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Here be Dragons - James saldwin

To be androgynous, Webster's informs us, is to have both male and female
characteristics. This means that there is a man in every woman and a woman in every
man. Sometimes this is recognized only when the chips are, brutally, down -- when
there is no longer any way to avoid this recognition. But love between a man and a
woman, or love between any two human beings, would not be possible did we not have
available to us the spiritual resources of both sexes.

To be androgynous does not imply both male and female sexual equipment, which is the
state, uncommon, of the hermaphrodite. However, the existence of the hermaphrodite
reveals, in intimidating exaggeration, the truth concerning every human being -- which
is why the hermaphrodite is called a freak. The human being does not, in general, enjoy
being intimidated by what he/she finds in the mirror.

The hermaphrodite, therefore, may make his/her living in side shows or brothels,
whereas the merely androgynous are running banks or filling stations or maternity
wards, churches, armies or countries.

The last time you had a drink, whether you were alone or with another, you were having
a drink with an androgynous human being; and this is true for the last time you broke
bread or, as I have tried to suggest, the last time you made love.

There seems to be a vast amount of confusion in the western world concerning these
matters, but love and sexual activity are not synonymous: Only by becoming inhuman
can the human being pretend that they are. The mare is not obliged to love the stallion,
nor is the bull required to love the cow. They are doing what comes naturally.

But this by no means sums up the state or the possibilities of the human being in whom
the awakening of desire fuels imagination and in whom imagination fuels desire. In
other words, it is not possible for the human being to be as simple as a stallion or a
mare, because the human imagination is perpetually required to examine, control, and
redefine reality, of which we must assume ourselves to be the center and the key.
Nature and revelation are perpetually challenging each other; this relentless tension is
one of the keys to human history and to what is known as the human condition.

Now, I can speak only of the western world and must rely on my own experience, but
the simple truth of this universal duality, this perpetual possibility of communion and
completion, seems so alarming that I have watched it lead to addiction, despair, death,
and madness. Nowhere have I seen this panic more vividly than in my country and in
my generation.

The American idea of sexuality appears to be rooted in the American idea of masculinity.
Idea may not be the precise word, for the idea of one's sexuality can only with great
violence be divorced or distanced from the idea of the self. Yet something resembling
this rupture has certainly occurred (and is occurring) in American life, and violence has
been the American daily bread since we have heard of America. This violence,
furthermore, is not merely literal and actual but appears to be admired and lusted after,
and the key to the American imagination.

All countries or groups make of their trials a legend or, as in the case of Europe, a
dubious romance called "history." But no other country has ever made so successful and
glamorous a romance out of genocide and slavery; therefore, perhaps the word I am
searching for is not idea but ideal.
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The American ideal, then, of sexuality appears to be rooted in the American ideal of
masculinity. This ideal has created cowboys and Indians, good guys and bad guys,
punks and studs, tough guys and softies, butch and faggot, black and white. It is an
ideal so paralytically infantile that it is virtually forbidden -- as an unpatriotic act -- that
the American boy evolve into the complexity of manhood.

The exigencies created by the triumph of the Industrial Revolution -- or, in other terms,
the rise of Europe to global dominance -- had, among many mighty effects, that of
commercializing the roles of men and women. Men became the propagators, or
perpetrators, of property, and women became the means by which that property was
protected and handed down. One may say that this was nothing more than the ancient
and universal division of labor -- women nurtured the tribe, men battled for it -- but the
concept of property had undergone a change. This change was vast and deep and
sinister.

For the first time in human history, a man was reduced not merely to a thing but to a
thing the value of which was determined, absolutely, by that thing's commercial value.
That this pragmatic principle dictated the slaughter of the native American, the
enslavement of the black and the monumental rape of Africa -- to say nothing of
creating the wealth of the Western world -- no one, I suppose, will now attempt to deny.

But this principle also raped and starved Ireland, for example, as well as Latin America,
and it controlled the pens of the men who signed the Declaration of Independence -- a
document more clearly commercial than moral. This is how, and why, the American
Constitution was able to define the slave as three-fifths of a man, from which legal and
commercial definition it legally followed that a black man "had no rights a white man
was bound to respect.”

