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ROBERT PENN WARREN mmm&sol TAPE #1

MR, WARREN: This is & conversation with Ralph Ellison in New York
City, February 25th. Ralph, shall we begin by - let me Just give &
quote from duBoise a while back - he sald this in a number of dif-
ferent ways, but this is good enough I gusss = the Negro has long
been divided by & dilemma as to whether his striving upward - it
should be a Negro group - should be aimed at strengthening its
inner cultural and group bonds, both for end for
offensive power or whether he should sk oscape whenever and whoree
ever possible into the surrounding Amsrican cultwre. Discussion on
this metter has been American culture rather than
last sentence the question
of the split psyche and all that in many ways, I think I know youwr
line on that but I'd like to hear you reophrase it if you will,
MR. ELLISON: Well, I think this - that it's a little bit more con-
plicated than ¥Mr, duBoise thought about it, That is, there's no vay
for me not to be influenced by Ameriscan values, and they're coming
at me through the newspapers, through the books I read, through the
produsts that I buy, the television programs, through all the various
media - tihrough the language, of course, What becomes a problem, of
course, is that when you turn from the cultural, the implieit eul-
tural pluralism of the country, to polities, soeial customs, then
there is a certain value, but it seems to me that the real pressure
is to ashieve on the socio-political level the same pluralism whish
exists on the level of gossip. I don't see it working eny other way,
And the idea that the pesyche is split iz not as viable as it soons.
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It's mugh too easy, My problem, as I said, is not whether I will
accept or reject American values, It is, how cen I get in a posi-
tion to have the maximum influence upon those values., And my guide
to that is not as arbitrary as I would like it to be, but itts de-
ternined by what my experience is in the country and where I stand,
about what I can do and can not do.

RPW: In your controversy with Irving lowe you of course touched on
this - not only touched on it, you developed it, You developed it in
somewhat different terms, but it's the same thought, isn't it?

REt Yes -~ yes - right,

RPWs The matter is a matter of the human absorption without reference

to - without the question of official identity as legro or
official identity as American, is thet right?
RE: Right,

RAW: You encountered this - you always encounter it in print and
sometimes oncounter it face to face ~ z Negro who will say he has
regrets at the possibility of loss of raclal identity - of absorption
- long-rangoe absorption,

REt I don't think it works that way. I think i1%'s a fair - I think
that there are principles of seleetion which will assert themselves
despite the absence of outside pressures, That is, - just on the
esthetic leovel, there are certain types that you like, there are cer-
tain sounds of speesh, your voice, of nuance - there are a number of
things - and then there are the old Freudian concepts that boys tend
to seek women who remind them of their mothers. I don't know how far
I'd want to follow that, but I think all of this goes on teo, And the
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other thing is thet NHegroes, despite what gsome of our spokesmen say,
do not dislike being Negro. I like being a Negre. I don't gee it
as standing in the way of my being as much an American as I can be.
If the abgorption cecurs, other people will have to have given wp a
lot of their resistances.

RPW3 As you have taken the line befare - most recently with the
articles « axchanges with Irving Howe - that it's not merely suffer-
ing and deprivetion, it's s challenge and enrichment,

RE: Yes - indeed. As I was telling tho lids this morning at Rutgers,
I'm just too interested in how it's going to werk out, and I won't
impose my will upon it to the extent that I ean, I want te help
shape it, not merely as a semi-outsider but as one who is in a posi-
tion to have a responsible impact upon the American value system.
RPW: UYell, of course, you've already implied this isn't vhat some
leaders sayy but am I understand that some of the presemtation is in
terms of tactics - « the presentation - the
total agony.

RE: Yes, well, this becomes part of the strategy of exerting pres-
sure, There is a danger in this, of courss - the danger is - in
emphasizing the extent to which Negrocs are alienated, and to whiech
the racial predicanment imposes an agony upon the individusl, This
being available to pouuui manipuletion can be a source of power,
and 1t 's beling asserted as such within the present struggle., How-
ever, there's another sspeet of it, The American Negro has & dual
identity, as most Americans have, and the - it seems to me ironie
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that the split and the diseipline out of which this present sstien
is being exerted comes out of a - does not come out of simple agony
= 1t comes out of long years of learning how to live with presswe,
to deal with provesation and with violence, and it grows out of the
necessity of establishing a value systom and a comception of the
Negro experience and of Negro personslity which does not always pet
into the sociology and psychology .

RPAW: As I understani this, thenijsiiiilifase 1t, that - I think
I ean got it « that the power of wmtm. of character, of self
control - all of these qualities thi.“ i > as'-izg this - ths liegro

movenent now effestive, did not ocome out of bilnd , ,

- 4% came out of something that absorbed those elements, is that
right?

RE: Exactly - exactly.

