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“Stranger in the Village” 

from Notes of a Native Son 
 

JAMES BALDWIN 

 
On the threshold of the Civil Rights Movement, author and social critic James Baldwin 

(1924–87) gained a widespread following in America—among whites as well as blacks—

for his lacerating accounts of black suffering and American injustice. But Baldwin did 

more than rage. He also reflected deeply—and deeper than most commentators, then and 

now—on the relation between American blacks and the white Western world into which 

they have been forcibly inserted.  

 

In this selection, from his collection of essays Notes of a Native Son (1955), Baldwin 

first describes his experiences living as the only black person in a Swiss mountain 

village, where he is an object of wonder and curiosity. Then, in the excerpts reproduced 

here, he uses that experience of being a stranger to reflect more generally on why blacks 

are alienated in the West altogether and in America in particular. What, according to 

Baldwin, is responsible for the special difficulties that black people—and white people—

face in America because of their historical relationship through the institution of slavery? 

How do African American slaves and their descendants differ from other slaves in human 

history, and also from other black people throughout the world? What does Baldwin 

mean by saying: “At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity of the 

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

himself”? Do you think he is right? Toward the end of the selection, Baldwin seems to 

imply that the black-white experience in America also holds out a great promise for 

America. What is that promise? Is he right? 

 

There is a dreadful abyss between the streets of this village and the streets of the city in 

which I was born, between the children who shout Neger! today and those who shouted 

Nigger! yesterday—the abyss is experience, the American experience. The syllable 

hurled behind me today expresses, above all, wonder: I am a stranger here. But I am not a 

stranger in America and the same syllable riding on the American air expresses the war 

my presence has occasioned in the American soul.  

 

For this village brings home to me this fact: that there was a day, and not really a very 

distant day, when Americans were scarcely Americans at all but discontented Europeans, 
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facing a great unconquered continent and strolling, say, into a marketplace and seeing 

black men for the first time. The shock this spectacle afforded is suggested, surely, by the 

promptness with which they decided that these black men were not really men but cattle. 

It is true that the necessity on the part of the settlers of the New World of reconciling 

their moral assumptions with the fact—and the necessity—of slavery enhanced 

immensely the charm of this idea, and it is also true that this idea expresses, with a truly 

American bluntness, the attitude which to varying extents all masters have had toward all 

slaves. 

 

But between all former slaves and slave-owners and the drama which begins for 

Americans over three hundred years ago at Jamestown, there are at least two differences 

to be observed. The American Negro slave could not suppose, for one thing, as slaves in 

past epochs had supposed and often done, that he would ever be able to wrest the power 

from his master’s hands. This was a supposition which the modern era, which was to 

bring about such vast changes in the aims and dimensions of power, put to death; it only 

begins, in unprecedented fashion, and with dreadful implications, to be resurrected today. 

But even had this supposition persisted with undiminished force, the American Negro 

slave could not have used it to lend his condition dignity, for the reason that this 

supposition rests on another: that the slave in exile yet remains related to his past, has 

some means—if only in memory—of revering and sustaining the forms of his former life, 

is able, in short, to maintain his identity.  

 

This was not the case with the American Negro slave. He is unique among the black 

men of the world in that his past was taken from him, almost literally, at one blow. One 

wonders what on earth the first slave found to say to the first dark child he bore. I am told 

that there are Haitians able to trace their ancestry back to African kings, but any 

American Negro wishing to go back so far will find his journey through time abruptly 

arrested by the signature on the bill of sale which served as the entrance paper for his 

ancestor. At the time—to say nothing of the circumstances—of the enslavement of the 

captive black man who was to become the American Negro, there was not the remotest 

possibility that he would ever take power from his master’s hands. There was no reason 

to suppose that his situation would ever change, nor was there, shortly, anything to 

indicate that his situation had ever been different. It was his necessity, in the words of E. 

Franklin Frazier,
1
 to find a “motive for living under American culture or die.” The 

                                                 
1
 Edward Franklin Frazier (1894–1962), an African American sociologist and author of The Negro Family 

(1939), which analyzed the cultural and historical forces that influenced the development of the African 

American family from the time of slavery. 
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identity of the American Negro comes out of this extreme situation, and the evolution of 

this identity was a source of the most intolerable anxiety in the minds and the lives of his 

masters. 

