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Abstract
As a form of communication that can inspire solidarity through appeals to democratic 
ideals, literary journalism can play a constitutive role in social and political struggles for 
justice and freedom in democratic societies. In 1963, at a pivotal moment in the US Civil 
Rights Movement, James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time helped many Americans, including 
those in the highest offices of the federal government, understand the moral good of 
the goals of the African American freedom struggle and the democratic imperative to 
enact and protect the civil rights of all Americans. In this way, Baldwin’s work, along 
with other key historical forces, helped to expand the civil sphere and build a more just 
and democratic society in the United States. Civil sphere theory helps explain the role 
of such communication in social struggles for democracy.
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Writers and scholars have long discussed the ethical issues that arise in the craft of literary 
journalism (for example, Forde, 2008; Hart, 2011; Kramer, 1995; Kramer and Call, 2007). 
Ethical concerns proliferate, it seems, when we use narrative techniques to tell stories that 
document actual human lives and events. When, if ever, is it acceptable to change the 
wording of a quotation? Is it acceptable to tell a story from a source’s interior perspective 
using material gathered from interviews to recreate the source’s memories and reactions?  
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Must all information be attributed to a specific source? The ethical issues seem inexhaust-
ible. Yet they are important if we are to understand and to nurture the role of literary 
journalism – and all forms of journalism – in sustaining democratic and just societies.

In this special issue of Journalism: Theory, Practice and Criticism, the conversation 
about the ethics of the craft continues. As important as that conversation is, I wish to 
explore a broader ethical dimension of literary journalism: the role such expression can 
play in struggles for justice and freedom in democratic societies. In doing so, I rely on 
the groundbreaking theoretical and empirical work of Jeffrey Alexander, a cultural soci-
ologist at Yale who has proposed a new social theory that re-describes the nature of civil 
society and introduces the critical concept of the civil sphere (Alexander, 2006). 
Alexander’s theory of the civil sphere places communication at the center of democratic 
life and is thus an invaluable theory for scholars of journalism and media who are con-
cerned with understanding and explaining the role of communication in social and politi-
cal struggles. Few communication scholars have yet to recognize the value of civil sphere 
theory to their work; with this essay, I hope to encourage those who study not only liter-
ary journalism but also communication and democracy to engage with Alexander’s pro-
vocative work.

In The Civil Sphere, Alexander presents a theory of democracy that focuses less on 
institutional power and more on the ties that bind us in solidarity. As he writes, ‘societies 
are not governed by power alone . . . feelings for others matter’ (Alexander, 2006: 3). 
These feelings, he argues, can help societies achieve their democratic ideals. But how do 
these feelings come into being, how is solidarity structured, and how are civil goods, 
such as justice and freedom, achieved? According to Alexander, civil society rests on ‘a 
cultural structure’, and key elements of this structure are ‘communicative institutions’, 
such as the mass media (Alexander, 2006: 4–5). As producers of public narratives and 
representations, these institutions participate in social contests over meaning-making 
and representation; as influential participants in public discourse, they can help produce 
civil rupture or civil repair. When they are serving the ends of civil good, they help mem-
bers of the civil sphere empathize with oppressed groups who are excluded from the civil 
sphere and recognize these outsiders’ claims to justice. This process depends less on 
‘factual knowledge’ than on ‘symbolic recognition’. It is, Alexander argues, ‘a matter of 
understanding, not information’ (2007: 648).

As a form of journalism that attempts to build understanding rather than simply relay 
information, literary journalism can be a particularly influential form of communication 
in social struggles for justice. At its best, and in the right contexts, literary journalism can 
help its readers, and others in the orbit of its historical moment, come to shared under-
standings about what justice means and how it can be achieved. It can help those within 
the civil sphere recognize – through stories that inspire readers’ empathy and their high-
est civic ideals – that those struggling for inclusion have a just claim. It can, in other 
words, help widen the ‘circle of we’ at the center of the democratic project.

Several scholars have written about literary journalism’s social and political dimen-
sions, and none more persuasively than John J Pauly (1990). In an influential essay, 
Pauly explored the New Journalism of the 1960s and 1970s as a form of cultural politics, 
a ‘realm of symbolic confrontation in which groups of citizens organize, enact, and nego-
tiate their relationships with one another’ (Pauly, 1990: 111). The personal voice of this 
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literary journalism, and its methods of immersion and personal involvement, often pro-
duced stories that ‘spoke the concerns of oppositional groups’ and were, in essence, 
forms of ‘social action’ (Pauly, 1990: 124).

In this essay I argue that a work of literary journalism, produced alongside or within 
a social movement, can become a highly influential ‘symbolic communication’ that 
inspires solidarity and works to expand the circle of we that is the civil sphere 
(Alexander, 2006: 7). I focus on one such work – James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time, 
published in the early 1960s at the height of the US Civil Rights Movement – and how 
it participated in a historic process of civil rupture and civil repair. While often catego-
rized as protest literature, the book and the two magazine essays that comprise it can 
also be understood as literary journalism, as Baldwin not only used narrative tech-
niques (such as scene setting, emplotment, and dialogue) but also reported on contem-
pory events and engaged timely issues.1 The book and essays are, in other words, both 
literary and journalistic in nature.

