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JAMES BALDWIN’S
GOING TO MEET
THE MAN: A
MASTERPIECE OF
RACE, TRAUMA,
AND THE
AMERICAN PSYCHE

In  the  pantheon  of
American  literature,
few works cut as deep,
burn  as  br ight ,  o r
unsettle as thoroughly
as Baldwin Going to
Meet  The  Man.  This
extraordinary  short
story, the title piece of
James  Baldwin’s  1965
collection, remains one
of  the  most  searing
e x a m i n a t i o n s  o f

r a c i s m ,  s e x u a l
violence, and inherited
t r a u m a  e v e r
committed  to  paper.
For readers seeking to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
architecture  of  white
supremacy  and  its
corrosive  effect  on  the
human soul,  Baldwin’s
story  offers  no  easy
a n s w e r s — o n l y
devastating  truths.  In
this  article,  we  will
explore  the  story’s
plot, its major themes,
its  historical  context,
and  why  Baldwin
Going  To  Meet  The
Man  cont inues  to
resonate  with  such
ferocious  relevance  in
c o n t e m p o r a r y
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discussions about race,
identity, and power.

WHO WAS JAMES
BALDWIN? THE
VOICE BEHIND THE
PAGE

Before  diving  into  the
s t o r y  i t s e l f ,  i t  i s
essential to understand
the mind that produced
i t .  J ames  Ba ldwin
(1924–1987)  was  an
American  novelist,
essayist,  playwright,
and social critic whose
work  explored  the
complexities  of  race,
class, and sexuality in
mid-twentieth-century
A m e r i c a .  B o r n  i n
Harlem,  Baldwin  grew
up  in  pover ty  and
endured  a  turbulent
relationship  with  his
stepfather, a preacher.
He  himself  became  a
young preacher before
turning to writing, and
the  cadences  of  the
King James Bible echo
throughout his prose.

Baldwin’s  voice  was
unique  in  American
letters.  He  refused  to
be  confined  to  any
single  label—he  was
neither solely a “Black
wri ter”  nor  a  “gay
writer,” though he was
both. Instead, he used
his  multiple  identities
as vantage points from
which  to  critique  the
e n t i r e  A m e r i c a n
pro jec t .  Baldwin
Going  To  Meet  The
Man,  published at the
height  of  the  Civ i l
R ights  Movement,
r e p r e s e n t s  a
culminat ion  of  h is
artistic powers and his
moral urgency.

The
Collection
: Going to
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Meet the
Man

(1965)
The  story  Baldwin
Going  To  Meet  The
Man  serves  as  the
anchor  of  a  collection
that  includes  eight
other stories,  many of
which  were  written
over  the  preceding
decade.  The collection
showcases  Baldwin’s
range—from the tender
coming-of-age  tale
“The  Rockpile”  to  the
expatriate loneliness of
“This  Morning,  This
Evening, So Soon.” But
it  is  the  final,  razor-
edged  title  story  that
has garnered the most
attention  and  critical
analysis. The collection
itself was published at
a  moment  of  national
crisis:  the  passage  of
the Civil  Rights Act of

1964  had  not  ended
violence  against  Black
Americans,  and  the
s p e c t e r  o f  w h i t e
backlash loomed large.
I n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,
Baldwin  Going  To
Meet The Man  reads
as  both  a  diagnosis
and  a  warning.

THE STRUCTURE
AND PLOT OF
GOING TO MEET
THE MAN

The story is structured
around a single night in
the  l i fe  of  Jesse,  a
white  deputy  sheriff  in
a  smal l ,  unnamed
Southern town. Jesse is
lying in bed beside his
wife,  Grace,  but  he
cannot  sleep.  He  is
afflicted  by  a  profound
impotence—both literal
and metaphorical—that
has left him unable to
perform sexually. As he
tosses  restlessly,  his
mind  drifts  backward
through  his  personal
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h i s to ry ,  weav ing
together  memories  of
h is  ch i ldhood,  h is
father,  and  the  brutal
rituals of racial control
that  defined  his
upbringing.

