In 1962, he was known as America’s angry young man. He is sl angry.
Bomn the son of a Harlem preacher in 1924, James Baldwin grew up in dire poverty.
Yet he learned to read as a small child, and he began plotting novels.
“In those days, my mother was given to the exasperating and mysterious habit of having babies.

As they were born, I took them over with one hand and held a book with the other.
He became a minister at fourteen; at seventeen he left home and the church to pursue a
literary career. After two fellowships, he wound up waiting tables in a Village restaurant
and composing book reviews about the black problem, “about which the color of my skin
made me automatically an expert.”’ In 1948, Baldwin left for France, where he has spent
most of his time producing such classics as Giovanni's Room (1956), Another Country (1962),
Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone (1968), and If Beale Street Could Talk (1974)—
works which have penetrated the truth of being black, gay—or both—and Amenican.
His'latest novel, Just Above My Head, has just been released in paperback by Dell, and
is already high on current paperback best-seller lists.
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New York Native: Do you have
any notion why so many blacks
were in the People's
Church/Jonestown disaster?

James Baldwin: I've got too
many fcclings/. . . too many feel-
ings about it. . . . I can see on one
level that there’s an awful lot
about the United States that
would make so many black people
so willing to move themselves and
go into a jungle. It's difficult for
me to discuss cults since I come
out of the church. I don't come
out of a cult, but I come from a
very rigid version of the universe,
a very harsh vision of the universe.
But I don’t think it was a search
for identity. Black people have a
terrible time in this country.
They're here at the very bottom.
They're poor and desperate to
arrive at some type of coherence
and some kind of dignity. I can
see that Jim Jones was a very
attractive father figure in some
ways, but I really don’t believe
nine hundred people lined up and
committed suicide. I believe some-
thing else happened there. It must
sound paranoiac, but it’s not so
very paranoiac if one really has a
losk at the actual history of
blacks in this country—a look at
the real attitude of most of the
people out there, not most white
people necessarily, but the reality

involved

of the institutions in this country.
All the institutions of this country*
are totally and hopelessly racist
and it will be a cold day in August
before that is changed.

When 1 was growing up, there
was the church, there was gin, the
razor. Now we still have all of that
and we also have dope and heroin.
I always felt the flooding of her-
oin into the ghetto was a deliber-
ate act of genocide. During the fif-
ty-four years I've been on earth
and in this country, I've known
more than wretchedness and I've
known more than hatred. I've seen
much more than that. But still to-
day a black kid or a Spanish kid or
a Mexican or a minonty kid i.
menaced by his countrymen from
the moment he is bome by his
countrymen.

Is there any capitaiisiic socieiy
where minorities are not put
upon?

1 don’t know of any. It'd seem
impossible for capitalism not to be
racist. After all, it’s based on slave
labor, to put it to you quite sim-
ply. It depends on slaves, colonies,
and war. Racism is an indispensi-
ble tool of capitalism.

So what do you propose as an
alternative?

What can I propose? I envision
anYAmerican socialism, if you like.
But there isn’t a historical model

of what 1'd like to see. There is no
society that I can point to and say,
“That is what I would like,” That
is because the black situation . . .
the American situation is so .un-
precedented. You cannot compare
us, for example, to France.

Didn't France treat Algerians
the same way?

Yes, but when I say you cannot
compare us to France, I mean the
American society 1s an altogether
different one in spite of its simi-
larities . . . in spite of its ancestry.
1 don't mean France is less racist
at all. It is as brutal as America is.
It’s easier, though, for a black
American to be in France—or it
was. After all, white supremacy is
kind of a conspiracy. They're al-
lies. In France, if I make too much
noise about the Algenans, it's a
very simple matter to send me
home. Think about it: if you get
into real trouble and have to find
political asylum, where would you
go? Where would a black Ameri-
can go?

A good question. . Your
way of communicating is mamnly
through books. Are you reaching
the black ghettos? Are blacks read-
ng you?

As far as I can tell, yes.

I was talking to Karla Jay and
Allen Young, who compiled The
Gay Report. They recetved 5,000
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completed questionnaires for their
book, but very few from blacks
and other minonties. They felt
they could not get the question-
naires to these groups. Also they
felt therr guestions were written
for the white middle class.