As a particularly forceful and widely circulated statement that appealed to American 
society’s most cherished democratic ideals, The Fire Next Time helped shape public per-
ceptions and opinion about the moral good of the black freedom struggle’s goals. It 
helped orient many Americans, including some in the highest offices of the federal gov-
ernment, toward solidarity. As Alexander suggests, we can achieve solidarity when we 
acknowledge and act on our commitments ‘to the ideal, to the transcendent, to what [we] 
hope will be the everlasting’ (Alexander, 2006: 3). These commitments are part of a 
secular faith in democratic community and civil society, and they exist in ‘worlds of 
moral sense and perception that make living together possible’ (Alexander, 2006: 43). 
The Fire Next Time is an example of a literary journalism that involved itself in the urgent 
moral and ethical concerns of a democracy in crisis and helped to build a stronger, more 
inclusive, more just civil society in the United States.

The Fire Next Time and achieving our country

In late November of 1962, the New Yorker magazine published James Baldwin’s essay 
‘Letter from a Region in My Mind’, a penetrating indictment of white Americans’ failure 
to admit and atone for the country’s long history of racial oppression and injustice. The 
New Yorker catered largely to white middle and upper class American readers – and these 
were exactly the readers Baldwin meant to address, a group that included not only ordi-
nary citizens but also journalists, public intellectuals, and political leaders in the highest 
levels of public office. When Dial Press published the essay as the centerpiece of the 
book The Fire Next Time in early 1963, along with a short essay Baldwin had recently 
published in the Progressive, the reading audience of Baldwin’s work expanded. 
Published at a critical moment in the direct action phase of the Civil Rights Movement 
–on the heels of the University of Mississippi integration crisis and immediately before 
the revolutionary events of the spring and summer of 1963 that included the Birmingham 
children’s marches, black freedom protests and urban disturbances across the country, 
and the March on Washington – Baldwin’s arguments and prophecies helped to awaken 
white Americans to their responsibility for the destructive effects of structural and indi-
vidual racial discrimination on black life in America.2
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In The Fire Next Time, Baldwin argued that, if the United States were ever to become 
the country of its aspirational ideals – a society that truly embraced democracy, equality, 
freedom, and justice – white Americans would have to include black Americans in the 
national project. The process of this inclusion would be dialogic, engaging white and 
black Americans in a continual conversation through which the past and present would 
be constantly redescribed in the struggle, as Baldwin put it, to ‘achieve our country’:

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. (Baldwin, 1963/1993: 105)

The Fire Next Time offered a forceful interpretation, in the terms of the period’s white and 
black racial dualism, of what it would mean for the United States to become a truly civil 
society. It was thus not only a demand and claim for national inclusion but also a powerful 
articulation of what the country could and should be. In this way, Baldwin’s message was 
of a piece with a central message of the Civil Rights Movement at large: the country must 
begin to live by its civic ideals. As historian Peniel E. Joseph has noted, Baldwin was read 
by ‘everyone from Black nationalists in Harlem and Ghana to white liberals’ and ‘came to 
represent the literary voice of an entire movement’ (Joseph, 2006: 70).

James Baldwin was not a civil rights leader and activist; he was a writer living outside 
the spheres of political organization and public policy creation, and, in fact, largely out-
side the country (he wrote major portions of ‘Letter’ in Turkey) (Zaborowska, 2009: 7). 
His discussion of America’s race problem in the New Yorker essay and The Fire Next 
Time was not particularly political; it was historical, autobiographical, and moral in 
nature. Yet it was exactly the moral dimension of Baldwin’s message that cut through the 
noise of history and the confusions of many white Americans, leading many in the 
Kennedy administration, directly and indirectly, as well as many everyday citizens, to 
begin to apprehend the injustice of the deep-rooted discriminatory structures of the 
American nation-state and the unfairly restricted political and social rights that had 
shaped black life in America. And it was the large-scale black protests and violent white 
resistance in the South – the black freedom struggle itself – that forced the urgent need 
for such understanding during the moment in which Baldwin wrote.3

When Baldwin’s New Yorker essay and book appeared, few white intellectuals and 
journalists writing in the popular press advocated for true social and political equality for 
African Americans in the North and South (Polsgrove, 2001: 155–159). Baldwin’s words 
shocked, provoked and challenged the dominant white American frame for understand-
ing race relations:

The only thing white people have that black people need is power – and no one holds power 
forever. White people cannot, in the generality, be taken as models of how to live. Rather, the 
white man is himself in sore need of new standards, which will release him from his confusion 
and place him once again in fruitful communion with the depths of his own being. And I repeat: 
the price of the liberation of the white people is the liberation of the blacks—the total liberation, 
in the cities, in the towns, before the law, and in the mind. (Baldwin, 1963/1993: 96–97)
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He argued, in prophetic tones, that America must transform its racialist thinking and poli-
cies and understand and enact the full humanity of its black citizens if the country were 
to avoid destruction.

