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They weren’t even there yet and already the 
City was speaking to them. They were dancing. 
And like a million others, chests pounding, 
tracks controlling their feet, they stared out of 
the windows for the first sight of the City that 
danced with them, proving already how much 
it loved them. Like a million more they could 
not wait to get there and love it back. 
Toni Morrison, Jazz (1992). 



Maria Balshaw, in Looking for Harlem: Urban 
Aesthetics in African-American Literature (Pluto 
Press, 2000) writes about “the paradoxical attitude to 
the city one finds structuring African American urban 
literature throughout the twentieth century. On the 
one hand we find a passionate urbanism, where the 
city stands for the future and more particularly the 
future of the race. On the other hand we see the city 
painted as the site of deprivation, squalor and 
discontent, a version of racial urbanism we are 
perhaps more familiar with in our contemporary era. 
Rudolph Fisher, the Harlem Renaissance writer 
whose urban portraits have an important place 
in this study, enunciates the paradox in suggestive 
symbolic terms: ‘Harlem, land of plenty ... city of 
refuge ... city of the devil – outpost of hell.’ This book 
commences with the desire to explicate the paradox 
of the city of heaven that is also the city of hell.” 



Lance Freeman, A Haven and a Hell: The Ghetto in 
Black America, Columbia UP, New York 2019
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There never was a golden age of the 
ghetto, yet until the post-1970s 
deindustrialization and drug crisis
which turned it into ‘hell’, it did
function as a cultural and identitarian
site, retaining «the utopian projection
of the city as the promised land, even if
that dream must be, in Langston 
Hughes’s words, always the “dream
deferred”» (Maria Balshaw, Looking for 
Harlem: Urban Aesthetics in African-
American Literature, Pluto Press, 
London 2000)

From Mecca to Urban 
Wasteland



James Baldwin (1924-1987)

An Analyst of Whiteness



James Arthur Baldwin was born (perhaps out of wedlock) in Harlem on 2 August 1924. 
Three years later his mother, Emma Berdis Jones, married David Baldwin, the man 
whom he called “Father,” but who (as James Baldwin discovered in his teens) was
actually his stepfather. A factory worker during the week and storefront preacher on 
the weekends, David Baldwin was a strict parent embittered by the tyranny of “white
devils.” Baldwin escaped from his home life through schoolwork, his writing, and 
occasional movies and less frequent plays. At his junior high school he met the 
celebrated black poet Countee Cullen, to whom he showed some of his early literary
attempts.
In 1938, when he was fourteen, he joined the church of Mount Calvary of the 
Pentecostal Faith and soon became a preacher. In later years, Baldwin cynically
described his period in “the church racket” as a “gimmick” designed to lift him out of 
the ghetto, an experience comparable to the “criminal careers” by means of which
other blacks triumphed over their environment. Whatever the true motivation for his
ministerial career, at De Witt Clinton High School (from 1938 to 1942) he downplayed
his religious activities and, with friends, started visiting Greenwich Village, where he 
met the gay black artist Beauford Delaney. The contradictions between his secular and 
religious interests were intensified at this time by an extended homosexual
relationship with a Harlem racketeer.

David Van Leer, “James Baldwin,” in African American Writers, ed. Valerie Smith. Vol. 1. 
New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 2001. p1-13. 



After three years as a preacher Baldwin broke away from the church—and 
subsequently from his home in Harlem—to take a series of menial jobs in New Jersey. 
When David Baldwin was hospitalized with tuberculosis, Baldwin returned to New York 
to care for the family. Upon the father’s death, Baldwin moved to Greenwich Village, 
both to work on a novel based on his family experiences and to profit from the greater
sexual permissiveness downtown. In 1944 he met Richard Wright, one of his literary
idols, who read Baldwin’s writing and in 1945 secured for him Harper & Brothers’ 
Eugene F. Saxton fellowship, including a grant of five hundred dollars and a promised
reading of the finished work. When a hastily completed draft of the family novel was
rejected by two presses, Baldwin in embarrassment began to distance himself from 
Wright, some months before the older writer’s emigration to France in 1946.
While still trying to solve the problems of his novel, Baldwin began in 1947 to attract
attention for his book reviews in the Nation and the New Leader. These reviews
culminated in the celebrated (and controversial) essay “The Harlem Ghetto,” published
in Commentary in 1948. This earliest of Baldwin’s famous essays took a bleak but clear-
sighted view of Harlem, focusing especially on the problems of black newspapers, 
politicians, churches, and anti-Semitism. Later in the year he won a Rosenwald
Foundation Fellowship grant (but again no book contract) for his text accompanying a 
series of photographs of storefront churches. 

