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 James Baldwin was a master at unveiling American guise. His novels, plays, poetry, and 

essays uncannily bear witness to transcending issues, and scrape off the sheen that so many 

before him had used, knowingly or unknowingly, to stunt social awareness. He embodied this 

desired universal self-awareness by deeply meditating on the roles his differences play in his life, 

namely his blackness and queerness, and taking full ownership of them in his essays and public 

interviews. Though Baldwin claims control of his identities, many issues stem from others not 

fully confronting their socially prescribed identities. Baldwin found it unyieldingly necessary to 

speak out against the racism and homophobia resulting from others’ lack of self-awareness and 

unwillingness to confront their innocence. In his dense essay, “The White Man’s Guilt,” Baldwin 

argues individuals, often unknowingly, buy into the roles they identify with, whose beliefs and 

actions are strongly influenced by the racial identities placed on them. As a result, Baldwin 

argues individuals need to fully confront how society and history affects them to wholly come to 

terms with their racial identity in a colorized America. Interestingly, Baldwin fictionalizes this 

exact type of visceral confrontation with self in the final pages of “Giovanni’s Room.” While 

“Giovanni’s Room” concerns universal themes of love, the novel primarily investigates 

homosexual love and queer identities; not racial identities. Though not explicitly stated, these 

two works evidentially equate both racial and sexual confrontations with identity. While issues 

surrounding racial identities and sexual identities pose separate challenges, the pairing of 

Baldwin’s “The White Man’s Guilt” and “Giovanni’s Room” demonstrate Baldwin’s belief that 

socially prescribed racial and sexual identities both require equal confrontations with self. 

 In “The White Man’s Guilt,” Baldwin establishes how subconscious White innocence in 

American society is blinding and hinders social progress. To Baldwin, innocence is a willed 

refusal to face the truth. When specifically applied to whiteness, one’s innocence is a result of 
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buying into one’s domineering history and refusing to acknowledge its present influence. The 

former is characterized in “The White Man’s Guilt” when Baldwin writes, “The great force of 

history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many 

ways, and history is literally present in all that we do. It could scarcely be otherwise, since it is to 

history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations” (Baldwin, 723). 

In this quote, Baldwin states everyone’s history informs who they are and who they become. By 

characterizing history as a force, Baldwin depicts history as a power that can actively push, pull, 

and meddle with the present. Since each individual carries this vibrant force within them, 

Baldwin claims history’s great power is continuously enacted in the present and effects 

individual’s actions, unbeknownst to them. This belief is supported in Michelle Elam’s 

introduction to “The Cambridge Companion to James Baldwin,” when she states, “His writings 

represent how race is a phenomenon performed, enacted, and maintained not only by social 

structures and institutions but also through the everyday actions and interactions often invisibly 

informed by them” (Elam, 7). In characterizing race as a performance, Elam states that 

individual’s performativity enhance the history that established their racial status. Additionally, 

by arguing that actions are strongly informed by social structures and institutions, Elam agrees 

with Baldwin’s view that history influences action, for history is primarily responsible for the 

placement and authority of social institutions. And history makes unbiased action nearly 

impossible, as Baldwin claims an individual’s entire point of view is a result of their social 

placement in history. We are born into a society holding long developed values and stereotypes, 

some of which we may fall into or be prejudiced of. In the case of White Americans, Baldwin 

asserts the White perspective is unable to disconnect from their slave holding history, in which 

they honored themselves with higher status, built racialized barriers, and penned history in their 
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favor. But what is most emblematic of this passage is Baldwin’s assertion that this affect occurs 

unconsciously. Though Baldwin argues history is the most controlling force in life, most 

Americans aren’t actively aware of how their placement in history effects their opinions and 

actions, creating a toxic American innocence.   

 But the true issue lies when White Americans recognize the existence of this innocence 

but refuse to acknowledge its institutionalized and historical dominance. While White 

American’s logically understand the wrongdoings of their bloody and oppressive past, Baldwin 

claims they escape their responsibility and “would rather not be reminded of it” (Baldwin, 722). 

