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ABSTRACT 

James Baldwin’s Nobody Knows My Name (1961), Another Country (1962), and The Fire 

Next Time (1963) expose the sordid realities beneath the appearances of equality of rights 

and human dignity in the United States. Though classified as a novel and two collections 

of essays, these texts are intellectual and cultural manifestos denouncing racism, 

inequality and oppression in the United States and calling individuals to take 

responsibility for the continued existence of such conditions in what claims to be the 

most “exceptional” nation in the world. Central to Baldwin's vision and belief is the 

argument that it is actual individuals, engaged in meaningful acts of dialogue with one 

another and with institutions, that have the power to bring about positive and lasting 

change and solutions to the problems of racial and ethnic conflicts in America. Although 

a nation with a vibrant landscape of multiethnic peoples, the United States still does not 

have the appropriate language to articulate a coherent understanding of race, society and 

“the other.” In particular, the experiences in America of peoples of African origin expose 

the flaws and contradictions of the liberal United States that fails to include all peoples in 

the rights proclaimed in the nation's founding principles, as expressed in its Declaration 

of Independence. Baldwin’s poetics attempts a language that establishes dialogue among 

the subjectivities of authors, readers and fictional characters. His mordant commentary on 

social problems and his perceptive articulation of interracial relations create an 

intersubjective, non-monologic and non-binary, system of meanings that questions and 

reveals the contradictions in the colonial and Romantic legacies that prevent America 

from realizing its aspirations as a land of freedom and equality for all. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“People who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their 
own destruction, and anyone who insists in remaining in a 
state of innocence long after that innocence is dead turns 
himself into a monster” – James Baldwin, “Stranger in the 
Village.”   
 
“… one has no choice but to do all in one's power to change 
that fate, and at no matter what risk – eviction, 
imprisonment, torture, death. For the sake of one's children, 
in order to minimize the bill that they must pay, one must be 
careful not to take refuge in any delusion – and the value 
placed on the color of the skin is always and everywhere and 
forever a delusion” – James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time. 

 

Kevin John, the chief executive of Starbucks, has called for “unconscious bias” 

training for store managers. This call was preceded, not just by the arrest of two black 

men considered trespassing in a Starbucks coffee shop located in a relatively upscale 

neighborhood of a liberal society few days before the call, but by series of similar 

incidents where Starbucks’ managers maltreated black customers. The attitudes of store 

managers that warrant Kevin John’s proposal for “unconscious bias” training are 

inherited legacies from America’s colonial past and the Romantic era, and they continue 

to inform the issues of race perceptions and relations in society. These attitudes we see in 

2018 are not far removed from the attitudes and behavior of the 1960s when James 

Baldwin made his marks on the literary stage. The 1960s was an important moment in the 

history of America. It was a moment when America defined itself on the world stage and 

confronted its ability to live up to the nation’s creeds of equality of opportunity, 

individual rights and democracy. Civil rights’ movements and Black Nationalist 

movements were on the rise everywhere in the country, challenging the long-established 

mythologies of liberalism, Romantic notions of American Exceptionalism and the 
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monologism of Western culture. These movements emerged in response to the crises of 

American institutions and asked almost always the same question: who do institutions 

serve?  

While the marches and protests gained momentum in the streets and around the 

world, writers like James Baldwin captured the moment in influential texts. But why did 

Baldwin write? And how dependable are his writings in the discourse about the African-

American condition? In “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” he indicates that writing (a novel) 

should ask questions that destabilize and unsettle conventional meanings and create webs 

of ambiguity and paradox to reveal the concealed truth: “It is a journey towards a more 

vast reality which must take precedence over all other claims” (13). Hence, this project 

argues that the revelation of some concealed truths about certain societal practices is what 

Baldwin orchestrates in specific writings of this era, namely, Nobody Knows My Name 

(1961), Another Country (1962), and The Fire Next Time (1963). Baldwin's main concern 

in these works is to reveal a wider and more encompassing sense of the real – with a 

claim to primacy over other characterizations of the truth – than that provided by the 

standard picture of America as a land of freedom, equality and opportunity.  

My project emerges from my interest and research into how contemporary 

literature humanizes its subjects and seeks to de-escalate social conflicts. These selected 

Baldwin texts will help delineate how literariness could counter the racial reality in 

America (ethnicity/tribalism in other contexts), educate readers about the schisms in the 

society, and re-orient attitudes and behaviors towards a healthier way of life. These 

selected texts do not proclaim extremist views on racial matters, they invite readers and 

characters to engage in dialogue and they express Baldwin’s commitment to the peaceful 
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and harmonious co-existence of people of different races as he tries to change people 

from within, inviting them to listen to how they are participating in the common life.  

Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice, from a socio-cultural theorist perspective, 

construes Baldwin’s work as a fawning and deference to whites, some self-hatred for 

himself and condescending on blacks since he mostly kept company with whites on his 

lecture tours. Other notable critics of Baldwin’s work link him with issues of black 

liberty and nationalism (Stefanie Dunning), honed sexual adventures contending for 

(black) identity (Terry Rowden). A balanced perspective on Baldwin’s writings will 

recognize how he is well-aware of the relations between nationalism and racism but also 

understands that the latter cannot be reduced to a symptom of the former or subsumed to 

the function of a trope.  Despite the published criticisms of Baldwin’s works, no 

scholarship has yet examined how Baldwin’s texts refract the inadequacies of the long- 

established mythologies of liberalism, Romantic notions of American Exceptionalism, 

and the monologism of white western culture, which are sources of the racial violence in 

today’s society. Furthermore, this thesis claims that Baldwin is critical and does not share 

in the assumptions of readers who subscribe to the ideologies of liberalism and American 

Exceptionalism, and he does not accept the reasoning methods of Western monologic 

authoritarianism. The dissatisfaction of certain critics with the work of Baldwin derives 

in effect from a lack of shared assumptions and an unwillingness on the part of those 

critics to accept Baldwin's challenge to engage in dialogue, which in turn leads readers to 

fail to objectively evaluate his reliability. 

Baldwin’s speaking about historical conditions and how they impact American 

Blacks is more than a literary strategy. It is a manifestation of Baldwin’s conviction that, 
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“A country is only as good… only as strong as the people who make it up, and the 

country turns into what the people want it to become” (“Notes for a Hypothetical Novel,” 

230). It is a conviction that Baldwin outlines as he uses specific vocabulary to dramatize 

racial abstraction in his poetics. This thesis project demonstrates how his poetics – in 

both the two essays and the fictional narrative – repeatedly assert his need to address the 

condition of the black person in America.  

Critics’ concerns about Baldwin’s allegiance and reliability could be resolved by 

paying attention to the consistency of Baldwin’s characterizations of racial conflicts in 

American society. Kenneth Burke’s Language as Symbolic Action delineates how 

reliability hinges on the quality of language use in the cause of poetics – how, in poetics, 

one gets a sense of the critic’s views and principles as he/she invents and manages 

language that enables him/her to make implicit principles explicit (Burke 33). Greg 

Zacharias interprets this further by suggesting that the critic, in the course of multiple 

works, offers analogous forms of his/her own poetics by making different associations in 

these works and expanding his/her view by using “language that dramatizes and depicts 

[his/her] principles” (251). The assumption is that the same language by the same writer 

will have the same meaning in similar situations.  Hence, in the discourse about 

reliability, seminal insights regarding the credibility of Baldwin’s work is associated with 

how he makes use of intentional plots and language to unmask the truth about racialized 

attitudes and behaviors; how he targets a system of ideas and beliefs in the society; and 

how he leads the reader into an understanding of his texts that outlines for the reader 

some sense of authorial intent and reliability from the consistent relationship between sets 

of values assumed to be shared between the implied author and his characters.  
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Put differently, in this project, “reliability” is taken to mean that the narrative 

voice speaks for and about the norms of the work (which is to say, the implied author’s 

norms), and when he/she does not, the implied author becomes “unreliable” (Phelan and 

Rabinowitz 33). The author or character is taken as reliable when he/she speaks for or 

acts in accordance with the overall conversation the narrative is engaged in and through 

the rhetorical devices “assigned to the speaker for the benefit of the audience” (Yacobi 

501). While Another Country offers an analogous form of truth about American society, 

Baldwin expresses the actuality better as he uses certain vocabulary in the two nonfiction 

texts.  

In my reading, Baldwin’s reliability, on the other hand, is assessed on the basis of 

how he consistently characterizes the African-American experience through the various 

characters in these texts. I find his reliability authenticated by the absence of 

discrepancies where multiple accounts of given issues exist, especially in the strategy of 

placing himself in the characters as he discusses what keeps people together and what 

threatens the centripetal force in a society. To establish Baldwin’s reliability thus 

involves examining the narrative experience he presents in the nonfiction texts and 

making a comparison with the fiction text where he discusses same or similar 

experiences. 

To adequately accomplish the set goal, this project uses the aforementioned texts 

to demonstrate that Baldwin’s essays provide evidence of his reliability. The project is, 

thus, divided into three chapters:  



 6 

Chapter 1 presents Baldwin’s “political reliability” by looking at how he exposes 

the pathology of a liberalism that upholds a white versus black polarization that 

emphasizes white as the normative American identity and black as the subaltern.  

Chapter 2 explores the “ideological reliability” of Baldwin's work as a criticism of 

American Exceptionalism, a narrative positing the uniqueness of the American identity 

along racial and cultural lines inspired by Romanticism, particularly its exaltation of 

white western subjectivity, individualism, and its ambitions of unlimited expansion and 

appropriation. Contrary to the tenets of American Exceptionalism, Baldwin embraces an 

understanding of cultural value as centered on a multiplicity of identities and on 

limitation of individual ambitions by a recognition of the rights of others.  

Chapter 3 deals with Baldwin’s “communicative and ethical reliability,” exploring 

how Baldwin challenges white Western monologism and its authoritarian politics through 

what this project describes as “intersubjective dialogism.” Monologism is antithetical to 

dialogic process and its framework is authoritarian. This chapter will engage the works of 

Jürgen Habermas in the characterization of Baldwin's “communicative and ethical 

reliability” as his call for actual individuals to take their places within the existing 

network of social institutions so as to reorient social attitudes and behaviors. The chapter 

interprets the commitment to communicative and ethical actions as the willingness to 

enter into an “intersubjective dialogue” that envisions an America, African-American 

literature, and a history characterized by a multiplicity of cultural spaces. Beyond 

liberalism and Romantic legacies, “intersubjective dialogism” has the potential to create 

multiple poles of signification, a non-monologic and non-binary system of meanings that 
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exorcizes notions of white uniqueness/supremacy and the stereotypes that energize 

segregation and racism.  

Through the articulation of “intersubjective dialogism” in terms of the ideas of 

Habermas, the thesis project attempts to contribute to the vision and belief that it is actual 

individuals, engaged in meaningful acts of dialogue with one another and with 

institutions, who have the responsibility to bring about positive and lasting change and 

solutions to the problems of racial or ethnic conflicts. As Cornel West puts it, “America 

is only democratic and free to the degree to which people fight to keep it democratic and 

free, and that’s true of anywhere in the world” (Interview 368). Consequently, Baldwin’s 

reliability can only be appreciated by readers and critics willing to enter into the dialogue 

he proposes, and that in turn relies on the conception of ideal or imaginary alternatives to 

reality that may yield important insights into how the multicultural society of America 

can flourish and survive. Reading Baldwin, therefore, is critically important for America 

to overcome its exceptionalist and other prejudices and so to see itself as a nation equal to 

and dialogically and ethically engaged with its citizens and other nations. Such 

engagement is fundamental and necessary if America is to rise to the level of its own 

expectations and to experience less conflict, both within and outside. Baldwin’s critical 

scrutiny of institutions in his writings, and his challenge to the assumptions of his readers, 

might prove to be valuable tools in the accomplishment of such a meaningful orientation 

of the character and future of America.  
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Chapter One 

Political Reliability: The Pathology of Liberalism in James Baldwin’s Another Country 

Although it is valorized for its economic, technological and political 

progressiveness, Western liberalism generates its own pathologies in ways least noticed 

by those who enable them. Besides its willingness to accept and, in fact, create social 

differences, Western liberalism provides an ideological foundation for racialized societies 

in the forms of racial capitalism, racialized philosophies of history and racialized 

democracies. Lisa Lowe makes a strong case against Western liberalism and observes, 

“Even as it proposes inclusivity, liberalism effects principles of inclusion and exclusion; 

in the very claim to define humanity, as a species or as a condition, its gestures of 

definition divide the human and the nonhuman, classify the normative, and pathologize 

deviance” (91). Driven by the energies of dualistic differentiation of self and other, the 

practice of liberalism necessarily takes the form of an exercise of individual freedom 

against a demonized other.  

In its very unique perspective on liberalism, James Baldwin’s Another Country 

highlights how liberal privileges are rationed to American Blacks by emboldening 

stereotyping of and discrimination against African-Americans; how America’s liberalism 

is an asymmetrical condition that designates categories of privileged and stigmatized, 

which include some and exclude others. The novel criticizes America for its proclamation 

of freedom amidst racial intolerance and prejudice. One unflattering feature in the novel 

is liberalism’s hegemonic politics and its disruption of effective communication and 

collaboration between whites and blacks in a pluralistic culture and multiethnic society. 

Another Country relates the overvaluation of the self to the negative categorizing of “the 
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other” according to liberalism’s binary oppositions – a system of values that makes 

impossible cultural hybridity and multiculturalism. The observed delineation of the 

exaltation of white Americans and the demonization of black Americans force the reader 

to interrogate America’s practice of liberalism and how it violates even the citizens of a 

liberal democracy.  Invariably, such societal practices constitute obstacles for Blacks to 

experience true freedom in the United States, and these practices make one wonder 

whether America’s proclamation of liberal values for all is justified: Is America’s 

indulgence in a stereotypical perception of “the other” a leftover of the colonial past or a 

fundamental principle of its constitution? Such questioning may be interpreted as asking 

whether America’s racism and prejudice are features of colonialism and imperialism or 

are necessary manifestations of the liberal ideology that made possible colonialism and 

imperialism in the first place.   

This chapter presents a reading of Another Country that makes the connection 

between America’s liberalism and its colonial, imperialist legacy and postcolonial 

present. This chapter also aims to show how Baldwin uses the novel to propose a 

hermeneutical evaluation of America’s colonialism and imperialism as inevitable aspects 

of its liberalism. Specific aspects of the novel to be explored include the representation of 

discrimination against African-Americans, the cultural mechanisms of liberalism that 

encourage that discrimination and the conceptual role of the liberal paradigm in the 

production of those problems.  Based on these explorations and analyses, this chapter 

hopes to expound the ways in which the novel makes dramatically evident the failure of 

liberalism to shield African-Americans from racial discrimination and other societal 

exclusion as it establishes that racial discrimination against blacks in America is 
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inseparable from slavery, especially as American society still privileges the white subject 

that defines itself by its labor of subjection and seizure of the other. 

 

The Origin and Dynamics of American Liberalism Prior to the 1960s 

In its complete sense, after going through variations under the influence of 

Renaissance and Enlightenment thoughts and ideas, (classical) liberalism connotes liberal 

individualism, “a theory of self-sovereignty according to which all moral rights and 

duties ultimately reside in individuals and can be delegated to government only with the 

consent of the governed” (Smith 1). This form of liberalism upholds the moral priority of 

the individual’s natural right to self-ownership. At its core is the value of individual 

freedom, the opportunity to pursue one’s dream and to fulfill oneself. By the time of the 

Enlightenment, significant problems had emerged in the practice of (classical) liberalism.  

As David Conway puts it, “Communitarians find its individualism corrosive of 

community and ethical life… and its minimal government unable to satisfy the basic 

needs of its members” (133). Since classical liberalism implies liberty to do what one 

wants, that is, unrestrained access to means for the actualization of individual and private 

ends, it defines the subject who becomes characterized by his/her assertion of a supposed 

right to acquire property, including the right of appropriation of the other. Conway’s 

account of the evolution of liberalism, from classical era to contemporary society, makes 

clear that liberalism is far from monolithic and that thinkers have haggled over different 

opinions about how a liberal society ought to be organized (6-8). 

Meanwhile, social contract theorists such as John Locke, John Rawls, Jeremy 

Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and Robert Nozick made attempts to resolve the problems by 
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proposing various adjustments to liberalism. They tried to correct the problems of 

unbridled liberalism by imagining a “market” of individual rights – the idea of a 

“contract” predicated on the assumption of free subjects bargaining with one another in 

some idealized socio-political market. Consideration was given to whether protecting 

property rights in a society where “some people were starving, and others were living in 

luxury, was consistent with a truly liberal point of view” (Colander et al 6). As David 

Colander et al further state, “These considerations motivated a revision of the liberal 

project, a revision designed to complete liberalism's initial agenda by addressing the 

problems of individuals whose freedom was effectively nullified by economic misfortune 

or want” (6). These contractual theories, however, embody some insufficiencies and 

superficialities. One of such superficialities has to do with the issue that people do not 

only have the liberty to own themselves, but that they can also freely acquire indefinite 

amounts of the world’s resources through the use of their own personal talents and skills 

(Locke, Treatise 2: 27, 28, 44). According to Locke, since a man’s labor is his own, 

whatever he transforms from the common natural resources by his own labor becomes 

his, for his labor is now mixed with those things. It is by mixing his labor with something 

that a man takes what was common property and makes it his private property:  

The labor of his body and the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his 

(man’s). Whatsoever then he removes out of the State that nature has provided, he 

has mixed his labor with and joined to it something that is his own and thereby 

makes it his property. He, by his labor, does as it were, extract it from the 

common. The labor that was his, removing something out of a natural common 
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state they were in, has fixed the man’s property in them. (Locke, Treatise 2:27, 

32) 

Locke makes the case that when a man works on a resource, he puts something of 

himself into it, something which gives him entitlement to the resource. He justifies his 

argument by making a connection between a man’s acquisition with the right that he 

originally has in relation to himself and his actions.  

Robert Nozick has a different approach in using the self-ownership thesis to argue 

for freedom to own property. For him, to say that I own myself is to say that I, and no 

other, have the right to do as I wish: “[But] on an entitlement view… whoever makes 

something, having bought or contracted for all other held resources used in the process 

(transferring some of his holdings for this cooperating factors), is entitled to it” (Nozick 

160). G. A. Cohen expands this view more as he explains that, in Nozick's account, no 

one can employ the service of any aspect of the person without that person’s consent 

since each person possesses over himself an absolute right (109). The individual can use 

this right to acquire property through the performance of particular actions or 

transactions.  