The civil sphere and the ‘discourse of liberty’

Alexander’s theory of the civil sphere helps explain, both in empirical and analytical 
terms, how messages from and representations of actors and events in the Civil Rights 
Movement helped the country achieve a more civil society. In Alexander’s conception, 
the civil sphere exists beyond the spheres of the state and the market. It is, he explains, 
‘a solidary sphere, in which a certain kind of community comes to be culturally defined 
and to some degree institutionally enforced’ (Alexander, 2006: 31). This theory stresses 
the critical role that ‘solidarity and commonality’ play in sustaining democracy. It pays 
close attention to the ‘shared feelings and symbolic commitments’ that shape human 
action, rather than focusing simply on ‘social structure and power distribution’ 
(Alexander, 2006: 43); and it credits culture as a relatively autonomous force in social 
life, manifesting particular patterns and structures.

To understand social struggle, Alexander contends, is to understand the binary cul-
tural codes that shape social consciousness, such as liberty versus repression, altruism 
versus greed, justice versus injustice. These symbolic sets – representing civil good on 
the positive side and anti-civil evil on the negative – constitute the language and catego-
ries of civil society and democratic living. While these codes are fixed and universal, 
their meanings are not. Various social actors use these codes, for both civil and non-civil 
purposes, in the narratives they construct about relevant events and issues. They use this 
‘discursive structure . . . to legitimate friends and delegitimate opponents’ (Alexander, 
2006: 53–59, 65).

As Alexander has suggested, in social movements various actors ‘struggle to taint one 
another with the brush of repression and to wrap themselves in the rhetoric of liberty’ 
(Alexander, 2006: 65). To succeed in their aims, leaders of the Civil Rights Movement 
recognized that they needed publicity for their efforts, but not just any publicity. They 
needed sympathetic translation of movement events, story-telling that would generate 
public support for the movement’s people and goals. They needed their people to be 
understood as freedom-fighters, not outside agitators; their goals as the achievement of 
liberty and justice, not social destruction. The public most important to the movement 
lived beyond the borders of the Southern states. If the movement were to be successful, 
it needed both moral and material support from institutions of power outside the South. 
To get this support, the movement needed ‘to establish a solidaristic relation with the 
broader, less racially distorted civil sphere’ (Alexander, 2006: 303).

Baldwin’s New Yorker essay was calibrated to appeal to the purest civil ideals of the 
nation. And it generated a cultural shockwave among the magazine’s readers that rippled 
out into the mainstream press, which reported on the essay as a publication phenomenon 
and thus further intensified public interest in Baldwin’s statement. The magazine issue 
containing the Baldwin essay quickly sold out and almost immediately became a collec-
tors’ item. At that time in the nearly forty-year life of the New Yorker, very few articles 
(such as, John Hersey’s ‘Hiroshima’ and Rachel Carson’s ‘Silent Spring’) had elicited 
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more reader response than Baldwin’s ‘Letter From a Region in My Mind’.4 With a circu-
lation of approximately 425,000 in 1962,5 the magazine had steadily expanded its reader-
ship across the decades and become what Mary Corey called an ‘enormous cultural 
power’ in American life (Corey, 1999: 7). In letters to the New Yorker editors, a number 
of readers expressed the judgment that Baldwin’s essay was as important socially and 
historically as Hersey’s reportage on the US atomic bombing of Hiroshima.6 One reader 
even ordered an extra copy from the New Yorker editorial office to send to President 
Kennedy. ‘It may get no further than assistant number 364’, she wrote. ‘But then I sur-
mise that assistant number 364 will be that much wiser if he has the wit to read Mr 
Baldwin!’7 Many readers wrote to congratulate the magazine for its editorial courage in 
publishing what they considered a controversial and possibly incendiary statement on the 
state of race relations in America. Others wrote to urge the magazine to allow the article’s 
reprinting in other print venues with wider circulations, such as the Reader’s Digest.8 The 
goal was to awaken other Americans to racial consciousness and perhaps even action 
against racial discrimination and inequality. An especially articulate doctor wrote that 
she was ‘deeply moved’ and ‘irrevocably different’ after having read ‘Mr Baldwin’s 
testament’. ‘[H]e has made me see’, she wrote, ‘in a way that all my psychiatric and 
psychologic and sociologic readings and experiences failed to, that my fate and his are 
joined, as are our salvations, if any’.9

According to William Shawn, the New Yorker editor who edited and published the 
work, ‘It was one of only two or three things that really caused a sensation during my 
time at the magazine. . . . If you read it now, the ideas might seem like generally assumed 
ideas – but then he was saying things that hadn’t been said before. And everybody was 
talking about it’ (Campbell, 1991: 160). Shawn was wrong. Baldwin did not say much 
that African American intellectuals had not said before. The black intellectual tradition 
in America reached back into the nineteenth century, as did its print culture, and its cen-
tral concern was, as WEB Du Bois put it, ‘the problem of the color-line’ that came to 
define twentieth century America (Du Bois, 1903/1996: 35). Black writers like Langston 
Hughes, Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright published essays in this tradition across the 
early and mid-twentieth century, exploring and protesting the exclusions of black citi-
zens from the American democratic project (Norman, 2007). But there was something 
new about Baldwin’s New Yorker essay: he was writing and speaking directly to white 
Americans at a decisive historical moment with a scarifying, direct message.

