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Once I was able to define my role, as distinguished from my “place” in the extraordinary drama that is America, I was released from the illusion that I hated America.

JAMES BALDWIN, 1963







PROLOGUE
WE ARE ALL WITNESSES

On November 5, 1962, Howard University played host to an extraordinary gathering of Negro luminaries. The headliners included James Baldwin, already a best-selling novelist on the brink of achieving undreamed-of global stardom; John Oliver Killens, the enterprising novelist, screenplay writer, and race man; and actors Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee, who formed one of the most recognizable entertainment duos in Black America.1 Ralph Ellison, the National Book Award–winning author of Invisible Man and the most well-known Negro writer in America, canceled at the last minute, as did Lorraine Hansberry, the brilliant Black feminist playwright, though her intellectual presence filled the room that evening despite her physical absence.2

Fifteen hundred people attended The Negro Writer in America: A Symposium, which followed a dramatic period of social tension. It was just two months after James Meredith became the first Negro student to attend the University of Mississippi and triggered a constitutional crisis that had compelled John F. Kennedy, the youngest president ever elected, to deploy federal marshals to Oxford, Mississippi. The symposium drew celebrities from across the country; Sidney Poitier, America’s biggest Black movie star, traveled to Washington, DC, from New York City to attend. “Man, when I heard that these guys were going to be together in the same place, I decided that I had to hear them,” gushed Poitier. So did Malcolm X, the national representative of the Nation of Islam, who had cultivated friendships with all four of the panelists. Sterling Brown, the eminent Howard University literary scholar, poet, and mentor to two generations of Black activists and intellectuals, moderated the evening.3

The setting at Howard was auspicious. Its status as the mecca of Black intellectual and radical life had been forged during the Great Depression and Second World War, when its faculty included progressive scholars such as the future Nobel Prize winner Ralph Bunche, Abram Harris, and Sterling Brown. These professors centered the strivings of the Black working class in their literary production and were active in Local 440 of the American Federation of Teachers.

The evening was a family affair for John Oliver Killens, whose son Chuck wrote for the campus newspaper. Proudly identifying himself as a Negro writer, artist, teacher, and worker, Killens was fresh off a twelve-thousand-mile tour of West Africa that amplified his already profound love for the inherent dignity of Black people and the profundity of their history. “I am your conscience,” he announced to the crowd that night, speaking on behalf of American Negroes. “Get right with me, and you will truly be beautiful before the world.” Killens maintained a defiant hope that America might be on the cusp of discovering new freedoms that, in war and peace, so often eluded it. “You will be the land you should have been but never have been yet.”4

When it was James Baldwin’s turn to speak, all eyes were on him. He basked in the success of his recent novel Another Country as well as an essay, “Letter from a Region in My Mind,” published in that month’s New Yorker, that announced him as the literary voice of his generation. Over the course of the evening, Baldwin unleashed a dazzling display of intellectual erudition on the prospects of achieving freedom—defined as dignity and citizenship for Negroes, many of whom were still on the journey to embracing the Black parts of their identity that Malcolm X had urged them to love.

Along the way, Baldwin delivered a bracing indictment of American exceptionalism. “One of the things about being an artist is that you are produced by a people because they need you,” explained Baldwin. “But the people who produce you do not want you.” In a certain sense, Baldwin was referring to how the often-shifting political moods of the white imagination shaped the appetite for Negro writing. The social realism of Richard Wright during the Depression had given way to the reflexive anti-Communism that paved Ralph Ellison’s now gilded path and, to only a slightly lesser extent, his own. Baldwin recognized in that process American society’s tendency to produce, then reject, precisely the kind of artist it needed.5

Baldwin loved America, even more so following years of exile in Paris, which gave him the measure of distance he required to appreciate its defects and beauty. Baldwin had, of late, uncovered deeper truths than could be found in Malcolm X’s religious beliefs or the historical materialism of John Oliver Killens. Racial slavery had indeed produced what Killens called a “desperately sick” American society, one teeming with unequal schools, grinding poverty, police brutality, and mob violence that terrorized the Black children attempting to integrate public schools and the men and women hoping to attend colleges and universities.

America was in crisis, and Baldwin believed the cure lay in peeling back the layers of lies that had papered over the nation’s unrecognized history. This challenge mirrored the individual war every human being had to wage as they struggled to determine the shape and texture of their personal reality. “Americans want to believe a great many things about themselves which are not true,” Baldwin informed his audience that night. White people, he insisted, invented the “nigger” to build significant wealth at the expense of their souls. Myths of American innocence, virtue, and exceptionalism rested on falsehoods imbibed by whites and believed by all too many Black folks. Baldwin announced himself as a searcher, on a quest to get to the bottom of the racial nightmare, on a mission “to try to find out what really happened here… what really got us where we are.”