Ancient maps of the world -- when the world was flat -- inform us, concerning that void
where America was waiting to be discovered, HERE BE DRAGONS. Dragons may not
have been here then, but they are certainly here now, breathing fire, belching smoke;
or, to be less literary and biblical about it, attempting to intimidate the mores, morals,
and morality of this particular and peculiar time and place. Nor, since this country is the
issue of the entire globe and is also the most powerful nation currently to be found on it,
are we speaking only of this time and place. And it can be said that the monumental
struggles being waged in our time and not only in this place resemble, in awesome
ways, the ancient struggle between those who insisted that the world was flat and those
who apprehended that it was round.

Of course, I cannot possibly imagine what it can be like to have both male and female
sexual equipment. That's a load of family jewels to be hauling about, and it seems to me
that it must make choice incessant or impossible -- or, in terms unavailable to me,
unnecessary. Yet, not to be frivolous concerning what I know I cannot -- or, more
probably, dare not -- imagine, I hazard that the physically androgynous state must
create an all-but-intolerable loneliness, since we all exist, after all, and crucially, in the
eye of the beholder. We all react to and, to whatever extent, become what that eye
sees. This judgment begins in the eyes of one's parents (the crucial, the definitive, the
all-but-everlasting judgment), and so we move, in the vast and claustrophobic gallery of
Others, on up or down the ling, to the eye of one's enemy or one's friend or one's lover.

It is virtually impossible to trust one's human value without the collaboration or
corroboration of that eye -- which is to say that no one can live without it. One can, of
course, instruct that eye as to what to see, but this effort, which is nothing less than



ruthless intimidation, is wounding and exhausting: While it can keep humiliation at bay,
it confirms the fact that humiliation is the central danger of one's life. And since one
cannot risk love without risking humiliation, love becomes impossible.

I hit the streets when I was about six or seven, like most black kids of my generation,
running errands, doing odd jobs. This was in the black world -- my turf -- which means
that I felt protected. I think that I really was, though poverty is poverty and we were, if
I may say so, among the truly needy, in spite of the tins of corned beef we got from
home relief every week, along with prunes. (Catsup had not yet become a vegetable;
indeed, I don't think we had ever heard of it.) My mother fried corned beef, she boiled
it, she baked it, she put potatoes in it, she put rice in it, she disguised it in corn bread,
she boiled it in soup(!), she wrapped it in cloth, she beat it with a hammer, she banged
it against the wall, she threw it onto the ceiling. Finally, she gave up, for nothing could
make us eat it anymore, and the tins reproachfully piled up on the shelf above the
bathtub -- along with the prunes, which we also couldn't eat anymore. While I won't
speak for my brothers and sisters, I can't bear corned-beef hash or prunes even today.

Poverty. I remember one afternoon when someone dropped a dime in front of the
subway station at 125th Street and Lenox Avenue and I and a man of about forty both
scrambled for it. The man won, giving me a cheerful goodbye as he sauntered down the
subway steps. I was bitterly disappointed, a dime being a dime, but I laughed, too.

The truly needy. Once, my father gave me a dime -- the last dime in the house, though I
didn't know that -- to go to the store for kerosene for the stove, and I fell on the icy
streets and dropped the dime and lost it. My father beat me with an iron cord from the
kitchen to the back room and back again, until I lay, half-conscious, on my belly on the
floor.

Yet -- strange though it is to realize this, looking back -- I never felt threatened in those
years, when I was growing up in Harlem, my hometown. I think this may be because it
was familiar; the white people who lived there then were as poor as we, and there was
no TV setting our teeth on edge with exhortations to buy what we could never hope to

afford.

On the other hand, I was certainly unbelievably unhappy and pathologically shy, but
that, I felt, was nobody's fault but mine. My father kept me in short pants longer than
he should have, and I had been told, and I believed, that I was ugly. This meant that
the idea of myself as a sexual possibility, or target, as a creature capable of desire, had
never entered my mind. And it entered my mind, finally, by means of the rent made in
my short boy-scout pants by a man who had lured me into a hallway, saying that he
wanted to send me to the store. That was the very last time I agreed to run an errand
for any stranger.

