 
world’s most direct and virile, that American women are pure. Negroes know far more about 
white Americans than that; it can almost be said, in fact, that they know about white 
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Americans what parents—or, anyway, mothers—know about their children, and that they 
very often regard white Americans that way. And perhaps this attitude, held in spite of what 
they know and have endured, helps to explain why Negroes, on the whole, and until lately, 
have allowed themselves to feel so little hatred. The tendency has really been, insofar as this 
was possible, to dismiss white people as the slightly mad victims of their own brainwashing. 
One watched the lives they led. One could not be fooled about that; one watched the things 
they did and the excuses that they gave themselves, and if a white man was really in trouble, 
deep trouble, it was to the Negro’s door that he came. And one felt that if one had had that 
white man’s worldly advantages, one would never have become as bewildered and as joyless 
and as thoughtlessly cruel as he. The Negro came to the white man for a roof or for five 
dollars or for a letter to the judge; the white man came to the Negro for love. But he was not 
often able to give what he came seeking. The price was too high; he had too much to lose. 
And the Negro knew this, too. When one knows this about a man, it is impossible for one to 
hate him, but unless he becomes a man—becomes equal—it is also impossible for one to love 
him. (101f) 

Critique of Christianity 

If the concept of God has any validity or any use, it can only be to make us larger, freer, 
and more loving. If God cannot do this, then it is time we got rid of Him. (47) 

 

 

 