At a key moment in the civil rights struggle, James Baldwin taught white Americans 
– at least those who were receptive – that whiteness was as much a social category as 
blackness and that the nation itself had been successively built on a concept and articula-
tion of whiteness that relied on the subjugation of the ‘Negro’. ‘Color is not a human or 
a personal reality’, Baldwin told his readers. ‘It is a political reality’ (1963/1993: 118). In 
his formulation, American history was the history of white imaginings and treatment of 
black Americans, a past ‘of rope, fire, torture, castration, infanticide, rape; death and 
humiliation’ – and black endurance (1963/1993: 112). The black freedom struggle was 
meant to liberate not only black but also white Americans. Trapped and degraded by their 
own role in national history, whites were also in need of liberation.

As Baldwin crafted his argument, he used what Alexander has called the ‘discourse of 
liberty’ to demonstrate the immorality of white Americans’ continued exclusion of black 
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Americans from the civil sphere. The Fire Next Time was thus fundamentally engaged in 
the broad political and social contest over the symbolic representation of black Americans 
and their demands for civil rights in the national sphere. Were black participants in the 
Civil Rights Movement ‘agitators’, ‘communist sympathizers’ and ‘traitors’ plotting to 
destroy American democracy? Or were they courageous defenders of American democ-
racy, citizens simply asking that their civil rights be recognized and acted upon? The 
Southern mainstream media generally adopted the former view. But as the movement 
grew, the Northern media’s coverage grew. Movement leaders orchestrated on-the-
ground protests to dramatize their struggle for racial justice in stark moral terms. When 
white Southern officials and mobs attacked nonviolent black protesters again and again, 
in city after city, the Northern media began to portray the protestors as heroes of civil 
liberty and Southern segregationists as anti-democratic oppressors. The story the 
Northern media was telling was radically different from the story told in the Southern 
media. It was during this moment of symbolic contest that Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time 
appeared, engaging not only ordinary American readers and the news media but also 
many in the executive branch of the federal government.

Baldwin and the Kennedys

The ideas in The Fire Next Time ultimately made their way deep into the heart of the 
Kennedy administration, indirectly and directly. Both President John F Kennedy and 
Attorney General Robert F Kennedy closely read a speech presidential adviser Chester 
Bowles delivered at Lincoln University to commemorate the one hundred year anni-
versay of the Emancipation Proclamation (Bryant, 2006: 369–370; Kotlowski, 2005: 
168). In his speech, Bowles discussed James Baldwin’s point of view in The Fire Next 
Time, explaining and honoring growing black anger and militancy in the face of segre-
gationist resistance and the philosophy of gradualism. Racial discrimination must be 
ended, Bowles suggested, because it is ‘fundamentally wrong’ and ‘poses a moral 
issue which goes to the heart of our society’. Bowles thought Baldwin had it right: 
without a strong moral and political response from the federal government fulfilling 
the promises of democratic life, America might be riven apart by racial conflict.10 
Baldwin himself delivered many of the ideas expressed in The Fire Next Time directly 
to the Kennedys through a telegram and a historic meeting with Attorney General 
Robert F Kennedy in May of 1963.

These ideas, along with growing national outrage over violent white resistance to 
various movement events in Birmingham and Jackson, and the integration crises at the 
University of Mississippi and the University of Alabama, helped many in the Kennedy 
administration understand more clearly the urgent moral nature and meaning of the black 
freedom struggle – and its critical importance to the national well-being. In this way, a 
work of literary journalism that communicated emotionally powerful ideas about soli-
darity and civil good played a role in helping the country achieve, at least in partial 
measure, justice.

In early 1963, President Kennedy submitted civil rights legislation to Congress; but, 
beyond a plank on voting rights, it was a program with little real substance. It did  
not substantively address racial discrimination in education, employment or public 
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accommodations. Congress let it fall by the wayside and turned to other concerns 
(Schlesinger, 1978/2002: 327–328, 346). The apathy afflicting Congress was made 
possible because civil rights leaders in the South had yet to capture the full attention of 
the national media. In April 1963, Southern Christian Leadership Conference strate-
gists realized that they needed an event, a crisis, that would compel the attention of the 
national press, the federal government and the nation itself, if the local movement was 
to be successful. Andrew Young, who had production experience in broadcast news 
and an appreciation for the power of the image in national news coverage, pushed 
Martin Luther King to craft both his message and dramatic movement events for the 
camera and the news bite. Civil rights leaders shifted their attention and activities to 
Birmingham, where police safety commissioner Bull Connor, with his infamous police 
dogs, fire hoses and billy clubs, provided vivid images of violent white resistance to 
black nonviolent protest that would capture the attention of the media, the nation, and 
the world (Jackson, 2007: 159).

In early May, several thousand school children throughout Birmingham, Alabama, 
took to the street in peaceful protest marches. Thousands were arrested, loaded in paddy 
wagons and school buses, and jailed. Birmingham authorities used high-powered fire 
hoses and attack dogs against the teenage marchers who replaced the younger children. 
The images caught on camera, splashed across the front pages of national newspapers 
and played on evening news broadcasts, stunned many Americans. When President 
Kennedy saw an AP photo of a police dog attacking a black teenager on the front page of 
the New York Times, he said it made him ‘sick’. The stories about Birmingham, as 
Alexander has argued in his case study of these events in The Civil Sphere, represented 
‘civil good’ striving against ‘anticivil evil’, the innocent black children of Birmingham 
exercising their civil rights in the face of brutal and unjust state police power. Together, 
these stories invoked a national experience of moral empathy and outrage (Alexander, 
2006: 352–56). Bayard Rustin called it ‘television’s finest hour’. It was the moment, 
King suggested, when the civil rights movement became truly national in scope (Branch, 
1988: 756–770; Dallek, 2003: 594–595).