David Van Leer, “James Baldwin” 



Supported by this money, he began to outline a new, bohemian narrative that would later
be seen as a preliminary version of his second and third novels. Yet although he continued
to publish articles and some short fiction, Baldwin increasingly felt trapped in New York. In 
November 1948, he applied his remaining grant funds toward a ticket to Paris.
In Europe, Baldwin associated with such French writers as Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de 
Beauvoir, and Jean Genet, as well as a group of American expatriates including Saul Bellow, 
Truman Capote, Terry Southern, Herbert Gold, and, of course, Richard Wright. Early on 
during this Paris stay, Baldwin wrote two essays that solidified his reputation as a 
controversial critic of black culture. The first, “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” published in 
1949 by Partisan Review, surveyed the limitations of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, an abolitionist novel that according to Baldwin’s title was the prototype for 
American fiction of “protest.” In the final pages of the essay, Baldwin coupled Mrs. Stowe’s
novel with Wright’s most famous work, Native Son, claiming that Wright’s murderous
Bigger Thomas was the inverse of Stowe’s martyred Uncle Tom. The passage was brief and 
not explicitly critical, but Wright took the comparison badly. So did many of Wright’s
supporters, who felt that Baldwin was being ungenerous to the reigning master of black
fiction and, given Wright’s well-known sensitivity, disingenuous in his surprise at Wright’s
reaction. Baldwin’s later, more direct critique of Native Son—“Many Thousand Gone,” 
published by Partisan Review in November-December 1951—ensured that the break with 
Wright would be permanent.
David Van Leer, “James Baldwin” 



Some readers saw these two essays as oedipal attacks on Wright as the younger
author’s literary father, comparable to Baldwin’s later negative comments on his
stepfather, David. Yet whatever the psychological motives behind the essays, the 
political assumptions beneath his aesthetic decisions would remain central throughout
Baldwin’s work: that an individual sense of identity and self-worth must accompany
any social reform, and that any criticism directed toward individual instances of racism
can simply reinforce the conceptual framework that permits discrimination. According
to the earlier essay, “protest” fiction supports the structures of oppression: “The 
oppressed and the oppressor are bound together within the same society; they accept
the same criteria, they share the same beliefs.”
In the second essay, Baldwin argued that by representing, in the character of Bigger
Thomas, white society’s worst fears about black violence, Wright had implicitly denied
the humanity of blacks and had suggested instead that “Negro life is in fact as debased
and impoverished” as white racists claim. While acknowledging Bigger’s rage to be real
and universal, Baldwin felt that Wright had underestimated the importance of the 
ironic adjustment by which every black made peace with “the ‘nigger’ who surrounds 
him and the ‘nigger’ in himself.”

David Van Leer, “James Baldwin” 



Baldwin had, of course, never completely deserted his homeland. He returned to America 
regularly throughout the 1950s for professional and personal reasons. Nor would he ever
completely return. The last twenty years of his life were spent largely abroad: in Paris, Istanbul, 
even Africa; and finally in St.-Paul-de-Vence in the south of France. Yet after 1954, when the 
Supreme Court ruled that segregation in schools was unconstitutional, Baldwin increasingly
defined himself in terms of American society, and especially as witness of and participant in the 
racial changes effected by the civil rights movement. In 1957 he visited the South for the first 
time, reporting on the integration of schools and meeting with Martin Luther King, Jr., who was
just then becoming a national figure in civil rights. The celebrity that attended Nobody Knows
My Name increased Baldwin’s value for the movement, not only as a speaker for King but as a 
spokesman for the somewhat more radical programs of the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE) 
and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Baldwin’s ambiguous position is
probably best represented by the fiery but ineffectual meeting he arranged in 1963 between
Robert Kennedy, then attorney general, and various celebrities, including Harry Belafonte, Lena 
Home, Lorraine Hansberry, and Rip Torn.
NOVELS 
Go Tell It on the Mountain. New York: Knopf, 1953.
Giovanni’s Room. New York: Dial Press, 1956.
Another Country. New York: Dial Press, 1962.
NONFICTION
Notes of a Native Son. Boston: Beacon Press, 1955.
Nobody Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son. New York: Dial Press, 1961.
The Fire Next Time. New York: Dial Press, 1963.