That's always true. It isn't that
the people in the ghetto don’t un-
‘derstand the words. They under-
stand the words too well. It's the
behind words.
They distrust questionnaires. In a
sense it can be said that every
black person has a lot to hide.

But so many blacks now are
graduating from high schoo| and
they can't wnte a complete sen-
tence because of the educational
system. How are they going to,
read you? A

They do, however, read me. As
far as I can tell. I have to have
some sense of that. I live on 97th
Street. .
question any writer has to face in

case. It's hard to say this. I
hope you understand me. In a
sense 1 don’t write in English. It’s
English, but it comes out of some-
thing which white people in Amer-
ica know very little about. It
comes out of experiences they
don’t want to know about. I'm
trying to address myself to exper-
ience . . . to something unname-
able, really, which white Ameri-

intentions those

. . However, it’s always a
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«<ans "don’t wint to- know. They
don’t want to know. They're ter-
rified.

I recently read an ariddic i
which you said, to paraphrasc you
poorly, “Whites design blacks for

" their own comfort.”

1 said something like that. The
American public creates in every;
generation a niggcuhut-if—wtmz
tosee, _-="

_ A1 this generation, isn't Ameri-
ta trying to hide blacks?

-~ Yes, they're trying to hide them.
The justification for hiding theém

« is the deliberate creation of a peo-

ple who_are, at least in American
terms, illiterate, unemployed, and
unemployable. What hurts me and

makes me articulate jin’a “way is:
“that [ have watched halfacentury

of this. What has happened to
some of the people I knew? By
the time I was twenty-three | was
already running:out of old friends.
T don’t know anyone now from
where 1 come from who's my age.
The toll is very high and it’s delib-
erate.

I was at a gay health convention

So-called straight men need faggots so
they can get a good blow job in a back
alley somewhere and still remain men.

man like me would have to run to
breathe at all—they could not im-
agine that. They don't see_that in’
this country sexuality as such has
| always-bech a threat. I mean, no-

"body in this country, heterosexual
\
\| orhomosexual,really,really knows.

It’s a rare, rare person who can
live in this savage society and learn
how to love—as distinguished from

that treats people “like shit#On
that level it hardly !!"!’:alsf‘f: wheth-
er you're gay (}[;mf.

Isn't_at-niore difficult to be a
fz(’er{.}ay than it is just to be
black? You're losing vour black
heritage, in a sense.

That's a very, very complex
question. I can only say my own
experience is not quite that. My
own experience is that the people
1 grew up with—my elders, in
short—may tremble for a boy like
me, but . I've gone through

some shit, it’s true. I can’t really

tween them, It's very peculiar. It's

fucking. It's a very brutal society4 en. 1 would say the least of their

means sex betweeh two men or

two.wofen and it implics love be-

very hard to picture it as a vice.
Anything so ancient and so em-
"bedded in human experience. It’s
only part of human experience.
Docsn't hompsexuality threaten ]
a lot of Jbl,pc]z"mnrm'n?
‘_I‘:‘.yﬂfthing threatens black wom-

threats is homosexuality. In any
case, I've known men in this coun
try and all over the world, marricd
with eighteen children who were
also in love with a man. It's some-
thing that falls together. Oncenan
I know had an ongoing affair with
a man for twenty years. Never for
a moment did they consider them-
selves gay. Never thought about it
one way or the other. Their wives
sometimes do it. Their wives
sometimes didn't. [ am a man. I
like to do with my body what I

want. Where I put my prick is no-

I always felt the flooding of heroin
into the ghetto was a deliberate act

of genocide.

and attended a meg¢ting of Third
World Professionals. Many there
felt rejected both by blacks and
the gay rights movement.

You're talking about black ho-
mosexuals?

Yes. They seemed to feel that
the gay rights movement is totally
white middle class and its goals are
to make white gays acceptable to
the white middle class and not to
help blacks at all.

Well, I'm afraid ultimately that’s
true. I cannot disagree with that at
all. There's a vast amount of what
goes on in the so-called gay world
which I disagree about. This does
not mean that anything justifies
the brutal treatment of homosex-

uals in this. society. 1 know ‘what'

it’s like to have one’s life inter-

¢ fered with. But most gay white

kids that I've known—not kids,
I'm not thinking about kids, I'm

~thinking ~about people my age,

give or take a decade—I find them
thoroughly respectful, which is all

10  right, too. But the hazards that a

claim I'm released from my family.
They haven't rejected me for any
reason, certainly not for that one.