In this case, active inaction and resistance purposefully strengthens the toxic power of White 

innocence, and purposefully perpetuates an American culture driven by whiteness. This is further 

supported in “The White Man’s Guilt,” when Baldwin writes, “They are dimly, or vividly, aware 

that the history they have fed themselves is mainly a lie, but they do not know how to release 

themselves from it, and they suffer enormously from the resulting personal incoherence” 

(Baldwin, 723). By expressing that White individuals are either dimly or vividly aware of their 

history’s fallacies, Baldwin economically encompasses all perspectives. Regardless of whether 

an individual realizes how their history has elevated their white status or not, they don’t actively 

confront it and disconnect from it. As a result, they “suffer” from their inability to see 

themselves. They also fail to employ double consciousness to understand how their racial 

identity impacts those who aren’t White. A result of this “personal incoherence” is a ceaseless 

resistance to take responsibility for the weight and influence of their racial identity and 

understand the problems their racial identity creates. To Baldwin, no individual can be sure of 

themselves or support their beliefs should they not understand how their history informs their 

position and identity in society, and most unfortunately avoid the quest for this understanding.   
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History’s influence does not solely prescribe the meaning and influence of holding a 

White identity; it equally impacts the Black conscience as well. While the history of those with 

White identities influences them to believe they are superior to Black people, Black individuals 

subconsciously buy into the White gaze they receive. In “The White Man’s Guilt” Baldwin 

describes his first-person account of this experience. “I have known many black men and women 

and black boys and girls who really believed that it was better to be white than black, whose 

lives were ruined or ended by this belief,” says Baldwin. “And I, myself, carried the seeds of this 

destruction within me for a long time” (Baldwin, 724). In this portion of the text, Baldwin asserts 

that many Black-identifying people buy into their history, and start to believe they deserve their 

history. The society they live in forces them to primarily view themselves in the context of White 

priority structures. By boldly claiming that many were “ruined or ended” by this sentiment, and 

that Baldwin himself carried the “seeds of this destruction,” Baldwin alludes to the toxic result of 

these beliefs; that both Black and White people unconsciously agree that White people deserve 

the power and glory they grant themselves. And should these implicit values not be addressed, 

the Black individual’s ability to create change and assert equal power “ends” when they comply 

with the socially established meaning of their racial identity. 

In order to alleviate America of this racial innocence, Baldwin calls for everyone to fully 

confront the social and historical influences of their racial identity in an effort to understand how 

that identity affects their subconscious, and what holding onto that identity means for them as an 

individual. In stating “the fact that they have not yet been able to… face their history, to change 

their lives- hideously menaces this country” (Baldwin, 722). Baldwin argues the conflict 

menacing the country is a result of widespread willed refusal to acknowledge history. In making 

this claim, he invites people to understand how society is affecting them, and confront it. In order 
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to confront it, Baldwin prescribes Socratic dialogues and open communication between racial 

groups. However, these dialogues don’t often occur. “The black man can scarcely dare to open a 

dialogue which must, if it is honest, become a personal confession which, fatally, contains an 

accusation,” Baldwin writes. “And yet, if neither of us cannot do this, each of us will perish in 

those traps in which we have been struggling for so long” (Baldwin, 725). What holds people 

back from engaging in these dialogues is their insecurities surrounding their own identities. 

While the Black community doesn’t communicate with the White community out of fear of 

accusation, the White community doesn’t communicate out of fear that the truths they’ve been 

telling themselves will be revealed as lies, and this miscommunication is founded in individual 

insecurities. Later in the text, Baldwin describes how “rookie cops… had to pretend to 

themselves that the black junkie, the black mother, the black father, [and] the black child were of 

different human species than themselves” (Baldwin, 726). This scenario is emblematic of how 

people of any race fail to deal with racial identities; they lie to themselves. And these lies, 

founded in skewed history and flawed social institutions, are what hinder the aforementioned 

dialogues from occurring. It can therefore be discerned that changing engrained stigmas of racial 

identities in public spaces first requires individuals to stop “pretending to themselves,” and 

understand where their opinions come from. They must individually question their biases as a 

result of their racial identity and social status before engaging in necessary communal dialogues.  

