Unnameable Objects, Unspeakable Crimes

James Baldwin

I have often wondered, and it is not a pleasant wonder, just what white Americans talk
about with one another, I wonder this because they do not, after all, seem to find very much to
say to me, and [ concluded long ago that they found the color of my skin inhibitory, This colgr
seems to operate as a most disagreeable mirror, and a great deal of one's energy is expended In
rc?assuring white Americans that they do not see what they see. This is utterly futile, of course,
since they do see what they see. And what they see is an appallingly oppressive and bloody
history, known all over the world. What they see is a disastrous, continuing, present, condition
which men- aces them, and for which they bear an inescapable responsibility. But since, in the
main, they appear to lack the energy to change this condition, they would rather not be reminded
of it. Does this mean that, in their conversations with one another, they merely make reassuring
sounds? It scarcely seems possible, and yet, on the other hand, it seems all too likely.

Whatever they bring to one another, it is certainly not freedom from guilt.

The guilt remains, more deeply rooted, more securely lodged, than the oldest of old trees;
and it can be unutterably exhausting to deal with people who, with a really dazzling ingenuity, a
tireless agility, are perpetually defending themselves against charges which one has not made.
One does not have to make them. The record is there for all to read. It resounds all over the
world. It might as well be written in the sky. ‘

One wishes that Americans, white Americans, would read, for their own sakes, this
record, and stop defending themselves against it. Only then will they be enabled to change their
lives. The fact that Americans, white Americans, have not yet been able to do this- to face their
k- ory, to change their lives-hideously menaces this country. Indeed, " :nenaces the entire
world.

For history, as neatly no one seems to know, is not merely something to be read. And it
does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On- the contrary, the great force of history
comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously con- trolled by it in many ways,
and history is literally present in all that we do. It could scarcely be other- wise, since it is to
history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations.

And it is with great pain and terror that one begins to realize this. In great pain and terror,
one begins to assess the history which has placed one where one is, and formed one's point of
view. In great pain and terror, because, thereafter, one enters into battle with that historical
creation, oneself, and attempts to recreate oneself according to a principle more humane and
more liberating; one begins the attempt to achieve a level of personal maturity and freedom
which robs history of its tyrannical power, and also changes history.

But, obviously, I am speaking as an historical creation which has had bitterly to contest
its history, to wrestle with it and finally accept it, in order to bring myself out of it. My point of
view is certainly formed by my history and it is probable that only a creature despised by history
finds history a questionable matter. On the other hand, people vs'fho imagine that history flatters
them (as it does, indeed, since they wrote it) are impaled on their history like a butterfly on a pin
and become incapable of seeing or changing them- selves or the world.

This is the place in which, it seems to me, most white Americans find themselves. They
are dimly, or vividly, aware that the history they have fed themselves is mainly a lie, but they do
not know how to release themselves from it, and they suffer enormously from the resulting
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gerll"si%r;zl cllli:f]ghi?nci; .Thls mcgherence is Peard nowhe:re more plainly than in those stammering,
. gues white Americans sometimes entertain with that black conscience, the black

man in Ameleca. The nature of this stammering can be reduced to a plea: Do not bla’me me. I was
not there. I d.ld not do it. My history has nothing to do with Europe ot the slave trade. An \;«/a it
was your chiefs who sold you to me. I was not present on the middle passage. [ am n.ot s
resp<_)nslble for the textile mills of Manchester, or the cotton fields of Mississippi. Besides
consider how the English, too, suffered in those mills and in those awful cities! I, also des’pise
the governors of Southern states and the sheriffs of Southern counties; and I also’want’ your child
to have a _decent education and rise as high as his capabilities will permit. I have nothing against
you, nothing/ What have you got against me? What do you want?