Yet I was, in peculiar truth, a very lucky boy. Shortly after I turned sixteen, a Harlen
racketeer, a man of about thirty-eight, fell in love with me, and I will be grateful to that
man until the day I die. I showed him all my poetry, because I had no one else in
Harlem to show it to, and even now, I sometimes wonder what on earth his friends
could have been thinking, confronted with stingy-brimmed, mustachioed, razor-toting
Poppa and skinny, popeyed Me when he walked me (rarely) into various shady joints, I
drinking ginger ale, he drinking brandy. I think I was supposed to be his nephew, some
nonsense like that, though he was Spanish and Irish, with curly black hair. But I knew
that he was showing me off and wanted his friends to be happy for him -- which,
indeed, if the way they treated me can be taken as a barometer, they were. They



seemed to feel that this was his business -- that he would be in trouble if it
became their business.

And though I loved him, too -- in my way, a boy's way -- I was mightily tormented, for I
was still a child evangelist, which everybody knew, Lord. My soul looks back and
wonders.

For what this really means is that all of the American categories of male and female,

straight or not, black or white, were shattered, thank heaven, very early in my life. Not
without anguish, certainly; but once you have discerned the meaning of a label, it may
seem to define you for others, but it does not have the power to define you to yourself.

This prepared me for my life downtown, where I quickly discovered that my existence
was the punch line of a dirty joke.

The condition that is now called gay was then called queer. The operative word

was faggot and, later, pussy, but those epithets really had nothing to do with the
question of sexual preference: You were being told simply that you had no balls. I
certainly had no desire to harm anyone, nor did I understand how anyone could look at
me and suppose me physically capable of causing any harm. But boys and men chased
me, saying I was a danger to their sisters. I was thrown out of cafeterias and rooming
houses because I was "bad" for the neighborhood.

The cops watched all this with a smile, never making the faintest motion to protect me
or to disperse my attackers; in fact, I was even more afraid of the cops than I was of
the populace.

By the time I was nineteen, I was working in the Garment Center. I was getting on very
badly at home and delayed going home after work as long as possible. At the end of the
workday, I would wander east, to the Forty-second Street Library. Sometimes, I would
sit in Bryant Park -- but I discovered that I could not sit there long. I fled, to the movies,
and so discovered Forty-second Street. Today that street is exactly what it was when I
was an adolescent: It has simply become more blatant.

There were no X-rated movies then, but there were, so to speak, X-rated audiences. For
example, I went in complete innocence to the Apollo, on Forty-second Street, because
foreign films were shown there -- The Lower Depths, Childhood of Maxim Gorky, La Béte
Humaine -- and I walked out as untouched (by human hands) as I had been when I
walked in. There were the stores, mainly on Sixth Avenue, that sold "girlie" magazines.
These magazines were usually to be found at the back of the store, and I don't so much
remember them as I remember the silent men who stood there. They stood, it seemed,
for hours, with the magazines in their hands and a kind of maisma in their eyes. There
were all kinds of men, mostly young and, in those days, almost exclusively white. Also,
for what it's worth, they were heterosexual, since the images they studied, at crotch
level, were those of women.

Actually, I guess I hit Forty-second Street twice and have very nearly blotted the first
time out. I was not at the mercy of the street the first time, for, though I may have
dreaded goinghome, I hadn't left home yet. Then, I spent a lot of time in the library,
and I stole odds and ends out of Woolworth's -- with no compunction at all, due to the
way they treated us in Harlem. When I went to the movies, I imagine that a
combination of innocence and terror prevented me from too clearly apprehending the
action taking place in the darkness of the Apollo -- though I understood it well enough
to remain standing a great deal of the time. This cunning stratagem failed when, one



afternoon, the young boy I was standing behind put his hand behind him and grabbed
my cock at the very same moment that a young boy came up behind me and put his
cock against my hand: Ignobly enough, I fled, though I doubt that I was missed. The
men in the men's room frightened me, so I moved in and out as quickly as possible, and
I also dimly felt, I remember, that I didn't want to "fool around" and so risk hurting the
feelings of my uptown friend.