Both Locke and Nozick seem to emphasize many common values in their theories 

of acquisition. Unlike Locke, however, Nozick completely rejects the place of “labor” in 

his argument for private property. Instead, he emphasizes the right of the individual to 

acquire properties (Nozick 174-175). These are some of the superficialities that both 

Locke’s and Nozick’s views of liberalism entail, namely the attempts to offer 

justifications for the subjugation of those who may have nothing to acquire or may come 

late to the scene of acquisition. In this scenario, the less privileged will be condemned 
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always to the goodwill or charity of the privileged, which in most cases ends up in the 

exploitation and disregard of the less privileged in a society. In some other cases, 

especially with the emergence of capitalist system, this will lead to a forced labor where a 

proprietor may use a man’s poverty to force him to work for his subsistence.  

The problem with contract theory is its assumption that a flawless democracy is 

always in place to underwrite its proposals, which is never the case in practice. It is 

important to note here that a societal contract is the result of white Western thinkers 

assuming that rights acquired through violence by an elite can then be declared the result 

of an imaginary agreement by all: though the Lockean and Nozickean contracts delineate 

moral equality and fairness as overarching contract norms, their theories make provision 

for exploitation and domination. Race underpins their liberal framework from the outset, 

for these theories have embedded in them an intra-white agreement to create 

governments, legal systems and economic structures that privilege whites at the expense 

of non-whites (Mills 1386). The formation of such society, therefore, is an exclusionary 

rather than an inclusive one and it hinges on the social domination and hegemony of one 

group over the other.  

While the contractual formation of society is antithetical to liberalism, it is the 

contract image of liberalism, which characterizes the European world, that manifests 

itself in the American New World. As America is a society and culture dominated by 

white European ideologies, the ideas of European theorists were easily and naturally 

transplanted onto American soil without modification, although in America, social 

contract theory takes on intensely racial overtones which were less visible in the more 

homogeneous European settings where it originated. These theories of social contract, in 
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effect, shaped the conditions under which liberalism was first espoused in the United 

States (Mills 1392). The white settlers crafted liberalism to safeguard their acquisition of 

properties in the New World, and the liberal society that emerged from such contract 

featured indefensible degrees of economic inequalities and segregation.  

The intra-white contract apparently offers a metaphor that more accurately 

represents the creation and maintenance of the sociopolitical order as an agreement 

between white subjects. Such intra-white contract or domination contract is already 

decided upon, and disguised by a liberal apparatus, to appear like a non-racial agenda 

acceptable to all progressives. Jodi Melamed describes such framework as “manipulating 

classical liberalism into racial liberalism, and then redefine and promote it as an ideal 

racially inclusive U.S. national culture” (7). Liberalism and attempts to tame it end up 

pandering to certain interests and principles of society articulated, in utilitarian terms, as 

the greatest happiness for the greatest number. This is one major deficiency of modern 

liberalism: its creation and perpetuation of morally unjustifiable forms of division and 

inequality. Since its inception in this society, and as America evolves into a multiethnic 

society, the general struggles have been about the rethinking, purging, and deracialization 

of liberalism but without impinging on existing rights of ownership. African-American 

thinking about liberal democracy is manifested through a protest against marginalization, 

alienation, and disenfranchisement. The struggles of black Americans shed light on the 

pathology of America’s version of a liberal society. Another Country portrays the 

pathology of liberalism as one that takes the form of the alienation of the individual from 

society and from him/herself. 
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The Pathology of (Racial) Liberalism in Another Country 

The narrative voice of Another Country presents the argument that the treatment 

of American Blacks is a critical site for evaluating liberal policies and values in American 

society. The novel draws attention to society’s maltreatment of Blacks in the character of 

Rufus by how he is systematically excluded from the normative society because he is 

black. Right from the beginning of the novel, the narrator underscores how Rufus Scott, 

an African-American, feels no sense of belonging: “Rufus has fallen very low. He is 

hungry to the point that his mouth feels filthy” (367). (This reference is listed in the 

bibliography as Another Country and the page numbers throughout this thesis project 

refer to this novel).  

The somatic experience of “filth” depicts the existential condition of the black 

American, a condition of deprivation and destitution. The narrative describes a scene of 

Rufus’s walk through the city and its great buildings: “A sign advertised the chewing 

gum which would help one to relax and keep smiling. A hotel’s enormous neon name 

challenged the starless sky. So did the names of movie stars and people currently 

appearing or scheduled to appear on Broadway” (368). Rufus’s desolate condition 

illustrates how society’s setup is certainly not a progressive or promising polity for any 

individual who happens to be destitute within it. The society’s  practice of liberalism is a 

façade because it is not okay for Rufus to be depressed and deprived in a society 

bedecked with comfort places and entertainment theatres. His condition indicates that any 

system that sees some level of poverty and destitution as acceptable is not acceptable. 

Rufus’s wandering the streets at the very beginning of the novel seems to then be a 

rhetorical setup for the much larger proposition which the narrator is poised to make 
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about America’s practice of liberalism: the proposition that the problem in today’s 

America is the practice of racialized liberalism or white liberalism, and that how we solve 

this problem is dependent on our understanding of its dynamics.  

The normative pattern through which the narrator exposes the nature of this 

liberalism is the white privileges that are pervasive in the society under examination. 

Another Country points out how liberal society caters to the welfare of white Americans 

to the detriment of other groups. White privilege is what the narrator condemns when he 

narrates how Rufus is angered by his observation that “white people venture into a Negro 

night club and can have a good time because no one puts them down for being white” 

(371). Likewise, the narrator tackles white privilege when he describes how the measure 

of liberty offered to non-whites is obviously minimal; in the case of African-Americans, 

such liberty is even more restricted and, in some cases, non-existent. Rufus observes that 

while walking through the streets with Leona, the faces watching them disapprove of 

their togetherness:  

Rufus wondered if he and Leona would dare to make such a scene in public, if 

such a day could ever come for them. No one dared to look at Vivaldo, out with 

any girl whatever, the way they looked at Rufus now; nor would they ever look at 

the girl the way they looked at Leona. The lowest whore in Manhattan would be 

protected as long as she had Vivaldo on her arm. This was because Vivaldo was 

white. (391-392)  

The narrator uses same paragraph to condemn the harsh inhumanity and bigotry in 

the gazes that express various paranoid attitudes of un-Americanism that unfortunately 

disfigure liberal society. By questioning the practice of white privilege, the narrator 
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exposes these practices and social conventions that constrain and strangle the black 

members of this society. In this regard, the poetics of Another Country espouses 

Baldwin’s condemnation of society’s complacency in racialized behaviors that make it 

difficult for the society to be genuinely liberal and to promote doctrines that are 

antithetical to the privileges of being white in America: “On the one hand, [the Anglo-

American] is the proud citizen of a free society and, on the other, he/she is committed to 

a society which has not yet dared to free itself of the necessity of naked and brutal 

oppression” (Faulkner and Desegregation 212).  

In ways similar to this concern of Baldwin, Charles Mills reminds us that liberal 

society is intertwined with white liberal theory, “whose terms originally restricted full 

personhood to whites and relegated nonwhites to an inferior category, so that its schedule 

of rights and prescriptions for justice were all color-coded” (1382). In this sense, one can 

find no fault with Mills’s insinuation that, to know something about the exercise of 

freedom in America, it is imperative to know how race thinking helps to guarantee the 

amount of freedom white and black Americans actually have in the society. Race and the 

exercise of freedom are inextricably intertwined in the history and culture of the United 

States.  

One would expect that in a liberal society each person chooses the will to act, and 

that in such liberal society each person has a freedom of association that permit personal 

relationships to be unconstrained by social norms. Unfortunately, this liberal privilege of 

freedom is not available to Rufus and his like. In the society they inhabit, Rufus and Ida 

(his sister) are constrained by the racialized system of values. They feel apprehensive 

about going among white people. These two black characters cannot move and mingle 
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freely in this society without scrutiny. Racially conscious people are perturbed when 

Rufus is seen in the company of Cass, Vivaldo, and Leona or when Ida and Vivaldo go 

on a date:  

Ida was very, very dark, she was beautiful; and Vivaldo was proud to be with her, 

artlessly proud, in the shinning over, male way; but the eyes they passed accused 

him, enviously, of a sniggering, back-alley conquest. White men looked at her, 

then looked at him. They looked at her as though she were no better, though more 

lascivious and rare, than a whore… the women, too. They saw Ida first and might 

have been happy to admire her if she had been walking alone. But she was with 

Vivaldo, which gave her the status of a thief. (494)  

Baldwin indicates in the same paragraph how the coming together of the white 

and black characters is met by intense jealousy and defamation where reified color-coded 

racism drives the society to regulate interracial forms of intimacy. Rufus constantly 

checks to ascertain if Leona, his white girlfriend, harbors the racial bias of the South: 

“Didn’t they warn you down home about darkies you’d find up North?” Leona caught her 

breath, “They didn’t never worry me none. People’s just people as far as I’m concerned” 

(376). Leona's reply is the standard liberal response to the racist realities of American 

life. But Rufus’s question depicts the racism he suspects is indeed present in all aspects of 

the society’s life, even if concealed by suppositions that people can be seen as just 

people. Rufus never expects a situation where the two races could treat each other with 

respect, trust, and integrity. The narrator even indicates that, on the subway and on the 

streets, many white people and many black people are in a hurry “to get away from each 

other” (442). By questioning race relations, the narrator exposes the practices and social 
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conventions that constrain and strangle the black members of this society, and by putting 

the spotlight on people’s reaction to racial intermingling, Another Country casts doubt on 

the nature of America’s liberalism. 

On the night Rufus loses his job, the narrator does not tell us what’s next for 

Rufus, but Leona’s question, “What’s on your mind, baby?” (372) suggests enough for 

readers to deduce that Rufus is thinking about how to reorganize and enhance his chances 

of making a living. Later in the narrative, Ida informs the reader that his loss of job 

makes Rufus a broken man, “who liked to get drunk and hang-out in barber shops – well, 

maybe he didn’t like it but that was all he could find to do” (738). In this regard, Another 

Country underscores the reality of the disadvantages of being black in the United States 

as it highlights how the practice of racial liberalism in this society organizes the societal 

structures to thwart the potentials of Blacks.  

In contrast to Rufus’s condition, the narrator depicts Vivaldo as a writer, “whose 

typewriter keys moved sluggishly, striking with a dull wet sound – moved, in fact rather 

the way his novel moved, lifelessly, pushed forward, inch by inch by recalcitrant inch, 

almost entirely by the will. He scarcely knew what his novel was about any longer, or 

why he had even wished to write it” (649). In other words, Vivaldo is an under-achiever 

and is in no way as talented in his trade as Rufus is in entertainment, yet Vivaldo glorifies 

himself as literary icon while Rufus and Ida struggle to secure a space on the music stage, 

always under some white patronage. If we think briefly about the basic liberal claim that 

“man” as essentially endowed with choices and capabilities to actualize himself, we 

recognize why society’s stifling of the development of the black boy, but encouraging the 

potentials of the white boy, is a pathology that works against liberal tenets. It reveals the 
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overvaluation of Anglo-Americans to the negative categorizing of “the other” according 

to liberalism’s binary oppositions – a system of values that makes impossible cultural 

hybridity and multiculturalism.  

Rufus is bitterly against these white privileges that help whites maintain a certain 

status while the same system constantly humiliates blacks and categorizes them as 

personally responsible for both their social and individual failures. The emotions 

provoked by the white gazes and privileges generate in Rufus the desire to avenge his 

pain in almost every encounter with white folks: “You got to fight with the landlord 

because the landlord’s white. You got to fight with the elevator boy because the [other’s] 

white. Any bum on the Bowery can shit all over you because maybe he can’t hear, can’t 

walk… but he’s white” (425-426). Here, Rufus expresses strong aversion for the 

racialized system that systematically prevents him and other blacks from flourishing and 

actualizing their potentials. Such white privileges generate an unspeakable hatred of 

whites in Blacks. Rufus’s observation of white privileges offers him a justification to 

want to fight. 

 Rufus feels strangled because he is denied the opportunity to live as he chooses; 

instead, the system provides him with determined processes: “How I hate them – all those 

white sons of bitches out there. They are trying to kill me, you think I don’t know? They 

got the world on a string… and they tying that string around my neck, they killing me” 

(425). The discrimination against African-Americans and other societal effects of 

liberalism constitute Rufus’s problem with how society incapacitate him, which shape 

him into an aggressive and quarrelsome character, which in turn validates the prejudices 

that brought about that character in the first place. Rufus’s violent reactions emanate from 
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the meaning he extracts from the white privileges whose origins are carefully concealed 

behind the liberalism practiced in his society. When racial liberalism kills dreams and 

closes doors to people who belong to discredited groups, individuals are radicalized and 

then desire to fight back. 

If we understand this situation of inequalities that exist in terms of 

disproportionate life chances, then we can see why Rufus is driven by a desire for 

domination and wants to overcome others in this very system. Rufus desires a change in 

the prevailing inequalities that endorse disproportionate opportunities according to race 

and gender. He is angered by all that is happening around him, and he fights the anger 

within him until he hits bottom. His encounters with Leona are characterized by mistrust, 

anger, and the desire to conquer and dominate others. Sexual encounters become one way 

to dominate the other. In his relationship with Leona:  

Rufus wanted her to remember him the longest day she lived… She began to cry. 

I told you I’d give you something to cry about and at once he felt himself 

strangling, about to explode or die. A moan and a curse tore through him while he 

beat her with all the strength he had and felt the venom shoot out of him, enough 

for a hundred black-white babies. (384) 

Even in the moment of highest intimacy, venom poisons the encounters between 

the two races, also suggesting the generating of a million more enraged individuals for 

the society to contend with. Rufus’ aggressive (sexual) intercourse with Leona exposes a 

system in which an interracial relationship ceases to be what it ought to be. It becomes a 

situation of how a liberal multi-racial society gives birth to its own failures and ultimately 

hurts everyone – including the perpetrators. Leona’s repeated episodes of rape by her 
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supposed black lover are reflections of the violence between blacks and whites precisely 

because the violence that characterizes the (sexual) encounter between Rufus and Leona 

is the consequence of what the system has become. Moments of intimacy become violent 

because one individual is quite deprived of what is needed for a fruitful intimate 

relationship, and Leona is thus a prime victim of racial liberalism reinforced by the 

gendered liberalism that makes women also oppressed groups within a supposedly 

progressive society.  

It is not love he feels during his sexual encounters with Leona, and it is not love 

he experiences in his encounters with others. While he does sometimes break into white 

spaces, he is haunted by fear and feelings of emptiness, his fear coming from being 

perceived as violating the established racial boundaries. Drained and shaking, utterly 

unsatisfied with his meaningless state, Rufus flees from the raped white woman into the 

bars “where he continues to pick up fights with white men” (412). He abandons Vivaldo 

and Jane at the bar and takes a walk and a train to the bridge where he commits suicide 

by drowning. Symbolically, the George Washington Bridge, built to honor “the father of 

his country” (442) becomes the place of his death.  

The narrator thus insinuates that the very values on which the country is founded 

are the causes of death for African-Americans. He claims, moreover, that America’s 

practice of liberalism constitutes autoimmune crises that ruin the very people liberalism is 

expected to serve. This autoimmune nature of liberalism makes the U.S. democratic 

society unable to actualize the goal of equal civil rights for all. This also explains for the 

reader two things: how Rufus becomes what he is (violent and a drunk) and how his 

society harbors prejudices and assumptions that drive Rufus to his death.  
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Here, then, we recognize how Another Country explains violence in American 

society as a reality intentionally conjured into being by society’s construct of blackness. 

Black rage and hatred are pathologies caused by injustices that stem from social 

constructs in American society. The narrator depicts this black rage for the reader to see 

violence from the viewpoint of the recipient of the violence, especially as Ida confronts 

Cass:  

But Cass, ask yourself, wouldn’t you hate all white people if they kept you in 

prison here? When they constantly rig the system such that your mother and 

father and sister and lover and brother and son and daughter die or go mad or go 

under, before your very eyes? When they discriminate against black, while they 

go around jerking themselves off with all that jazz about the land of the free and 

home of the brave [?] (680)  

This same paragraph’s direct discourse and direct confrontation is the narrator’s 

way of scrutinizing the double standard that characterizes liberal practices in America. 

“They go around jerking themselves off” is a figure of speech that captures how 

racialized liberalism and its codification into America’s concept of society are not simply 

questions of ignorance or unintended. Baldwin’s language in Notes of a Native Son helps 

to elucidate what Ida means. Specifically, in “Many Thousands Gone,” Baldwin indicates 

how society has every kind of notions bundled into the description of the Negro; the 

Negro is a social problem: “To think of him is to think of statistics, slums, rapes, 

injustices, remote violence” (19). Anglo-America already assumes that blacks cannot be 

equated to whites, as blacks are perceived as incapable of making sensible judgments 

and, thus, being unable to function in white society. In consequence, the meaning of 
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black lives is closely aligned with damnation: The meaning of Rufus’s life has already 

been constrained by the premise on which the life of such a man is based. Baldwin 

identifies such premise, “That black is the color of damnation, this is his only possible 

end. It is the only death which will allow him a kind of dignity or even, however horribly, 

a kind of beauty” (“Many Thousands Gone” 33-34). Baldwin writes against the society’s 

complacency in enabling a society that delimits the black American. His words 

underscore that what happens to the character Rufus living in the society is a cumulative 

buildup from the plots of white privileges and racialized gazes that demean the black 

American.  

In other words, Ida is expressing Baldwin’s concern about the cunning with which 

America hides its discriminatory interests in the policies/laws that continue to sustain the 

harsh conditions of African-Americans. Under such circumstances, the black individual 

feels constrained by the system of expectations, which shapes the individual into a certain 

categorization different from the desired character. The narrator uses this attitude of 

categorizing “the other” to remind his audience of how binary colonialist oppositions still 

endure in modern American society. Such racial liberalism or white liberalism, indeed, 

creates a society where certain classes of individuals are constrained by limitations and 

pre-existing historical conditions that cannot be seen by casually examining the system of 

liberal values.  

