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The African-American poet, 
essayist and novelist, James 

Baldwin, died this week (Dec. 1) 
in 1987, having written on many 
topics, including race relations. 
His most famous book was a 
composite of  two earlier essays, 
“My Dungeon Shook – Letter 
to my Nephew on the One Hun-
dredth Anniversary of  Emanci-
pation,” and “Down at the Cross 
– Letter from a Region of  My 
Mind.” He took 
the book’s title, The 
Fire Next Time, 
from a Negro spiri-
tual (taken from a 
Biblical song sung 
by a slave) with the 
lyrics “God gave 
Noah the rainbow 
sign, no more wa-
ter, the fi re next 
time!”

Baldwin’s point was that if  
both whites and blacks don’t put 
their anger aside and become 
more understanding, a confl agra-
tion – a “fi re” – is sure to come.

The book was published in 
1963, as race relations in Amer-
ica were reaching a boiling point, 
and one major theme in the book 
is Baldwin’s description of  the 
dangers and degradation of  be-
ing a black person in a nation 
that engages in pervasive and 
constant racism. Many of  Bald-
win’s passages describing black 
life in America seethe with an-
ger, but much of  his advice to his 
young nephew, taken from the 
“My Dungeon Shook” section, 
advocates transcending that an-
ger and becoming more broad-
minded and compassionate.

The book also examines 
Baldwin’s journey from being a 
devoted Christian to a disillu-
sioned one because, to Baldwin, 
Christianity has colluded in the 
oppression of  blacks. He even 
states that for race relations to 
improve in America – if  America 
is to solve “the Negro problem,” 
as he called it – and achieve true 
equality, blacks must abandon 
Christianity because it implicitly 
teaches them to accept and suffer 
their oppression as good Chris-
tians, which only perpetuates the 
status quo.

With publication of  “The Fire 
Next Time,” Baldwin became a 
sought-after spokesman for the 
Civil Rights movement, lectur-
ing and giving speeches, and he 
eventually came to the attention 
of  then-President John Kennedy 
and his brother, Attorney Gen-
eral Robert Kennedy, who began 
courting Baldwin.

At the time, however, the Ken-
nedy administration was drag-
ging its feet on civil rights, wor-
ried that it would alienate the 
powerful southern base of  the 
Democratic Party, which prompt-
ed a frustrated Baldwin to chide 
Bobby Kennedy for his brother’s 
timidity. In response Bobby not-
ed that when his Irish ancestors 
came to America they too were 
discriminated against, yet two 
generations later his brother was 
president. It just takes patience.

“Your family has been here 
for three generations and your 
brother’s on top,” Baldwin angri-
ly replied. “My family has been 
here a lot longer than that and 
we’re still on the bottom. That 
is the heart of  the problem, Mr. 
Kennedy.”

Columnist Bruce G. Kauffmann lives in Alexan-
dria, Va. His email is: bruce@historylessons.net 

James Baldwin 
and ‘The Fire 

Next Time’

By ROBERT WILONSKY
The Dallas Morning News (TNS)

I got drawn off-sides by the 
president-elect Tuesday 

morning. The ref threw a red, 
white and blue penalty fl ag. It 
was, of course, on fi re.

Maybe you haven’t seen it, 
because you’re not on Twitter 
or don’t watch CNN, lucky you. 
But Donald Trump wants to 
criminalize the burning of the 
American fl ag – a year in jail 
or loss of citizenship or both, 
because “there must be conse-
quences.” His communications 
director, Jason Miller, followed 
up by going on TV to insist that 
“fl ag burning should be illegal, 
end of story.”

Except, of course, it’s not. 
Donald Trump is wrong. Tre-
mendously wrong. Big-league 
wrong. Unconstitutionally 
wrong.

All because Gregory “Joey” 
Johnson, a man from Atlanta, 
came to Dallas in the summer 
of 1984 and helped set fi re to 
the American fl ag in front of 
City Hall during the Republi-
can National Convention.