With the passionate intensity retained from his years as a teenage Harlem preacher, Baldwin foretold a coming racial storm. “The fact that you don’t know what is happening is the worst possible comment on American life you can make,” he said.

By the end of the symposium, the Howard University Hilltop couldn’t have been happier with the cultural and political coup they had just pulled off. The event was organized by Project Awareness, a campus-based effort cultivated by radicals associated with the Nonviolent Action Group (NAG), the local chapter of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”). Howard, already the center of Black political, intellectual, and artistic integrity, had absorbed an influx of students from emerging independent nations in Africa and the Caribbean. The Hilltop had overcome the doubts of cautious administrators to host a grand conversation about the meaning of freedom in a world experiencing political revolutions stretching from Alabama to Africa. The writers’ symposium wasn’t the first such victory for the campus radicals. A year earlier, they had invited Malcolm X to campus to debate Bayard Rustin, the intellectually brilliant, personally ornate, and unapologetically gay social democratic activist and mentor to Martin Luther King Jr. They did so over the objections of faculty, supported by James Nabrit, Howard’s sturdy, upright, and temperamentally pragmatic president.6

The after-party for the symposium unfolded in a campus apartment. Baldwin and other panelists chatted amiably with students, including Hilltop editor Mike Thelwell and Stokely Carmichael, a Trinidad-born, New York–raised philosophy student. They talked of politics, art, and struggle until sunrise. Baldwin, whom they all admired and slightly envied for his effortless felicity with words, expressed a public commitment that resonated through the entire room. “I, Jimmy Baldwin, promise you I shall never betray you,” he vowed.7 A great change seemed at hand, fueled as much by international developments as by local ones. The New Year would mark one hundred years since the unfolding of the Emancipation Proclamation, and a young generation of Negroes—including a Malcolm X–led vanguard who defined themselves as Black—sensed burgeoning opportunities, including new definitions of freedom that might produce a liberated future. The debate over freedom’s meaning at Howard presaged the turmoil that would consume America in 1963.

Domestic events centered on the struggle for Black citizenship and dignity would alter the trajectory of American democracy in 1963. Conceptions of freedom in rural hamlets in the Deep South would transform debates over citizenship in coastal literary salons. In the process, that struggle would challenge the political aspirations and policy ambitions of the White House, forcing the Kennedy administration to act. Improbably, Jimmy Baldwin stood at the center of a political nexus that simultaneously informed local, national, and global freedom movements, forcing America to confront the themes discussed at Howard publicly.

Baldwin called the participants to action, that evening and many times after. He instructed Americans from all backgrounds to become passionate witnesses to an unfolding domestic civil rights revolt that would soon redraw political, social, and ideological boundaries within and beyond the nation. Baldwin insisted that, when examining the outside world, we start within ourselves, using our internal moral compass to bring the American project and its contested dreams of freedom closer to fruition, if not perfection. Baldwin believed that a new world was possible. He challenged Americans to confront a shared history of racial oppression that stoked political division and personal pain. The hurt and misunderstanding at the root of America’s national epic made any kind of progress illusory until the nation reckoned with the original sin of racial slavery and its afterlife.

In 1963, Baldwin’s commitments to Black citizenship and dignity swelled alongside political events that made him a witness to history and a shaper of it. John F. Kennedy and Robert F. Kennedy became his reluctant interlocutors. Baldwin, in a neat trick that left his opponents reeling, absorbed parts of President Kennedy’s rhetoric of the New Frontier in a way that turned its Cold War logic inside out. The fresh, angry, and youthful forces Baldwin represented symbolized a vision of freedom too large to be constrained by the ancient fears and anxieties that marked the world’s colonial past. He became the leading cultural figure of the age, a status that a spring meeting with Bobby Kennedy would simultaneously reinforce and enhance.

Jimmy used his powers of persuasion to shift the Kennedy mindset on race matters away from cautious neglect to pragmatic action. He did so alongside crucial figures, such as Mississippi NAACP activist Medgar Evers; the radical foreign correspondent William Worthy; the Cambridge, Maryland, organizer Gloria Richardson; and fellow literary titan Lorraine Hansberry. Evers’s civil rights activism in Mississippi heralded the dawn of a new age of freedom, as did Richardson’s militant desegregation efforts in the border state of Maryland. Worthy’s travails gestured toward freedom’s international dimensions, while Hansberry fashioned new literary horizons that became part of a cultural movement that Baldwin came to symbolize. Individually, their political, literary, intellectual, and journalistic talents were noteworthy. Collectively, they represented the advance guard of a mighty struggle for Black dignity and citizenship that would transform the nation, drawing out the similarities, despite the regional differences, of Northern and Southern freedom movements. In so doing, these leaders fashioned a radical new understanding of race, democracy, citizenship, and dignity among the grassroots and the highborn.8
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