about the white people with whom he works. And then
ask the white people with whom he works what they
know about him.)
'
How can the American Negro past be used ? It is
entirely possible that this dishonoured past will rise up
soon to smite all of us. There arc some wars, for
example (if anyone on the globe is still mad enough to
go to war) that the American Negro will not support,
however many of his people may be coerced-and there
is a limit to the number of people any government can
put in prison, and a rigid limit indeed to the practicality
of such a course. A bill is coming in that I fear America
is not prepared to pay. "The problem of the twentieth
century," wrote W. E. B. Du Bois around sixty years
ago, "is the problem of the colour line." A fearful and
delicate problem, which compromises, when it does not
corrupt, all the American efforts to build a better
world-here, there, or anywhere. It is for this reason
that everything white Americans think they believe in
must now be re-examined. What one would not like to
see again is the consolidation of peoples on the basis of
their .colour. But as long as we in the West place on
colour the value that we do, we make it impossible for
the great unwashed to consolidate themselves according to any other principle. Colour is not a human or
a personal reality; it is a political reality. But this is
a distinction so extremely hard to make that the West
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has not been able to make it yet. And at the centre of
this dreadful storm, this vast confusion, stand the black
people of this nation, who must now share the fate of
a nation that has never accepted them, to which they
were brought in chains. Well, if this is so, one has no
choice but to do all in one's power to change that fate,
and at no matter what risk-eviction, imprisonment,
torture, death. For the sake of one's children, in order
to minimize the bill that they must pay, one must be
careful not to take refuge in any delusion-and the
value placed on the colour of the skin is always and
everywhere and for ever. a delusion. I know that what
I am asking is impossible. But in our time, as in every
time, the impossible is the least that one can demandand one is, after all, emboldened by the spectacle of
human history in general, and American Negro history
in particular, for it testifies to nothing less than the
perpetual achievement of the impossible.
When I was very young, and was dealing with my
buddies in those wine- and urine-stained hallways,
something in me wondered, What will happen to all
that beauty? For black people, though I am aware that
some of us, black and white, do not know it yet, are
very beautiful. And when I sat at Elijah's table and
watched the baby, the women, and the men, and we
talked about God's--or Allah's-vengeance, I wondered, when that vengeance was achieved, What will
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happen to all that beauty then? I could also see that
the intransigence and ignorance of the white world
might make that vengeance inevitable-a vengeance
that does not really depend on, and cannot really be
executed by, any person or organization, and that cannot be prevented by any police force or army : historical vengeance, a cosmic vengeance, based on the law
that we recognize when we say, "Whatever goes up
must come down." And here we are, at the centre of
the arc, trapped in the gaudiest, most valuable, and
most improbable water wheel the world has ever seen.
Everything now, we must ~ume, is in our hands; we
have no right to assume otherwise. 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. If we do not now
dare everything, the fulfilment of that prophecy, recreated from the Bible in song by a slave, is upon us :
God gave Noah the rainbow si.gn, No more water, the
fire next time!
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