But people like Eldridge Cleaver
and other political leaders con
sider—

Eldridge is not a political leader. |
Eldridge knows less about sex
than anyone else in the world.

But you have to admit he's a
black spokesman.

He’s not a black spokesman.

 He’s a fraud.
' - He gets heard

He's a fraud.

I've heard others say that ho-
mosexuality is a white man's dis-
ease.

That's bullshit. It's only in a
country like this one. (laughter)

It’s bullshit, but do many blacks
believe it? I once had a black
studies teacher who told us that
homosexuality is forced upon
South African natives.

It depends what you mean by
homosexuality. What is meant by

hemosexuality in this context? It

body’s business.

When you write about homo-
sexuality, do you always write
about it as love?

That's what it s for me. It's too
convenient to make it a vice. What
I am trying to get at is that it's
hard for me to address myself to
an argument whose terms [ dis-
agree with.

. What I am getting at is that 1t is
harder for many Third World gays
to be gay. Many refuse to come
out of the closet

That is true. Maybe I'm just
wrong. | hear your question very
well. I know what you're talking
about. It’s conceivable too that T
blotted a great deal. . . . No, I
don’t think that's true. I've been
hit too hard, hurt too badly by
blacks and whites to be able to
blot it out. But I know the church
I grew up with. There were all
kinds of people. Homosexuals.
Everyone knew them. Nobody
stoned them. Nobody ever made
fun of them. Kids are very, very
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_eruel. But what 1 had to endure

growing up on that score was not
greater but maybe less than I'd
cndure by just being a black boy
in this country. I know in my own
case | had to decide very early, in
order to survive, to live my life in
love. Because love is where you
find it.

I was a small, scared kid. A kid
who writes and doesn’t play foot-
ball-though 1 tried to play foot-
ball—is a sissv by definition. At
the age I'm speaking of it could
have nothing to do with sex. It has
to do with a kind of hierarchy
which we learn from America, af-
ter all.

Can the anti-gayness in the
black community be new?

It could be. It could be. But the
trouble in the ghetto is deeper
than ‘that. This has always been
#ruc, too, that the black man's
‘sexuality is memactd. He's men-
aced by so many things. In this
country that’s only onc of them,
if homosexuality can be coneeived
as a sexual menace. To receive ho-
mosexuality as a menace to your
wnasculinity is a very convoluted
position. What I do has nothing to
do with_what you do. What you
do has nothing to do with what 1
do. What it comes down to, then,
is that the image of black mascu-
linity is attacked, and that image
can only be based on the white
American image. And that image
1s false. See what 1 mean?

Recently, when | was research-
g segregatton
talked to a white woman who reg-
ularly has interracial relationships.
She told me that when she fights,
she's white muddle class. She cuts
people down with words. Yet
when she's with a black woman or
a black man, instead of words
they use their fists. She feelsit'’s a
totally different culture. She feels
this might be what causes separa-
tion. Do you feel there’s any truth
m that?

1 really feel like I'm from Mars.
I can’t confirm any of this in my
own experience. No, you see what

m gav bars, |

1 mean?

But you say American English
is racist,

The roots of the language . . .
the assumptions. of the language
are racist.

Don't you feel there's more vio-
lence in the ghetto ehvironment
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that a black child grows up in?
And thal he learns Lo express him-
sclf with this viotence? -~ <

I belicve the white man crcates
the nigger he wants to sce. He cre-
atesthe-myths he wants 1o belicve.
Then he tries to persuade the
black man of the validity of those
myths. In my experience, fathers
raise their sons. Mothers raise their
danghters. The situations I viewed
were that all the people loved each
other and got through from one
place to another.

Have you ever thought of enter-
ing politics? Or have you suppori-
cd any candidates?

No. (laughs) No, no, dear, My
design comes from an c. ¢. cum-
mings poem: “There’s some shit ]
I will not cat.”

To get back to racism for a
moment

It’s hard to use that word. Ra
cism is a matter of power. The
fact that you and I may not get
along . .. that you're Spanish and
I'm black
other’s throats . ., .

and that we cut ecach
that can be
called many things, but it cant
be called racism, because we have-
n't got the power to destroy cach
other’s children.

Isn't  racism you pul,
somebody below you so you can
be up a little?