When one group has it so bad while another seems to have it all, we have the 

predicament of a caste system falsely predicated on assumptions of equality of individual 

rights. It ought to be obvious that when a race perceives another race as inferior or 

incapable, there is only a minimal possibility of this “inferior” race having access to the 
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privileges and rights supposedly available in that society. The exclusionary nature of 

America’s (white) liberalism remains indirect and hidden as long as the sociological and 

historical mechanisms that shape it are not unmasked. The exclusion itself remains 

invisible because America’s liberalism is manipulated to appear just, while obscuring 

racial antagonisms and ignoring the unequal conditions under which the white social 

contract was established. This goes to show that, in America, the struggle of people of 

color is against social exclusion. Mills informs us that the struggles of blacks in America 

illuminate “the contradiction that exists between black liberalism [access to self-

actualization] and how liberalism has come to be understood [and practiced] within the 

American context” (1383). This reiterates that America’s liberalism is actually serving 

white interests because it does not exist in a historical vacuum; the character of 

America’s liberalism still panders to its racialized origins. Hence, African-American 

protests against America’s liberal policies reveals the general outlines of this hidden 

pathology that exists in America’s liberal practices.  

Another Country invites empathetic readers to think about what it is like for black 

people to go to a space dominated by white folks. The narrative voice literally states that 

it is a dirty rotten shame when such society strangles the black voices and when all that a 

liberal voice can say or do is, “I wonder if there was anything – we – anyone – could 

have done” (459). These words of Richard Silenski (a character in the novel) show how a 

liberal voice never gets to understand the burden a stereotyped black person bears in 

society. (White) liberals (like Silenski) never understand the feelings of alienation, 

disenfranchisement, the pain of being restrained from pursuing one’s dreams or living the 

kind of life one desires. Silenski’s comment trivializes the society’s deliberate 



 26 

degradation of the black other and makes clear that society's utter lack of moral and 

ethical concern. Silenski's statement is an unconscious refusal to extend the appropriate 

recognition to the black other that is given to members of the white race and the dominant 

class. Even though Rufus dies in the first quarter of the narrative, the author-narrator 

nuances the cause of Rufus’ death, not as a failure of liberal democracy, but a case of the 

liberal ideal of actualizing oneself being thwarted. In this sense, the death of Rufus is a 

valuable rhetorical device in the author-narrator’s condemnation of racial liberalism.  

The narrator addresses the society’s attempt to find other explanations for Rufus’s 

death. First, as Silenski tries to explain away the realities of estrangement and exclusion 

that suffocate African-Americans, the author-narrator uses Ida to remind the reader that 

although “no one could have stopped Rufus’s death… someone could have found out 

what was happening to him – if they wanted to” (677). In Ida's view, Rufus’s white 

friends naïveté and dishonesty in their relationship with him (654) are nothing but an 

ostentatious parading of excessive and spurious emotions. These “friends” do not care 

what happens to the “colored other” in their midst. They do not want to know what life is 

like for the disturbed black person. Ida bluntly puts it to Vivaldo that Rufus’s suicide is a 

result of the fact that “nobody’s willing to pay their dues” (657). Liberals are not even 

ready to scrutinize the division and privileges which white liberalism implies: “The 

liberal, even revolutionary sentiments of which he was so proud, meant nothing to them 

whatever” (484). Ida protests to Eric about how the demands the people made of Rufus 

reveal society’s treatment of him: “People don’t have mercy. They tear you limb from 

limb in the name of love. Then, when you are dead, when they have killed you by what 
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they made you go through, they say you didn’t have character. They weep big, bitter tears 

– not for you. For themselves, because they’ve lost their joy” (602).  

The narrator, in this quotation, pushes further the superficiality of Rufus’s liberal 

friends and the reality of white subjectivity in relation to the construct of the African-

American. What is indicated is how the liberal mindset is caught in the abstraction of the 

African-American and fails to recognize any objective representation of the other. Ida 

insists that it is insensitive for white liberals to make demands based on love and 

patriotism that Rufus is not equipped to fulfill. No white person naturally survives what is 

dumped on Rufus. It requires the white liberal subject to break free of his/her own 

perception of liberalism by venturing into the space that Rufus inhabits in order to 

understand why, what may appear easy for the white subject is beyond the reach of 

Blacks in this society.  

Besides, the author-narrator insists that America’s racial liberalism tries to deny 

that there is anything wrong with being colored. Vivaldo refuses to see and insists that he 

is equal to Rufus: “They were friends, far beyond the reach of anything so banal and 

corny as color” (484). Liberals like Vivaldo try to deny the truth and invent the myth that 

whites take blacks as their equals. The narrative suggests that such view is either 

indicative of ignorance of the social context or honest indifference to the situation. 

However noble such disposition might seem it remains to be seen in Vivaldo’s actions. 

Besides loathing Rufus for what he does to Leona, Vivaldo could not take Ida to his 

family’s birthday party. He is caught in a dilemma: “He did not know how to say, Mama 

she’s a colored girl, knowing that his mother… would immediately decide that this was 
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but one more attempt on his part to shock and humiliate the family” (614). Vivaldo is not 

ready to handle the malice, suspicion and condescension of such a meeting.  

In this regard, the author-narrator thinks society is guilty of emotional and 

intellectual dishonesty in pretending to be a liberal and free society when it cannot 

produce evidence of fair and just treatment of all its citizens. Vivaldo's inability or 

unwillingness to verbalize the reality of his own racism exposes the limitations in the 

racial liberal framework. When Rufus makes him see the reality of the racial difference, it 

is then Vivaldo admits to his own ignorance of the black experience: “Believe me, I 

know, I know a lot of things hurt you that I can’t really understand” (409). Vivaldo’s 

adherence to his association with Rufus blinds him to the dysfunctional and pathological 

aspects of their racialized society and consequently truncates any honest liberal 

engagement of a discourse regarding the plight of blacks in this community. 

Perhaps the denial of knowledge of the other and the unwillingness to see and 

understand the other are due to the fear about what one would become by accepting the 

other; both Vivaldo and Leona love Rufus: “Now that it stared them so hideously in the 

face, each could see how desperately the other had been trying to avoid this 

confrontation” (418). Their fear appears to be grounded on the premise that “if they 

looked too close into one another each would have found the abyss. Somewhere in his 

heart the black boy hated the white boy because he was white. Somewhere in his heart 

Vivaldo had feared and hated Rufus because he was black” (485). Vivaldo fears Rufus 

because he is a threat to the privileges that he enjoys. Rufus hates Vivaldo because of 

both his whiteness and the concealment of the enjoyment of his privileges – the liberal 
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tactics to render the other nonexistent so as to protect the privileges of those who enjoy 

guaranteed personhood and humanity.  

The liberal attempt to address the subjugation of black Americans is inadequate 

mostly on the ground that liberal ideology is not honest with the facts; it is preoccupied 

with specific political agenda that only guarantees the good of a section of the society. 

The liberal ideological approach remains narrow in its understanding of the crucial 

structural violence against blacks in the society (Race Matters 12-13).  The liberal 

attempt to bring about a society that integrates Blacks does not guarantee the obliteration 

of the kind of nihilism that confronts the African-American. A simple demonstration of 

this is when Ida complains to Vivaldo about her loss, 

I felt that I’d been robbed. And I had been robbed – of the only hope I had. By a 

group of people too cowardly even to know what they had done. And it didn’t 

seem to me that they deserved any better than what they’d given me… I didn’t 

really much care what happened to me. But I wasn’t  going to let what happened 

to Rufus, and what was happening all around me, happen to me. (739) 

And Vivaldo replies: “Nothing you’ve said so far seems to have much to do with 

being black. Except for what you make out of it. But nobody can help you there” (740). 

With a typical liberal attention span, Vivaldo apparently does not hear the concern of Ida, 

namely how she is being strangled by the same system that strangled her brother. Vivaldo 

is focused on his own intent to acquire Ida’s love. Vivaldo does not want to know what is 

happening to her because, as he says to Ida, “I was afraid you would leave me” (744). 

The same reason he dismisses Rufus’s concerns and fails to recognize that no white 

person naturally survives what is dumped on black subjects.  
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Unlike the system that places the cause of African-American violence in the 

dysfunctional behaviors of Blacks, Another Country indicts society’s liberal policies, 

especially the discriminatory behavior of the system, as the main cause of the problem. 

America cannot claim to be a moderate free society when its policies and doctrines 

emphasize privileges for one group at the expense of other groups. Unless we address this 

problem seriously, rapidly, and honestly, racial violence will continue to plague the 

American society. The reform of such a system is dependent on active individuals who 

are free of intellectual and ideological dishonesty.  

In this regard, the narrator invites the reader into reading Another Country as 

systematically reworking liberalism: as liberalism comes to terms with its racist 

tendencies, Another Country calls for a revision of and a defamiliarization with what it 

has been. By outlining the exclusion and degradation of American Blacks, the novel 

invites its audience to re-examine the liberal attitudes that continue to exacerbate the 

society’s policies towards Blacks. Defamiliarization ought not to be construed as 

abandoning liberalism; it is rather a call for an intervention and close reading of the 

practice of liberalism in America’s democratic society to show its limitations and then to 

reconstitute it to include genuine democratic values. In a racialized society, liberalism 

only fortifies and consolidates the racial mentality with polarization and division.  

The demand the author-narrator makes in this regard includes, but is not limited 

to, a reading practice that involves examining how liberalism is actually fueling racial 

tension and division in America. We need to interrogate liberalism for the narrative it 

presents and to construct a narrative or argument based on what we discover to be true or 

false about the liberal agenda. A reading practice is required that involves examining 
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America’s practice of (racialized) liberalism with some attentiveness to the subjugation 

of Blacks and abuse that such practices endorse. It is to engage some form of 

defamiliarization. Such re-examination and reformulation of liberal practices will help to 

go beyond the fetishes of economic and technological innovations that eclipse America’s 

liberal practices. It will guarantee aptly the space of a different kind of thinking, a space 

of productive attention to the events of loss and discrimination.  

Another Country ought to be read as calling for a society that is not defined by the 

policies, literary and cultural forms of liberalism that hinder the establishment of a 

multiracial society. Its call reiterates Baldwin’s challenge of the ethnological assumptions 

of liberal society in “Many Thousands Gone” where he maintains that the discrimination 

of America’s liberal society explains to the world the great political divide and makes 

clear how, 

The story of the Negro in America is the story of America – or, more precisely, it 

is the story of Americans. It is not a very pretty story; the story of a people is 

never very pretty. The Negro in America, gloomily referred to as that shadow 

which lies athwart our national life… is a series of shadows, self-created, 

intertwining, which now we helplessly battle. (19) 

This articulation of the story of American Blacks, in the above quotation, outlines 

why the need for a different kind of thinking. It is Baldwin’s evaluation of the society’s 

treatment of American Blacks based on the practice of liberalism that is problematic. To 

understand the inadequacies of liberalism in America then requires identifying the 

politics that create liberal society. This is Baldwin’s call to readers to approach the 

historical issues and assess how much the components of liberalism typically benefit non-
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whites or, on the contrary, overly exacerbate societal division and stereotypes. This will 

help clarify how, in its predatory nature, racial liberalism has become a tool that America 

uses to prey on its citizens – especially on African-Americans. Baldwin challenges his 

readers to stop denying that there is a problem and to enter into a necessarily fierce 

argument about what is needed for a societal transformation.  

This is one implication of Baldwin placing the death of Rufus in the first half of 

the narrative. It demonstrates that we cannot interpret Rufus’s suicide solely within the 

context of the aggressivity and violence of the African-American male. A more 

expansive reading reveals the poetics directed at reconstructing a framework for working 

out a more inclusive practice beyond the prison-house of liberalism. Denouncing 

America for what it feels, what it thinks and supposes to be the meaning of liberal 

democracy, the novel shows how racial liberalism makes African-Americans feel like 

strangers and illegal immigrants in America. It is a case of liberal practices opening the 

way to political monstrosity in which societal policies give rise to the affirmative 

mischief of racial bigotry and injustices and to the various paranoid doctrines of un-

Americanism which so unfortunately disfigure America’s modern history.  

Keeping in view the multiethnic nature of America, Baldwin draws attention to 

unanswered questions: why does a country that practices liberalism still perform violence 

against its black/colored citizens? Why are the black citizens “othered” for the benefit of 

whites in this society? Baldwin questions the hitherto un-scrutinized meaning of 

liberalism from its colonial and imperial origins to its ongoing endorsement of racial 

profiling, housing discrimination, urban segregation, and other forms of exclusion that 

define America. What Another Country condemns is the inherent whiteness of liberalism, 
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as it is orchestrated to cater to the wellbeing of one race over other races. The novel 

reports to the reader what racialized liberalism actually is and how it masquerades in 

society. The implied author provides a chance to construct critical revisions of liberalism 

in a rather different form. Rufus functions as the narrative voice’s depiction of the 

African-American experience of racial injustice and exclusion in contemporary America. 

Such reading of Another Country’s stance against liberalism therefore challenges 

Stephanie Dunning’s view of the narrative. She considers the novel as “a meditation 

about the issues of nationalism through the tropes of racial and sexual desire” (Dunning 

104). As she explains it, Baldwin uses this novel to criticize the nationalist ideology that 

not only generates racial division but threatens to destroy other relationships. While 

Dunning’s reading is important, it does not recognize the alternative Baldwin offers in 

addressing the social divisions that threaten America and Americans. Terry Rowden’s “A 

Play of Abstractions: Race, Sexuality, and Community in James Baldwin’s Another 

Country” further complicates Dunning’s critique by condemning Another Country for its 

articulation of an ambivalent notion of community in an attempt to promote Baldwin’s 

racial ideology amidst homosexual concerns and subjectivities. Rowden maintains that 

the racist dynamics of American society would have been established by Baldwin with a 

much greater degree of realism and social specificity than is allowed by his making Rufus 

a scapegoat so as to textually activate an alternative dystopian society. She insists that 

Rufus’s suicide functions as an overwrought, “but existentially respectable, manifestation 

of James Baldwin's world not having enough room for everyone” (Rowden). 

I can find no evidence to justify Dunning’s and Rowden’s readings of Baldwin 

because Another Country invites individuals to imagine approaching one another with an 
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appreciation of the perspective “the other” brings to the meaning of being an American, 

rather than with an axe to grind regarding individualities which are not one's own. 

Dunning and Rowden misconstrue Another Country to be about an individual’s 

experience. They also misunderstand Baldwin’s questioning of the racial liberalism 

(white liberalism) which underlies their criticisms of Baldwin. But Another Country 

remains a swipe at white liberalism, underwriting the construction of multiple “others” 

along lines of race, gender, religion and other identities.  

Furthermore, these critics fail to acknowledge how the foundations of this 

country’s liberal framework are saturated with racial sensibilities that confuse the 

society’s democratic and constitutional values. The criticisms do not acknowledge how 

liberal practices in this society systematically alienate blacks as participating members of 

American society, and as a consequence, cause the loss of legitimacy on the part of 

society’s liberal democracy. Baldwin was well aware of how blacks and whites cannot be 

assimilated into a single nation without first questioning the racism that is at the heart of 

nationalism itself. America in fact, as the title of the novel suggests, is not just another 

country relative to France but is also split into at least two nations, a white America and a 

black America. The America of blacks co-exists with white America within the 

geographical boundaries of the USA. The black ghetto, however, is, like Native 

American reservations, a country all its own, a nation within a nation.  

In the narrator’s view, white liberalism is exacerbated by urban gentrification and 

housing projects that seclude the Negro from mainstream American society. An analysis 

of the policies that drive urban gentrification demonstrates how liberalism is no solution 

to addressing the racial history of this country since such policies are under the control of 
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white policy makers. Harlem is portrayed as a Dantesque hell of entrapment and chaos. 

Vivaldo knows “that Harlem was a battle field and that a war was being waged there day 

and night” (484). This narrator’s description of the reality of the designated abode of the 

black American is further clarified in the nonfiction texts. In “The Harlem Ghetto,” 

Baldwin’s portrait of Harlem is that of “a space with old buildings, the streets are 

crowded and dirty, with higher house rents than anywhere else in the city; food is more 

expensive and of inferior quality. Negroes are traditionally the last to be hired and the 

first to be fired” (42). To dwell in Harlem drives “many strong, admirable men and 

women, whose only crime is color, to the very gates of paranoia” (“A Letter from 

Harlem” 172). As a result, Harlem is not a reality to be viewed with complacency. 

Harlem and the projects incarnate the hideousness of white domination of colored people: 

“The people in Harlem know they are living there because white people do not think they 

are good enough to live anywhere else” (“A Letter from Harlem” 175). In this regard, 

gentrification is a crucial site for a critical evaluation of the impact of the liberal 

paradigm, as well as for the re-examination of the extent of utopic promises entrenched in 

America’s (neo)liberalism.  

By implication, Harlem epitomizes what liberalism has become. While Rufus’s 

Harlem ghetto is chaotic and shabby, Cass’s neighborhood receives some transformation 

(457). More precisely, the ghetto and the reservation are subjugated nations, and enslaved 

peoples are trapped within the frontiers of the imperial power that contains them. 

Baldwin’s framing of the novel with Rufus’s drift into homelessness – and eventual 

suicide – disrupts our faith in society’s ability to grant equal rights, personhood and 

humanity to all Americans.  
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Baldwin’s concerns remain as valid today as they were in the 1960s. America’s 

liberalism, even today, manifests multiple inadequacies in dealing with the multifaceted 

racial tensions that characterize America society. We only need to think about labor and 

other economic relations, immigration policy, and institutions that have always been 

racialized in ways that explicitly shape the kind of society America has been throughout 

its history. Whether it is Congress making whiteness a pre-requisite for naturalization in 

1790, the Chinese Exclusion act in 1882, the enactment of Operation Gatekeeper along 

the US-Mexico border in the 1990s, or the overt racism and wall-building of 

contemporary Trumpism, all of these are tailored to advance the interests of the white 

race. How to talk about this scandal is still a contention among scholars as some scholars 

still push back at any attempt to read the situation of American blacks (Goyal 55-56). 

This is because such scholarly discourse is still dominated by white male intellectuals, 

who do not tolerate serious connection with the African-American experience.  

Hence, the reliability and dependability of Another Country cannot be over-

emphasized. Another Country does not just emphasize the claim to America of, or 

America’s claim on, African-Americans. It also narrates the experiences of African-

Americans as they move through cosmopolitan spaces. Even if we do not care much for 

Rufus given his behavior towards Leona, we become involved. As Ida steps in to help us 

understand the circumstances in Rufus’ life, we are invited to be attentive to 

contemporary complacencies, to the Rufuses in the society and are provoked to 

participate in the conversation. This is a rhetoric that makes Baldwin the kind of writer he 

is. He allows Rufus to kill himself in order to begin a national conversation about racial 

liberalism; Baldwin considers this move necessary for the rescue of other “Rufuses” from 
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such disastrous ends. Mills observes that the dismantling of the racialized normative 

system  

… cannot be achieved through a supposed colorblindness that is really a blindness 

to the historical and enduring whiteness of liberalism. Racial liberalism, 

established by the racial contract, must be recognized for what it is before the 

promise of a non-racial liberalism and a genuinely inclusive social contract can be 

fulfilled. (1394)  

Liberalism has become the greatest obstacle to America’s progress, despite its 

global prominence. When this is not acknowledged, any attempt to live out an ideal social 

contract would always promote the racialized foundation of liberalism. To scrutinize 

liberalism is to then begin to liberate American society from racial tensions and injustices 

and to remove the blinders that prevent us from understanding that what liberalism 

pretends to be is a very different matter from what it actually is and what it accomplishes. 

