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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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“IT IS THE INNOCENCE WHICH CONSTITUTES THE CRIME”


On New Year’s Day, 1963, James Baldwin traveled to Mississippi without an overcoat, a decision he bitterly regretted. The night before had been long: Baldwin’s friends feted the paperback release of Another Country in anticipation of the forthcoming The Fire Next Time, a transcendent work that would define Baldwin, the revolutionary changes roiling the world, and the year that lay ahead. But Baldwin was accustomed to catching early morning flights after endless nights, and he arrived at the Jackson airport at the appointed time to be picked up by James Meredith and taken by Medgar Evers on a journey into a state where Black lives were under siege.1


Evers arrived for his meeting with Jimmy fresh from a visit to the tiny hamlet of Kosciusko, where Blacks were being terrorized for attempting to vote.2 Within the past few weeks, Charles McDew, the sturdy and sincere SNCC chairman, had telegrammed Attorney General Robert Kennedy after a fourteen-year-old Negro teenager and voting rights activist was beaten by the mayor of Ruleville, a tiny sharecropping hamlet in the Mississippi Delta. Shortly after, James Meredith’s parents and younger sister, Willy Lou, had barely escaped death from four shotgun blasts.3


Baldwin arrived in Jackson at a pivotal moment. His trip coincided with the quickening pace of a local freedom movement, one that sprawled from the deepest recesses of the Delta region that Evers understood to the urban redoubts of racial poverty, unemployment, and poor schools that Baldwin knew intimately. Evers hoped to push change through school integration lawsuits, voter registration campaigns, and economic boycotts. Baldwin visited the homes of Medgar Evers’s civil rights colleagues, listened to student activists, played with babies like a seasoned politician, and shared disturbing stories of Northern racism that disabused some Negroes of the dream that outside of Dixie lay an undiscovered country absent from racial strife. On New Year’s Day, Baldwin made for “a strange sight doing the New York twist at a Mississippi house party” attended by two Negro US marshals, including the six-foot-seven lawyer and adviser Luke Charles Moore, who served as James Meredith’s security detail.4


Just thirty-eight years old, Baldwin made for an unlikely celebrity. He struggled to recognize his own physical beauty, standing five feet, six inches and weighing 120 pounds soaking wet, with wide-set eyes, a gap-toothed grin, and deep brown skin. Yet the combination of Baldwin’s fierce prose, passionate oratory, and intellectual curiosity turned him into a kind of literary shaman, political adviser, and public witness who purposefully troubled the waters of American democracy on his way to making the ocean beneath the national psyche boil. In 1963, his literary talents converged with revolutionary currents in the wider world to elevate him to a level of fame higher than he could have imagined, blending the identities of best-selling author, public intellectual, and roving prophet.


Baldwin excelled at writing about broken places and people. His signature move was to document the ways in which America’s racial fault lines not only harmed Negroes but tore at the country’s social fabric at the expense of the national soul. Baldwin found his vocation as a writer through personal experience with a broken but beautiful place called Harlem. Jimmy, as his friends called him, grew up in Harlem’s grinding Depression-era poverty as one of nine children raised by his mother, Emma Berdis Jones, and his stepfather, David Baldwin, a tyrant who broke the family’s heart. The revelation that David was not his biological father only added to Jimmy’s youthful existential crisis.


Berdis Baldwin’s dreams of becoming an actress wilted under the overwhelming responsibilities of birthing nine children between 1924 and 1943. As children living in a cramped tenement apartment on West 131st Street, Baldwin and his siblings would scrounge for food. Waiting for Berdis to conclude a midnight shift as a housekeeper and conduct early morning shopping became a routine part of a strained childhood. For a time, Jimmy thrived as a teenage preacher, even as he remained privately skeptical of a Christian religion that allowed Black folk, especially his father David, to internalize the hatred of the outside world. Jimmy buried his father on his nineteenth birthday while Berdis gave birth to her last child, Paula—Jimmy’s baby sister who would, years later, travel the world with him. The knowledge that David Baldwin “knew that he was black but did not know he was beautiful” haunted Jimmy. For much of his life, Baldwin suffered the same fate. Five years later, at age twenty-four, he fled New York for Paris, as much to preserve his psyche and escape a growing sense of foreboding as to pursue his literary ambitions. “I thought for a while that I would go mad,” he remembered. “I had come to hate myself and my blackness.” Baldwin decamped for Paris with little more than some literary contacts, a couple of suitcases, and a small amount of cash. Europe offered a repose from poverty, racism, and the grotesque limits placed on Negro life. “I left with the intention of never coming back.”5


Yet Jimmy did return. Often, as it turned out. Eight and a half years later, a magazine assignment covering the racial integration of Southern public schools brought him back to the United States. Baldwin traveled to Little Rock, Arkansas, amid a national crisis that compelled President Dwight D. Eisenhower to send military troops to escort Negro students into Central High School in 1957. As a frightening mob of hundreds of white students, parents, and passersby yelled racial slurs, Baldwin found “moral chaos” as well as great beauty in the heroism of Black families who risked the safety of their children to turn the nation into a genuine democracy. Another assignment, a Harper’s profile of a still boyishly handsome Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., thrust Baldwin deeper into the milieu of race, democracy, and culture. Baldwin’s return to the States in the 1950s inspired a slow realization that struggles for Black citizenship and dignity would define an entire generation, including him.


Although Baldwin was initially drawn to the familiar preaching and oratory of King, he later grew attracted to Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam. In public debates in the early 1960s, he bonded with Malcolm over their skepticism about Christianity. Baldwin’s transgressive sexuality as a daringly open gay Black man did not prevent him from forming political friendships, including one with Malcolm X. Baldwin retained his faith, evidence in unseen things, long after he stopped believing in organized religion.


As the oldest in a family of nine, Baldwin escaped being called to serve during World War II. He spent much of the decade cultivating networks of mostly white patrons drawn to the literary genius embedded within the slightly built, wide-eyed young brown man who carried self-made erudition and gnawing poverty on his sleeve.


Richard Wright, the author of Black Boy and Native Son, the most celebrated Black writer of the age, befriended the twenty-year-old Jimmy. But Baldwin made his literary bones publishing in left-of-center journals that considered Wright’s anti-racist novels, once so fashionable, to be old hat. His affection for Wright curdled into eloquent condescension in “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” a 1949 essay in which he accused Native Son of being an unwitting “continuation, a complement of that monstrous legend it was written to destroy.”6 According to Jimmy, Wright failed to dislodge the stereotypical inhumanity of Negro life in American letters. Indeed, he argued, Wright was guilty of a fatal literary sin of commission or intellectual cluelessness. Ambitious and competitive, Jimmy needed to topple his mentor to achieve maturity as a writer. He found his next rival in Ralph Ellison, whose publication of Invisible Man in 1952 satisfied the naysayers who questioned whether Negroes possessed the capacity to write a genuinely universal work of literary genius. According to insiders, Jimmy’s novel Go Tell It on the Mountain, published in 1953, lost the National Book Award due to the judges’ discomfort in awarding two consecutive Black novelists (Ellison won the previous year).7


Time abroad helped to heal Jimmy, feeding his infinite curiosity about the human experience. Life as an expatriate artist in France shifted his perspective on the moral purpose of art and pushed him closer to discovering a usable American identity. He went from using his prodigious observational powers to further his professional literary aspirations to serving as a public witness to the epic battle for citizenship and humanity being waged by American Negroes. At the same time, he enjoyed the rarest of luxuries: the curated lifestyle of a gay, successful, Black expat writer.


A pensive-looking Jimmy graced the cover of Liberator magazine’s January issue, which featured his essay “Not 100 Years of Freedom,” marking the anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. Baldwin found little reason to celebrate, instead welcoming emancipation’s centennial as “an opportunity to take a delicate and arduous inventory” of American history.8 According to Baldwin, national amnesia robbed America’s potential to confront legacies of hate, violence, and racism that persisted almost a century after the Civil War. Blacks recognized themselves as more than the racial figment of the white imagination that condemned them to slavery’s afterlife of impoverished ghettos, personal self-destruction, and premature death. Yet the rest of America had not caught up. A mature nation would, Baldwin surmised, confront the origin story behind the nation’s long-gestating moral and political crisis. Baldwin, like other Black people, was running out of patience, finding “it increasingly difficult to answer the questions put to him by Asians, Africans, and Cubans as to what his future is in his country and what role he is to play in the world.”


Liberator itself was the brainchild of architect turned activist Dan Watts, whose portfolio centered on a radical exploration of the relationships among the liberation struggles in America, Africa, and the Third World. Baldwin’s association with Liberator, where he served on the editorial advisory board, illustrated his growing identification with an independent Black radical left, home to an eclectic blend of anti-colonial, anti-racist, and Pan-Africanist currents. These global politics injected a new dimension into media coverage of the Negro freedom struggle.9 Liberator—alongside magazines such as Freedomways, Negro Digest, and harder-to-find local journals such as Soul Book, The Illustrated News, and Correspondence—shaped a new story of what freedom might mean to Black Americans in an era of global independence movements, when Africa appeared poised to step onto the world stage.