The
Central
Flashback
: A
Lynching
and Its
Legacy
The narrative spine of
Baldwin  Going  To
Meet  The  Man  is  a
harrowing  flashback  to
a  l y n c h i n g  J e s s e
witnessed  as  a  young
boy. His father, also a
lawman,  took  him  to

see the event, framing
it  as  a  kind  of  civic
l e s s o n .  B a l d w i n
describes the lynching
in  excruciatingly  vivid
detail: the Black man is
tortured,  castrated,
and  bu rned  a l i ve
before a crowd of white
men,  women,  and
children. The scene is a
grotesque  carnival,
complete  with  picnics,
l a u g h t e r ,  a n d  a
palpable  atmosphere
o f  s e x u a l i z e d
excitement.
For  young  Jesse,  the
experience  is  both
h o r r i f y i n g  a n d
strangely arousing. The
story  draws  a  direct
l i n e  b e t w e e n  t h e
v i o l e n c e  o f  t h e
l y n c h i n g  a n d  t h e
sexual  dysfunction
Jesse  experiences  as
an adult. In a climactic
moment  of  chil l ing
irony,  Jesse  finally
achieves  an  erection
not  through  intimacy
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with  his  wife,  but  by
reliving the memory of
the  lynching.  He  falls
as leep  humming  a
freedom song, a detail
that  suggests  the
d e e p ,  p e r v e r s e
e n t a n g l e m e n t  o f
racism,  sexuality,  and
American identity.

MAJOR THEMES IN
BALDWIN GOING
TO MEET THE MAN

Baldwin’s  story  is  a
dense  tapestry  o f
interwoven  themes,
each one explored with
psychological  depth
and moral  complexity.
Below, we examine the
most significant.

The
Interconn
ection of

Racism
and
Sexuality
Perhaps  no  theme  is
m o r e  c e n t r a l  t o
Baldwin  Going  To
Meet  The  Man  than
t h e  c o n n e c t i o n
between racial violence
and sexual repression.
B a l d w i n  a r g u e d
throughout  his  career
that racism in America
w a s  n o t  m e r e l y  a
political  or  economic
problem but  a  deeply
sexual  one.  White
supremacy, in his view,
w a s  r o o t e d  i n  a
pathological  fear  of
Black  desire—a  fear
t h a t  w a s  o f t e n
projected  onto  Black
b o d i e s  t h r o u g h
violence.
In  the  story,  Jesse’s
impotence with his wife
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is broken only when he
mentally returns to the
lynching. This suggests
that  his  sexuality  has
been  fundamentally
shaped by the violence
he  witnessed.  The
e x p e r i e n c e  o f
d o m i n a t i n g  a n d
destroying a Black man
becomes, for Jesse, the
only  context  in  which
he can access his own
manhood .  Th i s  i s
B a l d w i n ’ s  m o s t
d e v a s t a t i n g
indictment:  that  white
masculinity in America
has  been  built  on  a
foundation  of  racial
terror.

The
Transmis
sion of

Trauma
Across
Generatio
ns
Jesse’s father took him
t o  t h e  l y n c h i n g
intentionally.  This  was
n o t  a  s e c r e t  o r
accidental exposure—it
was a rite of passage.
Baldwin  Going  To
M e e t  T h e  M a n
explores how racism is
passed  down  from
father  to  son ,  not
merely as ideology but
as a deeply embodied
inheritance. Jesse does
not choose to be racist
i n  a  c o n s c i o u s ,
intellectual  sense;  he
has been formed by a
world  in  which  white
supremacy is the air he
breathes.
Baldwin’s  portrait  of
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Jesse is notable for its
l a c k  o f  s i m p l e
condemnation. Jesse is
not a monster; he is a
product.  He  loves  his
wife,  he  does  his  job,
and  he  presumably
considers  himself  a
decent man. Yet he is
also  a  torturer  and  a
killer.  This  complexity
is  what  makes  the
story  so  unsettling—it
re fuses  to  le t  the
reader  off  the  hook  by
making  evil  external
and  easily  identifiable.