In this sense, Another Country’s critique of racial liberalism is a clarion call to readers to 

pay attention to the country’s (neo)liberal policies that deny citizens access to healthy and 

livable spaces, despite society’s euphoria and hysteria about neoliberal trajectories of free 

market and economic policies.  

Racial justice is pre-eminently a corrective measure to rectify a history of 

discrimination. If the actual contract has been a racial one, then the solution would be to 

recognize the reality and centrality of racial exploitation. Liberalism is not a system of 

performance but of subject creation. Once that subject comes into being, it thinks itself 

into continued being, as per an implicit tautology derived from the Cartesian cogito, 

where “I am free, therefore I think, therefore I am.”  To think where the subject is not, the 
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space occupied by the mass of invisible non-white humanity, remains a challenge that 

liberalism cannot take because its freedom does not extend into the realms of the unreal.  

As readers, we can recognize the malfunctions of liberalism in the experience of African-

Americans only to the extent that we are willing to take a leap of faith into that fictional 

other country where Baldwin shows us the unreal real. And it is only after taking that 

leap that we can appreciate how Baldwin’s fiction subversively scrutinizes American 

society, thus making Baldwin and Another Country reliable and dependable voices on the 

conditions of existence of African-Americans in a country where freedom is bondage and 

where the unfree are forced out of sight and hence out of existence.  

Before I conclude this chapter, let me reiterate that the conditions under which 

liberalism was first espoused in the United States were established by the European 

colonial project to dispossess non-whites of chances to improve. America’s practice of 

liberalism has, since then, mingled with racial and colonial issues. The events that the 

narrator uses to expose the nature of America’s liberalism are the white privileges that are 

pervasive in the society. Another Country pinpoints the fundamental problem of 

liberalism to be how it privileges the individual in opposition to others who are defined in 

racial terms. Although “liberalism” is supposed to underwrite America’s openness and 

inclusion, racism and its codification into American life are a direct result of liberalism 

and not simply a question of ignorance of their own principles or malpractice by liberal 

subjects. What we call “conservatism” in modern America is only the most extreme form 

of liberalism, a radical selfishness that refuses to help anyone other than oneself. Hence, a 

re-orientation of framework will be to address America’s weakness in the will toward 

racial justice and substantive redistributive measures. Liberalism’s autoimmune crises is 
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neutralized when the society re-examines and reformulates a liberal democratic system 

that involves the participation of all Americans. As Baldwin states in “Notes of a 

Hypothetical Novel,” 

I think what we really have to do is to create a country in which there are no 

minorities – for the first time in the history of the world. The one thing that all 

Americans have in common is that they have no other identity apart from the 

identity which is being achieved on this continent. This is not the English 

necessity, or the Chinese necessity, or the French necessity, but they are born into 

a framework which allows them their identity. (221) 

One immediate inference from this is that, whether critiquing racial and sexual 

belonging, Baldwin’s inclination is to demonstrate how to deliver America from the 

racial and plantation fantasies by challenging American society to critically confront its 

way of life. Baldwin’s observations of black places and traumas confront multiethnic 

liberal society as a re-enactment and celebration of slavery, however purged of its 

external trappings. The lack of critical analysis of liberalism in contemporary scholarship 

is itself one of the results of operating within an epistemology where thinking outside the 

confines of liberal assumptions is tantamount to not thinking. Any lack of scholarly 

criticism of how the US lives its liberalism today is not to be imputed to a lack of interest 

in the subject of liberalism itself but to the ignoring of that which, within the system of 

liberal values, does not exist.   
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Chapter Two 

Ideological Reliability: Baldwin's Indictment of American Exceptionalism 

Charles Mills’s “Breaking the Social Contract” notes that America’s 

exceptionalism has been “integral to shaping the identities, interests, and ideals of every 

American citizen” (44). American Exceptionalism is a worldview positing the uniqueness 

of the American identity grounded on an overestimation of white western subjectivity, 

individualism, and its ambitions of unlimited expansion and appropriation. It is a notion 

that America is a state to be envied by other people because of its technological, 

economic, and military innovations. The concept is used, alongside Manifest Destiny, as 

a justification for the morality and integrity of America’s expansionism, of the 

Americanization of global economics, and of the militarization of places of interest. It is 

worth to note that while Manifest Destiny – an idea that connotes the superiority of white 

settlers over Native Americans  and other peoples – rationalized continental domination 

mainly during the nineteenth century, “exceptionalism,” continuing into the twentieth 

century, rationalized international imperialism.  

The exceptionalist tag apparently originates from the excesses of the Romantic 

era and ideologies characterized by self-serving distortion, exaggeration, individualistic 

manipulations of religion for self-justification, polemic belief, rejection of logical 

reasoning, boundless ambitions, and subjective judgments. These biases and tendentious 

epistemological approaches shaped and constituted the worldview of most northern and 

western European settlers, particularly as they looked down on those different from them 

and crafted their assumption that whiteness is normative of humankind. Donald Pease 

points out that, during the Cold War, “American Exceptionalism produced… the image 



 41 

of a hardworking unified national monoculture” where class, gender, racial, and ethnic 

differences were downgraded (51).  Similarly, Melamed mentions how, today, “An idea 

of a racially inclusive U.S. national culture is the key to achieving America’s manifest 

destiny and proof of American exceptionalism and universality” (7). In other words, 

“exceptionalism” is very much espoused as essential and ideal for American identity.  

American exceptionalism, conversely, reveals its white essentialism and 

incompatibility with inclusivity and belonging. The nation’s treatment of the African-

American – as well as other non-whites – is central to that revelation. American 

exceptionalism is seriously faulted in the light of Anglo-American ideas and theories 

about African-Americans. Treated as truth, Romantic misconceptions shape the relations 

between Anglo-Americans and African-Americans long after the Romantic era. As a 

result, any attempt at the articulation or justification of American exceptionalism 

generates questions that undermine its assertions of a fundamental superiority of 

Americans and America over other peoples and countries of the world. Do segregated 

labor markets, racialized ownership of capital, and continuous subjugation of 

Amerindians and African-Americans authenticate this exceptionalism or debunk it?  

But a truly multicultural society can never be animated by exceptionalist 

prejudice, as the latter is the very negation of multiculturalism and the embracing of 

others as equals. So, suggesting that the American national identity has to be understood 

in terms of American exceptionalism is not merely an exercise revealing overblown 

language and political rhetoric but a recognition of the reality of the long life of absurd 

prejudices. The exceptional American has no equals outside the confines of the white 

settler culture out of which notions of exceptionalism arose.  
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In my reading and research, no one has yet provided (or I have not come across) a 

scholarship showing how the tenets of American exceptionalism withstand the poetics of 

James Baldwin. This chapter therefore explores Baldwin’s views and principles in 

relation to American exceptionalism in the following works: Nobody Knows My 

Name (1961), Another Country (1962), and The Fire Next Time (1963). This chapter 

demonstrates how these texts offer a focused criticism of America’s claim to 

exceptionalism given its practice of racism that impedes the articulation of a coherent 

American identity.  Such exceptionalism is only a subterfuge for the hypostatizing of a 

white America and white supremacy beneath the veneer of a multicultural society. The 

chapter characterizes white supremacy as the mentality that underlies the webs of 

ambiguity and paradox that have developed around the definition of being an American 

today. This characterization is motivated by the need to refocus attention on how 

Baldwin's texts can help readers understand the substantial reasons for the racial tensions 

and emotions that surround questions of race in contemporary America – as well as in 

other places where racial and ethnic tensions exist.  

I propose that the texts examined here be considered as one major narrative 

generated by the turmoil of 1960s America, a period when the NAACP in the South had 

been trying , “before Black Monday to make the city fathers honor the separate but 

equal” stature and do something about the situation of Negro schools” (“A Letter from 

the South” 202); this period was characterized by the economic and social hardship 

experienced by black Americans in spite of the general prosperity of the times and by the 

political unrest resulting from the wars in Indochina, the tensions with the Soviet Union, 

and the rise of movements around the world calling for greater equality and the solution 
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of the problems of poverty and exploitation of the working classes.  The black students’ 

sit-ins in North Carolina and the rise of the civil rights movements, political 

assassinations, and riots against racial injustice and disenfranchisement were aspects of 

those tensions, as well as manifestations of the bankruptcy of white supremacy. In these 

three texts, Baldwin persistently organizes plots and characters to articulate, clarify, and 

expand his criticism of these events as constitutive of white supremacy.  

In Nobody Knows My Name, Baldwin criticizes the attempt to define an American 

by the phenotypic features of the individual. This collection of essays reveals the 

misguided and stereotypic imperialist assumption of the subservience of blackness, an 

assumption that is dangerously incorrect. Specifically, in “A Letter from the South,” 

Baldwin laments how such an assumption does not help Americans to articulate a 

coherent identity:  

If we ourselves are not so fond of this illusion, we might understand ourselves and 

other peoples better than we do, and be enabled to help them understand us. I am 

very often tempted to believe that this illusion… certainly prevents us from 

making America what we say we want it to be. (197-198)  

This paragraph is informed by the observed reality that the difficulty in affirming 

an American identity is a direct consequence of the fact that African-Americans and other 

non-whites are not deemed to stand on equal ground with Anglo-Americans. Even in the 

1960s, it was observed that after more than a century of its repeal, the Dred Scott decision 

of 1857 was still applied: Blacks were treated not as citizens protected by the 

constitution; Blacks “could not lay claim to any of the rights and privileges provided to 

U.S. citizens” (Jones 65). The Anglo-American perception and gaze on the black man 
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was not that of respect and equality. This is because the Anglo-American holds the belief 

that forms “the very warp and woof of the heritage of the West, the idea of white 

supremacy” (“Stranger in the Village” 47). White supremacy and color categorization 

sustain such belief and the power domination in coded words.  

Baldwin cites such situation as a reason he had to leave America, because he 

doubted his ability to survive the problem here: “I wanted to prevent myself from 

becoming merely a Negro; or, even, merely a Negro writer. I wanted to find out in what 

way the specialness of my experience could be made to connect me with other people 

instead of dividing me from them” (“To Be an American” 137). (This essay is listed in 

the bibliography as “The Discovery of What It Means to Be an American”). The 

italicized word “merely” refers to how the negro is designated in this society as a 

condition of limitation and handicap. Baldwin’s discussion of the situation is not just 

based on what he observes, it is equally his own experience; as he says, “I did not intend 

to allow the white people of this country to tell me who I was, and limit me that way, and 

polish me off that way. And yet, of course, at the same time, I was being spat on and 

defined and described and limited and could have been polished off with no effort 

whatever” (The Fire Next Time 301). For a citizen to behave thus towards another citizen 

is very problematic and vividly highlights the domination of the other. To then treat 

blacks as “mere” laborers and domestic workers – as if they do not belong to America – 

is a puzzle.  

In “Princes and Powers,” another essay within Nobody Knows My Name, Baldwin 

expresses his puzzlement over the fact that, “The Negro [is] born in a society that is open 

and free and with tremendous possibilities, and yet the Negro needs to travel abroad to 
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discover an essential American identity while in the midst of other blacks from Nigeria, 

Senegal, Barbados, Martinique – so many names for so many disciplines” (147). And on 

the basis of his travels to Europe and observances of race relations outside the United 

States, he asserts, “It became terribly clear in Europe, as it never had been here, that we 

knew more about each other than any European ever could. And it also became clear that, 

no matter where our fathers had been born, or what they had endured, the fact of Europe 

had formed us both was part of our identity and part of our inheritance” (“To Be an 

American” 138). What Baldwin alleges in this paragraph is that the error in white 

America’s claim to absolute right and dominion over fellow Americans on the basis of 

color is a vestige of imperialist ideology shaped by Romanticism and the even older 

pragmatism and instrumentalizing rationality of colonialism. America’s assertion of 

identity is thus impeded by the society’s denial to African-Americans of political and 

economic power, and their unjust profiling and exclusion from the mainstream American 

society.  

As Anthony K. Appiah explains, blackness in this society “is not just to say that 

the individual has inherited a black skin or curly hair; it implies that the individual’s skin 

color goes along with other important inherited characteristics” (56) including attributes 

of violence, bitterness, chaos, and vagrancy. This is inconceivable to Baldwin because 

America is a landscape of people with their individual histories and stories developed 

amidst encounters with other groups. While the 1960s America did not invent the idea of 

white supremacy, some Americans have deeply immersed themselves in the shrillness 

and brutality of the belief. Baldwin considers this belief in the inferiority of the African-

American as one of the scandals of the nation’s history. America is where blacks share 
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common elements with other Americans that, as expressed in “Notes for a Hypothetical 

Novel,” “Scarcely any other people, or no other people could really share” (222).  

Baldwin’s awareness of his disenfranchisement and lack of recognition by white 

Americans triggers in him the zeal to confront the stereotypes that deny him and others of 

his race the recognition of their humanity. The encounter with other Blacks, outside 

America, convinces him of the fallacy in America’s designation of blacks as inferior. 

This experience has tremendous impact on Baldwin as a political thinker and essayist. 

His experience outside the boundaries of America would form his resistance to the 

abstractions of blackness in the practice of America’s racism. What Baldwin feels and 

thinks about color categorization and white supremacy are the subject of Another Country 

and The Fire Next Time, works in which he re-evaluates and scrutinizes white supremacy 

and racial bigotry. His realization also shapes his call for what needs to be taken into 

consideration in theorizing about the black person, namely, a revaluation of the fate of 

black people in America: how such fate should not be predetermined by color but by the 

character of their belonging.  

Both Another Country and The Fire Next Time question the imperial paradigm 

from which the ideology of white supremacy springs, but Baldwin’s most vicious 

denunciation and revolution against white supremacy are clearly articulated in The Fire 

Next Time. In “My Dungeon Shook,” a letter that forms the first part of The Fire Next 

Time, Baldwin begins to unlock the hidden assumptions of white supremacy as he talks to 

his nephew about the historical experiences that preceded him and how to navigate the 

society wisely in order to survive. He informs the reader about how young James does 
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not just look like his grandfather and his dead father (Baldwin’s younger brother), but 

also how he is vulnerable like them:  

You were born where you were born and faced the future that you faced because 

you were black and for no other reason. The limits of your ambition were, thus, 

expected to be set forever. You were born into a society which spelled out with 

brutal clarity, and in as many ways as possible, that you were a worthless human 

being. (293)  

Baldwin brings to the attention of his nephew how society does not acknowledge 

his existence. Such a denial of existence presents the nephew with no hope, no purpose or 

meaning in the society. He reminds the nephew of how such categorization of the 

African-American is an antecedent that characterizes the nephew’s presence in society; 

how such antecedent is a cause of afflictions: “The society makes tears fall like rain drops 

on their faces because they are black, and the birth of a black child causes a tremble, not 

joy, in the family” (The Fire Next Time 292). Baldwin considers this, “The crime of 

which I accuse my country and my country men, and for which neither I nor time nor 

history will ever forgive them, that they have destroyed and are destroying hundreds of 

thousands of lives and do not know it and do not want to know it” (The Fire Next Time 

292). Baldwin hints at the psychological and emotional costs for a black son’s desire to 

venture into the streets of America like any other person, and how this puts the mother of 

the black child on the edge because the black child has limited chances of coming back 

un-maimed or alive. African-American mothers, in fact, are perpetually heavyhearted 

when their black sons step out on the streets. It is a mourning condition for mothers of 

black children who live with the reality of real-time mourning over the possibility of 
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losing their children because they are black. There exists no equivalent reality for white 

American mothers. Blacks in the society are afflicted right from the moment of birth and 

are defeated long before they die because of what the society says about them. Baldwin 

says to young James  

Remember that – I know how black it looks today, for you. It looked bad that day, 

too, yes, we were trembling. We have not stopped trembling yet, but if we had not 

loved each other none of us would have survived. And now you must survive 

because we love you, and for the sake of your children and your children’s 

children. (The Fire Next Time 293) 

To reiterate for young James (and other young black readers) the need to 

recognize how the present condition requires an understanding of the past – an 

understanding of the historical conditions that confronted black forebears – elucidates 

how the same historical conditions that precede young James constitute the experiences 

of many other black men, because the society is organized in a way that disenfranchises 

African-Americans.  

A unified identity remains impossible as long as America predicates identity on 

color and the consolidation of peoples is accepted only as a hierarchical classification on 

the basis of their color. Baldwin insists that any American identity claimed against the 

backdrop of the existential insecurity of blacks takes the forms of sham accommodation, 

manipulation, and threats instead of being an active process driven by an assertive, 

liberating way of life. He makes this crucial point when he invites readers to put 

themselves in  
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The skin of the man who wears the uniform to defend this country, but is called a 

nigger by his comrades-in-arms and his officers… who knows that the white G.I. 

has informed the Europeans that he is subhuman… you must consider what 

happens to this citizen, after all he has endured, when he returns home; search, in 

his shoes, for a job, for a place to live; ride, in his skin, on segregated buses; see, 

with his eyes, the signs saying ‘White’ and “Colored,” and especially the signs 

that say “White Ladies” and “Colored Women.” (The Fire Next Time 318)  

The categorization of people as “white” against “colored,” “ladies” against 

“women” create a feeling of being boxed in, contained within boundaries that constrain 

people’s agency. In a typically racial liberal society, these language structures describe 

the society’s classic condescension on African-Americans and allude to the institutions 

and attitudes intended to forestall any opportunity the blacks may take to climb out of the 

cycles of subservience and oppression. Race categorization is geared towards a biased 

organization of available resources, reserving ownership rights for one group, and 

sustaining a given hegemony. Michael Omi and Howard Winant confirm this when they 

point out how the assignment of categories is necessary to comply with certain 

social/economic requirements and to facilitate the ideological project of one group 

against the other (13). The expropriation of property, the denial of political rights, the 

introduction of slavery, as well as outright extermination, were motivations for the 

construction of the supremacy of the white race (Omi and Winant 14). Baldwin requires 

the reader to then imagine the conceptual categories, values, norms, myths, rituals and 

societal principles that confront the black who feels he/she belongs to this country to the 

point of defending the country; how that individual feels upon realizing that, after 
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defending the country, he/she is degraded to nothing. All this is because of the 

antagonistic relationship between whites and blacks in America.  