The profile was a harbinger of Baldwin’s literary stardom. He was entering the nation’s civil rights maelstrom in 1963 as an electric new literary voice.10 The Fire Next Time, published on January 31, 1963, became an instant bestseller and rare literary work that impacted national and global political discourse. It forever changed how intellectuals, journalists, politicians, civil rights activists, and leaders discussed the history of race in America. And the year was just getting started.


Baldwin fashioned around him a formidable space where activism, culture, and high politics mingled promiscuously. He constituted a one-person literary, cultural, and political salon. Jimmy became a divining rod for an astonishing range of domestic and global figures.


His friendship with Martin Luther King Jr. helped both men reach past their comfort zones. His rapprochement with Malcolm X introduced each to new audiences and the bracing experience of discovering a kindred intellectual spirit. Baldwin’s friendship with the writer Lorraine Hansberry attested to his capacity for growth, since she was a more radically engaged intellectual than he was. Their shared love of writing, teaching, and learning would bind them to pursue freedom beyond emancipation that year. Medgar Evers, the heroic civil rights activist who would turn Mississippi inside out, inspired Baldwin and, through no fault of Evers’s, broke his heart wide open.


Jimmy’s complex relationship with Jack and Bobby Kennedy added luster to his legend. Baldwin emerged as a vocal and thoughtful public critic of the president. His short-lived but achingly intimate encounter with Bobby Kennedy distilled the quicksilver intelligence, pathological optimism, and reckless hope that imbued Baldwin that year. His relationship with the Kennedys allowed him to share unvarnished truths with power brokers who were rarely exposed to such candid observations. Baldwin’s support for the radical foreign correspondent William Worthy, also a friend of Malcolm X’s, linked these strands in exciting ways. Jimmy found himself protesting the Kennedy administration’s efforts to prosecute a Black foreign correspondent for traveling to Cuba at the very moment America seemed ready to explode.


Baldwin emerged as the one figure in 1963 who could effortlessly cross boundaries and borders and be accepted by all sides as an emissary—if not for truth than for a searing honesty that might lead the nation toward a fateful reckoning with its secret heart. His words, at times miraculously, helped to make the America of his literary imaginings into a tangible possibility. Baldwin did not just dream of building a new world. He set out to create one and proved willing to meet with an assortment of groups, networks, and people to make it happen.


During the first week of January 1963, Baldwin accompanied Medgar Evers on a “terrible journey” to tiny De Kalb, Mississippi, about two hours northeast of Jackson, to investigate the suspicious death of a local Black man. Evers exuded a hard-earned aura of political decency, organizational discipline, and personal dignity. Baldwin found him impressive, a “great man” possessing the preternatural poise of “somebody who knows he’s going to die, in a way.” Baldwin studied Evers’s careful investigation routine, the way he interviewed local people “behind locked doors, lights down—and out of the sides of their mouths.” They discovered the man’s death had been suspicious, killed by a white shopkeeper rumored to fancy his widow, but there was no recourse. Baldwin found gruesome inspiration while shuttling through the backwoods of Mississippi, chauffeured by Evers. After spotting a “country church” in the middle of nowhere while searching in vain for justice for a deceased Negro destined for anonymity, Baldwin found the plotline for his play Blues for Mister Charlie.11


The official reason for Jimmy’s venture down South was to meet with movement figures and to embark on a fundraising mission on behalf of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the group whose 1961 Freedom Rides (a second effort based on a 1947 excursion into the upper South) catapulted it into the front ranks of the movement by creating a national crisis that showcased Jim Crow’s repugnant violence for all the world to see.


But in truth, Baldwin journeyed to the Magnolia State as an act of political commitment on behalf of strangers he considered distant kin and in penance for having lost, at least for a while, his faith in the idea that Black humanity might hold the key to a more liberated future for America and the wider world. For Jimmy, whose writing depended on a constant investigation into the connections between the personal and the political, these trips offered grist for the literary mill and the personal connections and intimacy he craved. During his visit to Jackson, Jimmy posed for a photograph alongside Evers, his youngest son James Van Dyke, and James Meredith in front of the Evers family home. Evers is centered in the portrait, flanked on his left by the smaller, smiling Baldwin and a more diffident-looking Meredith. All three men wear suits and ties, dressed as if they are going to or returning from church or a civil rights meeting.12


Medgar Evers contained multitudes. Before committing himself to nonviolent local civil rights organizing, he seriously contemplated using his military expertise to wage guerrilla warfare against white racists in Mississippi. Inspired after learning about African revolutionary Jomo Kenyatta and the Kenyan Mau Mau movement that killed white settlers in the name of independence, Evers sketched out tentative plans, quietly dropped, to retaliate against Mississippi law enforcement each time police killed an innocent unarmed Negro. Evers’s admiration for revolutionary movements in Africa endured in his firstborn son Darrell’s middle name, Kenyatta.13


Evers was born in July 1925 in Decatur, Mississippi. The Mississippi he was raised in was so racially segregated and violent that it purposefully cultivated a reputation as the most vehemently anti-Black state in America. Evers’s service in World War II armed him figuratively and literally for the fight against white supremacy back home. He returned to Mississippi aware that, despite a war to save democracy worldwide, very little had changed. In 1946, he unsuccessfully tried to register to vote in the downtown Decatur courthouse, an unheard-of breach of racial etiquette met by a group of almost two dozen armed white men “I had grown up with, had played with,” Evers recalled, who forced him to return home chastened and angry.


Evers enrolled at Alcorn Agricultural and Mechanical College in 1948, where he met Myrlie Beasley, whom he married three years later. In the early 1950s, Evers juggled duties as an insurance salesman, husband, father, and NAACP volunteer. He resurrected a local office in Mound Bayou and helped establish a thriving chapter in Cleveland, Mississippi. Organizing Black folk living in sharecroppers’ shacks and experiencing the extreme poverty of the Mississippi Delta region—where Negro children went without food, proper clothing, and education—both inspired Evers and enraged him. In 1955, less than a year after the Supreme Court ruled racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional, Evers and his family left Mound Bayou for the big city of Jackson, where he became the full-time field secretary for the Mississippi NAACP.


The lynching of Emmett Till on August 28, 1955, sent Evers into overdrive, publicizing the gruesome circumstances around Till’s murder beyond the suffocating confines of Mississippi. Evers wept when he heard about Till, the fourteen-year-old Chicago teenager murdered by white men who suspected, incorrectly, that he had sassed a white woman, Carolyn Bryant. Evers personally investigated Till’s murder, just as he did after dozens of instances of anti-Negro violence across Mississippi; his reports formed part of the evidentiary basis for the NAACP’s growing national profile. Evers’s grassroots organizing in the Delta, statewide leadership profile from Jackson, and steadfast personal discipline made him a kind of civil rights analog to Malcolm X. When James Meredith decided to enroll at Ole Miss in 1962, Evers was one of the first people he consulted. For Evers, the New Year would bring more significant challenges, triumphs, and notoriety than he could ever have imagined.14


Martin Luther King Jr., America’s most prominent civil rights organizer, entered the year at a crossroads, seeking the right time and place for a political confrontation between race and democracy. Seven years after exploding into the nation’s consciousness as the studiously eloquent scholar-preacher from Atlanta armed with a PhD from Boston University, King had been searching for the right time and place for a political confrontation over race and democracy. The long aftermath of racial integration’s victory during the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott in 1956 portended a stonier road than King or those involved in the civil rights movement had anticipated in the heady days, weeks, and months after. King now stood ready to dictate the pace of change to presidents and politicians.


King marked the Emancipation Proclamation centennial on Tuesday, January 1, 1963, in Oakland, California, where he informed a crowd of over seven thousand Negroes that racial and economic justice were sides of the same coin. Calling for a nationwide boycott against corporations that refused to hire Black people, King simultaneously asserted that this national moment of racial crisis required President Kennedy to issue an updated Emancipation Proclamation.15


King spent his thirty-fourth birthday in Chicago two weeks later, where he spoke at a National Conference on Religion and Race that gathered Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant faith leaders to organize in support of racial justice. The topics included a “selective buying” campaign designed to punish industries that racially discriminated. “Churches and synagogues,” observed King, “would be a good place to begin the process of making integrated housing a reality.” Dr. Benjamin Mays, the esteemed president of Morehouse College and one of King’s mentors, chaired the meeting of one thousand clerics. Over four days, including closed-door, off-record sessions, delegates engaged in searing discussions of race, religion, and the need for churches to set an example of a racially integrated American future. Jewish rabbis, Catholic bishops, and Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal ministers assembled, many for the first time, and listened to gospel singer Mahalia Jackson at a packed reception. The conference’s final document, “Appeal to the Conscience of the American People,” spoke in the language of King and the movement, calling racism the nation’s “most serious domestic evil” that needed to be immediately eliminated. On this score, the participants targeted ten cities—Saint Louis, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Chicago, Seattle, Oakland, San Francisco, San Antonio, New Orleans, and Atlanta—as sites of a coordinated effort to end racial prejudice.