Apparently, frighteningly, 
the president-elect is looking to 
crack down on protesters like 
those at Hampshire College in 
Massachusetts, where, early this 
month, a student is alleged to 
have burned a fl ag in protest of 
Trump’s election. The man who 
will be president is unaware that 
there’s nothing more patriotic 
than dissent.

I called Johnson on Tuesday 
morning to talk about the fl ash-
backs sparked by that tweet. 

“This was not out of no-
where,” Johnson said when I 
got him on the phone. “As I said 
back then, it’s a sick and dying 
empire desperately clutching to 
its symbols. I still believe that. 
People are saying this (tweet) is 
a publicity stunt. It’s not. This is 
vulgar.”

Guess it’s time to hit the his-
tory books.

Can’t say for sure where I was 
or what I was doing on Aug. 22, 
1984, but I vividly remember 
my folks turning on the local 
news that night and watching a 
pack of punks protesting their 
way through downtown Dallas 
during the Republican National 
Convention, then in full swing 
at the convention center. I had 
some friends from high school 
who’d gone to City Hall that 
day to cavort in the anarchy, 
because that’s what you did 
when you were 15 and you had 

a mohawk, sleeveless tees and 
a skateboard covered in Jodie 
Foster’s Army and Black Flag 
stickers.

Any excuse to make some 
noise, raise some hell and spray-
paint some circle A’s on down-
town windows.

On the news that night was 
some footage of a fl ag being 
burned on the City Hall plaza 
and cops rounding up 96 pro-
testers they said were getting too 
rowdy during the so-called Cor-
porate War Chest Tour through 
downtown. All were charged 
with disorderly conduct. (That 
fl ag, as it turned out, had been 
waving in front of the Mercan-
tile Bank Building until it was 
removed by protesters.)

It wasn’t until three days later 
that this newspaper revealed 
three people had been jailed 
for the fl ag burning – the des-
ecration of a venerated object, 
which is how state law read at 
the time.

“The whole statute – ‘des-
ecration of a venerated object’ 
– raised the fl ag to the status of 
a religious icon,” Johnson said. 
“That’s what Trump is trying to 
make it – something above re-
proach, above criticism.”

Johnson and other protesters 
were looking at a year in jail and 
a $2,000 fi ne. He was 27 at the 
time and belonged to the Revo-
lutionary Communist Youth 
Brigade; he’s still very much a 
revolutionary – the word is part 
of his email address.

Johnson, who was repre-
sented by the ACLU Dallas 
chief Stan Weinberg and Doug 
Skemp, maintained he hadn’t 
set the fl ag on fi re. An under-
cover Dallas vice cop said he 
had. No matter, said Johnson’s 
attorneys, who argued that fl ag 
burning was constitutionally 
protected by the First Amend-
ment. Then-assistant district 
attorney Mike Gillett disagreed; 
he said Johnson’s actions had 
offended “the entire nation.”

It took a Dallas jury all of 
two hours to wrestle with that 
constitutional question.

After a four-day trial in De-
cember 1984, a six-person jury 
slapped him with the maximum 
sentence allowed by law for the 
Class C misdemeanor: a year 
behind bars and that $2,000 
fi ne.

He was remanded into custo-
dy for a few hours, then bonded 
out “by people who were out-
raged by the outcome of my 
criminal trial in Dallas,” John-
son said.

The Texas Court of Criminal 
Appeals tossed the jury’s verdict 
on the grounds that fl ag burn-
ing was symbolic speech and 
protected by the U.S. Constitu-
tion. But the state wouldn’t let 
it rest and appealed in 1989 all 
the way to the U.S. Supreme 
Court – which, by a 5-4 vote, 
sided with Johnson. The jus-
tices who said fl ag burning was 
lawful were William Brennan, 
Anthony Kennedy, Thurgood 
Marshall, Harry Blackmun and 
Antonin Scalia, whom Trump 
once called “a great judge.”