* * * 

Baldwin’s novel, “Giovanni’s Room,” features a protagonist named David struggling 

with his homosexuality. The novel is a commentary on American manhood and the dangers of 

not being able to love, vocalized through the White male perspective. In the novel, David reflects 

on his love affair with Giovanni prior to Giovanni’s execution. While most of the love affair is 
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contained in Giovanni’s room, venturing outside its walls poses issues for both parties. Namely, 

David maintains a relationship with his girlfriend Hella, and Giovanni murders a bartender. The 

novel concludes with an extended reflective passage. In the passage, David prepares to travel out 

of his home in the south of France while he imagines Giovanni’s execution. In doing so, Baldwin 

fictionalizes David’s long awaited internal confrontation with his homosexual identity and the 

way his society treats that identity, often in comparison to how Giovanni treated that identity and 

was treated by society in return. David must change his clothes to fully leave the room, but he is 

frozen at the beginning of the passage. He describes his inaction in stating, “I pour myself a very 

little drink, watching, in the window pane, my reflection, which steadily becomes more faint. I 

seem to be fading away before my eyes- this fancy amuses me, and I laugh to myself” (Baldwin, 

358). In the context of this passage, the act of changing his clothes will signal a preparedness to 

leave the room, and full confrontation with himself. Baldwin characterizes David as needing to 

literally confront himself in his reflection before this physical and mental change occurs. In 

fading away the longer he looks at himself, he gradually gains more clarity. The old version of 

David will dissipate when David leaves the room, and he literally sees this occur.  

Once David begins to change his clothes, he becomes acutely aware of the mirror in the 

room, and imagines Giovanni’s execution in detail. As David faces the mirror, he grapples with 

the personal reckoning he is unwilling to face: 

 

 

 

 

“The body in the mirror forces me to turn and face it. And I look at my body, which is under 
sentence of death… And I do not know what moves in this body, what this body is 
searching. It is trapped in my mirror as it is trapped in time and it hurries toward 
revelation… I long to crack that mirror and be free. I look at my sex, my troubling sex, and 
wonder how it can be redeemed, how I can save it from the knife. The journey to the grave 
is already begun, the journey to corruption is, always, already half over. Yet the key to my 
salvation, which cannot save my body, is hidden in my flesh” (Baldwin, 359). 
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In claiming the inanimate mirror forces David to face himself, Baldwin suggests that David’s 

adversity left him with no other choice but to address himself. In stating his body is under 

sentence of death, David projects himself on Giovanni’s journey. He feels just as trapped as 

Giovanni, both due to his sense of guilt and responsibility for Giovanni’s fate and his failure to 

recognize his true identity. But most importantly, David clearly understands that he will likely 

fall down a path similar to Giovanni’s if he doesn’t reckon with his beliefs and choices. By 

referencing himself as a “body” moved by an unknown force, he claims that he does not fully 

understand what influences him, and establishes a separation between mind and body that needs 

mending. David craves to save his “troubling sex,” his sexuality he has not yet accepted, from 

“the knife.”  Though he longs to save himself by breaking the mirror, David leaves the mirror 

intact. In this tactful inaction, Baldwin asserts that a full confrontation with David’s sexual 

identity is necessary, and lacking to question his basic truths will never save David from internal 

destruction. Though David has been placed on a path, or “journey,” toward this destruction, 

David must fully look at himself for his salvation, which is trapped in his flesh. Once David 

realizes this, he is able to leave the room and begin his new life. At the passage’s core, Baldwin 

analyzes David’s psyche as he works through these issues. Gaining access to David’s thoughts in 

this crucial moment allows readers to see in real time how David reckons with his history with 

Giovanni, faces himself, and decides to move on and enter the world with newfound wisdom.  