Baldwin’s consciousness and understanding of what it means to be an American 

and how the black American is deprived of experiencing authentic Americanism are the 

essential insights in his criticism of the proclamation of American exceptionalism and 

spirit of freedom that are denied to black Americans. He seems to suggest that the pledge 

of allegiance is difficult when the black American recalls how he is denied political and 

economic power, how he is unjustly profiled and excluded from mainstream American 

society. Baldwin also invites the reader to recognize the paradox and dynamics of color 

categorization in the racial perception of people in society. The concept of the color black 

does not rely on fact; it is merely an idea used to justify certain values, rituals, and 

ideologies, but it is not an ascertainable phenomenon that we can observe: “Color is not a 

human or a personal reality; it is a political reality” (The Fire Next Time 346). What 

Baldwin refers to with the phrase “political reality” is that society’s espousal of 

race/color categorization arbitrarily stigmatizes the black race based on inconsistent 

criteria and dogmatic assertions that have no factual significance.  

Common scientific knowledge reveals that the difference in DNA profiles of all 

humans is less than 0.1%, that skin tone or skin tan is a quantitative trait, and everyone 

occupies some gradient on the pigment spectrum. If this is so, one would have to work 

extremely hard to truthfully proclaim the difference between black and white Americans 

using phenotypic differences. Unfortunately, in the society, dark skin color is deemed a 

significant factor in the negative evaluation of the worth of an individual; while a tanned 

skin in a white person is seen as a sign of health and well-being.  
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These arbitrary interpretations of skin color suggest how American society fails to 

deracialize and to humanize the concept of being American. On the one hand, as Baldwin 

mentions in “A Letter from Harlem,” the society’s emphasis on color has “Allowed white 

people with scarcely any pangs of conscience whatever, to create, in every generation, 

only the Negro they wished to see” (195). He analogously demonstrates this in Another 

Country, where the friendship between Rufus and his white friends is an impersonal 

abstraction of the other which merely absorbs a person into a system of color-coded 

meanings. Ida will reveal this abstraction when she says to Vivaldo: “[Rufus] was nice, 

he was really very nice, no matter what any of you might have thought of him later. None 

of you, anyway, knew anything about him, you didn’t know how […]” (Another Country 

736). Ida’s affirmation of the humanity of Rufus allows the narrative voice to single out 

how the friends fail to recognize that the eruption of Rufus’ rage is the manifestation of 

his resistance to society’s value system, that is, Anglo-America’s construction of Rufus, 

which basically has nothing to do with who he is.  

Baldwin uses the novel to contest such abstraction and underscore what happens 

to the theorized Black living in the society. As Baldwin puts it, to cling to abstractions of 

the other is to cling to chimeras, “By which one can only be betrayed, and the entire hope 

– the entire possibility – of freedom disappears” (The Fire Next Time 339). In this regard, 

the purpose of the fiction is to reveal how the suicide of Rufus is a buildup from the plots 

of white privileges and racialized gazes that demean the black American. If someone had 

gone beyond categorizing Rufus (based on color) and taken a genuine interest in him, that 

individual would have realized that Rufus was in great pain over the problematic identity 

the society had forced upon him – an identity predicated on the estrangement of white 
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Americans from black Americans – and that he needs answers to why this should happen 

in a free society. On the other hand, Baldwin asserts that,  

We are controlled here by our confusion, far more than we know, and the 

American dream has therefore become something much more closely resembling 

a nightmare, on the private, domestic, and international levels. Privately, we 

cannot stand our lives and dare not examine them; domestically, we take no 

responsibility for (and no pride in) what goes on in our country; and, 

internationally, for millions of people, we are an unmitigated disaster. (The Fire 

Next Time 337) 

This paragraph argues that when white supremacy is the modus operandi, 

American society is not able to reap the fruits of its diversity. White supremacy is the 

most devastating aspect of racism in America because it enslaves the nation and 

besmirches the character and identity of the country, as Baldwin states here. America 

cannot participate in the betterment of the world as long as it refuses to acknowledge its 

racism and victimization of blacks and other groups. When it endorses white supremacy, 

America cannot examine itself and unify its citizens around basic values of justice, 

integrity, and freedom.  

Baldwin equally demonstrates in The Fire Next Time that Anglo-American 

cultural stereotypes of American Blacks and Muslims put power on the side of those who 

create and disseminate demeaning images of blacks. Baldwin notes that when the notion 

of blackness is based on a sense of the reified superiority of whites, which in turn, 

requires castigation of blackness as barbarity in order to safeguard whites' moral 
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rectitude, the system of segregation engenders racial hostilities and becomes a fertile 

ground for the cultivation and nurturing of violence.  

Elijah Muhammad addresses his followers and communicates to them the doctrine 

of the American Negro forming a separate nation (The Fire Next Time 315, 320-323). 

Baldwin concludes that “all this is not, to my mind, the most imminent of possibilities, 

but if I were a Muslim, this is the possibility that I would find myself holding in the 

center of my mind, and driving towards social and spiritual discontent that reigns here… 

and it would not matter if I perished too” (The Fire Next Time 330). Watching the 

Muslim brothers advocate for a more aggressive approach to civil rights, Baldwin is filled 

with despair, but the Christians are no better. He talks about how he ditches preaching 

because of the subtle hypocrisy of the ministers and out of concern about how to maintain 

self-respect and integrity: “I don’t refer merely to the glaring fact that the minister 

eventually acquires houses and Cadillacs … I really mean that there was no love in the 

church. It was a mask for hatred and self-hatred and despair. The transfiguring power of 

the Holy Ghost ended when the service ended, and salvation stopped at the church door,” 

he states (The Fire Next Time 309-310). When white supremacy (racism) is practiced to 

the point of constituting trauma for individuals, fundamentalism (extremism) ensues.  

White supremacy generates forms of fundamentalism patterned after the nature of 

racism and sharing in its destructiveness, any rational questioning of fundamentalist 

beliefs is resisted. The unwillingness to listen, that results from radicalization originating 

in traumatic experiences, further aggravate the problem of ignorance that continuously 

shape the histories of blacks and other groups in American society. The reality of white 
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supremacy then is the catalyst for African-Americans’ protest of any American claim to 

exceptionalism.  

Put differently, proclaiming the superiority of race is a great obstruction to the 

proper functioning of American society. America’s claim to superior identity is in fact 

negated when the society selectively values some of its members and disregards others. 

Rhetorically, Baldwin uses The Fire Next Time and the other two texts to invite the reader 

to engage in reflection about this very situation and to reflect on what the oppression of 

Blacks costs American society. Ultimately, a genuine American identity is attained when 

America establishes real connectedness with American Blacks and with a commitment 

inspired by participating in such connection.  Such an identity is experienced when the 

nation makes a commitment to uphold the dignity of all its citizens.  

Baldwin reminds his nephew of the need to see beyond the deliberately 

constructed image of the black male. Baldwin underscores the possibility of a different 

relationship of America with his nephew, one that does not yet exist but which he must 

bring about through love and cultivation of self-affirmation and respect. He tells his 

nephew, “I am writing this letter to you, to try to tell you something about how to handle 

them, for most of them do not really know that you exist” (The Fire Next Time 292). In 

the light of racial degradation, exploitation, and oppression, Baldwin advising his nephew 

to engage love and strong self-identity exposes the limitations of white supremacists’ 

assumption that black people are incapable of having noble personalities or integrity.  

Writing the letter to his fifteen-year-old nephew on the one-hundredth anniversary 

of the Emancipation Proclamation is Baldwin’s way of reiterating for his readers that 

white supremacy is still very real as it was before and at the time of emancipation. The 
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letter acknowledges that young James is at the point in his life when he can recognize 

how blackness is designated as the cause of humiliation and establishment of bleak 

boundaries to his life. For the black individual to have a chance at survival, it is necessary 

that he become a combatant aware of and willing to confront falsehood and prejudice. 

While it might not be possible to assert black subjectivity, the individual’s choice of 

action is a major revelation of the individual’s identity: it is what determines whether 

such an individual constitutes a sign of hope amidst situations of crisis and oppression. 

Cornel West writes: “The major enemy of black survival in America has been and is 

neither oppression nor exploitation but rather the nihilistic threat – that is the loss of hope 

and absence of meaning. For as long as hope remains, and meaning is preserved, the 

possibility of overcoming oppression stays alive” (Race Matters 15). A strong racial 

identity, properly nuanced by the African-American, allows him or her to be resilient in 

the face of white supremacy. To maintain a meaningful identity, the African-American 

has to choose the appropriate attitude in his or her response to the circumstance that 

confronts him or her. 

Baldwin’s words to his nephew – and to (African) American readers – constitute 

an ironic voice that reassures his nephew that the assertion of the values of freedom, 

human rights, and equality of opportunity is also the strongest condemnation of the 

society that makes same assertion while excluding people of color from the enjoyment of 

those rights and opportunities. The letter is not just reacting to the problems but also 

suggesting that the solution to those problems lies in cultivating the values that American 

society claims to live by, values that run counter to the realities of white supremacy and 

exclusion.  
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Baldwin thus uses the letter to force the American society to evaluate its attempt 

to sever the African-Americans from the land and to deny his/her belongingness. The 

letter calls out society’s failure to live up to its own values of freedom and justice. 

Baldwin believes that to engage the discourse about the practices that sustain domination 

augments society’s ability to tackle the problem of white supremacy. The critical analysis 

of such discourse allows for the deconstruction of whiteness or blackness and posits 

instead a human solution to the racial problems in a society inundated with mechanisms 

of racial oppression. In this regard, reading Baldwin is a way of rediscovering and 

bringing back to life American identity by forcing its mythology to align with reality.  

Baldwin’s literary strategy is a system of intersecting planes centered on a 

language crafted for the narrative on African-American conditions. It is fair to say that 

Baldwin’s linguistic creativity in The Fire Next Time is never ex nihilo. The utterances of 

the letter express the condition of the African-American, but the language and situations 

described are preceded by the languages and the realities in the other two texts. 

Heteroglot languages characterize both the letter and the other two texts. The languages 

Baldwin uses in the different texts do not exclude each other, but rather intersect with 

each other in many different ways and co-exist in the consciousness of both the writer 

and characters. This is important to underscore in Baldwin’s effort to extirpate white 

supremacy because, in the three texts, one gets a sense of the expansion of Baldwin’s 

views and principles as he addresses the conditions of the black person in America.  

For example, Baldwin’s depiction of Harlem in Another Country is that of a space 

which consolidates and reifies black inferiority. Another Country outlines how 

exceptional spaces are created along racial lines – Harlem for blacks and suburbs for 



 57 

whites. But Baldwin uses the two nonfictions to elucidate the political and economic 

implications of such exceptional spaces. Harlem dwellers are victimized economically 

and socially, and they are also victims of an attack on their humanity.  

In Nobody Knows my Name, Baldwin intimates how Harlem is an integral part of 

the reification of white supremacy. This is another realization he stumbles upon as he 

thinks about the plague of color, the obvious difference between American society and 

Europe: “I was born in New York but have lived only in pockets of it. In Paris, I lived in 

all parts of the city – on the Right Bank and the Left, among the bourgeoisie and among 

les miserables, and knew all kinds of people” (“To Be an American” 140). In The Fire 

Next Time, though, Baldwin makes a bold assertion of how the circumstances in Harlem 

and in the ghettoes further push African-Americans to make difficult decisions for their 

survival: “White people who had robbed black people of their liberty and who profited by 

this theft every hour… had the judges, the juries, the shotguns, the law – in a word, 

power. But it is a criminal power, to be feared but not respected, to be outwitted in any 

way whatever” (The Fire Next Time 300). Here, Baldwin draws attention to how color 

categorization engenders and promotes hatred and suspicion, and imposes living 

conditions on blacks that push black people to join the ranks of pimps and prostitutes in 

Harlem. When white hegemony sustains the incessant and gratuitous humiliation of the 

black race, it is not surprising that young blacks give in to criminality. 

Meanwhile, Baldwin uses such a strategy to expose the institutional policies that 

create and perpetuate the Harlem ghetto and treat the ghettoes as prisons where the 

unwanted are placed and contained. The denial of proper housing, the ostracization and 

lack of care or recognition of blacks that manifest the color categorization of African-
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Americans as lesser beings and the enforcement of white supremacy in American society, 

all these reflect the deliberateness of society in its aggravation of the plight of African-

Americans and the enabling and honoring of the white supremacist mentality.  

The degradation and neglect of the African-American entrenched in the system 

makes it difficult to justify any claim of an American identity based on freedom and 

human rights. This makes gentrification a valuable locus for a critical evaluation of the 

impact of liberal policies, as well as for the re-examination of the extent that white 

supremacy becomes entrenched in, and inseparable from, America’s liberal society. The 

Harlem ghettoes and segregated white suburbanization are deliberate constructs by which 

a society dominated by a white supremacist mentality plants evidence of what it wants to 

see, black misery and degradation in stark contrast with the affluence and neatness of 

white suburban neighborhoods. 

Furthermore, the presence of heteroglot languages can be extrapolated from the 

crafting of the letter to young James. It is important to mention that the letter is part of the 

whole narrative about survival and is an object of representation: a representation for 

young James to think about his position and response to the denial of the humanity of 

blacks and to the history of black exclusion from the American society. The letter, a form 

of writing within writing, is meant to help young James understand his position in the 

world by exposure to what Mikhail Bakhtin calls “an authentic other language from the 

past” (Epic and Novel 30). The “authentic other language” in Baldwin’s letter is the 

reference the past experiences of black forebears. Baldwin appropriates the Civil Rights 

issues and the many voices contained therein to speak to the level of understanding of 

young James. Although the letter is a monologue in its form and compositional structure, 
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it is oriented towards the reader (the nephew and other readers) in the sense that it expects 

a response and decisive action in the confrontation of a life and death problem affecting 

black Americans.  

The words in the letter are not solely addressed to young James; they have the 

specific function of helping the reader to rethink and re-evaluate the seriousness of the 

subject of racial violence. They also function as a call to action for all black Americans 

and a warning not to give in to the false ideas that constitute racialized and racist 

thinking. In the context of the uncertainty that confronts a young African-American, these 

words assume the character of a history of struggle which reminds young James of how 

he is embroiled in the very situation his grandfather and father had to deal with.  

Baldwin’s familiarity with the internal tension, conflict, and trauma of being 

black in America allows him to articulate the precise ways in which American society 

negates the black man, but that familiarity also empowers him to suggest a new America, 

which he can oppose to the society that drives black Americans to suicide or nihilism. 

This use of heteroglot voices in the letter resembles Bakhtin’s view of the prose writer 

integrating the acts of others into the heteroglot language of his works, which “compels 

them to serve his own new intention” (Discourse in the Novel 300). Incorporating the 

various voices represents Baldwin’s engagement with the multiple aspects of the 

discourses active in the culture around him. In all, through a heteroglossia of voices and 

syntax, these texts focus Baldwin’s ideas on the re-orientation of America towards a 

transcendence of and revolution against white supremacy.  
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In the effort to pragmatically address the oppressive situation, Baldwin makes 

radical proposition that, in his view, guarantees a sure path to exceptionalist identity. As 

Baldwin writes in Nobody Knows My Name, 

Any honest examination of the national life proves how far we are from the 

standard of human freedom with which we began. The recovery of this standard 

demands of everyone who loves this country a hard look at himself, for the 

greatest achievements must begin somewhere, and they always begin with the 

person. If we are not capable of this examination, we may yet become one of the 

most distinguished and monumental failures in the history of nations. (“A Letter 

from the South” 208)  

In the above quotation, Baldwin hints at what is needed to openly and honestly 

tackle the problem of white supremacy in America, the need to first admit one’s role in 

the extra-ordinary drama of racial categorization in America. Transcending racial 

domination in the relations between whites and blacks acquires its integrity when it is 

engaging with a self-critical examination of what an African-American means to society. 

Awareness of this ethical dimension of one’s role spurs one towards a change of attitude. 

Baldwin believes white supremacy to be rooted in the deep structures inside the 

individual – webs of belief, experience, and feeling that help shape the worldview of the 

individual. In this regard, white supremacy is not just a configuration of societal 

practices, but a culturally imbedded and deeply structural set of beliefs and socialization 

processes that place prior limitations and constraints on the possibilities for 

multiculturalism and racial justice. 
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Since the question we ask ourselves and the answers we provide are to be found 

within ourselves, to engage in a critical reflection about the unresolved questions with 

respect to what it means to be an American, gestures towards defamiliarizing and 

detaching ourselves from the Romantic and colonial foundations on which the definition 

of an American is based. Moving beyond the limitations of the past requires an 

epistemological and affective revolution comparable to the developments that 

accompanied Romanticism. The defeat of racism requires a change in the character of 

Americans toward an acceptance of self-criticism and resolute commitments to principles 

that do not exclude others. It is the lack of sustained reflection on the reality of America’s 

practice of white supremacy that makes the American claim to liberal society and 

exceptionalism unbelievable. 

Furthermore, since the process of racialization is grounded, not in fact, but in 

emotions fueled by ideological discourses, the racist mind can always be exposed to other 

discourses that might prevent it from submitting to the prejudice that his or her race is of 

higher value or normativity than those of others. The concept of white supremacy is 

loaded with meanings that society creates. The meanings are constructed in the course of 

a social process and are very dependent on the kinds of values and societal interactions 

available to the members of social groups. Such meanings exist because humans allow 

them. In other words, social constructs function as trajectories which are determined by 

human choices and which can be changed at any point.  

Addressing both white and black, Baldwin calls on everyone to understand what 

is common to human experience and to encourage and accept change where such change 

is possible: “It demands great force and great cunning continually to assault the mighty 
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and indifferent fortress of white supremacy… it demands great spiritual resilience not to 

hate the hater whose foot is on your neck, and even greater miracle of perception and 

charity not to teach your child to hate” (The Fire Next Time 343). The realization of the 

American ideal requires the recognition of the full humanity and dignity of black 

Americans. Black Americans, on the other hand, face the challenge of transcending anger 

and nihilistic disenchantment, to offer love even in the face of hate, to teach by example 

that the ability of humanity to survive lies in the embracing of responsibility, even when 

others refuse such responsibility.  

