
The projects in Harlem are hated. They are hated almost as much as policemen, and this is
saying a great deal. And they are hated for the same reason: both reveal, unbearably, the
real attitude of the white world, no matter how many liberal speeches are made, no matter
how many lofty editorials are written, no matter how many civil rights commissions are set
up.

The projects are hideous, of course, there being a law, apparently respected throughout
the world, that popular housing shall be as cheerless as a prison. They are lumped all over
Harlem, colorless,  bleak, high, and revolting. The wide windows look out on Harlem’s
invincible and indescribable squalor: the Park Avenue railroad tracks, around which, about
forty years  ago,  the present  dark  community began;  the unrehabilitated  houses,  bowed
down, it would seem, under the great weight of frustration and bitterness they contain; the
dark,  the  ominous  schoolhouses,  from which  the  child  may emerge  maimed,  blinded,
hooked, or enraged for life; and the churches, churches,  block upon block of churches,
niched in the walls like cannon in the walls of a fortress. Even if the administration of the
projects were not so insanely humiliating (for example: one must report raises in salary to
the management, which will then eat up the profit by raising one’s rent; the management
has the right to know who is staying in your apartment; the management can ask you to
leave, at their discretion), the projects would still be hated because they are an insult to the
meanest intelligence.

Harlem got its first private project, Riverton1—which is now, naturally, a slum—about
twelve years  ago because at  that  time Negroes were not  allowed to live in  Stuyvesant
Town. Harlem watched Riverton go up, therefore, in the most violent bitterness of spirit,
and hated it long before the builders arrived. They began hating it at about the time people
began moving out of their condemned houses to make room for this additional proof of
how thoroughly the white world despised them. And they had scarcely moved in, naturally,
before  they  began  smashing  windows,  defacing  walls,  urinating  in  the  elevators,  and
fornicating  in  the  playgrounds.  Liberals,  both  white  and  black,  were  appalled  at  the
spectacle.  I  was  appalled  by the  liberal  innocence—or  cynicism,  which  comes  out  in
practice as much the same thing. Other people were delighted to be able to point to proof
positive that nothing could be done to better the lot of the colored people. They were, and
are, right in one respect: that nothing can be done as long as they are treated like 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. No amount of “improvement” can sweeten this
fact. Whatever money is now being earmarked to improve this, or any other ghetto, might

1 The inhabitants of Riverton were much embittered by this description; they have,  apparently,
forgotten how their project  came into being;  and have repeatedly informed me that I  cannot
possibly be referring to Riverton,  but to another housing project which is directly across the
street. It is quite clear, I think, that I have no interest in accusing any individuals or families of the
depradations herein described: but neither can I deny the evidence of my own eyes. Nor do I
blame anyone in Harlem for making the best of a dreadful bargain. But anyone who lives in
Harlem and imagines that he has not struck this bargain, or that what he takes to be his status (in
whose eyes?) protects him against the common pain, demoralization, and danger, is simply self
deluded. (Footnote  from the republication of  the essay in  the collection  Nobody Knows My
Name, 1961)

as well be burnt. A ghetto can be improved in one way only: out of existence.

Similarly, the only way to police a ghetto is to be oppressive. None of commissioner
Kennedy’s policemen, even with the best will in the world, have any way of understanding
the lives led by the people they swagger about in two’s and three’s controlling. Their very
presence is an insult, and it would be, even if they spent their entire day feeding gumdrops
to children. They represent the force of the white world, and that world’s real intentions
are, simply, for that world’s criminal profit and ease, to keep the black man corralled up
here, in his place. The badge, the gun in the holster, and the swinging club make vivid what
will happen should his rebellion become overt. Rare, indeed, is the Harlem citizen, from
the most circumspect church member to the most shiftless adolescent, who does not have a
long tale to tell of police incompetence, injustice, or brutality. I myself have witnessed and
endured it more than once. The businessman and racketeers also have a story. And so do
the  prostitutes.  (And  this  is  not,  perhaps,  the  place  to  discuss  Harlem’s  very complex
attitude  towards  black  policemen,  nor  the  reasons,  according  to  Harlem,  that  they are
nearly all downtown.)

It is hard, on the other hand, to blame the policeman, blank, good-natured, thoughtless,
and insuperably innocent, for being such a perfect representative of the people he serves.
He, too, believes in good intentions and is astounded and offended when they are not taken
for the deed. He has never, himself, done anything for which to be hated—which of us has?
—and yet he is facing, daily and nightly, people who would gladly see him dead, and he
knows it. There is no way for him not to know it: there are few other things under heaven
more unnerving than the silent, accumulating contempt and hatred of a people. He moves
through Harlem, therefore, like an occupying soldier in a bitterly hostile country; which is
precisely what, and where, he is, and is the reason he walks in two’s and three’s. And he is
not the only one who knows why he is always in company: the people who are watching
him know why, too. Any street meeting, sacred or secular, which he and his colleagues
uneasily cover has as its explicit or implicit burden the cruelty and injustice of the white
domination. And these days, of course, in terms increasingly vivid and jubilant, it speaks of
the end of that domination. The white policeman, standing on a Harlem street corner, finds
himself at the very center of the revolution now occurring in the world. He is not prepared
for it—naturally, nobody is—and, what is possibly much more to the point, he is exposed,
as few white people are, to the anguish of the black people around him. Even if he is gifted
with the merest mustard grain of imagination, something must seep in. He cannot avoid
observing that some of the children, in spite of their color, remind him of children he has
known and loved, perhaps even of his own children. He knows that he certainly does not
want his children living this way. He can retreat from his uneasiness in only one direction:
into a callousness which very shortly becomes second nature. He becomes more callous,
the population becomes more hostile, the situation grows more tense, and the police force
is increased. One day, to everyone’s astonishment, someone drops a match in the powder
keg and everything blows up. Before the dust has settled or the blood congealed, editorials,
speeches,  and  civil-rights  commissions are loud in  the land,  demanding to  know what
happened. What happened is that Negroes want to be treated like men.

James Baldwin, ‘Fifth Avenue, Uptown: A Letter from Harlem,’ Esquire, July 1960
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