“The hard fact is that some-
times we must make decisions 
we do not like,” Kennedy wrote. 
“We make them because they 
are right, right in the sense that 
the law and the Constitution, as 
we see them, compel the result. 
And so great is our commit-
ment to the process that, except 
in the rare case, we do not pause 
to express distaste for the result, 
perhaps for fear of undermin-
ing a valued principle that dic-
tates the decision. This is one of 
those rare cases.”

And if all this seems like an-
cient history, it is not.

Over the summer, Gregory 
Johnson was arrested in Cleve-
land, outside the Republican 
National Convention, for 
burning a fl ag. He and 15 oth-
ers were charged with, among 
other things, aggravated arson, 
aggravated disorderly conduct 
and inciting violence. Most of 
those charges were dropped. 
But Johnson is still facing a trial 
for allegedly assaulting two peo-
ple during the RNC.

At least one of those guys 
is affi liated with Infowars, the 
conspiracy-theory-peddling 
website run by Alex Jones – 
the Trump supporter who says 
the Sept. 11 terror attack, the 
Oklahoma City bombing and 
the mass shooting in Newtown, 
Conn., were all inside jobs.

Jones actually posted video 
on July 20 in which one of the 
alleged victims admitted as-
saulting Johnson. You know, 
because he burned the fl ag. 
Which is completely constitu-
tional.

“They came to interfere with 
my First Amendment rights,” 
Johnson said when we spoke 
Tuesday, “then claimed to be 
victims.”

The Trump agenda in a nut-
shell. You’ve been warned. 
Again.

Robert Wilonsky is a columnist for the Dal-
las Morning News. His email is: rwilonsky@
dallasnews.com.

Shouldn’t the prevention 
fund be used for finding 
cures for diseases?’

– FRED UPTON

U.S. congressman, discussing his 

21st Century Cures Act and the 

desire to use some money raised 

by Obamacare to help fund future 

research outlined in the bill

‘

We lost two great men. 
The community was in 
shock and we all wanted 
to do something.’

– LISA CRIPPS-DOWNEY

Berrien Community Foundation 

president, which donated more 

than $50,000 for better safety 

equipment, in the wake of two 

court officers being shot and 

killed in July at the courthouse

‘

We just started to recover 
from the other, and here 
we go again.’

– SHARON TYLER

Berrien County clerk, discuss-

ing the recount in Michigan of 

presidential ballots 

‘

This phenomenon is really 
unprecedented.’

– PHIL AMODEO

Head of the Southwestern 

Michigan Association of 

Realtors Inc., talking about 

a large decrease in available 

homes on the market for buyers 

to consider

‘

We wanted to pay 
homage to two people 
who really blazed the trail 

for the rest of us.’

– CHRIS MOERSCH

Lake Michigan Shore Wine 

Trail president, after the group 

donated two French oak bar-

rels to Lake Michigan College’s 

viticulture technology program 

in the name of area winemakers 

Len Olsen and David Braganini

‘

Ronald Reagan was pres-
ident when Michael 

Madigan, a Democrat, 
became speaker of the Illi-
nois House in 1983. Reagan 
served two terms and died in 
2004, and his name adorns 
schools, roads, parks and 
an airport. A generation 
has passed since he left the 
White House.

And Ma-
digan? He is 
still speaker, 
and has been 
for all but two 
years since he 
started. He 
appears to be 
as permanent 
a feature of 
the Illinois landscape as the 
Mississippi River.

Illinois is a blue state, vot-
ing Democratic in the past 
seven presidential elections. 
But the Democratic Party’s 
control of the state House 
is not the simple result of 
its ability to satisfy the citi-

zenry. Democrats have also 
had the help of district lines 
drawn to help them at the 
expense of Republicans.

In 2012, Democratic 
House candidates got 52 
percent of the votes state-
wide but captured 60 per-
cent of the seats, report 
political scientist Kent Red-
fi eld of the University of Il-
linois Springfi eld and policy 
consultant Cynthia Canary. 
In 2014, Democrats got 50.5 
percent of the vote and 60 
percent of the seats. This 
year, Madigan’s party again 
won 60 percent of the races.