But, on the same day, in another gathering, and in the most private chamber of his heart
always, he, the white man, remains proud of that history for which he does not wish to pay, and
from whlch', materially, he has profited so much. On that same day, in another gathering, and in
the most private chamber of the black man's heart always, he finds himself facing the terrible
roster of the lost: the dead, black junkie; the defeated, black father; the unutterably weary, black
mother; the unutterably ruined black girl. And ii one begins to suspect an awful thing: that
people believe that they deserve their history and that when 11 they operate on this belief, they
perish, But they can scarcely avoid believing that they deserve it-one's short time on this earth is
very mysterious and very dark and hard. I have known many black men and , women and black

boys and girls, who really believed that it was better to be white than black, whose lives were
ied the seeds of this destruction within me for a

ruined or ended by this belief; and I myself carri
long time. Now, if I, as a black man, profoundly believe that I deserve my history and deserve to
be treated as I am, then I must also, fatally, believe that white people deserve their history and

deserve the power and the glory which their testimony and the evidence of my own senses assure

me that they have. And if black people fall into this trap, the trap of believing that they deserve
nning and intricate trap of believing that they

their fate, white people fall into the yet more stu
deserve their fate, and their comparative safety; and that black people, therefore, need only do as
ow are. But this simpiy cannot be said,

white people have done to rise to where white people n :
harity, but also because white people carry in them a
thers what has been done to them.

not only for reasons of politeness or ¢

carefully muffled fear that black people long to do to ©
fearful, baffling place where they have
th themselves--and where they certainly

Moreover, the history of white people has led them to &
begun to lose touch with reality-to lose touch, that is, Wi
are not happy. They do not know how this came about; they do not dare examine how this came
about. On the one hand, they can scarcely dare to open 2 dialogue which must, if it is honest,
become a personal confession-a cry for help and healing, which is really, I think, the basis of all
are to open a dialogue which
ntains an accusation. And

dialogues-and, on the other hand, the black man can scarcely d
must, it it is honest, become a personal confession which, fatally, co )
h we have been s_trugghng

yet, if we cannot do this, each of us will perish in those traps in whic
for so long.

The American situation is very peculiar, and it may be without precedent in the world.
No cu'rtain under heaven is heavier than that curtain of guilt and lies behind which Amerif:ans
hide: it may prove 1o be yet more deadly to the lives of human beings than that iron curtain o.f
which we speak so much-and know so little. The American curtain is color. We have used this
\cword, this concept, to justify unspeakable crimes, Dot only in the past, but in the present. One
o%:el:;a- s neatly the white American's distance from his conscience-from himself-y

ing the distance between himself and black people. One has only to ask oneself who



c§tablished this distance. Who is this distance designed to protect? And from what is this
distance designed to protect him? .

I have seen this very vividly, for example, in the eyes of Southern law enforcement
ofﬁcers bamng, let us say, the door to the courthouse, There they stand, comrades all, invested
with the authority of the community, with helmets, with sticks, with guns, with cattle prods.
Facing them are unarmed black people--or, more precisely, they are faced by a group of un-
armed people arbitrarily called black, whose color really ranges from the Russian steppes to the
Gplden P_{om,‘to Zanmbar.. Ina moment, because he can resolve the situation in no other way
this sheriff, Lh_lS deputy, this honored American citizen, must begin to club these people dowr;.
Some of thes.e people may be related to him by blood; they are assuredly related to the black
Mammy of his memory, and the black play- mates of his childhood. And for a moment,
therefore, he seems nearly to be pleading with the people facing him not to force him to commit
yet anothef crime anc? not to make yet deeper that ocean of blood in which his conscience is
drenched, in which his man- hood is perishing, The people do not go away, of course; once a

people arise, they never go away, a fact which should be included in the Marine hand. book; and
the club rises, the blood comes down, and our crimes and our bitterness and our anguish are
compouqded. Or, one sees it in the eyes of rookie cops in Harlem, who are really among the
most tf:mf}ed people in the world, and who must pretend to themselves that the black mother, the
black junkie, the black father, the black child are of a different human species than themselves.
They can only deal with their lives and their duties by hiding behind the color curtain. This
curtain, indeed, eventually becomes their principal justification for the lives they lead. But it is
not only on this level that one sees the extent of our disaster. Not so very long ago, I found
myself in Montgomery, with many, many thousands, marching to the Capitol. Much has been
written about this march-for example, the Confederate flag was flying from the Capitol dome;
the Federalized National Guard, assigned to protect the marchers, wore Confeerate flags on
their jackets; if the late Mrs. Viola Liuzzo was avoiding the patrols on that deadly stretch of road
that night, she had far sharper eye. sight than mine, for I did not see any. Well, there we were,
marching to that mansion from which authority had fled. All along that road-I pray that my
countrymen will hear me-old, black men and women, who have endured an unspeakable
oppression for so long, waved and cheered and sang and wept. They could not march, but they
had done something else: they had brought us to the place where we could march. How many of
us, after all, were brought.up on the white folks leavings, and how mighty a price those old men