In the two weeks following the Birmingham children’s marches, the New York Times 
published more stories on race than it had in the previous year. ‘Race, so long conceived 
as a distant element of nature, slow-moving as a bank of rain clouds’, Taylor Branch 
explained, ‘suddenly bubbled up everywhere to sweep away the prevailing notion that 
passion was the enemy rather than the friend of racial goodwill’ (Branch, 1998: 87). In 
Washington, it appeared that things were falling apart, the center could not hold.11 
President Kennedy was increasingly convinced that a federal law enforcing integration 
was needed, but he was worried that if he moved immediately it would appear as if King 
had forced his hand. His brother and attorney general Robert Kennedy took on the task 
of trying to understand the perspectives and demands of the black protestors on the street. 
He wanted to know, as Branch put it, ‘what drove them, did they understand politics, 
how fine was the line between political inspiration and insurrection?’ (1998: 89). He 
began organizing meetings with various groups of black leaders and civil rights activists 
(Hendricks, 1963).

The Kennedys actively associated with writers and artists, and Robert Kennedy in 
particular was fascinated with people who achieved remarkable things in their lives.  
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That group included James Baldwin (Schlesinger, 2002/1978: 590, 814–815). After the 
bombings and civil disturbances in Birmingham on May 12, Baldwin sent a telegram to 
the Attorney General chastising his brother’s administration for its lack of decisive action 
in the securing black Americans their rights. It was a statement bristling with a similar 
outrage and message expressed in The Fire Next Time:

Those who bear the greatest responsibility for the chaos in Birmingham are not in Birmingham. 
Among those responsible are J. Edgar Hoover, Senator Eastland, the power structure which has 
given Bull Connor such license, and President Kennedy, who has not used the great prestige of 
his office as the moral forum which it can be. This crisis is neither regional nor racial. It is a 
matter of the national life or death. No truce can be binding until the American people and our 
representatives are able to accept the simple fact that the Negro is a man.12

Less than two weeks later, Robert Kennedy and James Baldwin arranged to meet in 
Washington for breakfast at Kennedy’s home Hickory Hill (Leeming, 1994: 222; 
Weatherby, 1989: 219). Kennedy asked whether Baldwin thought the ‘Black Muslims’ 
– that is, the leaders of the militant black movement the Nation of Islam – were impor-
tant. Baldwin, who wrote about his own meeting with Elijah Muhammad in The Fire 
Next Time, said they were because they best articulated ‘the Negro’s pain and despair’ 
(Eckman, 1966: 158). When the meeting was cut short – Baldwin’s flight had been 
delayed and Kennedy had another meeting on his schedule – Kennedy suggested that 
they meet the next day in New York City at his family’s apartment. He asked Baldwin to 
assemble a group able to speak about black needs and desires in the Northern cities, 
where unrest about housing discrimination and school segregation was brewing 
(Schlesinger, 2002/1978: 331).

It was, by all accounts, a disastrous and traumatic meeting. Robert Kennedy wanted 
to discuss public policy solutions to address race relations and black demands. Baldwin’s 
group wanted to discuss the dire plight of blacks in American life and the urgent need not 
only for new policy but also for moral statements in support of black rights and equality 
from the President and his administration. On short order, Baldwin had arranged for a 
number of black intellectuals, writers, and celebrities to meet with the Attorney General, 
including Harry Belafonte, Lena Horne, Lorraine Hansberry, Kenneth Clark and Clarence 
Jones. Robert Park Mills, Baldwin’s literary agent, was also there, as was the Assistant 
Attorney General Burke Marshall.13 But it was Jerome Smith, a young black Freedom 
Rider and civil rights activist, who took center stage and set the tone of the meeting.

Kennedy began the meeting with a precis of the administration’s commitment to and 
record on civil rights issues. At first, guests suggested mildly that the government had, in 
fact, done very little and a more rigorous response was needed. Kennedy responded that 
the administration was doing its best and that black protest, growing in urgency, was 
provoking trouble and demanding a faster response than the administration could reason-
ably produce. ‘You don’t have no idea what trouble is’, Jerome Smith replied. ‘Because 
I’m close to the moment where I’m ready to take up a gun.’ The mood was set and the 
meeting continued for three exhausting hours. Baldwin asked Smith whether he would 
consider fighting in a war for the United States. The response: ‘Never! Never!’ Kennedy 
could not countenance what he perceived as an unconscionable lack of patriotism. Smith 



10 Journalism 

chafed against Kennedy’s apparent lack of empathy. When Smith said that the necessity 
of the meeting – having to sit there with the Attorney General to discuss such matters – 
made him want to vomit, and Hansberry agreed, Kennedy’s defenses raised so high that 
he was no longer willing to entertain any of the suggestions his guests offered as politi-
cally feasible or meaningful. He met them with scorn. In the midst of it all, Baldwin and 
others urged the attorney general and his brother, the President, to make a moral commit-
ment to civil rights in a national address (Branch, 1998: 809–813; Campbell, 1991: 163–
167; Leeming, 1994: 222–225; Robinson, 1963; Schlesinger, 2002: 962–963; Schlesinger, 
2007: 191–193; Weatherby, 1989: 218–227).