The Role
of
Violence
in
American

Identity
The  t i t le  Baldwin
Going  To  Meet  The
Man  carries  multiple
meanings.  On  one
level, “the man” refers
to the Black man who
is lynched—Jesse goes
to meet him, both as a
child witness and as an
adult  haunted  by  the
memory.  On  another
level, “the man” is the
white  patriarch,  the
father,  the  authority
figure  whose  values
Jesse  has  internalized.
And  on  still  another
level,  “the  man”  may
be  God,  or  Death,  or
the ultimate reckoning
with truth.
Baldwin  forces  the
reader to confront the
centrality of violence to
American identity. The
lynching in the story is
not an aberration; it is
a community ritual that
binds  white  people
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together.  The  crowd’s
excitement,  the  picnic
atmosphere, the sexual
undertones—all  of  this
suggests that violence
is  not  incidental  to
Amer ican  l i fe  but
foundational  to  it.

LITERARY STYLE
AND NARRATIVE
TECHNIQUE

Baldwin’s  prose  in
Baldwin  Going  To
Meet  The  Man  is  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
controlled intensity. He
uses  a  third-person
limited  point  of  view
that  stays  close  to
Jesse’s  consciousness,
allowing the reader to
e x p e r i e n c e  h i s
m e m o r i e s ,  h i s
confusion,  and  his
eventual,  horrific
arousal. This technique
c r e a t e s  a
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
intimacy. The reader is
trapped  inside  Jesse’s
mind, forced to see the

world through his eyes.

The Use
of
Flashback
The story’s structure is
built  on  a  series  of
nested  flashbacks.  The
p r e s e n t - t e n s e
frame—Jesse  in  bed,
u n a b l e  t o
sleep—contains  the
recent  memory  o f
to r tu r i ng  a  B lack
prisoner  earlier  that
day.  That  memory,  in
turn, contains the older
m e m o r y  o f  t h e
lynching  he  witnessed
as a child. This layered
structure  mimics  the
way  trauma  works  in
the psyche: the past is
never past; it is always
p r e s e n t ,  a l w a y s
pressing in on the now.
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Symbolic
Imagery
Baldwin’s  imagery  is
heavy  with  symbolic
weight.  The  darkness
of  the  bedroom,  the
heat  of  the  Southern
night,  the  smell  of
Grace’s hair, the sound
o f  t h e  f r e e d o m
song—al l  o f  these
details  accumulate
meaning  as  the  story
progresses.  The  most
potent  symbol  is  the
lynching  itself,  which
Baldwin  describes  in
almost liturgical terms.
The fire, the metal, the
blood—these  become
the sacred objects of a
profane  religion,  the
r e l i g i o n  o f  w h i t e
supremacy.
The title phrase “going
to  meet  the  man”
recurs  throughout  the
story  in  different
contexts. It is first used

by  Jesse’s  father  to
describe  the  lynching:
“We’re  going  to  meet
the  man.”  Later,  it
t a k e s  o n  i r o n i c
resonances  as  Jesse
“meets”  the  Black
prisoner  he  tortures,
and finally as he meets
his own true self.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF THE
STORY

To  fully  appreciate
Baldwin  Going  To
Meet  The  Man,  one
must  understand  the
historical  moment  in
which  it  was  written.
The mid-1960s were a
time of profound social
upheaval.  The  Civil
Rights  Act  had  been
s igned  into  law  in
1964, but resistance to
desegregation  was
fierce  and  often
violent. The murders of
civil  rights  workers  in
M i s s i s s i p p i ,  t h e
bombing  of  the  16th
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Street  Baptist  Church
in Birmingham, and the
daily  brutalities  of  Jim
Crow were still fresh in
the national memory.