and women paid to bring those leavings home to us! .
We reached the white section of town. There the businessmen stood, on balconies,

jeering; there stood their maids, in back doors, si!ent,. not daring to wave, but nodding. I watched
a black, or rather, a beige- colored woman, stz!ndxpg in the street, watching us thoughtfully; she
looked as though she probably held a clerical job in one of those buildings; proof, no doubt, to
the jeering white businessmen that the SOl'lth was making progress. This woman decided to join
us, for when we reached the Capitol, I noticed that she was there. But, while we were still
marching, through the white part of town, the watching, the waiting, the frightened part of town,
we lifted our small American flags, and we faced those eyes-which could not face ours-and we
sang. | was next to Harry Belafonte. From upstairs office windows, white American secretaries
were leaning out of windows, jeering and mocking, and using the ancient Roman sentence of
death: thumbs down. Then they saw Harry, who is my very dear friend and a beautiful cat, and
who is also, in this most desperately schizophrenic of republics, a major, a reigning matinee idol.
One does not need to be a student of Freud to understand what buried forces create a matinee



idol, or whe}t he represents to that public which batters down doors to watch him (one need only
wa:cch the rise and fall qf American pohna.ans'. This is a sinister observation. And I mean it very
sef'mu§ly).. The secretaries were Ie'g'filly Whltﬁ?-lt Was on that basis that they lived their lives, from
this principle that they took, collectively, their values; which is, as I have tried to indicate, an
interesting spiritual condition. But they were also young. In that ghastly town, they were
certainly lonely. They could only, after all, look forward to an alliance, by and by, with one of
the jeering businessmen; their boyfriends could only look forward to becoming one of them. And
they were also female, a word, which, in the context of the color curtain, has suffered the same
fate as the word, "male" : it has become practically obscene, When the girls saw Harry Belafonte,
a collision occurred in them so visible as to be at once hilarious and unutterably sad. At one
moment, the thumbs were down, they were barricaded within their skins, at the next moment,
those down turned thumbs flew to their mouths, their fingers pointed, their faces changed, and
exactly like bobby-soxers, they oohed, and aahed and moaned. God knows what was happening

in the minds and hearts of those girls. Perhaps they would like to be free.

The white man's guilt, which he pretends is due to the fact that the world is a place of
many colors, has nothing to do with color. If one attempts to reduce his dilemma to its essence, it
really does not have much to do with his crimes, except in the sense that he has locked himself
into a place where he is doomed to continue repeating them. The great, un admitted crime is
what he has done to himself. A man is a man, a woman is-a woman, and a child is a child. To
deny these facts is to open the doors on a chaos deeper and deadlier, and, within the space of a
man's lifetime, more timeless, more eternal, than the medieval vision of Hell. And we have
arrived at this unspeakable blasphemy in order to acquire things, in order to make money. We
cannot endure the things we acquire-the only reason we continually acquire them, like junkies on
a hundred dollar a day habit-and our money exists mainly on paper. God help us on that day
when the population demands to know what is-behind the paper. But, beyqnd all this, it is
terrifying to consider the precise nature of the things we buy with the flesh &{e sell.

. In H,énryfla.'}]es" novel The /mbassadors _fahbﬁished not long before World War I, and not
long before his death, he recounts the story of a x‘ﬁiddle—aged New Englander, assigned by his
middle-aged bride-to-be-a widow-the task of rescuing from the flesh-pots of Paris her only son.

She wants him to come home to take over the direction of the family factory. In the event, it is

the middle-aged New Englander-The Ambassador-who is seduced, not so much by Paris, as by a
new and less utilitarian view of life. He counsels the young man to "live. Live all you can. It is a
mistake niot to,” Which I translate as meaning "Trust life, and it will teach you, in joy and

sorrow, all you need to know." Jazz musicians know this. Those old men and women who'waved

and sang and wept as we marched in Montgomery know this, White Americans, in the main, do
not know this. They are still trapped in that factory to which, in Henry James' novel, the son
returns. We never know what this factory produces, for James never tells us. He only conveys to
us that the factory, at an unbelievable human expense, produces unnameable objects.
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