As Taylor Branch described the encounter, ‘Kennedy considered the Negroes help-
lessly naïve about big-time politics; they considered him just as naïve about race’ (1988: 
809–811). Years later, Kenneth Clark described the event as ‘the most intense, traumatic 
meeting in which I’ve ever taken part . . . the most unrestrained interchange among 
adults, head-to-head, no holds barred . . . the most dramatic experience I have ever had’ 
(Schlesinger, 2002/1978: 335). Although the Attorney General’s various meetings with 
black leaders and other civil rights activists were meant to be private affairs, Baldwin and 
others involved discussed their meeting openly with the press. In fact, Baldwin held a 
press conference at his New York apartment on 25 May, where Kenneth Clark served as 
a particularly vocal witness. Baldwin suggested that Robert Kennedy’s desire to meet 
stemmed from the telegram Baldwin had sent him urging the President to make a moral 
commitment to civil rights in a national statement. Baldwin said participants in the meet-
ing ‘were a little shocked at the extent’ of the attorney general’s ‘naïveté’. Clark said that 
Kennedy was ‘by no means a devil. The Attorney General is clearly among the best that 
America has to offer on this issue’. Yet, he continued, ‘we were unable to communicate 
clearly and skillfully that this was not a group of Negroes begging the white power struc-
ture to be nice to Negroes. We were trying to say that this was an emergency for our 
country, as Americans. This never got over’ (Solet, 1963).

Press coverage of the meeting was extensive, with articles appearing on the front 
pages of various New York newspapers and national news magazines. The New York 
Times reported that Baldwin described the meeting’s ‘“exchange of views” as “caustic” 
yet “significant”’. Many participants in the meeting were quoted as describing the meet-
ing as an abject failure. But Baldwin refused to view the meeting in these terms. ‘No one 
can afford to regard this as a failure’, he told Newsweek. ‘We’ve finally opened up a 
dialogue. No one can expect it to be polite, but we’ve started.’14

Interestingly, the press was intimately involved in the meeting from the very begin-
ning. One of the participants was Henry Morgenthau III, a Boston public television pro-
ducer who would tape the James Baldwin segment of the special show The Negro and the 
American Promise in the hours following the meeting.15 Kenneth Clark, whose participa-
tion and witness to the meeting became a critical element of the historical record, was the 
interviewer and narrator of the show, which also featured interviews with Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and Malcolm X. However, it was Clark’s interview with Baldwin that elicited 
the most widespread public response. Suggesting that the future of black Americans and 
the future of the nation were deeply intertwined, Clark asked Baldwin his own opinion 
of the future of the country. In answering, Baldwin instructed white viewers to consider 
their own whiteness and suggested that the future of the nation lay in their hands. ‘It is 
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entirely up to the American people whether or not they are going to face and deal with 
and embrace this stranger whom they maligned so long. What white people have to do is 
try and find out in their own hearts why it was necessary to have a nigger in the first 
place’. Speaking directly to the television camera, Baldwin said, ‘I am not a nigger. I am 
a man’ (The Negro and the American Promise, 1963; New York Times, 25 June 1963).16 
Negro Digest called the show ‘one of television’s finest hours’, and the New York Times 
called it ‘a television experience that seared the conscience of the white set owner’ 
(Negro Digest, 1963: 25; Gould, 1963). Jack Gould, the television critic for the Times, 
considered the Baldwin interview an ‘exclusive’ for public television, given what he 
described as ‘the inadequacy’ of the network news coverage of the Baldwin–Kennedy 
meeting (Gould, 1963).

According to James Reston, Washington correspondent for the New York Times and 
nationally syndicated columnist, the Kennedy brothers understood much more about ‘the 
problem’ by mid-June than they had previously. ‘The Administration seemed to be say-
ing that here it was doing all it could to help the Negroes in the middle of a world crisis 
and that nobody understood or appreciated its efforts’, Reston wrote. But recent move-
ment activities and the Attorney General’s meeting with Baldwin had changed ‘many 
things’ in Washington. To explain the influence of the Baldwin meeting, Reston quoted 
Kenneth Clark, who said, ‘Suddenly I looked at the Attorney General and understood 
that he did not understand us. . . . We were asking him to stop thinking about this as a 
special problem of a particular group and to begin to think about it as an American prob-
lem’. Just three weeks after the meeting, the situation had changed, Reston claimed. ‘The 
President and his brother are thinking of it as an American problem now’ (Reston, 1963).