But if I was paralyzed by guilt and terror, I cannot be judged or judge myself too
harshly, for I remember the faces of the men. These men, so far from being or
resembling faggots, looked and sounded like the vigilantes who banded together on
weekends to beat faggots up. (And I was around long enough, suffered enough, and
learned enough to be forced to realize that this was very often true. I might not have
learned this if I had been a white boy; but sometimes a white man will tell a black boy
anything, everything, weeping briny tears. He knows that the black boy can never betray
him, for no one will believe his testimony.)

These men looked like cops, football players, soldiers, sailors, Marines or bank
presidents, admen, boxers, construction workers; they had wives, mistresses, and
children. I sometimes saw them in other settings -- in, as it were, the daytime.
Sometimes they spoke to me, sometimes not, for anguish has many days and styles. But
I had first seen them in the men's room, sometimes on their knees, peering up into the
stalls, or standing at the urinal stroking themselves, staring at another man, stroking,
and with this miasma in their eyes. Sometimes, eventually, inevitably, I would find
myself in bed with one of these men, a despairing and dreadful conjunction, since their
need was as relentless as quicksand and as impersonal, and sexual rumor concerning
blacks had preceded me. As for sexual roles, these were created by the imagination and
limited only by one's stamina.

At bottom, what I had learned was that the male desire for a male roams everywhere,
avid, desperate, unimaginably lonely, culminating often in drugs, piety, madness or
death. It was also dreadfully like watching myself at the end of a long, slow-moving line:
Soon I would be next. All of this was very frightening. It was lonely and impersonal and
demeaning. I could not believe -- after all, I was only nineteen -- that I could have been
driven to the lonesome place where these men and I met each other so soon, to stay.

The American idea of masculinity: There are few things under heaven more difficult to
understand or, when I was younger, to forgive.

During the Second World War (the first one having failed to make the world safe for
democracy) and some time after the Civil War (which had failed, unaccountably, to
liberate the slave), life for niggers was fairly rough in Greenwich Village. There were only
about three of us, if I remember correctly, when I first hit those streets, and I was the
youngest, the most visible, and the most vulnerable.

On every street corner, I was called a faggot. This meant that I was despised, and,
however horrible this is, it is clear. What was not clear at that time of my life was what
motivated the men and boys who mocked and chased me; for, if they found me when
they were alone, they spoke to me very differently -- frightening me, I must say, into a
stunned and speechless paralysis. For when they were alone, they spoke very gently and
wanted me to take them home and make love. (They could not take me home; they
lived with their families.) The bafflement and the pain this caused in me remain beyond
description. I was far too terrified to be able to accept their propositions, which could
only result, it seemed to me, in making myself a candidate for gang rape. At the same



time, I was moved by their loneliness, their halting, nearly speechless need. But I did
not understand it.

One evening, for example, I was standing at the bottom of the steps to the Waverly
Place subway station, saying goodbye to some friends who were about to take the
subway. A gang of boys stood at the top of the steps and cried, in high, feminine voices,
"Is this where the fags meet?"

Well. This meant that I certainly could not go back upstairs but would have to take the
subway with my friends and get off at another station and maneuver my way home. But
one of the gang saw me and, without missing a beat or saying a word to his friends,
called my name and came down the steps, throwing one arm around me and asking
where I'd been. He had let me know, some time before, that he wanted me to take him
home -- but I was surprised that he could be so open before his friends, who for their
part seemed to find nothing astonishing in this encounter and disappeared, probably in
search of other faggots.

The boys who are left of that time and place are all my age or older. But many of them
are dead, and I remember how some of them died -- some in the streets, some in the
Army, some on the needle, some in jail. Many years later, we managed, without ever
becoming friends -- it was too late for that -- to be friendly with one another. One of
these men and I had a very brief, intense affair shortly before he died. He was on drugs
and knew that he could not live long. "What a waste," he said, and he was right.