Baldwin challenges his audience to ponder the reorientation that needs to be 

engaged to sustain a healthy society. Thus, Baldwin's accomplishment takes the form of a 

discourse that embodies and calls for dialogue and intersubjective communication as 

ways to get rid of hegemony. His language is politically centripetal and crafted to avoid 

divisions and ideological polemics. He writes in a language driven by a recognition that 

the responsibilities and burdens fall on everyone. This is because, “It is the responsibility 

of free men to trust and to celebrate what is constant – birth, struggle, and death are 

constant, and so is love – and to apprehend the nature of change, to be able and willing to 

change” (The Fire Next Time 339). This Baldwin’s quote prescribes the willingness to 

change and the reception of the other as necessities for healing a race-divided society and 

achieving the truly multicultural composition of an “exceptional” nation.  

America cannot claim a superior or exceptional identity, except to the extent that 

it can overcome the problem of the use of narrow, exclusive, and selfish criteria for the 

definition of individual and national identity. Exceptionalism is reserved for a culture that 

transcends those problems and realizes the potentials of humanity by going beyond the 



 63 

limitations of race, nation, gender, and other barriers. America is not exceptional because 

it is not yet human. Whether it can ever reach exceptionalism is a question whose answer 

depends on Americans’ ability to realize their humanity by rejecting racism and other 

faulty criteria for the definition of the human. To make a claim to the reality of the 

exceptional, America needs to question a mentality of white superiority sustained by 

systematic compromises of the truth. 

Similarly, what Baldwin encourages should be read in the light of the Civil Rights 

movements of his day and also the traditions of Enlightenment thought that called for 

reason, compromise, dialogue, ethical action, self-critical analysis, and a balance of rights 

and responsibilities. Baldwin categorically states that, “The price of this transformation is 

the unconditional freedom of the Negro… He is the key figure in his country, and the 

American future is precisely as bright or as dark as his” (The Fire Next Time 340). The 

price of liberation of white people is the liberation of the blacks – total liberation, in the 

cities, in the towns, before the law, and in the mind. By implication, a double-

consciousness that is simultaneously self-assertive and self-critical ought not to be the 

burden of African-Americans alone. Rather, it is a task that every American must 

undertake for the sake of the future. Yet Baldwin argues for the need to cultivate ethical 

approaches to affirming blackness in American society. At a time when protesting on the 

streets was becoming the preferred method of action, the ethical dimension of such 

protest was its peaceful character and incorporation of love in the resistance against white 

supremacy. The protests on the street acquire ethical integrity when they are engaged 

with a self-critical examination of what blackness means to the society.  
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Baldwin challenges the advocates of a separate Negro nation to rethink their 

positions and proposes to his readers the need for a multicultural enlightenment, but “in 

order for this to happen, an entire frame of reference will need to be changed” (The Fire 

Next Time 332). Such changes are vital for America to be able to justifiably make a claim 

to an identity, not just locally, but internationally, as a nation engaged with other nations. 

In other words, Baldwin does not advocate the domination of one group over the other. 

Instead, he reimagine in America a multicultural space without the colonial legacy but 

with the potential to create a positive and dynamic difference, accordingly distancing 

itself from notions of racial segregation and stereotypes that energize separatism.  

The deconstruction of white supremacy involves an epistemological conversion 

capable of bringing the realization of how America’s crafting of its identity on a 

mythology of white superiority and black inferiority does not correlate with the life of the 

United States itself, a nation that has prospered and thrived on the foundation of the work 

and talents of countless people of color. Baldwin’s reiterating for readers how the black 

person shares a common humanity with other humans, how American society has 

ideologically portrayed the black race, and how the construction of blackness remains 

faulty, underscore his challenge to America’s claim to exceptionalism. His poetics 

demonstrates how the construct of black inferiority is defeated by its logical weaknesses. 

Blackness/Whiteness is not an existential quality of human beings, it is an attitude. The 

attitude needs only a claim of corporeity to register itself in the society; and this is 

brought about by the choices and behaviors of individuals. 

Baldwin’s attempts to highlight how any real chance of ending color 

categorization requires radical epistemological change, not just a change in the meanings 
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of our words but a change in the mechanisms by which truths and falsehoods are 

established. Baldwin demands from Americans – both white and black – the commitment 

to justice and to do what is right to eliminate the white supremacy that tarnishes 

America’s integrity. The strategy is reflected in the counter-narrative that Baldwin 

presents, which literarily engages and challenges the society to embrace an understanding 

of cultural value centered on a multiplicity of identities and a limitation of individual 

ambitions by a recognition of the rights of others. A strategy that emphasizes a proper 

dialogue ought to shun authoritative or vengeful behavior and adopt only attitudes that 

allow for the perspectives of others.  

The Baldwinian voice aims to reorient the white supremacists of today by inviting 

them to become participants in a genuinely American dialogue. It is a discourse in 

progress, representing the hope for a world free of racism. It is also a convincing and 

measured response that uplifts those entangled in segregation and the injustices of 

racialized liberalism. It is a kind of response that allows one to act beyond oneself, 

Well, if this is so, one has no choice but to do all in one's power to change… and 

at no matter what risk – eviction, imprisonment, torture, death. For the sake of 

one's children, in order to minimize the bill that they must pay, one must be 

careful not to take refuge in any delusion – and the value placed on the color of 

the skin is always and everywhere and forever a delusion. (The Fire Next Time 

346)  

 What Baldwin means by this quote is that for America to claim an identity it is 

imperative that it be defined in multicultural terms and according to core characteristics 

shared by the members of the many different groups that constitute American society. 



 66 

Were such an identity to come into being, it would embolden endorsement of 

commitment and sacrifice, by every American, for the common good. For individuals to 

be able to practice and endorse sacrifice for other group members, it is necessary that 

they construe those others as living extensions of themselves. Self-sacrifice then becomes 

a value that can be accepted by all rational individuals, as the fusion of horizons of 

understanding becomes the fusion of an identity. Such individuals can then experience a 

visceral sense of “oneness” with their group, the union of personal and social identities. 

This union does not diminish either the individual or the group identities. Instead, they 

enhance each other. 

It is fair to point out that, in America today, any chance of a society free of the 

evils of white supremacy appears dim or unrealistic. Political processes and the policies 

that result from them are entangled on deep and often invisible levels with racial 

interests. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s Racism Without Racists, notes the asymmetries of 

power and wealth that divide Americans in the twenty-first century. African-Americans 

have moved from facing race-based restriction to inhabiting an occupational caste system 

that denies upward mobility to the working class (Bonilla-Silva 4). In addition to the 

obstacles to upward mobility, market exchanges and economic life are never color-

neutral. Blacks and Latinos have less access  

to the entire housing market because whites, through a variety of exclusionary 

practices by white realtors and homeowners, have been successful in effectively 

limiting their entrance into many neighborhoods. Blacks receive impolite 

treatment in stores, in restaurants, and in a host of other commercial transactions. 

Researchers have also documented that blacks pay more for goods such as cars 
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and houses than do whites. As an ideological process, the racialization of blacks 

has become a means for the reservation of ownership rights for one group (white) 

and to maintain the imperial hegemony. In fact, the problem of racialization in 

today’s America is how it has become a collective process: it is no longer the 

deeds of folks with the hoods but now involves folks dressed in suits. The 

African-Americans remain the most victims of this new era. (Bonilla-Silva 2) 

These issues indicate the prevalence in the United States of hegemonic cultural 

forces and colonialist/imperialist prejudices that disrupt effective communication and 

collaboration in a pluralistic culture and multiethnic society. When the mentality of white 

supremacy is allowed to continue, the very existence, and even the possibility of a 

“United” States, is seriously questioned. A more extreme expression of this view is 

Baldwin’s assertion about how the word “America” is an “Almost completely undefined 

and extremely controversial proper noun. No one in the world seems to know exactly 

what [America] describes, not even we motley millions who call ourselves Americans” 

(“To Be an American” 137). Baldwin condemns the notion of white superiority because 

such a notion of racial superiority makes American exceptionalism incapable of enabling 

America assert a proper identity.  

Baldwin understands that the information available to people does affect what 

they can do. Among the items of belief that may shape one’s actions is the awareness of a 

racial stereotype and the instances of its manifestation in lived experience. Unless society 

avoids the transmission of exceptionalist beliefs and begins to gradually purge itself of 

racial bigotry and stereotypes, the racialized colonial past will continue to guide, 

influence, and even weaponize the discourses and relations of the present and the future: 
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“In order to survive as a human, moving, moral weight in the world, [Americans must] 

discard nearly all the assumptions that have been used to justify their lives and their 

anguish and their crimes [for] so long” (The Fire Next Time 312). This is to say that the 

more American society genuinely confronts historical reality and exposes injustices, the 

better America will then be poised to live up to its ideals, at home and abroad. The more 

society sheds the attitude of white supremacy, the greater will be the chance that the ideal 

America will come into being. When recognition and respect are denied to the other, not 

only is co-existence compromised but the very idea of the United States of America could 

disappear.  

To respond to Baldwin’s challenge, to make Baldwin’s three texts educate today’s 

America, would then require twenty-first century readers to venture to be humanely and 

ethically vigilant, eager, and willing to step forward and help the other to experience how 

he or she counts. Intersubjective relations between white and black, male and female, 

young and old, America and other nations is of the essence for realizing the potentials of 

humanity, an ideal beyond the limitations of single ethnicities, races, nations, genders, or 

other partial classifications of the human. Such intersubjective relations ought to be 

imbibed of every American, since, “here we are, at the center of the arc, [still] trapped in 

the gaudiest, most valuable, and most improbable water wheel the world has ever seen. 

Everything now, we must assume, is in our hands; we have no right to assume otherwise” 

(The Fire Next Time 346). Although the actual multicultural nature of America means 

that white supremacy cannot be sustained, the desire for a unique cultural heritage or self-

centeredness still incite some to ostracize others and to neutralize otherness by imposing 

identities on them, inhabiting a multicultural space demands understanding of and 



 69 

cooperation with those who are different. It is in the hands of Americans to imagine what 

it would be like if we actualized ideals of rights and responsibilities geared towards racial 

integration.  

The term “exceptionalism” should be reserved for a culture that transcends those 

problems and realizes the potentials of humanity by going beyond the limitations of race, 

nation, gender, and other barriers. America’s claim to exceptionalism does not have to be 

a sham or an oxymoron. In other words, while the concepts of melting pot, 

exceptionalism, liberal democracy, and civilization are ideals in America’s rhetoric, we 

can equally ask who benefits from these values and who is excluded by them? Where 

there is recognition and harmonious co-existence, America becomes a reality and not just 

a myth.  

Therefore, denouncing the Romantic values that underwrite notions of white 

superiority, Baldwin presents a counter-narrative that rebuffs the imperialists claims to 

superiority and power and that consequently eradicate the justification of the enslaving of 

the other. For Baldwin, though the issue is racial, the response has to transcend racial 

boundaries. His response is not about the advancement of one race over the oppressor: “I 

am very much concerned that American Negroes achieve their freedom here in the 

United States. But I am also concerned for their dignity… and must oppose any attempt 

that Negroes may make to do to others what has been done to them” (The Fire Next Time 

334). What Baldwin is about is to give voice to all Americans and safeguard the dignity 

of their persons. It is about a moral voice firmly responding to those who believe in their 

own racial or other forms of superiority. It is about articulating a reasoned and measured 

opposition to fanaticism and extremist ideology, which are bound to result in tyranny 
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and, consequently, the perpetuation of neo-colonial slavery and racist attitudes in our 

contemporary society.  

In addition to Baldwin’s challenge to his audience to ponder the work that needs 

to be done to sustain a healthy society, we can appreciate Baldwin’s voice in advocating 

that, to obtain a coherent identity, the different races ought to intersubjectively encounter 

each other. Baldwin recognizes how the past threatens the present and the future of 

contemporary African-Americans and he employs multiple devices that force his 

audience to consider their relations with the texts. By alternating narrative voices, he 

demonstrates how the re-orientation of communication is a task for all, both the “I” and 

the “We.” 

In their status as black narratives, the three texts expose the inadequacies of white 

supremacy by delineating how it impacts America’s claim to exceptionalism. This 

chapter has attempted to portray Baldwin’s Nobody Knows My Name, Another Country, 

and The Fire Next Time as a set of coordinated voices that advocate for a rejection of 

exceptionalist notions as aspects of racist and dangerous prejudices that prevent the 

coming into being of a genuine American identity. The exploration of the texts reveals 

how they constitute a form of communication, a form of knowledge with content that is 

both individual and typical in the American world.  

Particularly, Baldwin's writing helped to inform the civil rights movements that 

characterized the late 1950s and early 1960s as it sought to help his audience understand 

how to tackle the discourse of white supremacy in the context of the emergent discourses 

of racial justice and equality in America. Baldwin wrote these texts to explicate the denial 

of recognition to African-Americans and the bitterness it engenders. Such bitterness is 
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what Rufus Scott feels in Another Country, and it is always beyond all hope of healing. It 

is important to know how to handle such feeling. Also Baldwin’s advice to his nephew 

asserts Baldwin’s condemnation of Rufus’s violent reactions and Baldwin’s 

proactiveness towards the overthrow of white supremacy. His advice offers his nephew, 

as well as every young African-American male, a way to deal with the nihilistic feelings 

that come as a result of such denial. 

Besides the relevance and credibility of these texts, the reliability of the author is 

equally demonstrated on the level of semantic and expressive intentions realized within 

the texts. Baldwin makes use of the linguistic structures and syntax patterns that are 

designed to emphasize the authorial intent and is utterly immersed in making these 

language structures inter-animate each other.  

The next chapter will demonstrate how Baldwin affirms the need for a dialogic 

solution to the problems of America, the establishing of a conversation geared towards 

intersubjectivity, an ideal inspired by his own belief that double-consciousness ought not 

to be the burden of African-Americans alone. The characters should rather be ready to 

declare “I am white, and she is black, but we are Americans.” It is through such ethical 

and moral commitment to safeguarding America’s values that we make America to be, 

not just a nation, but a home. 
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Chapter Three 

Communicative and Ethical Reliability: Baldwin’s Challenge to White Western 

Monologism 

In light of the reality of racial injustices and discrimination in our contemporary 

United States, it is necessary to consider what might be appropriate ethical responses to 

the violence and human suffering they generate. Both in his novel (Another Country) and 

nonfiction texts (The Fire Next Time and Nobody Knows My Name), James Baldwin 

helps the reader realize and understand that American society is soaked in the iniquities 

of racism. Under the false assumptions of a liberalism that insists on the autonomy and 

supremacy of the individual self, the language we use to talk about issues like society, 

race and ethnicity is impoverished. All three texts underscore how America has not yet 

found a model language that can energize and help frame a dialogue about racial and 

ethnic differences in multiethnic America.  

This chapter discusses how these texts offer ethical responses that emphasize the 

responsibility of all Americans in the bringing about of positive change: “This country is 

going to be transformed. It will not be transformed by an act of God, but by all of us, by 

you and me. I don’t believe any longer that we can afford to say that it is entirely out of 

our hands. We made the world we’re living in and we have to make it over” (“Notes for a 

Hypothetical Novel” 230). Baldwin calls for specific, self-actualized Americans to take 

their places within the existing network of social institutions and, by doing so, engage in 

re-orienting the society’s attitudes and behaviors. The claim in this chapter is that, 

beyond conversation, dialogue is a communicative action that can only be performed by 

persons with a genuine interest in creating bonds with others and who recognize the 
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interdependence of all participants in the social process. Such communicative action is a 

“fusion” that involves emotional engagement and the experience of an organic sense of 

“oneness” with the other. Individuals who choose to engage dialogue do so because they 

recognize dialogism as a communicative manifestation of a deep bond, material and 

spiritual, which is the foundation of the well-being of the social body. It is this deep 

communication that I call “intersubjective dialogue,” a form of social interaction that 

points beyond Western authoritarian monologism and the isolation of individuals under 

liberalism.  

The concept of “intersubjective dialogue” presupposes an acknowledgement and 

willingness to encounter the other, to suspend certain stereotypes and ideological 

affiliations in order to move oneself through a negotiation of views on oppositional or 

conflictual positions. It involves an understanding of dialogue as relational and 

integrative, which requires much more than the mere use of language addressed to 

another in some manner. Thus, my approach is not only to give an account of Baldwin’s 

characterization of dialogue, but to outline how such dialogue is relevant to American 

society.  

Baldwin is not saying that white Americans are not talking to black Americans; 

communication between American whites and blacks does take place. That 

communication, however, is not a dialogue, because the utterances between the two 

groups do not go beyond one-directional statements addressed to the other. A dialogue 

does not exist when communication is one-directional and authoritarian, and when it does 

not seek to encounter and listen to the other. Such communication is best described as a 

monologue, a form of communication where the only conversation occurs within the 
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mind of the speaker, not between the speaker and those with whom he supposedly seeks 

to communicate. A monologue turns off the dialogic process since it is authoritarian and 

cannot be questioned – it is only transmitted. The monological framework limits the 

authoritarian to stifling assumptions and prevents the authoritarian from recognizing how 

he/she is constitutive of not just him/herself but of a larger social body on which s/he 

depends.  

Jürgen Habermas describes this form of communicative act as a “monological 

voice” – which refers to the holding of claims as true, or right, or truthful even in the 

midst of error (Communication and the Evolution of Society 125). Habermas identifies 

this monologism as a product of holding on to the ideologies of the past. He insists that 

the threat to communication is due to the characterizations that were used in the past and 

are still being applied and administered as models connecting the contemporary 

formation of society with earlier ones. Monologism is the enemy of all communications 

(Communication and the Evolution of Society 126-127). Specifically, Habermas reminds 

us that “Evolutionarily oriented analyses of the present are always handicapped because 

they cannot view their object retrospectively” (Communication and the Evolution of 

Society 126). By this, he refers to certain assumptions and theories operational in today’s 

discourses that need to be questioned. Such questioning ought to occur when television, 

education, judiciary, police, healthcare, housing, transportation, and other systems and 

aspects of everyday life cater to the white consumer and judge the American Black only 

in relation to crime and deviance – as well as servitude and obedience.  

The tenets of monologism outlined by Habermas correspond to Baldwin’s 

observations regarding how American society perceives Blacks on the basis of outdated 
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ideas inherited from the colonial and Romantic eras. The black American (as listener) is 

predominantly the recipient of Western monologue; s/he has no active role in the 

conversation. Instead, s/he is subjugated, as demonstrated in Ida’s description of her 

meetings with Mr. Ellis (her white patronage): “I wondered what it felt like, to be like 

that, not to have any real feelings at all, except to say, well, now, let’s do this and now 

let’s do that and now let’s eat and now… let’s go” (Another Country 745-746).  The 

attitude of Mr. Ellis is a monologue that denies the subjective other any choice or agency. 

