
From James Baldwin’s “Stranger in the Village” 1953 

 The ideas on which American beliefs are based are not, though Americans often seem to think 

so, ideas which originated in America. They came out of Europe. And the establishment of 

democracy on the American continent was scarcely as radical a break with the past as was the 

necessity, which Americans faced, of broadening this concept to include black men. This was, 

literally, a hard necessity. It was impossible, for one thing, for Americans to abandon their 

beliefs, not only because these beliefs alone seemed able to justify the sacrifices they had 

endured and the blood that they had spilled, but also because these beliefs afforded them their 

only bulwark against a moral chaos as absolute as the physical chaos of the continent it was 

their destiny to conquer. But in the situation in which Americans found themselves, these beliefs 

threatened an idea which, whether or not one likes to think so, is the very warp and woof of the 

heritage of the West, the idea of white supremacy. Americans have made themselves notorious 

by the shrillness and the brutality with which they have insisted on this idea, but they did not 

invent it; and it has escaped the world's notice that those very excesses of which Americans 

have been guilty imply a certain unprecedented uneasiness over the idea's life and power, if not, 

indeed, the idea's validity. The idea of white supremacy rests simply on the fact that white men 

are the creators of civilization (the present civilization, which is the only one that matters; all 

previous civilizations are simply contributions 8 to our own) and are therefore civilization's 

guardians and defenders. Thus it was impossible for Americans to accept the black man as one 

of themselves, for to do so was to jeopardize their status as white men. But not to accept him 

was to deny his human reality, his human weight and complexity, and the strain of denying the 

overwhelmingly undeniable forced Americans into rationalizations so fantastic that they 

approached the pathological. At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity of the 

American white man to find a way of living with the Negro in order to be able to live with himself. 

And the history of this problem can be reduced to the means used by Americans—lynch law and 

law, segregation and legal acceptance, terrorization and concession—either to come to terms 

with this necessity, or to find a way around it, or (most usually) to find away of doing both these 



things at once. The resulting spectacle, at once foolish and dreadful, led someone to make the 

quite accurate observation that "the Negro-in-America is a form of insanity which overtakes 

white men." In this long battle, a battle by no means finished, the unforeseeable effects of which 

will be felt by many future generations, the white man's motive was the protection of his identity; 

the black man was motivated by the need to establish an identity. And despite the terrorization 

which the Negro in America endured and endures sporadically until today, despite the cruel and 

totally inescapable ambivalence of his status in his country, the battle for his identity has long 

ago been won. He is not a visitor to the West, but a citizen there, an American; as American as 

the Americans who despise him, the Americans who fear him, the Americans who love him, the 

Americans who became less than themselves, or rose to be greater than themselves by virtue 

of the fact that the challenge he represented was inescapable. He is perhaps the only black 

man in the world whose relationship to white men is more terrible, more subtle, and more 

meaningful than the relationship of bitter possessed to uncertain possessors. His survival 

depended, and his development depends, on his ability to turn his peculiar status in the Western 

world to his own advantage and, it may be, to the very great advantage of that world. It remains 

for him to fashion out of his experience that which will give him sustenance, and a voice. 