John X Ali, the Chicago-based national secretary of the Nation of Islam, attended the closing lunch ceremony and expressed disappointment that Muslims were not formally invited to participate. A former protégé of Malcolm X—but now firmly aligned with Fruit of Islam supreme captain Raymond Sharrieff against his onetime mentor—Ali and his appearance hinted at the group’s hybrid position in religious and secular worlds. The NOI stood aloof from a world headed toward Armageddon, yet eagerly sought recognition from these same forces when it suited its purposes. Malcolm X and John Ali, on that score, were no different.16


In between speaking engagements in Oakland and Chicago, King, accompanied by his best friend and closest personal confidant, Reverend Ralph Abernathy, and his most effective lieutenant, Reverend Wyatt T. Walker, toured six cities in Alabama in preparation for a desegregation campaign in Birmingham. Dubbed the Magic City, Birmingham was a decaying Southern steel town that policed its racial fault lines with a well-rehearsed brutality that allowed the state to outlaw the NAACP. Birmingham’s Black residents, almost 40 percent of the population, experienced racial segregation, impoverished ghettos, and high unemployment, compounded by the absence of voting rights and the ubiquity of police brutality and racial terror.17


With its 340,000 residents, Birmingham would be the largest city targeted for racial integration by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), founded after King’s success in Montgomery. Unlike the young students, activists, and sharecroppers who made up the more radical SNCC, a group shepherded into existence by the talented and experienced Black feminist labor organizer Ella Jo Baker, SCLC utilized King’s prodigious skills as a fundraiser, national symbol, and mobilizer to galvanize local movements into national consequence. For King, the city offered the irresistible opportunity to pick the time and place for a national political reckoning on Black citizenship. After seven years of reacting to a dizzying array of crises that found him in the role of fighting racial fires that blazed around the nation, King looked to Birmingham, the citadel of white supremacy in the South, as the site for a confrontation that would illustrate both the evils of racial segregation and the strength, power, and moral clarity of nonviolent protest.


Malcolm X was on King’s mind during his speech in Chicago. However, he never mentioned Malcolm by name, simply arguing that the NOI represented “an indictment of Christianity and Democracy” since it exposed the depths of Negro frustration.18 Malcolm, a veteran of ten years waging war against racial injustice at thirty-seven, spent the New Year experiencing less frustration than rage. In January, he shuttled between his New York City headquarters as minister of Mosque No. 7 and Rochester, New York, where cops raided an NOI temple on the first Sunday of the year. This led to two Muslims being arrested on charges of assaulting the police. Tall, lean, and prone to wearing camel-hair overcoats over dark suits and ties with a stripped-down elegance that became his trademark, Malcolm spent good parts of the winter braving frigid temperatures in both cities, fighting police brutality amid media portrayals that characterized the NOI as “black supremacists.”19


Malcolm served as the most passionately eloquent spokesperson for radical Black dignity. He whittled down Western notions of emancipation to their essential roots in human dignity. According to his Muslim faith, that dignity resided in Allah’s divine power. Malcolm chafed against King’s dogged quest for radical Black citizenship. For Malcolm, citizenship reflected an external recognition of human dignity that whites stubbornly denied Black Americans. Nevertheless, he wasn’t above manipulating the levers of worldly political power. After the Rochester incident, he immediately complained to the New York State Commission on Human Rights, a tactic honed through previous run-ins with law enforcement.


Malcolm’s criminal record—and the fact that his initiation within the Nation of Islam first occurred in prison—lent him an air of genuine authenticity, which, over time, shifted into one of improbable authority. This authority also emanated from his biography. He was the seventh child of Earl Little, a coal-Black farmer and itinerant Baptist preacher, and Louise Helen Norton Little, a mixed-race Black woman from Grenada who could have passed for white. Growing up, Malcolm was exposed to a radical political tradition with global roots in the Garvey movement.20


Marcus Mosiah Garvey, a Jamaican-born Pan-Africanist, preached the gospel of Black nationalism from New York City to the far corners of the world during the early 1920s. Louise and Earl Little became pioneering Garveyites who spread a message of political self-determination to their children as the family moved around the harsh Midwestern environments of Nebraska, Wisconsin, and Michigan during the Great Depression. Born in the middle year of the roaring 1920s, Malcolm grew up during a period of economic depression and world war. The biggest catastrophe occurred at home, with the 1931 death of his father in a streetcar accident that Malcolm always remembered as an assassination at the hands of local racial terrorists in Lansing, Michigan. Louise Little would be placed in a psychiatric hospital in Kalamazoo before the decade’s end, a circumstance that the Little family would spend decades recovering from. The combination of his father’s death and mother’s absence sent Malcolm into an emotional spiral that turned him into “East Lansing,” then “Detroit Red,” a zoot-suit-wearing hustler who organized robberies and sold and used illegal drugs until his imprisonment for almost seven years beginning in 1946. Malcolm’s time in prison inspired his long-dormant intellectual curiosity in religion, politics, and history. The struggle for Black dignity became his métier.


On the second Friday in January 1963, Malcolm led a silent demonstration of 250 members of the Nation of Islam outside of New York’s city hall in protest of the detention of two members for distributing religious pamphlets on Christmas Day. The arrests were part of a nationwide pattern of law enforcement harassment of Muslims that ranged from the illegal surveillance and brutality recently experienced in Rochester to the cold-blooded shooting of Ronald Stokes, a friend Malcolm had recruited from Boston, outside of a Los Angeles mosque the previous spring. Police surveillance of Malcolm X and the NOI extended to prisons, where the group was rapidly gaining followers. Authorities responded by preventing Malcolm from ministering in certain prisons, banning religious literature and subscriptions to the Black press featuring Muslims, and placing members in solitary confinement.21


Malcolm spent the first month of the year on a punishing travel schedule that paralleled King’s grueling itinerary. Whereas King talked about civil rights, Malcolm spoke of moral wrongs. Police harassment against Muslims accompanied Malcolm’s rise to national prominence. In 1957, Malcolm led an unarmed battalion of NOI members, backed by angry Harlem residents, who ensured that fellow Muslim Johnson Hinton received medical treatment and hospitalization after a brutal beating by the New York Police Department. The murder of Stokes turned Malcolm into a man on fire for justice. He charged the LAPD with crimes against the NOI and the larger Black community, a crusade that continued into the New Year.


January brought another indictment against New York State law enforcement after the incident in Rochester, where officers assaulted the local mosque during a service. Police alleged that someone inside the temple was carrying a gun and promptly arrested more than a dozen Muslims. Rochester lent fresh evidence to Malcolm’s claims that police were targeting Muslims based on race, politics, and religion. Back in Harlem, Malcolm led a unity rally in support of the Local 1199 hospital workers’ union that featured the venerable civil rights activist and labor leader A. Philip Randolph. “The hospital worker’s struggle is more than a fight for union rights,” Malcolm insisted. “It is a fight for human rights and human dignity.”22


On Wednesday, January 23, Malcolm returned to Lansing to continue that fight by delivering a speech at Michigan State University, not far from his hometown of East Lansing. He came to discuss what he called “the race problem,” taking pains to point out that no less than Attorney General Bobby Kennedy had called racial injustice “America’s most serious domestic problem.” On campus by invitation of the Michigan State NAACP and the African Students Association, Malcolm discussed the vital relationship between Black Americans and Africans, noting that “the man that you call a Negro is nothing but an African himself, but some of them have been brainwashed into thinking that Africa is a place with no culture, no history, no contribution to civilization or science.”


Malcolm turned up the rhetorical heat on this cold winter day in Lansing. Without mentioning Martin Luther King Jr., he discussed the previous week’s gathering of religious leaders in Chicago, where King had spoken. The absence of a Muslim leader had prevented an airing “of the real issues” plaguing American society. Malcolm vowed to do just that, explaining “how dissatisfied black people have become—increasingly so—with the conditions that our people find themselves in here in this country.”23 Malcolm distilled the Black community into two historical composites: the “House Negro” and the “Field Negro.” The latter represented the masses of Black folk from slavery to the present, who yearned for freedom beyond emancipation, innately recognized their human dignity and ancestral ties with Africa, and vowed to achieve liberation from the bonds of racial injustice by any means necessary. The former reflected modern-day Uncle Toms, a lineage of enslaved Blacks who traded their self-respect for better treatment under an inhumane system of bondage.