Well before Reston assessed the change in the administration’s understanding of the 
magnitude and urgency of the freedom struggle, the black press had predicted the change 
as inevitable. On 8 June, the Baltimore Afro-American proclaimed, in an editorial head-
lined ‘Now the Kennedys Know’, that the administration’s failure to champion ‘mean-
ingful’ civil rights legislation, along with ‘Birmingham and mass demonstrations 
mushrooming in city after city in the South’, revealed just how badly the Kennedys had 
misjudged the urgency of the domestic situation on civil rights. ‘Now the Kennedys 
know’, the editorial claimed, ‘that nice-sounding words no longer satisfy’. James 
Baldwin’s meeting with Robert Kennedy had helped the Kennedy brothers come to this 
realization. ‘If it served no other purpose than this’, the Afro-American claimed, ‘the 
Baldwin conference was of great value’ (Baltimore Afro-American, 1963: 4).

Several days after the Baldwin–Kennedy meeting, press reports began to speculate 
that the Kennedy administration would soon seek rapid Congressional action on civil 
rights legislation. Most made reference to the Attorney General’s meeting with Baldwin 
and his shock at the charges of an inadequate response from the administration. In a col-
umn devoted to President Kennedy’s new civil rights legislation and his intended ‘major 
television address to the nation concerning the crisis’, William V. Shannon of the New 
York Post noted the administration’s remarkable new action on the civil rights front. 
Robert Kennedy’s meeting with Baldwin and ‘other Negro intellectuals played a part in 
changing the Administration’s approach’, he wrote. ‘Although the meeting went badly 
and Kennedy became angry at the time, he has turned his anger to constructive use’ 
(Shannon, 1963; Wilson, 1963).
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The meeting did anger Robert Kennedy – and it ripped him apart. It was a defining 
moment in his political life, when he began to understand more deeply the plight of black 
Americans and to make a strong commitment to civil rights. In a column published just days 
after the meeting, James Wechsler noted that Kennedy’s ‘response on reflection could be a 
large clue to the size of the man’ (Wechsler, 1963). Biographers and historians have written 
about the implications of this meeting in Robert Kennedy’s political maturation and growth. 
‘As an authentic disaster’, Taylor Branch wrote, ‘the Baldwin meeting made Robert 
Kennedy a pioneer in the raw, interracial encounters of the 1960s. Hard upon Birmingham 
and his previous ordeals in civil rights, the experience knocked the Attorney General off 
balance. What was intensely personal no longer seemed so distinct from policy, not public 
from private’ (1988: 813). For Schlesinger, the exchange eventually led Kennedy, after a 
cooling off period, ‘to grasp as from the inside the nature of black anguish. He resented the 
experience, but it pierced him all the same. His tormentors made no sense; but in a way they 
made all sense. It was another stage in education’ (Schlesinger, 1978/2002: 335).

It was after this meeting, Schlesinger noted in the journals he kept during his days in 
the Kennedy White House, that the government picked up the pace of its reaction to the 
civil rights movement. He drew a straight line from the Robert Kennedy–James Baldwin 
encounter to the creation of the civil rights legislation that President Kennedy would 
present that June and that Lyndon B Johnson would, after Kennedy’s assassination, help 
push through Congress (Schlesinger, 2007: 191–193).

Conclusion

In the spring of 1963, the orbits of James Baldwin and Robert Kennedy overlapped 
repeatedly as both responded to the momentous events of their shared nation. When 
Baldwin met with Kennedy in late May, he was at the height of his media celebrity as 
the literary voice of the movement, having appeared just weeks prior on the cover of 
Time magazine, in a long photo spread in Life magazine, and in television interviews 
(Life, 1963; Time, 1963). These stories quoted liberally from The Fire Next Time and 
gave Baldwin yet another platform for articulating the views expressed so powerfully 
and poignantly in his prose. The historical record is silent as to whether Robert 
Kennedy actually read Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time. But for the purpose of this 
essay’s argument, such silence is hardly troublesome. This study has focused on the 
ways a work of literary journalism disseminated ideas that challenged dominant politi-
cal and social thought and, to borrow Baldwin’s own words, helped to ‘change the 
history of the world’. To read a particular text is not always to hold the book or the 
newspaper or the magazine in hand, eyes following the words on the page. To read can 
be to meet the ideas of the text in other ways, as Robert Kennedy absorbed some of the 
ideas of Baldwin’s text through conversation with White House aides, policy creators, 
black activists and writers, the news, and his own moral imagination; and through his 
personal and wrenching encounter with Baldwin.

Baldwin’s New Yorker essay and The Fire Next Time were not simply literary journal-
istic texts circulating quietly among readers across the nation. Baldwin’s work was a 
statement of such moral force – and articulated by a person elevated to such national 
prominence – that it inflected a great swath of public discourse in America in its 
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historical moment. In so doing, it worked to repair, at least in partial measure, a civil 
sphere profoundly damaged by centuries of unjust and anticivil racism.

‘The awesome power of race as an ideology’, Matthew Frye Jacobson has written, 
‘resides precisely in its ability to pass as a feature of the natural landscape’ (Jacobson, 
1999: 10). Baldwin helped Robert Kennedy to see whiteness as a problem and barrier in 
achieving racial justice in the country. Baldwin’s sentiments in The Fire Next Time, state-
ments to the press and his telegram to and meeting with Robert Kennedy influenced both 
ordinary citizens’ and the Kennedy administration’s ideas about race, particularly white-
ness, during a critical period of the civil rights movement. His words helped many 
Americans of various racial and ethnic backgrounds understand that black Americans 
had been unjustly excluded from the nation’s democratic community; that a truly demo-
cratic and civil society could not be achieved with racial injustice at its core; and that 
embracing solidarity was the only way for all Americans ‘to end the racial nightmare, 
and achieve our country’ (Baldwin, 1993/1963: 105).

