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The Fire Next Time by James Baldwin galvanized the nation and gave voice to the emerging civil rights
movement. It was a powerful evocation of Baldwin's early life in Harlem and a disturbing examination of
the consequences of racial injustice. The book consists of two letters, written on the centennial of the
Emancipation Proclamation, to implore Americans to attack the terrible legacy of racism.

Please try to be clear, dear James, through the storm that rages about your youthful head today,
about the reality that lies behind the words acceptance and integration, There is no reason for you
to try to become like white people and there is no basis whatever for their impertinent
assumption that they must accept you. The really terrible thing, old buddy, is that you must accept
them. And | mean that very seriously. You must accept them and accept them with love. For these
innocent people have no other hope. They are, in effect, still trapped in a history that they do not
understand; and until they understand it, they cannot be released from it. They have had to
believe for many years, and for innumerable reasons, that black men are inferior to white men.
Many of them, indeed, know better, but, as you will discover, people find it very difficult to act on
what they know.

To act is to be committed, and to be committed is to be in danger. In this case, the danger, in the
minds of most white Americans, is the loss of their identity. Try to imagine how you would feel if
you woke up one morning to find the sun shining and all the stars aflame. You would be frightened
because it is out of the order of nature.

Any upheaval in the universe is terrifying because it so profoundly attacks one’s sense of one’s
own reality. Well, the black man has functioned in the white man’s world as a fixed star, as an
immovable pillar: and as he moves out of his place, heaven and earth are shaken to their
foundations. You, don't be afraid. | said that it was intended that you should perish in the ghetto,
perish by never being allowed to go behind the white man’s definitions, by never being allowed to
spell your proper name. You have, and many of us have, defeated this intention; and, by a terrible
law, a terrible paradox, those innocents who believe that your imprisonment made them safe are
losing their grasp of reality.

But these men are your brothers - your lost, younger brothers. And if the word integration means
anything, this is what it means: that we, with love, shall force our brothers to see themselves as
they are, to cease fleeing from reality and begin to change it. For this is your home, my friend, do
not be driven from it; great men have done great things here, and will again, and we can make
America what America must become.

It will be hard, James, but you come from sturdy, peasant stock, men who picked cotton and
dammed rivers and built railroads, and, in the teeth of the most terrifying odds, achieved an
unassailable and monumental dignity. You come from a long line of great poets, some of the
greatest poets since Homer. One of them said, The very time | thought | was lost, My dungeon
shook and my chains fell off.