Baldwin’s major theme: the uses of  blackness in the construction of 
white identity



America became white—the people who, as they claim, "settled”  the 
country became white because of the necessity of denying the Black 
presence, and justifying the Black subjugation. No community can be 
based on such a principle—or, in other words, no community can be 
established on so genocidal a lie.  (James Baldwin, “On Being ‘White’… 
and Other Lies”, Essence 1984)

To be a Negro in this country is really . . .never to be looked at. What
white people see when they look at you is not visible. What they do see
when they do look at you is what they have invested you with. What
they have invested you with is all the agony, and pain, and the danger, 
and the passion, and the torment — you know, sin, death, and hell — of 
which everyone in this country is terrified. (interview with Studs Terkel, 
1961)

In a way, the American Negro is the key figure in this country; and if you
don’t face him, you will never face anything. (interview with Studs
Terkel, 1961)



One is born in a white country… 
when you open your eyes to the 
world, everything you see: none 
of it applies to you. You go to 
white movies and, like everybody
else, you fall in love with Joan 
Crawford, and you root for the 
Good Guys who are killing off the 
Indians. It comes as a great
psychological collision when you
realize all of these things are 
metaphors for your oppression, 
and will lead into a kind of 
psychological warfare in which
you may perish. (interview with 
Studs Terkel, 1961)



“The American Negro has the great advantage of having never believed the 
collection of myths to which white Americans cling: that their ancestors were
all freedom-loving heroes, that they were born in the greatest country the 
world has ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in battle and wise in 
peace, that Americans have always dealt honorably with Mexicans and Indians
and all other neighbors or inferiors, that American men are the world's most
direct and virile, that American women are pure. Negroes know far more 
about white Americans than that; it can almost be said, in fact, that they know
about white Americans what parents—or, anyway, mothers—know about their
children, and that they very often regard white Americans that way. And 
perhaps this attitude, held in spite of what they know and have endured, helps
to explain why Negroes, on the whole, and until lately, have allowed
themselves to feel so little hatred. The tendency has really been, insofar as this
was possible, to dismiss white people as the slightly mad victims of their own
brainwashing.”

James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time 



The American white republic has to ask itself why it was necessary for them to invent
the “nigger.” I am not a nigger. I have never called myself one. But when one comes
into the world, the world decides you are this for its own reasons. And it’s very
important, I think, for the American, in terms of the future, in terms of his health, in 
terms of the transformation that we are all seeking, that he face this question, that he 
needed the nigger for something. (March on Washington Roundtable, 1963)



"There are days, this is one of them, when you wonder what your role is in this country 
and what your future is in it. How precisely you're going to reconcile yourself to your
situation here and how you are going to communicate to the vast, heedless, 
unthinking, cruel white majority that you are here. I'm terrified at the moral apathy –
the death of the heart – which is happening in my country. These people have deluded
themselves for so long that they really don't think I’m human.” (1963)

White Americans find it as difficult as white people elsewhere do to divest themselves
of the notion that they are in possession of some intrinsic value that black people
need, or want. And this assumption—which, for example, makes the solution to the 
Negro problem depend on the speed with which Negroes accept and adopt white
standards—is revealed in all kinds of striking ways, from Bobby Kennedy’s assurance
that a Negro can become President in forty years to the unfortunate tone of warm
congratulation with which so many liberals address their Negro equals. It is the Negro, 
of course, who is presumed to have become equal—an achievement that not only
proves the comforting fact that perseverance has no color but also overwhelmingly
corroborates the white man’s sense of his own value. (The Fire Next Time)



https://prayingwithjamesbaldwin.com/
What is Praying with James Baldwin?
This project offers 30 days of prayers for an age of 
#BlackLivesMatter. It looks to author and artist James 
Baldwin as a guide. Over 30 days we pray with the 
"Last Words" of those who have been killed by racism
and police violence, and we pray for the courage to 
take "First Steps" to change the world around us. You
can download a free PDF of the full project or check
daily for prayers beginning August 2, 2017.
Why James Baldwin?
After the killing of teenager Trayvon Martin in 
Sanford, Florida in 2012, author Jesmyn Ward wrote, 
"In desperation, I sought James Baldwin." We, too, 
despair, and we, too, look to Baldwin as we lift our
prayers to God. We turn to Baldwin as a witness, so 
that we might hear his words of truth on issues of 
race and violence. We turn to Baldwin as a prophet, 
so that we might see his vision of hope for our
collective future. We turn to Baldwin as a teacher, so 
that he might teach us to pray when the words feel
so difficult to find. We turn to his books, interviews, 
and stories to ask how we might pray in this time of 
#BlackLivesMatter.