One of them said, "My God, Jimmy, you were moving so fast in those years, you never
stopped to talk to me."

I said, "That's right, baby; I didn't stop because I didn't want you to think that I was
trying to seduce you."

"Man," he said, indescribably, "why didn't you?"

But the queer -- not yet gay -- world was an even more intimidating area of this hall of
mirrors. I knew that I was in the hall and present at this company -- but the mirrors
threw back only brief and distorted fragments of myself.

In the first place, as I have said, there were very few black people in the Village in those
years, and of that handful, I was decidedly the most improbable. Perhaps, as they say in
the theater, I was a hard type to cast; yet I was eager, vulnerable, and lonely. I was
terribly shy, but boys are shy. I am saying that I don't think I felt absolutely,
irredeemably grotesque -- nothing that a friendly wave of the wand couldn't alter -- but
I was miserable. I moved through that world very quickly; I have described it as "my
season in hell," for I was never able to make my peace with it.

It wasn't only that I didn't wish to seem or sound like @ woman, for it was this detail
that most harshly first struck my eye and ear. I am sure that I was afraid that I already
seemed and sounded too much like a woman. In my childhood, at least until my
adolescence, my playmates had called me a sissy. It seemed to me that many of the
people I met were making fun of women, and I didn't see why. I certainly needed all the
friends I could get, male or female, and women had nothing to do with whatever my
trouble might prove to be.

At the same time, I had already been sexually involved with a couple of white women in
the Village. There were virtually no black women there when I hit those streets, and
none who needed or could have afforded to risk herself with an odd, raggedy-assed
black boy who clearly had no future. (The first black girl I met who dug me I fell in love



with, lived with and almost married. But I met her, though I was only twenty-two, many
light-years too late.)

The white girls I had known or been involved with -- different categories -- had
paralyzed me, because I simply did not know what, apart from my sex, they wanted.
Sometimes it was great, sometimes it was just moaning and groaning, but, ultimately, I
found myself at the mercy of a double fear. The fear of the world was bearable until it
entered the bedroom. But it sometimes entered the bedroom by means of the motives
of the girl, who intended to civilize you into becoming an appendage or who had found a
black boy to sleep with because she wanted to humiliate her parents. Not an easy scene
to play, in any case, since it can bring out the worst in both parties, and more than one
white girl had already made me know that her color was more powerful than my dick.

Which had nothing to do with how I found myself in the gay world. I would have found
myself there anyway, but perhaps the very last thing this black boy needed were clouds
of imitation white women and speculations concerning the size of his organ:
speculations sometimes accompanied by an attempt at the laying on of hands.

"Ooo0! Look at him! He's cute -- he doesn't like you to touch him there!"

In short, I was black in that world, and I was used that way, and by people who truly
meant me no harm.

And they could not have meant me any harm, because they did not see me. There were
exceptions, of course, for I also met some beautiful people. Yet even today, it seems to
me (possibly because I am black) very dangerous to model one's opposition to the
arbitrary definition, the imposed ordeal, merely on the example supplied by one's
Oppressor.

The object of one's hatred is never, alas, conveniently outside but is seated in one's lap,
stirring in one's bowels and dictating the beat of one's heart. And if one does not know
this, one risks becoming an imitation -- and, therefore, a continuation -- of principles
one imagines oneself to despise.

I, in any case, had endured far too much debasement willingly to debase myself. I had
absolutely no fantasies about making love to the last cop or hoodlum who had beaten
the shit out of me. I did not find it amusing, in any way whatever, to act out the role of
the darky.

So I moved on out of there.

In fact, I found a friend -- more accurately, a friend found me -- an Italian, about five

years older than I, who helped my morale greatly in those years. I was told that he had
threatened to kill anyone who touched me. I don't know about that, but people stopped
beating me up. Our relationship never seemed to worry him or his friends or his women.