His communication subdues the listener and constitutes some violence, insisting on views 

or actions that the listener is compelled to accept, whether willingly or not. Meanwhile, 

what Baldwin reveals in the three texts is how Western monologism constitutes 

“Americanness” as white and does not incorporate the black American into that 

construct.  

Baldwin’s Another Country, The Fire Next Time, and Nobody Knows My Name 

expose the problems of attitudes of absolute epistemic truth and the hypostatizing of the 

false assumptions of in a multicultural society, which do not allow for other perspectives 

or opinions. In Another Country, such Western monologue is visible when, with her dark 

beauty, Ida is considered to be a prostitute violating the racial boundaries in her 

relationship with Vivaldo. Baldwin also exposes Western monologism in the way Rufus’s 

white friends hold on to the abstractions of a black person and constantly use such 

abstractions as an epistemic framework in their encounters with actual black Americans 

such as Rufus and Ida. From Richard Silenski, we learn how these white friends treat 

Rufus based on his color, not on the specifics of how Rufus was having difficulties at 

work (Another Country 412). Although Rufus never accuses his friends, Eric would 
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describe these friends as people who “had always protected themselves against any 

knowledge of what is happening in [Rufus]” (Another Country 536-537). In these two 

instances, the author-narrator alludes to the lack of dialogue that causes the American 

Black to feel incomplete and inadequate as he yearns for the recognition and opportunity 

to articulate the fact of his birthright as an American.  

There is no dialogue between Rufus and his white friends because Rufus is 

abstracted; society looks upon him exclusively based on the society’s assumed attributes 

of his blackness. In the society that he inhabits Rufus’s life is expected to be a sheer 

animal existence. The assumptions that have shaped that life include the ideas that 

American blacks are prone to violence, bitterness, chaos, and vagrancy. Since the 

African-American is believed to belong in violent neighborhoods, to use foul language, 

and be comfortable with everything filthy, Rufus is taken as a confirmation of 

expectations. He fits the image of a black boy who cannot make it in a liberal and 

supposedly progressive society.  

The categorizing of “the other,” in this case as black, is evidence of a monologism 

that hears only what itself utters and proclaims, in defiance of any facts to the contrary, 

including its own construction of the phantom by which it seeks to berate the human 

other.  Such abstraction of the other indeed creates a society where certain classes of 

individuals are constrained by limitations that cannot be seen by merely scrutinizing the 

system of liberal values. A critical examination of the character of Rufus reveals that 

whatever happens to the black man, and in his community, happens because of the social 

construction that does not only generate racial divides but threatens to destroy all human 

relationships in the narrative. Rufus says to Vivaldo,  
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Sometimes, I lie here and I listen – just listen. They out there, scuffling, making 

that change, they think it’s going to last forever. Sometimes I lie here and listen, 

listen for a bomb, man, to fall on this city and make all that noise stop … 

Sometimes I listen to those boats on the river – I listen to those whistles – and I 

think wouldn’t it be nice to get on a boat again and go someplace away from all 

these nowhere people, where a man could be treated like a man. (425)  

Rufus's desires for “bomb” and “boat” make explicit the nihilism and despair that 

occur in the individual who is alienated from the dialogic process. The abhorrence and 

meaninglessness the young African-American feels living in the society is due to the 

monologue that constantly casts a cloud of damnation in the minds of the (black) 

characters and, not surprisingly, leads them to extreme actions. Rufus addressing these 

words to Vivaldo signifies Baldwin’s interest in bringing to the attention of white 

Americans how this society is involved in monologic repetition of the pernicious tenets 

of white supremacy and white liberalism.  

In The Fire Next Time, Baldwin describes his experience of the social construct as 

the life “I had been dealt”: “[It is a life] many of us tried but very few succeeded. I could 

not sing, I could not dance. I have been well conditioned by the world in which I grew 

up” (301). He underlines how the societal norms and principles restrict blacks from 

actualizing their potentials, making them to function in white America as “fixed stars” 

(The Fire Next Time 294). Baldwin’s exposure of a system of racial construction of the 

other makes clear that such constructs deny and disable human relationships by 

transforming them into echoes of a preformed emptiness. While Baldwin does not 

exonerate Rufus for his violence and tragic suicide, the plots systematically eviscerate the 
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white construct of blackness for driving individuals like Rufus to a destructive end. 

Nevertheless, the society’s lack of recognition of Rufus, beyond the stereotypical 

construct, is indicative of the monologue by which people of different races are separated 

and by which the social body itself is fragmented and reduced to the assumed center of 

meaning, the (white) individual beyond whom there would seem to be no humanity.  

Baldwin's writing exhibits an acute sense of how social constructs like race, 

black, white, male, female, heterosexual, and homosexual impact and restrict the 

behaviors of blacks and other individuals in society. In the three texts, he helps the reader 

to come face to face with situations where the white and black races could not treat each 

other with respect, trust, and integrity because the liberal mindset has absorbed a 

hypostatized white individual subject which, by definition, excludes as essential anything 

which is not already its own, and admits only that which can be appropriated as an object. 

Not recognizing the humanity that white Americans share with American blacks is a 

result of and also the cause of a monologue premised on the same notions to which it 

eventually arrives as unquestionable conclusions.  

Through Ida’s resistance to racial categorization, the reader is informed of how 

the black American is put in a position of having to prove his/her humanity to white 

society. Ida says to Vivaldo: “If you want to believe it, you’re going to believe it. I will 

not be put in the position of having to prove a damn thing. It’s up to you. You don’t trust 

me, well, so long” (Another Country 653). The white male friends construe Ida to be like 

any black girl that can be exploited, that is, commodifying her into a whore meant for the 

pleasure of the master (Another Country 511, 514, 516). Ida’s resistance is an analogous 

depiction of Baldwin’s condemnation of racial abstraction. Her protestation to Vivaldo 
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represents Baldwin’s assault against Western monologism and its discursive form of 

authoritarian domination that racially defines subjects. Ida’s protestation reveals how 

such a monologue results in a meta-language that is antithetical to multiculturalism and 

plurality of cultures, and thus, makes national discourse degenerate into authoritarianism 

and bigotry that negate the supposed human and other rights of the individual.  

It is against the perverse nature of monologism that we can then further appreciate 

Baldwin’s intimation of a path of dialogue capable of redeeming those who have been 

estranged from each other. Another Country presents Vivaldo and Ida as characters 

entrusted with the task of subverting monologism and its racialized social constructs. The 

author-narrator uses these characters to compel the reader to recognize how society can 

be re-oriented. He uses Ida and Vivaldo to highlight the moral significance of a lived 

dialogue carried out by deciding and choosing to be involved in the life of the other. That 

involvement with the other is seen in their “attentiveness” to each other’s stories and 

passion.  

This is nuanced in the support that Ida and Vivaldo give to each other: “He 

worked, she worked… she wanted him to become a ‘great’ writer… if she was working, 

the sound of her voice, the sound of her music, menaced, and, most often, drowned out 

that other orchestra in his head” (651, 652). They assist each other to reach their goals: 

Ida helps Vivaldo to reach the characters in his novel, and Vivaldo assumes the role of 

Ida’s social-companion as she pursues her dream in the (white) music industry. Prior to 

their love affair, Vivaldo struggles with the feeling of separation and wishes he could 

enter the psyche of the other to understand the secrets of her existence: “She slept. He felt 

that she was sleeping partly in order to avoid him … she was in his bed, but she was far 
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from him. She was with him and yet she was not with him. In some deep secret place, she 

watched herself, she held herself in check, she fought him” (519). Vivaldo’s mind is 

“troubled with questions as he wonders who had been with her before him… and he 

wondered if her lover, or lovers, had been white or black” (519). Vivaldo feels how his 

body presents itself to her “as a mystery and that immediately transforms him in Ida’s 

own eyes” (522); Ida chooses to watch her step with Vivaldo since she does not know 

how many (colored) girls he has had: “She touched him for the first time with wonder 

and terror, realizing that she did not know how to caress him” (522). It is a tense moment 

but founded in attentive participation that suggests a moment of mutual awakening to the 

reality of the other.  

The wakeful participation replaces the abstraction that characterizes the 

relationship between Rufus and his white friends. Unlike that relationship, Ida and 

Vivaldo listen and attempt to reorient themselves to go beyond mere ideas they have 

about blackness and whiteness. The narrator describes their interaction as characterized 

by careful attention to each other: “It was not like the thrashing of the night before… 

Now she was attentive to the point of trembling and because he felt that one thoughtless 

moment would send her slipping and sliding away from him, he was very attentive too” 

(523). They distance themselves from the abstractions of each other’s race. In the 

complex social space of the bed, a private place where tears and pleasure, reproduction 

and coexistence converge and interrelate, both characters establish intimacy and 

communion with each other.  

The characters and their relationship, however, have wider significance relative to 

American  society. Their initial situation is that of a white person who meets a black 
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person for the first time and feels aversion for the black person and vice versa. But then, 

as both give some consideration to the encounter, they begin to see each other as human, 

capable of and deserving of love. This is not simply a narrative plot of passion or erotic 

emotion. It is an expression of Baldwin’s insistence on “love” as a trope for the dynamics 

of dialogue and a form of hope for the segregated society. As he indicates in The Fire 

Next Time,  

If we – and now I mean the relatively conscious whites and the relatively 

conscious blacks, who must, like lovers, insist on, or create, the consciousness of 

the others – do not falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful that we are, to 

end the racial nightmare, and achieve our country and change the history of the 

world. (346-347) 

Baldwin uses the above quotation to remind his audience of how the cultivation of 

love enables members of both races to approach each other with ethical integrity. He 

even reminds his nephew, “The reality which lies behind the words acceptance and 

integration… is that you must accept them. And I mean that seriously. You must accept 

them and accept them with love” (The Fire Next Time 293-294). This can be read as the 

object of representation in which one notices Baldwin’s adaptation of language to 

overcome racial antagonism. Baldwin identifies racial tensions as caused by the failure to 

extend love to the other. This matters because dialogue is only possible when the 

individuals appropriate and adapt societal norms with the aim of creating a space where 

convergence is possible, where people come to unite and cancel out marginalization, 

humanizing both the individuals and society. Baldwin encourages the cultivation of love 

that necessarily brings one to consolidation of some truth about the other.  
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Baldwin cautions that we do not establish truth when we are not receptive of the 

other. To obtain the truth about the other requires becoming open to otherness. 

Receptiveness spurs Ida to open-up to Vivaldo and receptiveness keeps both going. Their 

love-making scene is charged with their racial and other struggles, yet Ida and Vivaldo 

craft for themselves and their readers a different understanding and perception of the 

races, a perception that replaces the empty and obsolete symbols historically used to 

define people of the two races. They create an intentional and intimate space where both 

races are accepting of each other despite their unique limitations. I read this as Baldwin’s 

parabolic depiction, with Vivaldo and Ida at the vertex, of the kind of dialogue society 

needs, which is different from the unchanging linearity and unidirectionality of Western 

monologism. 

One may point out that since Ida and Vivaldo are sexually immoral on various 

levels (748), they cannot be models of hope or moral regeneration. Still, Baldwin uses 

Vivaldo and Ida to chide Rufus (a model of black reaction to American society) and the 

onlookers (a model of white monologism). Contrary to what obtains in the relationship 

between Rufus and Leona or Richard and Cass, where the conversations end in battering, 

Vivaldo and Ida speak with each other. They let each other know what each has done to 

undermine the other, and in that encounter, both Vivaldo and Ida test the validity of their 

assumptions about the other. By reassessing their perceptions of one another and 

identifying what aspects of their relationship can be redeemed, they provide a sketch of 

the possible foundations of a new and more moral community.  

Furthermore, if we subject the final encounters between Vivaldo and Ida to verbal 

analysis, we see how the novel couches another essential aspect of dialogue, dialogue as 
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involving a critical inward regard into oneself – a self-deconstruction – prior to 

generating a response to the other. Under such circumstances, it is possible to see one’s 

personal illusions, fears, insecurities, and compulsions as one reckons with personal 

vulnerabilities in the process of interacting with another.  

The dialogic encounters between Ida and Vivaldo bring them to the recognition of 

how the violent conditions of American society are a product of racism and other forms 

of exclusion and, furthermore, constitute a threat to society as a whole. This goes to 

emphasize that the high point of a dialogue is to establish what is true and what is right in 

accordance with shared assumptions and rules of reasoning. What is right is to hear the 

story of the other, and Baldwin uses Ida and Vivaldo to demonstrate this as Ida confesses 

to Vivaldo all that she has done.  

At another point in Another Country, Ida admits to Vivaldo she uses her body as a 

weapon to avenge her brother’s death. She sleeps with white men in order to gain power 

over them, “And let the world know about their filthy and dirty lives” (741). She feels it 

safe to date Vivaldo because he is a white boy who doesn't have any money. And she 

finds him to be a relief from other men who want to exploit her (741). She had hoped 

that, “If she played it right with Steve Ellis she might have something to show for it when 

it is all over. But she realizes how she has been outsmarted by Ellis after she has taken in 

what she describes as dirt, waste, filth that she would never be able to get out of her” 

(745). Her life, forced to take the filth and dirt of white men, is a representation of the 

causes of her condition. Her way of life is imposed on her by the cultural assumptions of 

a white, liberal society that had fixed her fate even prior to her birth. Ida’s disgust is 
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aimed toward a monologic society that exploits her, but also toward herself, as she, like 

Rufus, is forced to play a role that debases her humanity.  

As Ida's confession to Vivaldo unfolds, she hesitates and suggests that perhaps it 

is not the right moment for such truth, but Vivaldo insists on hearing everything, as she 

speaks out her “too many things” and bitterness over how her brother was treated (735). 

Ida attempts to lock him out of her pains, to protect him; but Vivaldo observes her closely 

and intentionally, and “no longer feels being locked out. He feels being locked in” (738). 

Because of Vivaldo’s insistence on hearing her story, Ida pours forth her anger, pain and 

all she feel s about society. Ida says to him, “I sort of had you where I wanted you. I’d 

got my revenge. Only, it wasn’t you I was after. It wasn’t you I was trying to beat” (744). 

Although Ida’s words are oriented towards Vivaldo, the conversation allows the reader to 

follow through the everyday life of Blacks in America; and it serves as the vertex from 

which the reader sees the unfolding of Baldwin’s parabolic vision. Through this 

conversation of Ida and Vivaldo, Baldwin demonstrates how the injection of dialogic 

bonding into the relationship entails a willingness and wholehearted resolve to be 

attentive to the other and to acknowledge the problems in the self. 

This encounter between Ida and Vivaldo is analogous to another of Baldwin’s 

principles that the truth emerges from the telling of a story where multiple voices are 

heard in all the complexity of lived human experience, not from the abstractions of 

ideology. As Baldwin puts it, “To tell the story is to begin to liberate us from this image 

and it is, for the first time, to clothe this phantom with flesh and blood, to deepen, by our 

understanding of him and his relationship to us, our understanding of ourselves and of all 

men” (“Many Thousands Gone” 34). Through these two characters in Another Country, 
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Baldwin hints at the outlines of a society that goes beyond the limits of racist ideologies. 

Ida and Vivaldo constitute a sketch of a possible dialogue where the hard questions are 

raised and answered. Not just the broader and more abstract questions of human existence 

– that is, what it means to be a person, to engage in significant relationships with others, 

what constitutes the most essential values – but the urgent and most intensely practical of 

all queries: What would it be like if white and black could tell the truth about who they 

are and what they are doing to undermine each other?  

The answers to these questions take the form, in Baldwin's works, of realistic 

demonstrations of the lives of those who experience powerlessness and despair. The 

novel is an active dialogue between his characters and is a dialogue with his readers. 

Through a heteroglossia of voices, a novel like Another Country focuses the conversation 

on racial stereotypes as perhaps the single most important unresolved issue that has 

confronted America in the entirety of its history. As an arena of conflict where multiple 

voices are heard, Another Country can be characterized as a novel in the Bakhtinian 

sense, that is “A window in the discourse from which a variety of social languages can be 

perceived” (Epic and Novel 24).  

Baldwin’s novel shows real lives and charts the course of real-life conditions, 

aiming to generate new forms of consciousness of self and other. Hence, the novel's 

central conflict is a clash of monologue and dialogue embodied in the temporal structure 

of all conversation and in the text's existence within a culture that is largely at odds with 

its messages. The characters’ utterances are active discourses that communicate a specific 

meaning/understanding to the listener, but the listener, at least during the time the 

utterances of the speaker are performed, is a space of silence that is not resolved until the 
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listener becomes an active speaker and the former speaker withdraws into the space of 

silence.  It is in this sense that dialogue is, on the most elementary level,  an alternation of 

moments of speaking and moments of listening, an attempt not just to express one's views 

but to allow for the other to speak – an intersubjective encounter of the other. 

Intersubjective dialogue seeks to understand what the experience of the other is, 

what the other goes through. It brings the individual to feel a sense of common fate as 

s/he willingly enters into the experience of the other in order to understand the reality of 

race oppression. We see this in Vivaldo as he listens to Ida’s admission of faults,  

And yet, at the same time, as he stood helpless and stupid in the kitchen which 

had abruptly become immortal, or which, in any case, would sure live as long as 

he lived, and follow him everywhere, his heart began to beat with a newer, stonier 

anguish, which destroyed the distance called pity and placed him, very nearly, in 

her body, beside that table, on the dirty floor… he went to her, resigned and 

tender and helpless, her sobs seeming to make his belly sore. (748)  

Vivaldo responds, “You seem to forget that I love you” (752), and however casual 

Vivaldo’s reaction seems, it underscores how internal bonding involves abdicating the 

mentality of power and assuming the state of attentiveness to the other. The role of the 

other person present in the conversation makes the difference, and it determines the 

quality of response given to what is said based on one’s attentiveness. In that open space 

of communication, both Ida and Vivaldo become integrated into each other’s lives and 

expectations. It is an intersubjective experience, the experience of a bond of communion 

not constrained by geographical or racial boundaries.  
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We all desire to have someone who recognizes our presence, accepts and 

appreciates our gestures of solidarity and oneness. We enjoy people entering into our 

experiences and becoming genuine companions as we tackle the challenges of the human 

condition. The responses of the self to the other, in order to be truly dialogic, have to be 

crafted on the basis of a genuine self-criticism issuing from the concerns of that other, in 

other words, from the finding of the other in the self that finally allows it to speak. 