The Real
Lynching
s of the
American
South
Baldwin  was  drawing
o n  a  r e a l  a n d
documented  history.
Between  1882  and
1968,  the  Tuskegee
Institute recorded over
4,700 lynchings in the
United States, the vast
majority  targeting
Black  people.  These
lynchings  were  often
p u b l i c  e v e n t s ,
advertised in advance,
attended by thousands
of  white  citizens,  and

accompanied  by  the
k i n d  o f  c a r n i v a l
atmosphere  Baldwin
depicts  in  his  story.
Pho tog raphs  and
postcards of  lynchings
were  circulated  as
souvenirs.
By  placing  a  fictional
lynching at the center
of  his  story,  Baldwin
was  not  exaggerating
for  effect;  he  was
bearing  witness  to  a
t r u t h  t h a t  w h i t e
America  preferred  to
forget. Baldwin Going
To  Meet  The  Man
refuses  to  allow  that
forgetting.  It  insists
that the reader look at
t h e  h o r r o r  f u l l y ,
without  flinching.

The Civil
Rights



Baldwin Going To Meet The Man 11

11

Movemen
t and
Black
Resistanc

e
The  story  also  reflects
the changing tactics of
t h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s
Movement.  By  1965,
t h e  n o n v i o l e n t
philosophy  of  Martin
Luther  King  Jr.  was
being  challenged  by
the  more  mi l i tant
voices  of  Malcolm  X
and  the  emerg ing
B l a c k  P o w e r
movement.  Baldwin,
t h o u g h  n e v e r  a
proponent of  violence,
w a s  d e e p l y
sympathetic  to  the
rage that fueled Black
resistance. In Baldwin
Going  To  Meet  The

Man ,  the  f reedom
song  that  Jesse  hums
a t  t h e  e n d  i s  a
reminder  that  Black
p e o p l e  w e r e  n o t
passive  victims—they
w e r e  s i n g i n g ,
m a r c h i n g ,  a n d
d e m a n d i n g  t h e i r
l iberation.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
ENDURING LEGACY

When Baldwin Going
To  Meet  The  Man
was  first  published,  it
received  widespread
acclaim for  its  literary
a r t i s t r y  a n d  i t s
unflinching  honesty.
C r i t i c s  p r a i s e d
Baldwin’s  ability  to
enter  the  mind  of  a
white  racist  without
sentimentalizing  or
excusing  him.  The
story has since become
a  staple  of  col lege
literature  courses  and
is  frequently  cited  as
one  of  the  greatest
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American short stories
o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h
century.

Influence
on Later
Writers
Baldwin’s  influence  on
s u b s e q u e n t
generations  of  writers
cannot  be  overstated.
Authors  as  diverse  as
Toni  Morr ison,  Ta-
Nehisi  Coates,  Jesmyn
Ward ,  and  Co lson
Whitehead  have  all
acknowledged  their
debt  to  Ba ldwin ’s
example.  Baldwin
Going  To  Meet  The
Man, in particular, has
been a touchstone for
writers  interested  in
the  psychology  of
racism—how it deforms
both the oppressor and
the oppressed.

Relevanc
e in the
Twenty-
First
Century
In  an  era  of  renewed
racial  reckoning,  the
story has found a new
audience.  The  rise  of
the Black Lives Matter
m o v e m e n t ,  t h e
national  conversation
about  police  violence,
a n d  t h e  o n g o i n g
struggle  for  racial
justice  have  all  made
Baldwin  Going  To
Meet  The  Man  feel
urgently contemporary.
The story’s exploration
of  how  v io lence  is
woven  into  the  fabric
of  American  society
speaks  direct ly  to
current  debates  about
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policing,  incarceration,
and  the  legacy  o f
slavery.

Moreover,  Baldwin’s
insights  into  the