Malcolm’s speech captured the essence of America’s unfolding racial conflict. Lost Negro souls—those with no interest in the beauty of the Africa Malcolm fondly recalled having visited three and half years earlier—were attempting to lead millions of proud Black people astray. Malcolm specifically denounced King “and these other twentieth-century religious Uncle Toms,” who, in his mind, told white people what they wanted to hear in place of harsher, clarifying truths.24 Like a prosecutor trying a case before a jury, Malcolm charged America with a series of crimes against Black humanity that dated back to racial slavery and continued in the present. The inability to confront the origins of America’s current racial predicament represented a failure of moral courage and political imagination. He demanded “complete justice, equality, and human dignity” for the American Negro, “not 100 years from now but yesterday.”25


The Saturday Evening Post’s January 26 issue outlined Malcolm’s personal story in an incendiary NOI profile cowritten by Alfred Balk and Malcolm’s future collaborator Alex Haley. Malcolm’s traumatic childhood, the death of his father followed by the near destruction of his family, which led to a life of crime in big cities before an epiphany in jail—the story was all here. “When I heard the white man was a devil,” recounted Malcolm, “it all clicked.” The story cast the Muslims as the analogue of hate groups such as the White Citizens’ Councils, which had been behind the massive resistance campaigns against racial integration that blazed through the South after the Brown v. Board of Education decision.


Balk and Haley disputed the NOI’s membership as inflated, claiming only “a hard core of 5,500 to 6,000 have actually become temple members.” Yet they admitted that as many as fifty thousand more were part of a network of sympathizers who amplified the group’s national impact. No less an official than Burke Marshall, Bobby Kennedy’s right hand at the Justice Department, confessed that “in this difficult period of social transition, no group with this discipline and dogma can be ignored.” The profile illuminated the group’s contradictions: The NOI had a pro-capitalist, entrepreneurial spirit—leader Elijah Muhammad’s version of a prosperity gospel, which allowed him to live in an eighteen-room Chicago mansion and summer in a four-bedroom home in Phoenix—but it was contoured by an intractable opposition to racial integration and the call for a separate state that the group would administer themselves. The article’s accompanying photographs featured pictures of Elijah Muhammad, his sons Wallace and Akbar, and Malcolm X, each a center of power within the NOI.


Tucked into the story—which Balk and Haley wrote with cooperation from FBI officials, who supplied background surveillance information unmentioned in the article—lay seeds of discontent. The belief that “many Muslims feel that Malcolm is too powerful to be denied the leadership if he wants it” captured the internal dynastic war being waged within the NOI’s subterranean political world. Malcolm X now hovered over the group that had helped make him a larger-than-life figure whose presence outshone that of his teacher, something made more discomfiting by Elijah Muhammad’s poor health and rumors of sexual infidelity that found distressed believers in Chicago leaving his temple in droves.26


Lorraine Hansberry—the thirty-two-year-old award-winning playwright of A Raisin in the Sun, which made Broadway history by presenting a narrative of a Black family in Chicago whose dreams included purchasing a house in a lily-white suburb—made Malcolm’s boasts of the power of the global Black world part of her extensive literary and political imagination. Hansberry spent that January working on a new play and lending her name to efforts to defend the travel rights of William Worthy to journey to Cuba and other parts of the world banned by the State Department. Brilliant, petite, and outspoken, Hansberry battled anxiety in private and that winter suffered from ulcers and anemia that were part of a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer that her doctor kept hidden from her.


A literary prodigy and daughter of a prosperous Black Chicago family, Hansberry was nurtured as a young artist by the likes of Paul Robeson, the broad-shouldered athlete, artist, singer, and activist whose political radicalism triggered government repression during the early years of the Cold War. Political backlash turned a man once considered a national hero into a domestic pariah unable to travel internationally after having his passport revoked. Hansberry, though his former protégé, fared much better. A Raisin in the Sun premiered in 1959 starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee (and was turned into a significant film two years later). Hansberry was the first Black woman to have a play produced on Broadway, and her ascent coincided with the rise of the civil rights movement and the emergence of the Nation of Islam.


Critical praise and public admiration for A Raisin in the Sun embraced the play’s liberal themes of racial integration and a Negro family’s heartbreaking struggle to attain the American dream. The Younger clan, in the aftermath of the death of the patriarch, attempts to manage a ten-thousand-dollar death benefit in a manner that might allow them all to achieve dignity and citizenship simultaneously. The narrative seemingly centers around the evolution of Walter Lee Younger, a thirty-five-year-old Negro chauffeur denied the educational and professional opportunities to match his entrepreneurial ambition. On his fitful journey to manhood, he embraces patriarchal responsibility with a kind of vulnerable masculinity that proved ahead of its time. Mama Younger’s dignified bearing reveals the triumphs and tragedies of Black women who, like her daughter-in-law Ruth, prematurely aged in service of the broken dreams of fathers, husbands, and sons. Beneatha Younger, Walter Lee’s college-educated, worldly, and sophisticated younger sister, is Lorraine Hansberry’s literary counterpart. Beneatha represents an audacious combination of Black feminist yearning, Pan-African strivings, and intellectual precocity. She is the kind of Black woman that much of the world refused to believe as a literary character, much less a flesh-and-blood human being. Impressively, Hansberry’s characters debate racial integration, Black political self-determination, and African decolonization with a nuance that transcended conventional depictions of the nation’s color line.


A Raisin in the Sun anticipated “The Year of Africa,” announced by the United Nations in 1960, in the wake of anti-colonial movements reshaping the continent. Hansberry’s radicalism traveled beyond her literary production. The most prominent Negro female writer in America, she felt at home lending her voice to both domestic and world affairs unfolding at the intersection of race and democracy.


As the year opened, President John F. Kennedy correctly assessed civil rights as a political minefield that offered more potential for national catastrophe than catharsis. Martin Luther King Jr. had challenged Kennedy to issue a Second Emancipation Proclamation on the centennial of the first, to wield the presidential bully pulpit to decisively stand on the morally ascendant side of American history, even at the cost of future political ambition.27 Kennedy declined. But the president would not get off that easy as the headwinds of 1963 accelerated.


Unusually well traveled, contemplative, blessed with good looks, and emanating from a wealthy clan of Irish immigrants, Kennedy had managed to achieve the pinnacle of power despite his Catholicism. In 1963, he would spend the year finding his voice on the central question of the era: racial justice. He had assumed command of the White House in hopes of plotting a foreign policy strategy that might burnish America’s global image while containing the threat of Communist totalitarianism. The president gamely hosted African leaders, talked inspiringly of political self-determination in the Third World, and, at times, seemed more comfortable expanding liberties around the world than protecting freedom at home. Yet he could be a deft political operator about race.


Kennedy’s decisive action during the 1960 presidential campaign, when he called Coretta Scott King to check on her husband’s condition while Martin languished in a Georgia jail, had tipped the Negro vote—and thus the election—in Kennedy’s favor. But behind the scenes, Kennedy had been less confident of the correct response. Campaign staffer Harris Wofford—alongside Jack’s brother-in-law Sargent Shriver and Louis Martin, the ingenious Negro former newspaper editor—pleaded with Bobby Kennedy to arrange a call between Jack and Coretta, and history was made. Bobby Kennedy, in turn, convinced a Southern judge to release King, and the Black community perceived the Kennedys—correctly, it turned out—as more receptive to their needs than the Republican presidential nominee and then vice president Richard Nixon.28


Dissemblance marked crucial aspects of the Kennedy aura. A picture of health, the president nevertheless had Addison’s disease and gastrointestinal issues and had received his last rights as a senator after complications from back surgery. His secrets also included a complex personal life marked by serial infidelities within an otherwise glamorous and personally affectionate marriage to First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy. Jackie’s fashion style, design sensibilities, and youth (thirty-one when she became first lady) helped to change the aesthetics of the White House.


Kennedy’s habit of extramarital affairs was one he shared with Martin Luther King Jr., indiscreet behavior that made both susceptible to political blackmail. King also, like Kennedy, spent much of his life trying to escape the shadow of his overbearing father, Martin Luther King Sr. Kennedy and King, princes in their respective familial clans and political courts, had split-screen personal lives that contained potentially ruinous secrets.


Marked differences in temperament, upbringing, and worldviews prevented Martin, Jack, and Bobby from ever becoming anything close to personal friends. Yet, they cultivated relationships that resonate across time and space. They listened to one another, even when, perhaps especially when, they disagreed. At no time before, in the history of the civil rights movement did as many leaders in different centers of power meet, forming concentric circles of change, illumination, and transformation.


During an era Time magazine publisher Henry Luce characterized as the “American Century,” the country defined itself as a God-fearing and benevolent nation committed to protecting democracy at home and exporting it abroad. Negroes represented the underside of this story, an aspect increasingly recognized and critiqued domestically and around the world. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover fervently believed in the simple vision of American exceptionalism, and that it was under threat from Communists from without and political subversives from within.