 

For the history of the American Negro is unique also in this: that the question of his 

humanity, and of his rights therefore as a human being, became a burning one for several 

generations of Americans, so burning a question that it ultimately became one of those 

used to divide the nation. It is out of this argument that the venom of the epithet Nigger! 

is derived. It is an argument which Europe has never had, and hence Europe quite 

sincerely fails to understand how or why the argument arose in the first place, why its 

effects are so frequently disastrous and always so unpredictable, why it refuses until 

today to be entirely settled. Europe’s black possessions remained—and do remain—in 

Europe’s colonies, at which remove they represented no threat whatever to European 

identity. If they posed any problem at all for the European conscience, it was a problem 

which remained comfortingly abstract: in effect, the black man, as a man, did not exist 

for Europe. But in America, even as a slave, he was an inescapable part of the general 

social fabric and no American could escape having an attitude toward him. Americans 

attempt until today to make an abstraction of the Negro, but the very nature of these 

abstractions reveals the tremendous effects the presence of the Negro has had on the 

American character. . . .  

 

Americans have made themselves notorious by the shrillness and the brutality with 

which they have insisted on this idea [of white supremacy], but they did not invent it; and 

it has escaped the world’s notice that those very excesses of which Americans have been 

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

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

white men are the creators of civilization (the present civilization, which is the only one 

that matters; all previous civilizations are simply “contributions” to our own) and are 

therefore civilization’s guardians and defenders. Thus it was impossible for Americans to 

accept the black man as one of themselves, for to do so was to jeopardize their status as 

white men. But not so to accept him was to deny his human reality, his human weight and 

complexity, and the strain of denying the overwhelmingly undeniable forced Americans 

into rationalizations so fantastic that they approached the pathological.  

 

At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity of the American white 

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

the history of this problem can be reduced to the means used by Americans—lynch law 
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and law, segregation and legal acceptance, terrorization and concession—either to come 

to terms with this necessity, or to find a way around it, or (most usually) to find a way of 

doing both these things at once. The resulting spectacle, at once foolish and dreadful, led 

someone to make the quite accurate observation that “the Negro-in-America is a form of 

insanity which overtakes white men.” 

 

In this long battle, a battle by no means finished, the unforeseeable effects of which 

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

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

the terrorization which the Negro in America endured and endures sporadically until 

today, despite the cruel and totally inescapable ambivalence of his status in his country, 

the battle for his identity has long ago been won. He is not a visitor to the West, but a 

citizen there, an American; as American as the Americans who despise him, the 

Americans who fear him, the Americans who love him—the Americans who became less 

than themselves, or rose to be greater than themselves by virtue of the fact that the 

challenge he represented was inescapable. He is perhaps the only black man in the world 

whose relationship to white men is more terrible, more subtle, and more meaningful than 

the relationship of bitter possessed to uncertain possessor. His survival depended, and his 

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

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

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

 

Yet, if the American Negro has arrived at his identity by virtue of the absoluteness of 

his estrangement from his past, American white men still nourish the illusion that there is 

some means of recovering the European innocence, of returning to a state in which black 

men do not exist. This is one of the greatest errors Americans can make. The identity they 

fought so hard to protect has, by virtue of that battle, undergone a change: Americans are 

as unlike any other white people in the world as it is possible to be. I do not think, for 

example, that it is too much to suggest that the American vision of the world—which 

allows so little reality, generally speaking, for any of the darker forces in human life, 

which tends until today to paint moral issues in glaring black and white—owes a great 

deal to the battle waged by Americans to maintain between themselves and black men a 

human separation which could not be bridged. It is only now beginning to be borne in on 

us—very faintly, it must be admitted, very slowly, and very much against our will—that 

this vision of the world is dangerously inaccurate, and perfectly useless. For it protects 

our moral high-mindedness at the terrible expense of weakening our grasp of reality. 

People who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their own destruction, and anyone who 
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insists on remaining in a state of innocence long after that innocence is dead turns himself 

into a monster. 

 

The time has come to realize that the interracial drama acted out on the American 

continent has not only created a new black man, it has created a new white man, too. No 

road whatever will lead Americans back to the simplicity of this European village where 

white men still have the luxury of looking on me as a stranger. I am not, really, a stranger 

any longer for any American alive. One of the things that distinguishes Americans from 

other people is that no other people has ever been so deeply involved in the lives of black 

men, and vice versa. This fact faced, with all its implications, it can be seen that the 

history of the American Negro problem is not merely shameful, it is also something of an 

achievement. For even when the worst has been said, it must also be added that the 

perpetual challenge posed by this problem was always, somehow, perpetually met. It is 

precisely this black-white experience which may prove of indispensable value to us in the 

world we face today. This world is white no longer, and it will never be white again. 
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