My situation in the Village stabilized itself to the extent that I began working as a waiter
in a black West Indian restaurant, The Calypso, on MacDougal Street. This led, by no
means incidentally, to the desegregation of the San Remo, an Italian bar and restaurant
on the corner of MacDougal and Bleecker. Every time I entered the San Remo, they
threw me out. I had to pass it all the time on my way to and from work, which is, no
doubt, why the insult rankled.

I had won the Saxton Fellowship, which was administered by Harper & Brothers, and I
knew Frank S. MacGregor, the president of Harper's. One night, when he asked me
where we should have dinner, I suggested, spontaneously, the San Remo.



We entered, and they seated us and we were served. I went back to MacGregor's house
for a drink and then went straight back to the San Remo, sitting on a bar stool in the
window. The San Remo thus began to attract a varied clientele, indeed -- so much so
that Allen Ginsberg and company arrived there the year I left New York for Paris.

As for the people who ran and worked at the San Remo, they never bothered me again.
Indeed, the Italian community never bothered me again -- or rarely and, as it were, by
accident. But the Village was full of white tourists, and one night, when a mob gathered
before the San Remo, demanding that I come out, the owners closed the joint and
turned the lights out and we sat in the back room, in the dark, for a couple of hours,
until they judged it safe to drive me home.

This was a strange, great and bewildering time in my life. Once I was in the San Remo,
for example, I was in, and anybody who messed with me was out -- that was all there
was to it, and it happened more than once. And no one seemed to remember a time
when I had not been there.

I could not quite get it together, but it seemed to me that I was no longer black for
them and they had ceased to be white for me, for they sometimes introduced me to
their families with every appearance of affection and pride and exhibited not the
remotest interest in whatever my sexual proclivities chanced to be.

They had fought me very hard to prevent this moment, but perhaps we were all much
relieved to have got beyond the obscenity of color.

Matters were equally bewildering, though in a different way, at The Calypso. All kinds of
people came into our joint -- I am now referring to white people -- and one of their
most vivid aspects, for me, was the cruelty of their alienation. They appeared to have no
antecedents nor any real connections.

"Do you really like your mother?" someone asked me, seeming to be astounded, totally
disbelieving the possibility.

I was astounded by the question. Certainly, my mother and I did not agree about
everything, and I knew that she was very worried about the dangers of the life I lived,
but that was normal, since I was a boy and she was a woman. Of course she was
worried about me: She was my mother. But she knew I wasn't crazy and that I would
certainly never do anything, deliberately, to hurt her. Or my tribe, my brothers and
sisters, who were probably worried about me, too.

My family was a part of my life. I could not imagine life without them, might never have
been able to reconcile myself to life without them. And certainly one of the reasons I
was breaking my ass in the Village had to do with my need to try to move us out of our
dangerous situation. I was perfectly aware of the odds -- my father had made that very
clear -- but he had also given me my assignment. "Do you really like your mother?" did
not cause me to wonder about my mother or myself but about the person asking the
question.

And perhaps because of such questions, I was not even remotely tempted by the
possibilities of psychiatry or psychoanalysis. For one thing, there were too many schools
-- Freud, Horney, Jung, Reich (to suggest merely the tip of that iceberg) -- and, for
another, it seemed to me that anyone who thought seriously that I had any desire to be
"adjusted" to this society had to be ill; too ill, certainly, as time was to prove, to be
trusted.



I sensed, then -- without being able to articulate it -- that this dependence on a formula
for safety, for that is what it was, signaled a desperate moral abdiction. People went to
the shrink in order to find justification for the empty lives they led and the meaningless
work they did. Many turned, helplessly, hopefully, to Wilhelm Reich and perished in
orgone boxes.

I seem to have strayed a long way from our subject, but our subject is social and
historical -- and continuous. The people who leaped into orgone boxes in search of the
perfect orgasm were later to turn to acid. The people so dependent on psychiatric
formulas were unable to give their children any sense of right or wrong -- indeed, this
sense was in themselves so fragile that during the McCarthy era, more than one shrink
made a lot of money by convincing his patients, or clients, that their psychic health
demanded that they inform on their friends. (Some of these people, after their
surrender, attempted to absolve themselves in the civil rights movement.)

