A Letter to My Nephew

BY JAMES BALDWIN

This innocent country set you down in a ghetto in which, in
fact, it intended that you should perish. Let me spell out pre-
cisely what I mean by that, for the heart of the matter is here and
the crux of my dispute with my country. 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 to your ambition
were thus expected to be settled. You were born into a society
which spelled out with brutal clarity and in as many ways as possi-
ble that you were a worthless human being, You were not ex-
pected to aspire to excellence. You were expected to make peace
with mediocrity. Wherever you have turned, James, in your short
time on this Earth, you have been told where you could go and
what you could do and how you could do it, where you could live
and whom you could marry.

I know your countrymen do not agree with me here,
and I hear them saying, “You exaggerate.” They do not
know Harlem, and I do. So do you. Take no one’s word for
anything, including mine, but trust your experience. Know
whence you came. If you know whence you came, there is
really no limit to where you can go. The details and sym-
bols of your life have been deliberately constructed to
make you believe what white people say about you. Please
try to remember that what they believe, as well as what
they do and cause you to endure, dogsnot testify to your
inferiority, but to their.inhumanity and fear.

Please try to be clear, dear James; through the storm
which rages about your youthful head today, about the re-
ality which lies behind the words “agceptance” and “inte-
gration.” There is no reason for you 6 try to become like
white men, and there is no basis whatever for their imper-
tinent assumption that they must ac¢épt you, The really
terrible thing, old buddy; is that yo
I mean that very serionsly. You mu
cept them with love, for these inn
other hope. They are, in effect, still trap
which they do not understand, and tinti
it, they cannot be released from it. Tt
lieve for many years, and for innumg
black men are inferior t6 white me

Many of them, indeed, know.better:-but as you will dis-
cover, people find it very difficult to act on what they
know.... 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.
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