Another Country is dialogic in the Bakhtinian sense, full of parodies and travesties, a 

carnival of discourses pointing in the direction of multilingual and multiracial utopias. 

Thus Baldwin in practice, as Bakhtin did in theory, foregrounds dialogue as the defining 

characteristic of the novel. Its dialogic character makes Baldwin’s writing as relevant to 

readers today as it was to those of the 1960s.  

The intersubjectivity of dialogue can be understood as a “fusion of horizons,” in 

the terminology of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Habermas. Specifically, Habermas explains 

that when we encounter an object of interpretation, our understanding of it is dependent 

on the possibility of contact between the existing meanings surrounding that object and 

the constellation of meanings that constitutes the interpreter himself/herself: 

My horizon meets the horizon that encircles the object of interpretation, be it a 

person, a culture, a text, or a tradition. In the fusion of the two horizons 

translation is possible and a continuity of meaning and a common bond is 

established between the tradition and the interpreter. (Communication and the 

Evolution of Society 51)  
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According to this quotation, when the object of interpretation is the racial other, 

the fusion of horizons necessary to make sense of it cannot be merely a passive encounter 

with conventional meanings. The racial other is in fact not only an object but also an 

active agent of interpretation with horizons of self-understanding that can clash with the 

conventional meanings that supposedly explain it. Intersubjective dialogue, then, can 

occur only when two active interpreters representing distinct fields of knowledge and 

experience are capable of a fusion of horizons while standing on and challenging the 

fields of conventional meanings that give them existence in the first place.  

 

 

In the above illustration, “White American” and “Black American” standing 

within the larger circles of “Human” and “American” find themselves contained within 

fields of cognition that validate their dialogue as already contained within a common 

horizon, which is ultimately delimited by the reach of the larger field of language. In this 

regard, an intersubjective approach to dialogue helps to orient the individuals’ 

worldviews towards some fusion of perspectives. The communicative intersubjectivity 

creates fields of thought and action where the two races can enter and discover 

themselves as created free and empowered to actualize their respective potentials. In this 

light, mutual recognition of each other eventually prevent color categorization and the 

Figure 1 - Fusion of perspectives 
in common space. 
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stifling of the development of others. When recognition and respect are denied to the 

other or undermined in the other, dialogic co-existence is impossible, and so is existence 

altogether.  

Dialogue, in the encounters between white and black, does not mean just the 

uttering of words but existence in a common space. Ida’s intersubjective dialogue with 

Vivaldo demonstrates how communion with the other, the human person’s radical 

openness to the other and most often rooted in a perception of similarities, gives clarity to 

the idea of a multicultural society. When the racialized subject engages such communion, 

he/she is touchable and reachable by the other, and becomes part of the community. 

Baldwin encourages racialized peoples towards integration into a human community 

enriched by the diversity of its components. The analogy of marriage helps outline his 

perspective in this regard. He says,  

No one in the world – in the entire world – knows more, knows (white) 

Americans better or, odd as this may sound, loves them more than the American 

Negro. This is because he has had to watch you, outwit you, deal with you, and 

bear you, and sometimes even bleed and die with you, ever since we got here, that 

is, since both of us, black and white, got here – and this is a wedding. Whether I 

like it or not, or whether you like it or not, we are bound together forever. We are 

part of each other. (“In Search of a Majority” 220-221)  

This paragraph outlines how there is a common element of experience and lived 

history that is shared by both white and black Americans which scarcely any other 

people, or no other people, could really share. Such recognition suggests that a definition 

of "American" may be possible in terms of the coexistence of people of different races 
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who have forged a shared history and a future. That is a sort of exceptionalism that could 

be native to America, and makes America to inspire other nations with multi-ethnicity.  

The reorientation towards a fusion of horizons is equally implied in Baldwin’s 

call for there to be room for “us” in “We the People.” Baldwin reiterates how, at the root 

of the famous superiority complex observed, is the necessity of the American white man 

to interrogate the illusions he entertains in order to understand the self and other people: 

“The American white [needs] to find a way of living with the [American black] in order 

to be able to live with himself” (“Stranger in the Village” 48). Such a re-orientation of 

attitude will help to go beyond the fetishism of skin color that dominates contemporary 

America. Habermas asserts, “Humans are social, ‘other-oriented’ creatures that find their 

meaning only in their relations to those others” (Communication and the Evolution of 

Society 126). As such, humans are existentially dependent on their fellow human beings 

and the societies they form, and they can never have the independence and self-referential 

meanings implied in liberalism. All human societies are but a natural development of this 

inherent capacity and longing for association with others. Though other animals are also 

social, the use of symbolic language makes humans the most authentically social of all 

animals.  

It is not surprising then that Baldwin chooses to use language as the tool to 

address the problem of a fragmented and racially divided society. Significant 

collaboration towards a coherent sense of collective identity can be achieved, as Baldwin 

implies, through discursive acts where multiple voices are heard engaging in self-

exploration and learning about the other. Baldwin calls for a re-orientation of mindsets 

and a re-organization of institutions to serve and respect the freedom of all Americans. 
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Also, as Habermas asserts in another work, “We learn who we are as autonomous agents 

from our basic relations with others. The most basic among these relations is the act of 

communicating through [appropriate] language” (“Reconstructing Terrorism” 46).  

To understand what is at stake here, we may want to leave aside the atrocities of 

the past and focus on how what one race believes makes the members of that society see 

in a particular way without having to take a critical look at themselves. Using one’s own 

imagined reality, ideological constructs, to judge and evaluate the world endorses violent 

behaviors and a racist culture that degrades blacks and other peoples. Such a mindset puts 

the possibility of dialogue and coexistence into question 

Therefore, an epistemological re-orientation involves the commitment to 

affirming what is true about the other and being intentional in meaning exactly what is 

said. This is what could transform a national discourse into a rational practice. The 

pedagogy of communicative action is such that, “In communicative action individuals 

arrive at judgments by conversing with other participants, who in turn will be affected by 

those judgments. This dynamic between participants renders communicative action 

fundamentally emancipatory because it affirms the need to resolve disagreements through 

argument” (“Reconstructing Terrorism” 60). In this regard, the intersubjective dialogue is 

no longer centered around mere speeches.  

This is another implication of the final events in Another Country. Although 

Vivaldo’s whiteness subjects him to the abstraction that the narrative voice condemns, 

Vivaldo still grows to express some sensitivity and awareness to remedy this situation. 

He says to Eric: “I could have held Rufus and …some love expressed would have 

prevented Rufus from committing suicide” (673). Vivaldo’s words can be interpreted as 
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evidence of a certain attentiveness to how the society malfunctions. Such a realization of 

connectedness acknowledges the need for the redefinition of norms and principles in the 

society, but also a need for the assumption of responsibility by individuals. Creating a 

society where every citizen is integrated is dependent on human will and action. 

Americans would need to decide whether to uphold democracy or continue to promote 

ideologies of exceptionalism and white supremacy. Unless we are swift and honest about 

addressing this problem, the curse of racism will continue to plague this society.  

 To create a better society requires all Americans to hear how the black American 

feels in pledging allegiance to a country that denies him/her political and economic 

power and unjustly profiles and rejects him/her. It requires an understanding that when a 

black parent sends his/her child to a white school, it is because  

… the schools designated for blacks do not have the basic requirements - no 

libraries, books, proper roof… this is why parents send their children to face the 

mob in an all-white school. It is the Negro parent’s effort to help the child receive 

the education which will allow the child to defeat, possibly escape, and not 

impossibly help one day abolish the stifling environment in which they see, daily, 

so many children perish. (“A Letter from the South” 201)  

Intersubjective dialogue also requires the awareness that, as Baldwin states, 

“Badly socialized white or black children receive the most abysmal ignorance concerning 

the world around them… they are under the illusion – which since they are so badly 

educated – that they can do whatever they want to do” (“A Letter from the South” 201). 

Such education is designed to perpetuate a segregated society.  
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bell hooks corroborates this view in her observation of how, politically, white 

supremacist thinking is created and sustained in the form of “imperialist white 

supremacist capitalist patriarchy,” referring to the “interlocking systems that work 

together to uphold and maintain cultures of domination” (hooks 4). It is a deliberateness 

to construct the difference between cultures and its purpose is to keep white-folks 

connected irrespective of class and political differences. For Baldwin, “Beliefs create for 

people a frame of reference” (“Stranger in the Village”  46), and the language society 

uses to express beliefs and principles and the meaning the people derive from that 

language need closer scrutiny.  

In other words, it will be difficult to engage such reorientation in a situation 

where white supremacist thinking is inculcated into the young. Also, as Baldwin puts it, 

“The questions which one asks oneself begin, at last, to illuminate the world, and become 

one’s key to the experience of others. One can only face in others what one can face in 

oneself” (“To Be an American” 136). The dialogic genre does not just restore white and 

black interactions. It advocates for an acknowledgement and willingness to encounter the 

other, to suspend certain stereotypes and ideological affiliations in order to move oneself 

through a negotiation of views on oppositional or conflictual positions.  

Some say that we have made progress. The question is what the quality of such 

progress really is. Any real chance of ending racial segregation requires fundamental 

change of American culture as one has always known it. This means the white giving up 

the idea of domination and blacks overcoming self-pity because, when the white man’s 

gaze on the black man is not that of respect and equality, the black man is always poised 

to make the white man ceases to regard him “as an exotic rarity and recognize him as a 
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human being” (“Stranger in the Village” 45). The change of such system is dependent on 

the acting individual, the one who engages a communicative act that is not condescending 

but incorporates love in the protest against white supremacy. This is what Baldwin 

comprehends and presents to his audience. He expects individuals to take responsibility 

for the responses they offer to the other. This is because, as Baldwin believes, “The 

purpose of my salvation [permits] me to behave with love toward others, no matter how 

they [behave] toward me[.] What others [do is] their responsibility… but what I [do is] 

my responsibility” (The Fire Next Time 310). Society is reformed when people engage 

with the system from within and in constructive ways. 

Now, American society does not need sophisticated machinery or infrastructure to 

deal with racial binarism and the legacies of colonialism. Society only needs the will to 

challenge all to develop a truthful way of looking at the self and overcoming the concept 

of “other-ness.” In its deepest sense, intersubjective dialogue is a conversation with the 

self that questions its assumptions on the basis of the utterances of the other. It is an 

entire mode of being. Apparently, the current generation inherited the racialized social 

system, but such systemic racism persists as long as there is no change in the mentality of 

the people and no one tries to influence the system towards more positive relations. The 

American system needs the proper platform through which racial truth can be spoken and 

people’s attitudes and behaviors can be evaluated.   

For Baldwin, it is about going beyond racial abstraction to engage readers and 

make them experience, in intense and visceral ways, his narratives’ purpose and design. 

By this, I mean the narratives’ overall argument that, instead of looking at the American 

Black as a contamination that needs to be avoided, society ought to recognize how the 
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life of the American Black is intertwined with the rest of America. His call for 

intersubjective dialogue anticipates the creation of a free space, undisturbed by dividing 

lines, where the other can enter as an equal and become a friend instead of an enemy. 

Excluded from such dynamism is any practice that will lead the other into a corner where 

there are no alternatives left.  

Baldwin challenges Western liberal society as he compels that society to be 

attentive to its moral state. The utmost ambition of a humane group cannot be to 

demonstrate racial superiority, but rather to improve the conditions of life of all 

humanity, as no human group can disentangle itself from it.  The ambition of America 

ought to be humanizing and renovating a society that strangles some of its members 

through reified social constructs. Thus, Another Country, The Fire Next Time, and 

Nobody Knows My Name anticipate the emergence of watchful individuals on the alert to 

identify and remove obstacles to the full realization of the potentials of all Americans.  

Little or nothing, however, can be accomplished until there is a change in what we 

teach to the young: “Regardless of the political, cultural, and economic stature of any 

society, its ability to develop, maintain, and perpetuate itself depends upon the kinds of 

social learnings that are acquired by its members” (Jensen and Schrader 207). The ethical 

and communicative dialogue that Baldwin creates through the three narratives constitutes 

a form of teaching meant to re-orient individuals away from racial stereotypes and the 

monologism that causes so much suffering in American society and in the wider world. 

His commitment to decisive communicative actions as “intersubjective dialogue” 

constitutes in writing an American and African-American literature and history where 



 96 

multi-cultural spaces can develop, beyond the pernicious legacies of colonialism and 

racial imperialism.  

The step to take is to recognize the reality and centrality of racial exploitation and 

to engage a democratic revolution that will bring exiled otherness back into American 

society through communicative action (Matustik 280). The good society is the just 

society founded on safeguarding the rights and equality of all citizens. Baldwin too sees 

democracy as effective only when the citizens understand themselves as the creators and 

enforcers of the law. The citizens can only come to this understanding if they are 

constituted as free and equal subjects under the law and in the practices of institutions. As 

he puts it, the price for liberal democracy “is the unconditional freedom of the Negro… 

He is the key figure in his country, and the American future is precisely as bright or as 

dark as his” (The Fire Next Time 340). It is the liberation of the white people and the 

blacks – the total liberation, in the cities, in the towns, before the law, and in the mind. 

When such liberation is not fully in place, democracy does not exist and that is fatal to 

society.  

And amidst the suffering that many Americans experience because of their racial, 

gender, and sexual identities, individuals can make the choice to know what is truly 

happening in the life of the other. This is the nature of “intersubjective-dialogue.” It is a 

response that uplifts those entangled in the segregation and racism of white liberalism. It 

is an interracial encounter that is not predatory or exclusionary. Rather, it is an encounter 

that is most cooperative and communicative, as it gestures towards “the inclusion of all,” 

not just some, and especially not just those of certain skin colors. It is impossible to build 



 97 

a better society on social construct that reduce persons to the ideas we have of them, 

thereby denying them intrinsic value and the right to the articulation of their beings. 
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CONCLUSION 

Through three chapters, this project has outlined how Baldwin’s Nobody Knows 

My Name, Another Country, and The Fire Next Time reveal multiple problems and 

contradictions in the ideologies of white liberalism and white supremacy, especially as 

they enable and even cause racial injustices and violence in American society. Baldwin’s 

texts do not just comment on the state of racial segregation in America but call for a 

reconstruction of the public understanding of the matter of racism and the ways in which 

racial discrimination continues to permeate society. These texts are intentionally and 

deliberately engaged in the polemic against racism and seek to create a new language that 

can provide the foundation for a new and more inclusive American culture. All three 

texts denounce racialized constructs of “others” in America as the foundations of 

systematic forms of discrimination and exclusion that rob black Americans of their rights 

and their humanity. 

Chapter One of this project examined Baldwin’s poetics as a form of resistance 

against white hegemony and a self-serving liberalism that contradicts its own 

foundational principles. In particular, the chapter characterized Another Country as a 

denunciation of the pathology of such liberalism. The chapter identified notions like 

“race,” “black,” “white,” “black neighborhood,” “white neighborhood,” etc., as 

constructs built on the tacit assumption that the human, entitled to the rights of freedom 

and equality, is differentially defined by means of those oppositions. Hence, Chapter 

One, called attention to Baldwin's challenge to readers to use their critical abilities to 

realize the problems of the liberal manner of reasoning and to adopt instead an 

enlightened consciousness in the reformulation of the epistemologies and hermeneutics 
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by which the individual human, humane groups, and human society as a whole are 

constructed. 

Chapter Two explored the ways in which Romantic ideology underwrites the 

fantasies of American exceptionalism, which emboldens racist white supremacy through 

false distinctions which associate the white race with moral rectitude and advanced 

civilization and blackness with barbarity and savage backwardness. However 

disconnected from any grounding in reality, such distinctions force living human beings 

to occupy the roles which ideology prescribes and prescripts for them. The chapter 

further pinpointed how Baldwin’s texts interrogate historical conditions in order to 

articulate how American society has deviated from its own values and principles. In the 

texts Baldwin seeks to restore the values and practical judgments that keep America 

anchored in its avowed ideals. 

In search of a solution to the societal malaise of racism and white supremacy in 

America, Chapter Three explored Baldwin’s writings as the articulation of an 

intersubjective space of dialogue where a conversation can take place among citizens 

who have been estranged from one another. Unlike the language of white supremacy and 

separatism (cf. The Fire Next Time 309-310), the chapter characterized Baldwin’s work 

as a response to cognitive and communicative deficiencies that are incompatible with a 

supposedly advanced civilization. By its very nature, intersubjective dialogue activates 

centripetal forces that contribute to unity and oneness in a complex world; such dialogue 

is a practice that renews and strengthens itself by incorporating and accommodating the 

experiences of others. This communicative solidarity with the other makes intersubjective 

dialogue a necessary component of any healthy society. Why is intersubjective dialogue 
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necessary for American society? As Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark states, the 

United States is "the oldest democracy in which a black population accompanied and, in 

many cases, preceded the white settlers” (7-8). Being the oldest democracy, America 

ought to be a role model for the rest of the world.  

In all, the dialogues Baldwin establishes among and within his characters put into 

question the categories of good and evil, vice and virtue, white and black, by which white 

America claims supremacy and exceptionalism over the many other nations of the world. 

Baldwin’s success in the crafting of credibly human characters and situations, what I call 

his “reliability,” hinges on his attention to the impact of racial stereotypes on the 

consciousness and experiences of both white and black individuals. Baldwin is 

dependable in how the narratives report to the reader, not only what is observed, but how 

what is observed constitutes a puzzle of identities, desires, and contradictory beliefs: his 

revelation of the truth about the conditions of African-Americans is also an exposition of 

the unacknowledged inner workings of a culture that is divided against itself and 

nurturing a “racial construct”: “Expensively kept, economically unsound, a spurious and 

useless political asset in election campaigns, racism is as healthy today as it was during 

the Enlightenment” (Playing in the Dark 63). Baldwin asserts the need to address the 

condition and definition of the human person in America. Questioning the fundamental 

binary categories by which a racialized other is created, the texts explored in this study 

anticipate a new way of reasoning and a consequent epistemological conversion. 

Baldwin’s novel create a medium within which narrative characters – despite the 

differences in sexual orientations, color, social class, and economic status – have an 

opportunity to realize their fundamental connectedness. The dialogic encounter 
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imperceptibly serves as a medium of seeing oneself and the society differently. His 

essays highlight and explicate certain aspects of that work. In this regard, it is important 

that those who choose to be part of the epistemological revolution and re-orientation of 

American culture, which doubtless are about to unfold around the world, must embody a 

will to dialogue and a dialogic identity that puts aside spurious constructs, including those 

of the autonomous self, the liberal subject, and the exceptional individual. 
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