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is scoring a big hit at the "hungry 1 4n San
Francisco according to all reports from theB
Area, Typical of the glowing reviews in the lo-'
cal press was the following by RALPHJ.GLEA~
SON in the San Francisco Chronicle,)
it’s good news for New Year’s. Thelmngryi
has the best show it’s had in months and the whole
thing is a ball from beginning to end. ;
Godfrey Cambridge, the comic, headlines the show
_and singer' Carol Sloane and The Driftwood Singers
are the supporting acts and it isnt often that such top
rank cahbreofentertalnmmtgoes allt.hewayhke that. ; ttwe're jllst as aﬁ'ﬁd of us as mM!n Or his com-
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case oW . withtheehleku:init""!‘hmhepuuaes
and adds. "Iain’tgomglwupmnmmejust
to live with you-all!”
“Let’s face it,” he says, “we’vtpthnve together.
You ain't goin’ back to Europe and I ain’t goin’ back to
Africa. We
_JE THRO

too much invested here!”

-hiicudllhﬂn. HHM
“the folbles and the inconsis- B

AWAY great lines, like his side com-
ment on meeting the huge black man late at night

c:mhridgeisaveryhmymalendﬂve sharp ment on his recent European trip, "It‘snloeh_;g_nh.ue,
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havee, made : the -writing of
Inzisi Man {and, I would
surmise from the few published
excerpts, the novel on which he
is currently working as well)
‘quite impossible. It is hard, for
example, to see how the beau-
tiful poise of Imvisible Man
could have been achieved by a
writer given to the kind of
touchiness—no other word will
do—Ellison allows himself in
his 37-page reply to Irving
Howe's essay, “Black Boys and
Native Sons.”

*Must I be condemned be-
cause my sense of Negro life
was quite different [from Rich-
ard Wright’s]?” he wails in
response to a critical analysis
in which he is generously,
though not  unreservedly,
praised. Howe, while acknow-
ledging the freedom Imvisible
Man “displays from the ideo-
logical and’ emotional penaltleq
suffered by Ncgroes in this
country,” asserts that there is a
special and inescapable pain in
the life of a Negro in America.
For thus taking seriously what
so many Negroes have been tell-
ing the world, he is accused by
; Ellison, and in harsh and in-
sultmg terms, of refusing to
recognize how rich and yaried
Negro life in America attually

is, because (as Irving How¢ .

ewdcntiy needs to be instructed)
“it is human life.”

To my mind;  then, Elhson
chose the wrong occasion -for
delivering himself of an apolo-
gia and the wrong target for an

outburst of temper. Neverthe- -

less, he is certainly right to
insist, as he does not only in
his reply to Howe but through-
out the whole book, on the de-
gree of freedom from the
“sociology” of his existence that

is possible to the individual
Negro—even in Mississippi. “No
matter how strictly Negroes are
segregated socially and politi-
cally, on the level of the imagi-
nation their ability to achieve
freedom is limited only by their
individual aspiration, insight,
energy and will.” The pride that

_ glows in statements like these
. ‘gives us--a -glimpse. into' the

source of Ellison’s . occasional |,
touchiness: he simply will not

permit special allowances to be
made for him, no more than he
will permit special demands to be
made upon him or “sociological”
assumptions to be made about
him. Nor does it matter in the
slightest if the demands, or
assumptions’ are made by
Negroes.

Thus, speaking from within an
American  Negro  tradition
“which abhors as obscene any
trading on onc’s own anguish
for gain or sympathy,” he de-
nounces the ‘‘easy con-game”
that the
has become™ for “ambitious,
publicity-hungry Negroes,” and
he contends (as against a

“stance of ‘militancy"!

famous early essay by James
Baldwm) “that protest is not
the “source of the inadeguacy
characteristic of most novels by
Negroes, but the simple failure
of craft, bad writing.”