On 30 May 1963, Vice President Lyndon B Johnson gave a Memorial Day address at 
Gettysburg. It became one of his most prized examples of oratory and of his moral and 
political commitment to civil rights. ‘The Negro today asks justice’, he said. ‘We do not 
answer him – we do not answer those who lie beneath this soil – when we reply to the 
Negro by asking, “Patience”’. On 3 June 1963, in a long conversation in which he quoted 
Baldwin in The Fire Next Time, Johnson advised Ted Sorenson, a top aide to President 
Kennedy, that the administration’s civil rights efforts were failing and that the President 
should give a public speech making ‘a moral commitment’ to ‘the Baldwins and to the 
Kings’ of the nation. On 11 June President Kennedy famously addressed the nation about 
that day’s troubling events at the University of Alabama, where Governor George 
Wallace had refused to allow two black students to enter the school until National 
Guardsmen forced his hand. Promising to send a strong civil rights bill to Congress, he 
made the moral commitment Johnson, his brother, and Baldwin had urged him to make 
(Branch, 1998: 91–95; Lawson, 1982: 170).
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Notes

 1. Brian Norman suggests that protest essays ‘bring experiences of exclusion to divided pub-
lics’ and often ‘invoke an official project of building a democratic republic’ (2007: 2). Mark 
Kramer has defined literary journalism as the use of ‘storytelling techniques to convey news’ 
(2000: 6). I take a broader view, holding that literary journalism is informed by information-
gathering and narrative strategies, although other representational or discursive strategies 
may also be used (Forde, 2008: 7).

 2. Robert Park Mills, Baldwin’s literary agent, to Milton Greenstein of the New Yorker, noting 
the Dial Press publication date for The Fire Next Time as 21 January 1963, 13 December 
1962, Robert Park Mills Papers, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of 
Texas at Austin (hereafter RPM).
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 3. In the one significant historical study that examined Baldwin’s work in the context of the civil 
rights policy work of the Kennedy administration, the central subject was the failure of many 
American intellectuals to speak against racism and to act in the interest of racial equality. 
Baldwin was a notable exception (see, for example, Polsgrove, 2001).

 4. Reader Response Report, Karen Durbin to Mr Hofeller, 23 January 1968, Box 966, Folder 
‘Letters to the Editors’, New Yorker Records, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York 
Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations (hereafter NYR).

 5. Report on ABC Average Circulation Figures for New Yorker, Box 1324, Folder 5, ‘Market 
Research on The New Yorker’, NYR.

 6. Eunice Armstrong to Editor, New Yorker, 19 November 1962; Rose Turner Crumpacker to 
William Shawn, 7 December 1962; Doris H Milman, MD, to Editor, New Yorker, 1 December 
1962; Norman Rosten to Editor, New Yorker, no date; and Lillian Totten to Editor, New 
Yorker, 1 December 1962, Box 1000, Folders 1–4, NYR.

 7. Sandra Rose to Editors, New Yorker, 27 November 1962, Box 1000, Folder 4, NYR.
 8. Reader letters to New Yorker editors and James Baldwin, Box 1000, Folders 1–4, NYR.
 9. Doris H. Milman to New Yorker Editor, 1 December 1962, Box 1000, Folder 3, NYR.
10. Two versions of the speech exist: a manuscript version with penciled deletions and additions 

in Chester Bowles’ personal papers and an official version recorded in the Congressional 
Record. Bowles’ personal version, which appears to be edited for presentation as the Lincoln 
University speech, shows a deletion mark through the reference to the 1960 Democratic plat-
form’s promises to end racial segregation and civil rights violations. This reference remains 
in the version recorded in the Congressional Record. Chester Bowles, ‘Emancipation: The 
record and the challenge’, emphasis in original (speech, Lincoln University, Oxford, PA, 
15 February 1963), Box 314, Folder 762, Chester Bowles Papers, Yale University Library; 
Congressional Record S4,850–53 (daily edition, 25 March 1963) (speech, Chester Bowles, 
‘Emancipation: The record and the challenge’, Lincoln University, Oxford, PA, 15 February 
1963).

11. An allusion to the poem ‘The Second Coming’ by William Butler Yeats: ‘Things fall apart; the 
centre cannot hold’.

12. James Baldwin telegram to Attorney General Robert Kennedy, Box 2, Folder 2, RPM.
13. ‘Persons present at the May 24 meeting with Attorney General Robert Kennedy and Assistant 

Attorney General Burke Marshall’, Box 3 Folder 12, RPM.
14. ‘Kennedy and Baldwin: The gulf’, Newsweek, 3 June 1963, 19, Box 3, Folder 12, RPM.
15. The show was produced by Boston public television station WGBH and was aired on National 

Educational Television (the predecessor of PBS) across several weeks in the summer of 1963.
16. The show consisted of interviews taped by Kenneth Clark in separate sessions between 24 

May and 4 June 1963.
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