Before Jack Kennedy’s first day in office, Hoover held the secret knowledge of the president’s sexual misadventures—back to the Second World War, when Jack romanced Inga Arvad, a Danish journalist and former beauty queen suspected of being a German spy—over him and Bobby. For Hoover, this knowledge served as leverage against rumors the Kennedys planned to retire him. Hoover also had an obsession with King but failed to turn up substantive proof of the civil rights leader’s alleged Communism. Instead, Hoover would stumble onto evidence of extramarital relationships that, if revealed, threatened to topple not just King but an administration many believed worked in tandem with the civil rights movement.29


This perception was enhanced by the prominence of Robert F. Kennedy, the president’s younger brother, attorney general, and closest adviser, who managed the administration’s civil rights portfolio. He served as Jack’s alter ego on race matters. National magazines profiled Robert Kennedy (“Bob” to friends and “Bobby” to family) as Jack’s second-in-command, with rumored interest in one day attaining the White House for himself. Separated by eight years, Jack and Bobby were not personally close in the sense of drinking or carousing buddies. Their intimacy emerged from a shared recognition of the use of power, an interest in public service, and a mission to extend the Kennedy family legacy in boundless ways. “Bobby’s the best organizer I’ve ever seen,” Jack Kennedy observed.


Bobby offered a contrast to his older brother. Five feet ten and slightly stooped, Bobby embraced his Catholic faith as a shield against prejudice, ambiguity, and evil. Intelligent and pragmatic, he lacked Jack’s worldliness, personal elegance, and air of royal disinterest in the dark side of politics. Bobby reveled in the messy parts of the presidential campaign and governing, transforming a surprise cabinet post as attorney general into a virtual co-presidency when the time came to wield power.


By 1963, supporters and critics widely viewed the seemingly nepotistic decision to name Bobby the attorney general as politically brilliant. Stubborn, disciplined, and relentless, Bobby had turned the Justice Department into an ally of the civil rights movement, yet remained cautious in his use of power until a crisis forced the administration’s hand. The same age as Malcolm X, thirty-seven, he shared qualities of restlessness that found him pushing himself up to and past his physical limits. Bobby’s push-up contests, fifty-mile hikes, and touch football, indoors and out, exemplified a Kennedy family trait of rugged physicality matched by intellectual curiosity. He demanded similar dedication from supporters, and those who stayed revered him as acolytes who had discovered the power of some previously unknown faith. Bobby’s long days began at his fifth-floor Justice Department office and concluded with evening visits to the White House to confer with President Kennedy. Bobby Kennedy, the first attorney general to become a national political celebrity, seemed to be hitting his stride precisely as the civil rights struggle crested.30


On January 4, Bobby visited the Emancipation Proclamation exhibit at the National Archives, where he delivered a brief speech. He praised the nation and, in so doing, his brother’s administration for acting “boldly and vigorously to lift from all our citizens the degrading burdens of intolerance, bigotry, and discrimination.” The “passion for equal rights for all,” he explained, “is the ultimate weapon in the struggle for independence and human dignity.” These were strong words, sentiments still not backed, in the opinion of civil rights leaders and grassroots activists, with legislative might or the presidential bully pulpit. The event, sponsored by the US Commission on Civil Rights and attended by three hundred people, reflected the growing significance and complexity of the civil rights struggle, both politically and symbolically.31 The commission was imbued with investigative powers but little authority and conflicted with the Kennedy administration’s legalistic approach to racial justice. Members of the commission advocated a more aggressive course than the Justice Department, resulting in intramural battles and, at times, bruised egos. The attorney general’s lack of faith in the commission stemmed from its ability to embarrass his brother. The members’ passion for civil rights made him skeptical despite the commission’s impressive track record in turning recommendations into federal statutes. The commission members’ activism also hampered the Justice Department’s Southern strategy of securing voting rights through litigation rather than demonstrations that might become violent.32


President Kennedy mentioned the one-hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation on January 14 during his State of the Union address. The right to vote and its protection represented “basic rights,” Kennedy remarked. “Surely in this centennial year of Emancipation all those who are willing to vote should always be permitted.” The president characterized the ability to cast a ballot as “the most precious and powerful right in the world, the right to vote in a free American election,” which “must not be denied to any citizen on the grounds of his race or color.”33 Two circumspect paragraphs were all the president would devote to the crisis at the heart of the American project at the beginning of the year. More troubling for civil rights leaders, Kennedy listed the “need to strengthen our Nation by protecting the basic rights of its citizens” as the third, after investing in youth and health care, of four categories, all of which trailed a push for widespread tax cuts as the engine for economic growth and prosperity for all Americans.


First Lady Jaqueline Kennedy, her sister Princess Lee Radziwill, and the president’s mother-in-law watched from the upper balcony. Kennedy’s youngest brother, Senator Edward M. Kennedy, affectionately called Teddy by family and friends, sat one row from Arizona senator Barry M. Goldwater, a tan, lean Southwestern Republican battling the wealthy liberal Republican New York governor Nelson Rockefeller for the opportunity to run against Kennedy in 1964.


Bobby Kennedy made his first-ever court appearance as attorney general three days after the president’s State of the Union. In oral arguments before the Supreme Court, Bobby challenged racial discrimination that impacted predominantly Black residents while giving disproportionate power to rural areas as a problem that “strikes at the very heart of American democracy.”34 He insisted that the nation’s highest court toss out the state of Georgia’s county-unit system, which he charged unfairly discriminated against Negroes. He noted that “the evil is not confined to Georgia,” detailing how this sort of gerrymandering gave some voters in certain states representation and political power as much as one hundred times more than others. Archibald Cox, the solicitor general whose legal brief he argued, congratulated Bobby after he completed a crisp thirty-minute presentation. Justice Department aides greeted their boss with handshakes as Bobby left the chamber. “I’m happy it’s over,” he murmured to himself.


The importance of the occasion brought Bobby’s wife, Ethel, to watch her husband argue before the Supreme Court on behalf of equal justice. Earlier in the day, Bobby had presented Teddy as eligible to argue before the court. Joan Kennedy, Teddy’s wife, attended, as did Bobby’s sister Eunice Kennedy Shriver. Jackie Kennedy, arriving fashionably late in a black hat and white suit, upstaged them all. A picture of Bobby and Ethel smiling outside the Supreme Court building made the front page of the next day’s New York Times.35


The same day that Bobby tried his first case before the nation’s highest court, President Kennedy hosted, alongside Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson, a meeting of corporate executives in the White House State Dining Room. As chairman of the President’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), Johnson gave opening remarks, but those in attendance had come to meet the president. In two and a half years, the fifty-four-year-old Johnson had gone from Democratic majority leader in the Senate, wielding enough power to challenge Kennedy for the presidential nomination, to vice president in an administration that respectfully distanced him from its center of power. Without Johnson’s presence on the ticket and the ability to carry Texas, Kennedy would certainly not be president. But the president’s civil rights commitments, halting and hesitant, threatened to make Texas unwinnable and Johnson, perhaps, expendable. Bobby Kennedy did little to hide his contempt for Johnson, who, at a bearish six foot four, loved the physical contact of glad-handing and shoulder rubbing in a way that offended the personally reticent Bobby. The younger Kennedy’s closeness to the president undermined Johnson’s status and future political viability, a situation that the attorney general did little to mask.


Jack, as was often the case on matters of racial justice, found his voice in the cozier setting of the White House. The business leaders present represented a coalition of the willing: white executives who pledged through signed agreements to hire more Negroes. Kennedy touted their presence as the acceptance of civil rights “as a moral obligation and as an obligation of citizenship.”36 Indeed, in the eyes of the president, the global attention on America’s domestic civil rights struggles required a patriotic recognition that the extension of Black citizenship shored up the nation’s vulnerability against Communist propaganda. Kennedy’s Cold War civil rights agenda seemed more concerned about America’s global reputation on matters of justice than its lived reality.


Kennedy sparred with the press about civil rights one week later, at his forty-seventh presidential press conference on a Thursday afternoon in the State Department’s auditorium. Rumors that James Meredith might quit Ole Miss under a relentless barrage of racial bigotry led one reporter to ask if the struggle to integrate the University of Mississippi (estimated to have cost the federal government $4 million) was worth it. Kennedy ignored the economic cost, noting that “two people were killed and a good many were wounded” to ensure Meredith’s entry. Kennedy argued that anything less than enforcing the court order “would have been far more expensive.” The president stated that Meredith’s potential departure would be “a loss not only to Mr. Meredith but, I think, the University of Mississippi.”37 In such instances, the cerebral Kennedy offered a glimpse into his feelings about racial injustice that the public rarely witnessed.