What, then, is his own posi-
tion? He believes that Negro
life offers “as rich a body of
experience as one would find
anywhere,” that “American
Negro life . . . is, for the Negro
who must live it, not only a
burden (and not always' that)
but also a discipline,” and that
his social ‘responsibility' as a
novelist is to affirm and com-
memorate “those human quali-
ties which the American Negro
has developed despite and in re-

jection of the obstacles and_

meannessés imposed upon us.”
Repudiating the ldﬁ% (espoused
most prominently by the Negro
psychologist . Kenneth . Clark)
that “all 'Negroes suffer from
self-hatred” and defensiveness,
Ellison writes lovingly of the
Negro style, especially in his
essays on musicians like Ma-
halia' Jackson, Jimmy Rushing
and Charlie Parker. And as a
great believer in diversity (“I
think that the real death of the
United States will come when
cveryone is just alike”), he
wishes ,to se¢ this style pre-
served. Hé knows, of course,
that an enormous price has been
paid for “the faith, the patience,
the humor, the sense of timing,
rugged sense of life and the
.manner of expressing it which
all go to define the American
Negro.” But he is “unwilling to
see those values which ‘1 would
celebrate as cxisting sheerly
through terror,” and he thinks
that “the sociological conditions
which have made for so much

misery in Negro life are not
necessarily the only factors
-which make for the values which

I feel should endure and shall
endure.”

Just as there is nothing de--

fensive in Ellison’s assertion of
.the richness and complexity of
Negro life (he really does con-
sider it a world like any other),
so there is nothing aggressive
in his celebration of the special

values which that life has bred. _

He is not saying, as Baldwin
and many-lesser Negro intel-
I lectuals have - lately. taken to
| saying, that Negro life ‘is
superior to the life of “white
America™—that Negroes are,
precisely, alive at a time when
everyone else (poor thin-blooded
middle-class creatures) is
“dead.” Baldwin and the others
" are, of course, capable of com-
hining such Black Nationalist
sentiments  with ecqually pas-
sionate declarations to the effect
that Negro life is wholly in-
tolerable. But of that kind of
thing, too, Ellison will have no

: ,M-‘Hlnﬁkts his pluralism
‘seriously-

And it is pluralism which is

finally-the tssuc in any discus-

sion involving the ‘future - of
Negro culture in America—and,
indeed, of American culture as
a whole. The vision of a world

in which many different groups

live together on a footing of
legal and social equality, each
partaking® of a broad general
culture and yet m.aintaining its
own distinctive identity: this is

one of the noble dreams of the

liberal tradition. Yet the hard
truth is that very little evidence
exists to suggest that such a
pluralistic order is possible. Most

societies throughout history have.

simply been unable to suffer the
presence of distinctive minority

majority, or through being ex-

pelled, or through being mur- -

dered. (The ten lost tribes of
Israel, for example, were prob-
ably subjected to all three tech-
niques.)

This does not, of course, prove
that the American experiment
in plurdlism- is  mecessarily

doomed to- failure, though I for *

one¢ remain-unconvinced by :hc

case that various sociologists -

have made to show that it is
already "succeeding. It may be
true that the forces of homog-
enization at work in America

have not yet managed to erase
all our differences; the mclting

pot seems not to have done its '

job. But it is only 40 years since
mass immigration to this coun-
try ended and from certain
points of view the successes.
of the melting look at least
as impressive 4 its failures ap-
pear to be.

Ellison is “unwilling to  be-
lieve”—he is a stubborn man—
that ‘the things he values in the
Negro subculture will disappear
as_Negroes win a greater and
greater share of participation in

_the general society. But as his
own essays on jazz and theblaes -
-make perfectly clear, the mar- -

velous qualities cxpressed in this

" music were developed in direct

responsc to oppression; in some
awful sense, we can even' say

that they werc produced by op- |

pression, just as was the case
with much that is best in Jewish
life. The ‘price Jews have paid

for acceptance in America—

which means, to put no pretty
face on it, physical safety first
of all—is the surrender of more
than many Jews are by now
even capable of realizing. I sus-
pect that the Negroes will fol-
low roughly the same pattern
and be charged (without anyone
being allowed to call attention
to the unpleasant fact) roughly
the same price. It is a high
price: Ellison is undoubtedly
right about that. But who is to
say that it is higher than the

priee in suffering and blood that
had to be paid for a Levi Yitz- -

chak of Berditschev or a BCSSK
Smith?
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