It 1s. . . . Look, I've watched it
since the Puerto Ricans got here,
the latest celebrated wave. In the
garment district, for example,
where the blacks and the His-
panics met each other for the first
time. The Puerto Rican kid was
absolutely bewildered because he
just came from a place where they
spoke Spanish. He thought he
knew who he was. He comes here
and he finds out that everyone,
who is dressed like him speaks
English and he thinks that I speak
English because I don’t want to
be associated with him. And 1
think he speaks Spanish because
he doesn’t want to be associated
with me. That’s exactly what hap-
pened in the beginning. That’s
much less true now, in my experi-
ence. The Young Lords are mod-
eled after the Black Panthers. I'm
very wary about all this.

The racism between the blacks
and the Hispanics could be created
by the whites to keep them all in
their place.

That’s exactly what 1 mean.
That’s why I'm so wary of this
talk about division.

When Hispanics ar¢ arrested,
they 're labeled white.

In any case, they live in the

when

|

same prison with _me, mo matter
how. they’re Tabeled. T
Don't you think rvery group
has a natural antipathy loward ev-
ery other group?

Yes, but I don’t call that racism.
Racism is the crime of being able
to “suppress @ whole people. For
cexample, England is a racist coun-
try. This is a racist country. What-
ever happens between you and me
is a result of that. They want us to
fight cach other.

I was with a March of Dimes
walk that was heading north along
Central Park West one Sunday.
Going south was a platoon of ho-

maosexuals marching to gather sup
port far a gav ciil rights bill in
New York Ciuv. Suddenly these
ten-year-old children some young-
or March of

Dimes were calling out names and

who were with the
making hmp wnsts. I was asking
myself, “Where are they learning
to behave this way?™’

From their fathers.

It's fnghtening.

It is frightening. Straight men
so-called straight men—need lag-
gots so they can get a good blow

and that you are. So you've got
iweiity years 1o go. All the white
waorld has left is power. It doesn™t
have anything clse. Doesn’t have
any ability w convert or scduce.
There’s nothing the white world
has that anyone except
power. At the moment you lose
that, cverything is over, really.
You have allics anywhere.
You'ye got busincss partners in

wuants

no

terrified client states, but you got
no allics. And the future of the
world is certainly not white, and
cvery black kid knows that. Junk-
ics, people in prisons, Hispunics,
even people fighting among cach
other —we know that.

Is there a chanee we'll get un-
other Martin Luther King?

No, you'll get somebaody else.

Because we no longer have the
foundation from which he came?

No, all. The
church and the gherto which pro-
duced Martin Luther King are sull
there.

it asn’t that at

In spite ol
they're sull very much alive. But
the framework s The

[ramework is now the world, Mar-

altered.

un dicd trying to get raises for

cverything, -

The American public creates
in every generation a nigger
that it wants to see.

job in the back alley somewhere
and still remain men. So they can
engage in something and not take
any responsibility.

Will there be any black leaders
tn the near future who will make
changes? Do you feel there is a
lack of black leadership now?

The black people learned some-
thing awful during the Sixties and
Seventies. I think a lot of what is
termed apathy or lack of leader-
ship is silence and cunning.

Okay, but I don't understand
what good it is doing.

Black people don't trust white
people any more. They’re not go-
ing to petition this country any
more. If I knew who the leader
was | wouldn’t tell you. Do you
see what I mecan? What I said is
very sad and dangerous, but that’s

the way it is. And I1] say some-
thing else. Black people in this

able to execute it yet, know some-
thing very important. We know

that we are not alone in the world

country, though they may not be |

Memphis garbagemen. He didn't
die. He was murdered. But he was
murdered very largely for the
same reason Malcolm X was mur-
dered. Look, I worked with both
of them for a long time, and I've
watched the pressure of events,
the nature of reality. These two
men were poles apart at the very
beginning. I watched the pressures
drive them closer and closer to-
gether. I was there. I know. And
Malcolm was murdered at the
point he wanted to make the
American domestic problem a
global problem and take it to the
United Nations. Martin was mur-
dered three years later when he
connected the Vietnam War with
a racist society.

(Baldwin has opened a fortune
cookie.) What does your fortune
read?

“Potential is only a matter of
trying.” I wish I'd known that
sooner., .

Filimg hint

Use your coded envelope. It's the
night size and it's pre-addressed.
You'll find it in your lax package

A public service message from
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