The last day of January found President Kennedy wrestling with a rapidly shifting American political landscape. Before a crowd of luminaries that included Vice President Johnson and members of the Supreme Court, Kennedy addressed the Fiftieth Annual Meeting of the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith. America’s founders, the president remarked, conceived of the nation as “a testing ground for political liberty, a model for democratic government,” as well as a potential leader in “the fight against tyranny on all continents.” History’s dizzying pace now tested whether the nation and its leaders could match such lofty aspirations with the action the times demanded. Kennedy vowed to be equal to the task. He characterized 1963 as a “year of change and hope” that would allow Americans of all backgrounds to prove themselves worthy of “a great inheritance.” For Black Americans, such words inspired and stung; their ancestors were repeatedly denied full and equal access to a legacy they helped protect, shape, and guide with labor, blood, and tears. Kennedy found, for a moment at least, unity of purpose with his critics who viewed the Emancipation Proclamation centennial as an unparalleled opportunity to create “a new world for us, and indeed, for all those who look to us.”38


Centers of power, from the White House to elected officials in Southern cities such as Jackson, Mississippi, could not have anticipated the urgent pace of change that seized the national conscience as the year progressed. That winter, the actions of James Baldwin and Malcolm X improbably mirrored each other in a parallel liberation quest unfolding in the quotidian struggle for dignity in Greenwood, Mississippi. Battles long relegated to the nation’s cultural and political margins were about to become central to how America defined its values, history, and purpose.
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“FREEDOM FOR THE FREE”


On Friday, February 1, James Baldwin discussed the future of American democracy amid increasing tensions within the civil rights movement on NBC’s Today show. He appeared alongside John Oliver Killens, the forty-seven-year-old radical novelist, Marxist, and founding member of the Harlem Writers Guild, and Louis Lomax (who pronounced his first name “Loo-wee”), the forty-year-old journalist and confidant of Malcolm X. Killens and Lomax shared Southern roots in Georgia, in Macon and Valdosta, respectively. They possessed an intimate knowledge of Southern racial horrors that fueled their outspoken art and activism. Killens’s itinerant road from Macon to New York City included a stint at Howard University, where he took classes with the eminent sociologist E. Franklin Frazier, and a tour in the US Army during the Second World War. He became part of the same activist literary and political circles that nurtured Lorraine Hansberry, Harry Belafonte, Sidney Poitier, young writers Maya Angelou and Sarah Wright, and Jimmy Baldwin. Not to be outdone, Lomax produced the blockbuster 1959 documentary The Hate That Hate Produced, which made the Nation of Islam—dubbed the “Black Muslims,” the literal bête noire of the civil rights movement—and Malcolm X household names. In 1962, he published the best-selling Negro Revolt, which would be followed by a book-length study of Malcolm X disguised as a contemporary history of the Nation of Islam, entitled When the Word Is Given: A Report on Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, and the Black Muslim World.1


The three taped the Today segment during a bitterly cold and snowy winter, impacting travel and shipping nationwide. Baldwin’s appearance came alongside a torrent of publicity surrounding the publication of The Fire Next Time, whose intense distillation of the struggle for Black citizenship, the challenge of white supremacy, and the potential for democratic renewal captured the spirit of the times.2


Fire’s central set piece detailed the disorienting experience of Jimmy’s dinner at Elijah Muhammad’s palatial Chicago home on July 16, 1961. The evening transpired after a telephone conversation between Malcolm X and the Messenger, who judged Baldwin worthy of a further look.3 Baldwin had applied his talent for careful listening and acute observation to Muslims before meeting the Messenger. “Power was the subject of the speeches I heard,” he wrote. Skeptical of organized religion, Baldwin remained a passionate seeker of faith, a steadfast believer that the future of humanity rested on nothing short of transparent honesty about the past. “When Malcolm X, who is considered the movement’s second-in-command and heir apparent, points out that the cry of ‘violence’ was not raised, for example, when the Israelis fought to regain Israel, and, indeed, is raised only when black men indicate that they are willing to fight for their rights, he is speaking the truth,” admitted Baldwin.4


“I’ve got a lot to say to you, but we’ll have to wait until we sit down,” were Elijah Muhammad’s first words that Sunday afternoon. He reminded Baldwin of his father, if they had been friends instead of bitter of enemies. The invitation itself was a consequence of Baldwin appearing alongside Malcolm X in spirited debates that made one observer—noticing the writer’s sympathetic proclivities toward, if not total agreement with, Muslims—predict that he would soon be adopting the name of James X, after the NOI’s surname that honored an African past cut off by the forced kidnapping of the transatlantic slave trade.


Seated to Elijah Muhammad’s left at a long dinner table, Baldwin became not so much an interlocutor as a witness. The most riveting aspect of The Fire Next Time for white readers revolved around whether Baldwin would, through intellectual persuasion or emotional seduction, migrate over to the Muslim worldview that held out little hope for racial integration and even less for the nation’s future. The spell broke upon Jimmy’s confession to loving and trusting some white folk with his life. The night concluded with an intimate farewell between recent strangers who, over one long dinner conversation, came to understand one another as distant relatives. Their reunion offered a bittersweet glimpse of a past life where they might have regarded each other as a father and son. In this life, they were destined to be friendly adversaries.5


Baldwin’s New Yorker essay and subsequent book portrayed the rugged political, intellectual, and policy debates on racial justice and equality that had become real-world crises. His words of fire exposed white supremacy as grotesque; liberal, white New Yorker readers were both disgusted and fascinated. By exposing these truths, Baldwin made America’s “racial problem” a fashionably explosive topic of conversation, whose sprawling influence reached from the Negro grassroots to the White House.


Baldwin reframed American race relations through historical parallels and juxtaposition. In doing so, he anticipated Malcolm X’s rising political significance; identified the Southern civil rights struggle as a national, indeed global, movement; and turned the art of storytelling into a cultural phenomenon with political implications that grew as the year unfolded. Baldwin challenged liberal and conservative intellectuals by identifying the denial of Black citizenship and dignity as America’s original sin. Both white and Black critics lavished Baldwin’s arguments with criticism and praise, amplifying his message until it reverberated out to policymakers, politicians, civil rights activists, and, over time, the president and attorney general.


Baldwin’s words, speeches, and very presence provoked liberals and conservatives to reveal themselves in ways that would both disgrace and honor an entire generation. His moral stance inspired, titillated, and outraged. In Baldwin, conservatives found a worthy opponent who asked vexing questions that tied some of that movement’s brightest lights in knots. Liberals embraced him even as he returned their affection with a raised eyebrow and lacerating criticism. Further to the left, radicals viewed Baldwin’s popularity with a jaundiced eye, reckoning that a true revolutionary writer would not become the darling of the mainstream but a champion of the masses. Jimmy became the Rorschach test for that year’s activists, intellectuals, political leaders, and tastemakers. From their collective gaze Baldwin emerged as a combination of chameleon and sphinx—a literary wunderkind, prophetic truth teller, and political flamethrower whose brilliant mind cast an iridescent light upon the nation and world.


For Jimmy, it was a genuinely heady time. After rising from the depths of Harlem’s grinding poverty to the salons of Paris and Europe as a finishing school, Baldwin had become part of America’s cultural royalty. A reporter from Life magazine, Jane Howard, accompanied him as he commuted between New York City and Southern colleges at the beginning of the year. Over five panoramic weeks, Howard closely shadowed Baldwin. She observed 3 a.m. phone calls from his West Village apartment; she was placed in taxicabs by Baldwin’s friends. Jimmy offered exclusive access and would never, at any point, tell her not to write down what she had witnessed.


Jimmy spent some cold days in Mississippi before rebounding after a return from New York with his winter coat. Decked out in a Scottish shearling and dark sunglasses, Jimmy traveled to New Orleans, Louisiana, and Durham, North Carolina, where he cut a casually elegant figure. From church pulpits, he resumed his past life as a preacher. “I’ve been here 350 years, but you’ve never seen me,” he informed one predominantly white audience. A Life photographer captured Baldwin visiting Black neighborhoods whose economic distress reminded him of his Harlem boyhood. He chatted with strangers he regarded as extended family, picked up Negro children he just met, and gave planned and improvised speeches. Baldwin listened, talked, laughed, and spread joy—even as he spoke of a coming reckoning.


The accompanying photos showed Baldwin in various settings: lecturing from a podium to university students, carrying a young child during an impromptu visit to a Black family in the segregated South, and taking notes outside a Muslim mosque in Durham, standing next to James Meredith in freezing temperatures while awaiting a cab, and, in a stunning full-length shearling winter coat, playing with children in New Orleans. Baldwin possessed an uncanny knack for dropping bons mots in interviews, speeches, and books. “There’s a bill due that has to be paid,” he thundered before audiences. “If you say God is white, I can say he’s black,” he observed, challenging religious, political, and cultural taboos. “Today, our children are drifting toward disaster,” he explained, mixing cultural and social critique with moral clarity that introduced a new vocabulary of the possible into existence.