James Baldwin Today

We are in the midst of a Baldwin renaissance. Director
Raoul Peck's 2016 film on Baldwin, I Am Not Your 
Negro, was nominated for an Academy Award for Best 
Documentary Feature. Academy Award winning
filmmaker Barry Jenkins has announced that his next
feature film will be an adaptation of Baldwin's novel, If
Beale Street Could Talk.

New York City declared 2014 to be “The Year of James 
Baldwin,” celebrating the 90th anniversary of his birth
in Harlem in 1924. Musician Meshell Ndegeocello
developed a theatrical interpretation of Baldwin’s
classic The Fire Next Time titled “Can I Get a Witness? 
The Gospel of James Baldwin.” A new academic
journal, The James Baldwin Review, launched in 2015 
and popular publications from Esquire and Vanity Fair 
to The New Yorker have published essays declaring that
Baldwin’s writings matter now more than ever.
From screen and stage to the classroom and the 
printed page, James Baldwin's work remains a lively
and powerful artistic force.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3y6xwH88kpg





James Baldwin, «Sonny’s Blues» (1957)
Plot: the unnamed narrator, an algebra teacher, reads in the newspaper that his brother Sonny 
has been arrested for selling heroin. While at work he worries about his brother’s fate and thinks
of his students. When he leaves he meets a friend of Sonny’s, an addict, who has come to tell
him about Sonny’s imprisonment and to beg for money. Initially repulsed and angry, he gives him
five dollars. He does not visit Sonny and only writes his brother after his daughter dies. Sonny’s
letter makes him feel guilty and when he is released from jail he takes him to live with his family. 
He is uncomfortable and suspicious, believing that Sonny is a heroin addict. In a long flashback 
he thinks back to their childhood, the difficult relationship Sonny had with his father, the story 
about his father’s brother that his mother told him and how she had asked him to watch over his
brother, how Sonny had wanted to become a musician, his quitting school and joining the 
military. Back to the present, while he is about to search Sonny’s room for drugs, he hears singing
from the street and watches a religious revival from the window. Sonny returns and asks him to 
go listen to him play that night. He accepts and Sonny starts talking about his pain and how
heroin and music have been a way to cope. He is aware he is still in danger of a relapse. At the 
club the narrator realizes that Sonny is respected by the other members of the band. They begin
to play and the narrator notices how they help Sonny find the rhythm. He finally understands
Sonny’s and his own pain.



Setting: New York, Harlem, after the Great Depression; segregation, housing projects; a trap
threatening black people, a prison that kills young blacks’ hopes and opportunities, a site filled
with anger and hatred – but also, in the revival’s scene, a community with a strong cultural 
identity

Point of view: First person narrator, a black teacher who aspires to conform to middle class
values and struggles to resist what he believes is the threat of the ghetto and to protect his
family– because of his fear, he becomes estranged from his brother and rejects all that he sees as
a menace to the safety he has conquered, including the positive aspects of the black experience

Title character: Sonny is crushed by the environment, which does not allow him to pursue his
dreams; he wants to be accepted by his brother but does not wish nor is able to assimilate and 
become respectable; his fragility exposes him to drug addiction but music helps him ease his pain

Narrative structure: not chronological, in medias res beginning, flashbacks

Themes: masculinity in a racist society (the military), assimilation vs ethnic heritage, community 
and the individual, family, music 



“James Baldwin Recalls His Childhood,” 
New York Times 1964





James Baldwin, «Sonny’s Blues» (1957)













Eui Young Kim, “The Sociology of the Ghetto in 
James Baldwin’s ‘Sonny’s Blues’” The Explicator 
76:3 (2018), 161-165 







https://www.npr.org/2016/11/01/500104506/broken-
windows-policing-and-the-origins-of-stop-and-frisk-and-how-
it-went-wrong



https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/the-problem-
with-broken-windows-policing/









Charlie Parker

Louis Armstrong



Richard N. Albert, “The Jazz-Blues Motif in James Baldwin's 
‘Sonny's Blues’”, College Literature 11.2 (1984) 







Testifying is to bear witness in church and make personal testimony of one’s faith and belief in God