What happened to the children, therefore, is not even remotely astonishing. The flower
children -- who became the Weather Underground, the Symbionese Liberation Army, the
Manson Family -- are creatures from this howling inner space.

I am not certain, therefore, that the present sexual revolution is either sexual or a
revolution. It strikes me as a reaction to the spiritual famine of American life. The
present androgynous "craze" -- to underestimate it -- strikes me as an attempt to be
honest concerning one's nature, and it is instructive, I think, to note that there is
virtually no emphasis on overt sexual activity. There is nothing more boring, anyway,
than sexual activity as an end in itself, and a great many people who came out of the
closet should reconsider.

Such figures as Boy George do not disturb me nearly so much as do those relentlessly
hetero (sexual?) keepers of the keys and seals, those who know what the world needs
in the way of order and who are ready and willing to supply that order.

This rage for order can result in chaos, and in this country, chaos connects with color.
During the height of my involvement in the civil rights movement, for example, I was
subjected to hate mail of a terrifying precision. Volumes concerning what my sisters, to
say nothing of my mother, were capable of doing; to say nothing of my brothers; to say
nothing of the monumental size of my organ and what I did with it. Someone described,
in utterly riveting detail, a scene he swore he had witnessed (I think it was a he -- such
mail is rarely signed) on the steps of houses in Baltimore of niggers fucking their dogs.

At the same time, I was also on the mailing list of one of the more elegant of the KKK
societies, and I still have some of that mail in my files. Someone, of course, eventually
realized that the organization should not be sending that mail to this particular citizen,
and it stopped coming -- but not before I had had time to be struck by the similarity of
tone between the hate mail and the mail of the society, and not before the society had
informed me, by means of a parody of an Audubon Society postcard, what it felt and
expected me to feel concerning a certain "Red-breasted" Martin Luther King, Jr.

The Michael Jackson cacophony is fascinating in that it is not about Jackson at all. I
hope he has the good sense to know it and the good fortune to snatch his life out of the
jaws of a carnivorous success. He will not swiftly be forgiven for having turned so many
tables, for he damn sure grabbed the brass ring, and the man who broke the bank at
Monte Carlo has nothing on Michael. All that noise is about America, as the dishonest
custodian of black life and wealth; the blacks, especially males, in America; and the
burning, buried American guilt; and sex and sexual roles and sexual panic; money,



success and despair -- to all of which may now be added the bitter need to find a head
on which to place the crown of Miss America.

Freaks are called freaks and are treated as they are treated -- in the main, abominably
-- because they are human beings who cause to echo, deep within us, our most
profound terrors and desires.

Most of us, however, do not appear to be freaks -- though we are rarely what we appear
to be. We are, for the most part, visibly male or female, our social roles defined by our
sexual equipment.

But we are all androgynous, not only because we are all born of a woman impregnated
by the seed of a man but because each of us, helplessly and forever, contains the other
-- male in female, female in male, white in black and black in white. We are a part of
each other. Many of my countrymen appear to find this fact exceedingly inconvenient
and even unfair, and so, very often, do I. But none of us can do anything about it.

Notes

1 The Wilmington Ten were convicted in 1972 of fire-bombing [return] a grocery store during 1971 racial
disturbances. The jury consisted of ten whites and two blacks; the judge would not agree that Ku Klux Klan
membership was cause for rejecting prospective jurors, and the principal prosecution withess was a young
black who had been held in a state mental hospital before he agreed to testify. The United Church of Christ,
of which Mr. Chavis had been an employee, said in October that the principal witness had recanted his
testimony. The Federal District Court for the eastern district of North Carolina is considering the church's
request for bail and a new trial for the ten. (Editor, The Times.)

2 In the case of The Charlotte Three, a trial judge refused to order a new trial after it was [return] learned
that the Federal Government had secretly paid $4,000 to each of the prosecution's two main witnesses and
given them immunity from prosecution on other charges. The judge said the payments and immunity were
in return for testimony in another trial (in which James Earl Grant was also convicted and thus did not
affected the fairness of the Lazy Eight trial. (Editor, The Times.)
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