During time spent at his two-bedroom walk-up in New York City, Baldwin hosted a revolving cast of guests, journalists, and actor friends that included Rip Torn and Shirley MacLaine. They sipped on Scotch and danced to his favorite records, which included hefty doses of Ray Charles and Mahalia Jackson. Each day began with cigarettes and coffee as Baldwin began writing in earnest before dawn. His chain-smoking found him consuming more than a pack daily, a habit that became part of his writing identity. Over the year, his efforts to explain himself to increasingly larger audiences and, in turn, to learn from these interactions created tense and tender exchanges across the color line. “The framework in which we operate weighs almost too heavily to be born, and it is about killing us,” he remarked during his time with Jane Howard. Baldwin’s genius offered the possibility of reimagining this framework to promise life instead of death.6


That winter, Baldwin cemented his status as the literary voice of Black America. The first twenty-five thousand copies of The Fire Next Time sold out immediately, as did the fifteen thousand copies printed afterward. Speeches at Tulane, Dillard, Loyola, Xavier, and Louisiana State University helped turn Baldwin into a literary folk hero for a generation of Black college students. In North Carolina, the birthplace of the lunch counter sit-in movement that sparked national protests and helped launch SNCC, one thousand students gave Baldwin a standing ovation. He gave a sweeping lecture on American history before a capacity crowd at B. N. Duke Auditorium in Durham. The talk, titled “The South’s Need for a New Leadership,” identified the younger generation of Negro students as the nation’s last chance and best hope for redemption. Jimmy pulled no punches, specifically criticizing Bobby Kennedy and the White House for a tepid civil rights strategy he deemed “wrong and indefensible.”


Once again, Baldwin argued that the roots of the nation’s crisis could be traced back to the story we have told about our past. “We’ve lied about” American history for “so long that everyone has come to believe it.” Racial fiction amplified a false image of the nation that focused on division over the unspeakable truth. Defining Black people as a separate category of human existence informed hatred, violence, and confusion. “And we’ve lied about the fact that we’re brothers and sisters and mothers and uncles and cousins—and have been for 400 years.”


Baldwin synthesized aspects of Malcolm’s political sword and King’s rhetorical shield. Malcolm’s call to build an independent Black nation within a nation refused to confront how tightly bound Negroes and whites were in the American project. King’s call for reconciliation ignored the underside of this kinship—how truth, justice, and reconciliation required recognizing a painful history Americans were unaware of. Baldwin’s rhetorical tightrope between hope and despair ended with a warning that challenged New Frontier politicians to take bold steps. “It is time to take great risks because if we don’t, I don’t believe we have a future,” observed Baldwin. “And I’d hate to see so much beauty die.”7


The Black press offered extensive coverage of Baldwin’s speaking tour, while white journalists marveled at his emergence from merely a promising writer to the voice of the unfolding struggle for Negro dignity in America in their reviews of The Fire Next Time. “Out of his own pain and despair and hope,” observed the New York Times, Baldwin had fashioned a literary masterpiece that portrayed “white America as seen through the eyes of a Negro.” A photo of a handsome, slightly bemused-looking Baldwin accompanied Newsweek’s laudatory review, which found comfort in his searing eloquence and relentless search for deeper truths beyond those offered by the Nation of Islam. The Washington Post noted the “powerful emotions” Baldwin’s prose elicited while insightfully observing that, despite sharp critiques of white people and Christianity, he “really embraces both.”8 The book did so through its ability to express objective truths about the nation’s original sin of racial slavery and the anti-Black racism that continued to flourish despite the devastating Civil War and tortured, violent, and tragically unfinished period of Reconstruction. Baldwin’s prose gave white readers a peek into the souls of Black folk—brilliant, patriotic, hopeful, impatient, and enraged—that proved revelatory. His piercing eloquence inspired a vision of freedom beyond emancipation, including the ability to express a profound love for and disappointment in a country still unwilling to recognize the full measure of Black humanity. Baldwin’s work successfully tapped into the era’s racial anxieties and aspirations, with splashy ads for The Fire Next Time touting the author’s words as a provocation that contained the potential to help “end the racial nightmare” and “change the history of the world.”9


The Boston Globe ran an unprecedented eight-part profile of Baldwin that spring. A Black reporter, Bryant Rollins, gave readers a curated tour of Baldwin’s rags-to-riches story and interviewed his agent, Bob Mills, and editor, Robert Silberman. Rollins showed how time in Europe allowed the young Baldwin to take a personal inventory of himself: “I suddenly discovered that despite my reluctance to admit it, I was as American as any white Texan.” America remained Baldwin’s favorite subject of criticism. The country created a perpetual immaturity within its citizens fostered by an inability to face its ugly backstory squarely. “Nothing is more desirable than to be released from an affliction,” said Baldwin, offering one side of the duality of expatriates. “But nothing is more frightening than to be divested of a crutch.”10


He spared none in his broader critique of the American style of ambition, longing, and parochialism. He sought to overcome his limits through an indefatigable travel schedule that found him in France, Corsica, Spain, Turkey, Senegal, Israel, Scandinavia, and Switzerland. The successful “shattering of preconceptions I hardly knew I held” led Baldwin into new artistic territory that manifested into a passionate criticism of American racism deeply rooted in a profound love of country. Jimmy’s anti-racism reflected a patriotic call for the rest of the nation to follow suit if they indeed loved America. More hopeful than Malcolm X and more aggressive than Martin Luther King Jr., Baldwin told the country the story it desperately needed to hear now, perhaps for the first time in American history, when it finally seemed prepared to listen. Yet he remained honest enough to understand that his vulnerabilities required him to become “a kind of trans-Atlantic commuter,” to enjoy periodic recuperation from American racism by traveling to “Europe, or Africa or Asia, take a good, deep breath, and return to the battle.”11


Baldwin’s most vocal critic that year was the dashing thirty-seven-year-old conservative intellectual William F. Buckley. The foremost Northern white apologist for segregation, Buckley possessed a gift for making the despicable seem palatable. He correctly identified Baldwin as a supremely talented wordsmith and a worthy antagonist, an “eloquent menace” who trafficked in half-truths and “bitterness” that made him (not Malcolm X) “the Negroes’ most inflamed spokesman.”12 Baldwin’s searing critique of American democracy and the hypocrisy of Christianity offended Buckley’s civic and religious sensibilities. Buckley admitted that the near-universal “love” for The Fire Next Time by “book reviewers, intellectuals, café society” depressed him. Baldwin had tapped a vein in American culture that Buckley found not only distasteful but also dangerous.


Murray Kempton, the well-respected forty-five-year-old columnist, disagreed. On his way to a new perch at the New Republic, Kempton—a white liberal respectful enough to be the rare mainstream journalist who referred to NOI members as simply “Muslims”—examined race through the lens of the Emancipation Proclamation’s centennial in the pages of The Progressive.


“Notes Written at the Century Mark” examined the limits of racial progress one hundred years after slavery’s end. In dry, dreamy prose, Kempton delved into why, on matters related to Black dignity and citizenship, “what is truly obvious is so seldom said.” This included holding Black Americans to different standards of excellence in comparison with their white counterparts. “The Negro,” wrote Kempton, with typically withering candor, “affronts our conscience less than he disturbs our peace.” Kempton, who possessed a jeweler’s eye for the pathos inherent in the unfolding freedom struggle, gave panoramic descriptions of Negro strivings for citizenship and dignity—from Jackie Robinson’s grace on the baseball diamond and belligerence away from it to James Baldwin’s illumination of the white racial imagination and the quotidian work of Black people operating at America’s lower frequencies. “We owe to unknown Southern Negroes whatever has been epic in the history of the United States for the last ten years,” Kempton wrote, recalling his minor role in the drama the previous spring when he moderated a panel after Los Angeles police killed Ronald Stokes. “Malcolm X was in a condition of honest shock and indignation, and his audience cheered fervently his message that no white man deserved to be liked or trusted,” wrote Kempton. Afterward, three Muslims pressed Kempton to go to Los Angeles and personally investigate the shooting. This tragically hopeful request displayed, in some small way, the distance between the alienation sometimes preached by Malcolm X and a more humane reality.13


If Murray Kempton offered the face of a thoughtful white liberal humble enough to learn at the feet of Negro activists, Norman Podhoretz represented something quite different. Podhoretz utilized Baldwin’s work to carve out new intellectual space for a brand of white liberalism skeptical of Baldwin’s diagnosis of the nation’s race problem. A friend who traveled in Jimmy’s literary circles, Podhoretz attempted to make sense of the Baldwin phenomenon through biography. “My Negro Problem—and Ours,” published in Commentary magazine, probed Podhoretz’s childhood encounters with, and thoughts about, Negroes as a young Jewish boy growing up in Depression-era Brooklyn to make sense of the civil rights revolution. In Podhoretz’s recollection, despite an awareness that Blacks were perceived as an oppressed group, he saw them differently. “The Negroes were tougher than we were, more ruthless, and on the whole they were better athletes,” recalled Podhoretz. His experiences with Blacks made him fear and “hate” Negroes, despite his older sister’s penchant for proselytizing about Negro oppression, poverty, and misery. Podhoretz’s experience with Blacks matured into a volatile and anxiety-filled contest over playground turf, freedom of movement, fistfights, and masculine assertion in the racially diverse and politically divided New York City of the 1930s and 1940s.