In this first paragraph of the story, readers know that something traumatic has occurred, but
they may be surprised, later, to discover that this is a brother speaking of his brother’s arrest for
drug use. He is so detached from Sonny that he can speculate, “I wondered what he looked like
now” (86), and he will note a few pages later that he has not seen Sonny “for over a year” (89).
The distance between brothers is captured in the newspaper article: the medium of print, which
is so antithetical to the reality of drug use, highlights the wedge between the narrator and
Sonny. The narrator has been watching his brother from a distance just as readers are forced to
watch and wait while the narrator reveals what the problem is. The narrator refuses, in these
first few sentences, to claim complete ownership of the problem by linking it to himself; it is
merely a horrible problem, hanging in the air. Through language and a leisurely approach to the
story, the narrator delays his own emotional confrontation with what he has learned and delays
our knowledge of whatever the situation is. We watch him go through his rejecting antics and
are kept in the dark until his emotional state is again secure enough for him to reveal the truth.
Strikingly, images of light and darkness, seeing and not seeing, are introduced in the first few
sentences of the story. The relational darkness that positions the narrator as an outsider to his
only living kin is mirrored by the darkness against which the subway lights reflect. The possibility
for connection might be there, as are the subway lights, but it is not a connection that the
narrator has cultivated. Reading about Sonny in the paper effectively means that the narrator
has washed his hands of him. He has, in other words, cleaned himself up from Sonny’s funkiness
and has become the watcher from the lofty height of middleclassness of what goes on in his
brother’s life.

TRUDIER HARRIS, “WATCHERS WATCHING WATCHERS: POSITIONING CHARACTERS AND READERS 
IN BALDWIN’S ‘SONNY’S BLUES’ AND MORRISON’S ‘RECITATIF’”







From the ghetto to the hyperghetto
In the 1970s the vision of the city as humanizing alternative to the horrors of Southern slavery 
and segregation started to fade in the face of the growing deterioration of black urban life, 
fueling a literal and metaphoric return to the South, which was increasingly depicted as a site of 
black authenticity against the racial alienation of the urban space. In post-1970s African 
American literature the black ghetto as troubled haven is often replaced by an iconography that, 
in a thorough reversal of its early association with modernity and progress, highlights its 
continuity with the antebellum Southern plantation: it is a dystopia where whiteness rules by 
terror, policing black life and confining it within a racially segregated space; an urban wasteland 
fractured by violence and the lack of options, which does not seem to offer ground for utopian 
visions of an alternative future. The changing vision of the ghetto responds to the transformation 
that black inner cities underwent in the last decades of the 20th century, when according to 
French sociologist Loïc Wacquant the hyperghetto, that is to say the conjoining of the ghetto and 
the prison, took the place of the crumbling communal ghetto.
As Wacquant argues, four ‘peculiar institutions’ have operated in the US to define, confine and 
control African Americans. The first three were chattel slavery, Jim Crow segregation and the 
ghetto, which were vehicles for labor extraction and social confinement, but when 
deindustrialization, the retrenchment of wage labor and the Civil Rights Movement, which won 
de jure integration for blacks, made the ghetto no longer useful as a surveillance and exploitation 
tool, a novel institutional complex emerged, formed by the remnants of the ghetto and the 
carceral apparatus.





The Hyperghetto

Teens clean up the rubble in order to create a neighborhood garden, 
Mel Rosenthal, 1976-1982. Museum of the City of New York.

Loïc Wacquant, “From Slavery to Mass Incarceration: 
Rethinking the ‘race question’ in the US,” New Left Review, 13 
(2002)



The hyperghetto conflates the ghetto and the prison
into a carceral continuum both at the level of
structure, with the state surveillance of all communal
institutions, and at that of culture, fostering carceral
patterns of interactions that turn violence and
criminality into viable strategies of self-preservation.
Legitimizing the association of blackness, destitution
and pathology, these strategies of self-preservation
function as internal agents of ethnoracial control for
the racial state. Four options, according to Wacquant,
are available to hyperghetto residents to escape the
stigma attached to the territory: mutual distancing,
or the overevaluation of anything that separates
them from the rest; lateral denigration, that is to say
the adoption of the white gaze; retreat to the private
sphere; and black flight.
Due to violence and policing, a sense of community no longer exists in the hyperghetto: ”stigmatization feeds back 
into demoralization, and the two converge to encourage residents of districts of dereliction to disassociate 
themselves from their neighbors, shrinking their networks and restricting their joint activities. This social 
withdrawal and symbolic disidentification, in turn, undermine local cohesion, hamper collective mobilization, and 
help generate the very atomism that the dominant discourse on zones of urban dispossession claims is one of their 
inherent features.” (Loïc Wacquant, “Urban Desolation and Symbolic Denigration in the Hyperghetto,” Social 
Psychology Quarterly, 73, 3 (2010), p. 217)



Is Something Changing in the Hyperghetto? 
Black Activism in the 21st Century