That’s why Illinois Re-
publicans may side with 
Wisconsin Democrats on 
one issue: partisan gerry-
mandering. In November, a 
federal district court struck 
down Wisconsin’s legislative 
map on the ground that it 
unfairly favors Republicans, 
who dominate the Legisla-
ture. It had been more than 
three decades since a federal 

court invalidated a reappor-
tionment plan for partisan 
bias.

In that case, the justices 
upheld an Indiana redis-
tricting plan but affi rmed 
that a gerrymander could be 
so biased toward one party 
as to violate the Constitu-
tion. The district court said 
the Wisconsin plan fi ts the 
bill.

Republicans captured 
the Wisconsin Legislature 
in 2010, just in time for the 
decennial reapportionment. 
They made the most of the 
opportunity. In 2012, GOP 
candidates got 48.6 percent 
of the statewide vote – but 
60 of the 99 seats in the low-
er house, the Assembly. In 
2014, they got 52 percent of 
the vote and 63 seats.

A scholar they had asked 
to analyze the plan before 
its adoption said Democrats 
would need at least 54 per-
cent of the statewide ballots 
to regain control of the As-

sembly. It was a recipe for 
Republican control in good 
times and bad.

In 1986, the Supreme 
Court noted that when leg-
islators are entrusted with 
redistricting, the results are 
bound to have a partisan 
tilt. But it concluded there 
is a limit to what is permis-
sible. ‘‘Unconstitutional dis-
crimination occurs,’’ it said, 
‘‘when the electoral system 
is arranged in a manner that 
will consistently degrade a 
voter’s or a group of vot-
ers’ infl uence on the political 
process as a whole.’’

Wisconsin Republicans 
insist they have a natural 
advantage: Democrats are 
concentrated in cities, limit-
ing the number of districts 
in which they enjoy majority 
strength, while Republicans 
are more scattered.

But the federal court said 
these facts don’t explain the 
GOP’s formidable edge. It 
is instead the product of ef-

forts to dilute the votes of 
Democrats by ‘‘packing’’ 
large numbers into a few dis-
tricts, where they can’t lose, 
and ‘‘cracking’’ the rest into 
many more districts, where 
they can’t win.

The Supreme Court 
(which will get this case on 
direct appeal) has hesitated 
to intervene in such matters 
because of a knotty ques-
tion: how to separate the 
acceptable and unaccept-
able types of partisan gerry-
mandering. The Democrats 
in Wisconsin offered a for-
mula, devised by Nicholas 
Stephanopoulos, a Univer-
sity of Chicago law profes-
sor, and Eric McGhee, a 
research fellow at the Public 
Policy Institute of Califor-
nia, that permits simple as-
sessments.

What they refer to as the 
‘‘effi ciency gap’’ is enough 
to lock in GOP control in 
Madison for a full decade 
under almost any realistic 

conditions. The court found 
that the reapportionment 
violates the First and 14th 
amendments by intention-
ally hobbling Democratic 
voters. Every affected citi-
zen, it said, is ‘‘an unequal 
participant in the decisions 
of the body politic.’’

Illinois Republicans know 
how that works. For the mo-
ment, partisan gerryman-
dering favors the GOP be-
cause it holds power in more 
states. But Republicans have 
been its victims just as often 
as Democrats – and, if the 
Supreme Court doesn’t curb 
the practice, will be again.

In the end, partisan ger-
rymandering is not really 
aimed at frustrating the par-
ty that is out of power. It’s 
aimed at foiling voters who 
might want to remove poli-
ticians from offi ce. As Mi-
chael Madigan can attest, it 
really works.

Steve Chapman is a columnist for The 
Chicago Tribune.

Extreme partisan gerrymandering is unconstitutional
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Trump is wrong – big league