Podhoretz deployed this backstory to foreground his contemporary unease over the nation’s civil rights discourse. For him, the whites and Jews of his youth now had little to do with racial slavery, segregation, and poverty. Baldwin explored just one aspect of a two-way street among America’s racial divide; Negroes viewed white people with a parallel invisibility, contempt, and generalization. And Podhoretz disputed the notion that racial hatred was rooted in the idea that white people were the jailers of Negroes. He described growing up in a poor Jewish community, where, despite comparative disadvantages, white immigrant kids of different backgrounds discovered a level of understanding and friendship, even love, that rarely, if ever, crossed the color line. This convinced Podhoretz that contemporary and historical racial divisions were based on something more primordially essential than the simple Marxist theories gleaned from his older sister or the words of fire and brimstone expressed by Baldwin.


Podhoretz not only resented Negroes but also envied them for what he considered to be their freedom from the social norms and strictures that eventually made Jews and whites like himself successful. The civil rights revolution, he observed, was filled with the self-deception—amplified by Baldwin—that Blacks enjoyed a moral high ground, which Podhoretz doubted they were capable of ever truly possessing. Having fled Brooklyn for Manhattan’s Upper West Side, Podhoretz chronicled how his status as a thirty-three-year-old liberal intellectual, which supposedly inured him from a feeling of racial antipathy, did the exact opposite. It caused him to “despair of the present push toward integration.” Despite a fear of the Muslim movement, Podhoretz found himself unconvinced by Baldwin’s vision of transcending hatred through love, at least politically. In Podhoretz’s view, only complete assimilation could save the nation. Yet he admitted that he would “rant and rave” if his daughter one day wanted to marry a Negro.


“My Negro Problem—and Ours” trafficked in racial stereotypes and refused to confront how whites and Jews derived privilege from a racial hierarchy based on slavery. Podhoretz misinterpreted Baldwin’s pursuit of racial justice as a wish for a color-blind future. He professed horror over instances of Negro anti-Semitism without interrogating how his fear and loathing of Black people might be interpreted as a particular kind of Jewish anti-Black racism, marked by proximity that stopped short of true intimacy despite shared histories of oppression.


Podhoretz found inspiration for his essay upon reading Jimmy’s New Yorker piece (which he had initially commissioned for Commentary) that formed the basis for The Fire Next Time. He considered “Letter from a Region in My Mind” to be Baldwin’s best work. Podhoretz intended his essay to be a “counter-statement,” the highest form of praise in their competitive intellectual world. He asked Jimmy for words of approval, which he offered, to endorse the piece ahead of the controversy that would greet its publication.14


Podhoretz’s essay outlined a postwar American liberalism that would, over the next two decades, join a neoconservative movement that would blast the racial justice remedies being discussed during the early 1960s as reverse racism. Podhoretz mapped this trajectory in Commentary and would become part of a conservative movement that included the intellectual work of William F. Buckley, the ideological framing of Barry Goldwater, and the far-right-wing populism of Alabama governor George Wallace. This despite the fact that Podhoretz could trace his intellectual genealogy back to a coterie of Depression-era Jewish intellectuals, including Irving Howe, who became sympathetic advocates of the Negro cause.


Born in 1930, the same year as Lorraine Hansberry, Podhoretz belonged to a generation of thought leaders who interpreted empathy for Blacks as a kind of special treatment, contradicting the virtues of a democracy that was based on meritorious achievement rather than immutable characteristics such as race or religion. In a sense, he sought to parallel Baldwin’s achievement of examining the genuine soul of Black folk by reviewing his own “twisted feelings about Negroes” and how they contradicted his moral values. Podhoretz hoped to open a national dialogue about the existence, relevance, and, in certain instances, amplification of such feelings, which formed an essential role in explaining white racial backlash.15


If Baldwin’s work, presupposing internal knowledge of the Negro’s humanity, elevated the beautiful parts of Black culture, folkways, experience, and potential, Podhoretz managed the reverse. He offered a warning that, at least based on the Black people he had encountered since his youth, Negroes could be dangerous, greedy, duplicitous, and immoral too, a lesson he did not want to be forgotten amid the ongoing civil rights revolt. Jimmy generously regarded his friend’s essay as a “tremendous achievement,” one beneficial “for all of us” since it so candidly admitted racial prejudice with new depth. Perhaps Baldwin praised the essay because of its unadulterated honesty. He passionately resented “the assumption that you could achieve an experience without undergoing it,” a charge he felt tainted Norman Mailer’s writing and rendered entirely bankrupt the work of Jack Kerouac and the Beats.16


Not everyone in Jimmy’s circle looked so kindly on Podhoretz’s analysis. Upon reading the essay, Lorraine Hansberry chose rage in lieu of Baldwin’s grace. In a lengthy letter published in Commentary, Hansberry described “My Negro Problem—and Ours” as grotesque. Hansberry found Podhoretz’s trip down a memory lane filled with Negro bullies and villains “a sheer outrage.” She stripped the liberal veneer from Podhoretz’s intellectual armor and “recognized in it an adolescent expectation and hope that the writer would be congratulated by black and white on his—‘honesty.’”


Hansberry’s evisceration of Podhoretz’s “recitation of old fashioned racist motifs” anticipated the changing tides of white liberal racial discourse. She identified the essay as contributing to a discourse of “self-exemption” that made the difficult road ahead for interracial organizing nearly impossible. Hansberry—whose interracial, and at times tempestuous, marriage to Robert Nemiroff included outside lovers who were women—recoiled at Podhoretz’s suggestion “that the presence of the undiluted black is intolerable and therefore this nation must now weigh, in a manner suggesting the taking of hemlock to the lips, sexually absorbing what it will not love!” Podhoretz, who identified himself as a “white American” at one point in his essay, challenged the very basis of Black dignity, siding with the same group that—in its basest form—led the anti-Semitic charges that produced the Holocaust. Hansberry dismantled Podhoretz’s self-indulgence, denial, resentment, and intellectual pretensions with verve in ferociously passionate prose. While unable to prevent the liberal interest in racial justice from curdling into the crude pathologizing that Podhoretz, alongside Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, would turn into a cottage industry, Hansberry left an enduring, resonant message of hope in “the sophistication of concern” the Negro revolution had awakened in the democratic imagination.17


In the pages of National Review, Garry Wills published a lengthy review essay, “What Color Is God?,” which represented another front in an escalating debate over the literary and political value of The Fire Next Time. Wills refuted Baldwin’s contention that the Christianity undergirding Western civilization was a lie. “Baldwin is asking for immediate secession from our civilization,” argued Wills. The term “secession” purposefully evoked past and future civil wars over the meaning of freedom in American society. According to Wills, Baldwin overstated the case of Negro suffering and Christian culpability. Christianity, while imperfect, offered a chance to recognize the divine in all human beings, even if whites, thus far, had failed to do so. The suffering produced by racial slavery, Wills suggested, contained the seeds for liberation through a careful examination of Christianity. “New treasures can be salvaged even from a disaster like slavery in America,” argued Wills. They “can be stored away for future use.” For Wills, Baldwin threw out the baby with the bathwater, dismissively attacking Christianity based on childhood trauma, an abusive father, and experience of religion being used to abuse Harlem’s vulnerable.


“As a Christian, I must believe in the priceless value of any black man,” wrote Wills. Such Christian piety existed alongside a rugged individualism that cast a skeptical eye on “colorblindness,” which imposed an equality of value, purpose, and station on Black and white communities whose manifest differences were based on culture and biology. Baldwin’s egalitarianism sought to place square pegs in round holes, perpetuating a false assumption “that a low I.Q. can be flattered out of existence.” Wills didn’t have to state that he was speaking about Black people. Near the end of his essay, he conceded that “Baldwin won the game” by convincing white liberals to examine themselves, their society, their foibles, and their mistakes. “He is an adversary worthy of our best arguments,” Wills contended as he finished an insightful contribution to just such an effort.18


Wills offered a critique that was generous in acknowledging Baldwin’s unique literary talents and fearful of the political implications produced by a book that transcended artistic borders and political boundaries. National Review’s anxieties over the civil rights revolution searched for an intellectual defense against charges of anti-Black racism. Wills echoed the magazine’s conservative orthodoxy, defending aspects of de facto racial inequality as less of a structural impediment than a side effect of personal freedom. Southerners, as well as whites in the North, held the right to associate with whomever they pleased without fear of being sullied by charges of racial prejudice. Wills substituted Buckley’s penchant for outrageous analogies that compared civil rights demonstrators with Nazis and terrorists with a gift for probing some of the shortcomings of Western civilization that gave ballast to Baldwin’s most trenchant criticisms.
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