At the end of “Giovanni’s Room,” Baldwin’s fictionalization of David as he reckons with 

his homosexuality is the same reckoning Baldwin calls for in “The White Man’s Guilt.” While 

the process of reckoning in “Giovanni’s Room” mirrors the process described in “The White 

Man’s Guilt,” this alignment is further supported by Baldwin’s use of equal reflective and 

dismissive metaphors in both texts. In “The White Man’s Guilt” Baldwin describes the color of 
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black skin “seems to operate as a most disagreeable mirror, and a great deal of one’s energy is 

expended in reassuring white Americans that they do not see what they see.” In this context, the 

“mirror” is Americans’ relationships with differing racial identities, and their refusal to 

acknowledge their own. As Americans avoid facing their racial mirror, David equally attempts to 

avoid facing his sexuality in a literal mirror. Additionally, a metaphorical blockage presents itself 

to the respective protagonist in both works. They either choose to reckon with themselves and 

confront the blockage, or allow it to have perpetual authoritative power over them. In “The 

White Man’s Guilt,” Baldwin claims “No curtain under heaven is heavier than that curtain of 

guilt and lies behind which white Americans hide… The American curtain is color” (Baldwin, 

725). In this quote, Baldwin characterizes the separation between White America and Black 

America with a curtain. It is the curtain that presents the primary issue and implores individuals 

to make a choice: they can either abide by the curtain’s pre-established rules or rip it down. 

Similarly, in “Giovanni’s Room,” Baldwin refers to Giovanni moving through gates and doors 

that present themselves to him as he makes his journey into a new realm, while the final 

challenge David must face after observing his reflection in the window and mirror is walking 

through his door and locking it. In “The White Man’s Guilt,” Baldwin implores individuals to 

acknowledge the curtain of color’s dominance in American society and to work to destroy it. In 

“Giovanni’s Room,” David literally walks past the door and asserts his control over it by locking 

it, after reckoning with himself. Whether the word curtain, gate, or door is used, these terms are 

clearly interchangeable. They have the same metaphorical resonance of establishing semi-

permanent separation with the potential energy to break that separation, regardless of whether the 

issue at hand is racial or sexual. Additionally, when David alludes to his destruction in 

“Giovanni’s Room” by using deathly terminology like being under sentence of death, in danger 
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of the knife, or on his journey to the grave, he describes the exact danger present in avoiding 

racial identities. In “The White Man’s Guilt,” he warns “each of us will perish in those traps in 

which we have been struggling for so long” (Baldwin, 725) while in “Giovanni’s Room” 

Baldwin writes, “It is trapped in my mirror as it is trapped in time and it hurries toward 

revelation” (Baldwin, 359). In aligning this terminology and describing similar circumstances, 

Baldwin claims the consequences for not confronting sexual and racial identities are the same. 

When Baldwin characterizes individual’s desire to avoid confrontation with themselves, he uses 

reflective metaphors and similar given circumstances for both racial and sexual confrontation 

with identity. When Baldwin characterizes the presentation of societal boundaries and the 

opportunity to destroy them, Baldwin uses passageway metaphors for both racial and sexual 

confrontation with identity. And when Baldwin characterizes the consequences of avoiding this 

personal reckoning and societal blockade, Baldwin uses aligned perishing metaphors for both 

racial and sexual confrontations with identity. These instances are purposefully characterized the 

same way to support his belief that the two identities are equally avoided and require identical 

confrontation. 

In “The White Man’s Guilt,” Baldwin establishes one’s history controls their present 

beliefs and actions. In “Giovanni’s Room,” we see this issue take hold, as David’s inability to 

love is the result of society’s view of homosexuality and his history with Giovanni. In “The 

White Man’s Guilt,” Baldwin advocates for individual reckonings with racial identities to occur 

to combat internal destruction and imbalanced social structures. This type of reckoning is 

fictionalized in “Giovanni’s Room” when David confronts his sexual identity. These two 

reckonings, and reasons for reckoning, can be adequately equated due to Baldwin’s aligned 

given circumstances and metaphors in the two works. Though never explicitly stated, the 
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description in “The White Man’s Guilt” regarding racial identities and the portrayal of David’s 

character in “Giovanni’s Room” prove that Baldwin believed in the interchangeability of racial 

and sexual self-reckonings and the equal necessity for individuals to take control of the 

innocence inflicted upon them by the invisible power of these identities. 
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