RPW: It didn't come out of self pity, _

RE: It did not come out of self pity, and it did not come oubt of
self hate, although some of these elements, being human, would be
found within it. But when the world was not looking, wlunl_ the coun-
try was not looking at Negroes, and when we were restrained in sdwtain
of our activities by the interpretation of the law of the land, some-
thing was being - was there to sustain us. When you go back and you
look at the expression, look at the folklore, look at the - listen
to the music, listen to those tales which are told by Negroes ameng
themselves, you got a totally different person, I'm so annoyed whene
ever I come across & perfectly well meaning figure saying, well, the
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Negro has suddenly discovered ecourage, They make it a dramatie
event., Suddenly they are looking at it and so they say, well,
Negroes are doing so-andegso, I remembor when I was riding freight
trains through Alabama to go to Tuskegee, was & well
known figure and ho was a rough figure in Birmingham. You always
hear the stories about from the boys from Bire
mingham who were at Tuskegee. But you alsc hoard - whieh I don't
hear any mention of these days - is ovents of violence between
Negroes and whites in Birmingham end the ocuteome, And one story
that was told over and over again wac the story of Iee Cream Charlie.
Ice Cream Charlie was & manufacturer of ice eream and he must have
been very pgood. It led to his death, IHis competitors ordered him
not to sell his ice eream to white people. The white people wanted
it and he sold it, and 1t ended up with them sending the police
after him, and he killed twelve of them before they burmed him out,
Now, there are many, meny of these staries which are in the posses-
sion of Negroes end they are part of how we looked at ourselves -
nonviolence notwithstanding, This, teooc, is present, and the memory
of Negroes is continuous. It's just 1ike the white - they
remember what has gone on, And we remesber, Ve lmow what's happened
to us,

RAW: Let me - you started so many things there - let's pull cne or
two of them out to pursue. Let's come bask to the question of vioe
lence - a separate topie. But the matter of identity, the matter of
alienation - those toples were mentioned. What do you think of the
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suggestion that part of the Southern resistance is a question of
mainteining idenbity not based on the question of rece as such.
I'1l try to put it enother way - = Southerner who
feels himself as Southerner as opposed to Americen - that's still
the Southern psyche he digeovers identity is involved,
he somehow & lot of things in one package being
Southern ~ one of those many things which he is segrega~
tion, He doesn't realize that this is not necesearily consomitant
to having an identlity., He essoclated his love for
which ho presumed constityc.d ideadity. 4 large part
of his existence is based on and his culture
and his identity. But the problem might bo alleviated econsiderably,
What disintegration of this love idea could teke plase? Does that
make any sense to you?
RE: It makes a lot of sense to me, because one of the areas that I
feel, and I think I see when I look at the Southerner who has these
feelings, is that he has been impriscned by it, and that he has been
prevented from achieving his individuality, perheps more than Negroes
have. And this is e tough one for Northermers to understand very
often - that is, Northern whites, and sometimes even for Northern
Negroes.
RFW: I think it is too - some of the people I know,
RE: Yes, 1t's very difficult to get that seross, and if it could be
spelled out, if we could break this thing down end see that segre-
gation 1sn't going to stop people from being Southern, it fsn't going
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to -upmu&ncwwtm\nyot 1life, because as I lave seen
the South as a musieisn and as a waitor and so on, some of the people
who are most afraid of Negroes inveding will never be botheored bo
cause that way of 1life is strustured in a way which is not particu-
larly attractive to Negroes.

RPW3 One thing that Van Voodward said to me yesterday in & convere
sation at lunch, was that e lot of fear in the South is primarily a
fear of one of the white men - or a large part - but the fear is of
some secret pressure in one sense or another about something whieh
fisn't a real issue, Does that make sense wo you?

RE: I think it does. I think 1t does.

REW: a Negro sus-
picion among whites has set in to prevent a normal, free exprossion
of opinion or personslity,

RE: Yes., Because if you say that, all right, I feel that this
might work, then the whole strueture ceems threatened,

RPW: That notlion, an interlocking strueture, interlocidng
structures supported just one thing now of segregation,
RE: Yes, and it's so unreal, actually, whem you see the whole poli-
tiecal structure boing changed anywgy, end when the political struse
tmwu'amuboommmpu:m-wm
where they'll go. What isn't sppreciated sufficlently I think is
thtmrﬂmmhhm«MbWMQ
aristocratic values. This is one reason why we don't have 2 real
middle class.
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RPW: That's been one of the things that have been commented on by
observers from the 18th century on,
RE: But over and over again, my intellectual friends they have no
conception of this., They can't understand - I mean, it appears
ludiercus to say that so-andeso is an aristosrat in his image of
himself and in the velues which he has talen over from the white
South, Nevertheless it's true, and some of the bipggest snobas that
you could run into are some of these pocr Hegroes - well, they might
not be poor actually, they might be living very well - but there
ere just ecertaln things, certein codes, (ortain ve lues whieh they
express and they will dle by them. And thore's quite a lot of that,
RPW: Speaking of codes which are inherited, I had a conversation
with Mr, Svers - Charles Evers, ten days or so ago, two weeks ago -
he got off on the point of what hope thore was for fisslssippl and
for the Negro in Mississippi -
He said there's a good deal of hope here, some real hope here, other-
wise I wouldn't be hore - to paraphrese it, He sald, ocne thing
about oven the most dled-in-the-wool segregationist, he said, despite
the number of and cowards anywhore, but these people are
raised on some kind of oldefashioned tradition or notion of sourage,
He sald they're really taught to respeect it., He said when they get
the notion that this Negro is standing up to them, is showing courege
he sald they have to have respest for
that faet. He said they won't have to 1ilke it but there's a base
of respect there. Is sald this is Then he went on
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to say in the same breath almost, that when you sit down with this
same died-in<the-wool segregationist and talk, tallk
but he won't like it, Ho sald he won't bother to
lie because it's aeross some line in himself., He thinks there's
something to build, you see. He says that's why I'd like to stay
here, He says there's some hope,. Does that
make eny sense in your experience?

RE: In my experience, yes, and it's boen - well, it's part of the
Negro folklore - But if you can
get one who makes up his mind to be {aiwv, 7cu sen talk to him and
he'll tell you the truth, and you can depend on it. He's not going
to back out, 4nd this is said very froquently now by Negroes when
they run into difficulties with Northern liberals - Northern white
liberals,

RAW: That's the ~ iMr. Hvers said he preferred this man - those who
he said up North would pat you on the back and tell you how mmsh
they're for you, and then that's all.

RE: This is true, Of course, one part of the Negro's

given such situations, is that he has been known - how this man dif-
fers from the other. You know, he'll gay if you get them together,
he's golng to talk as much segregation as anybody else, But this
one you can go to and he will come tirough in the elinech, This is
I would say bullt in to people who have to live in the South.

That is, you've got to know who can help and who might even keep
somebody from doing you in., And there have always been that type of
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person,

RPW: Who were acting out in terms of cithor simple demency as ope
posed to theorstical decensy, or acting out in terms of a petemalise
tic, patronizing sense. This sgain can involve character -

RE: It can invelve character - and cause, But the person - the
Negro making tho judgnent is making the judgment,

RAV: It's laportant for him to meke that judgment,

RE: It's very important for him to malw that judgment, and it's
very important for him to know more sbout thet man than perhaps the
man would suspeet that he knows,

RPW ¢ Or knows about himself,

RE: Or knows aboul himself.

RIW3 Let we pull another conversation [ had a while baek - in
Washington I was tallking to a Miss Lucy Thormaton, a very brilliant
young lady, second in her class in the Howard University Lew School,
end she's been through the demonstrations, she's been in jail amd
80 forth, OShe was raised she sald on & ferm in Virginie, and vhen
1 first met her - we were sitting at & luncheon together at o lmg‘
table -~ there were fifteen or twenty poople there - she turned to
me and said, I'm not optimistic about the way things are probably
going to go here - or may go here, she said, about getting o human
settlement after the white troubles are over, I sald why? and ghe
said, well, because we have been on the lam together. She said,
we have a common history which is some basis for communication feor
living together afterwards - some buman recognition
~ that was the idea. And she went on to say, I'm very muech afvaid
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in Detroit and Chicago. She said, from my baskground I don't see
where this recognition can come in -~ I don't see the basis far it.
Now,

RE: Well, it is true that when you ghare & common background, a
common culture, you don't have to spell oubt so many things, even
though you might be fighting over recognizing the common identity,
and I think that that's what's part of the South - part of the
South's struggle. It's just very hard for Governor Wallace to rocog-
nize that he has got to share not only the background but the power
of looking after the state of Alabame witi. Negroes who probably know
as much about it as he does.

RPW: Pathologically.

RE: That's right, low, here in New York I know meny, meny poople
with many, many backgrounds and very often people who think that they
« people who do imow me as an individual - frequently reveal that
they have no sense of the experience behkind me -~ the extent of it

and the complexity of it, What they have instead is good will and
intellectuality,

RA: That's 2 human problem, of course, all the way., It can be spe~
cial in a case like this I presume,

REt It can be special because suddenly something comes up and you
realize, well, my gosh, all of the pieces are not here, That ig, I've
won my individuality in relation te other individuals at the cost of
that great part of me which is a part of 2 group experience,

RAW: I encounter the same thing, I suppose, in this way. I've been
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congratulated by & well meening friend who I think was & good friend =
means well, you see ~ suddenly say after years of friends - it's so
nice to mest & reconstruscted Southerner or a liberal Southermor.

This makes « I don't feel roconstrueted, you see, I
don't and put me together,
ny experience, and I don't feel iiberal, I feel logicel,

and I resent tho word - I resent the word reconstructed. I must
sey that it's beon 2 kind of a liability here, end I said this to

a6 mugical man in Loulsiana a few weeks ogo, and he recon-
structed Southerner golng osver Yue country

So it wes and everything else,

RE: I remomber recently and I wah out in the middle west

and e very friendly man, in feet, he was our host, and we were drinkte
ing and having & warm exchange, and at one part he asked ny wife,
well, how did you and Ralph become so poised?

RV 3 reconstructed?

RE: The polnt of it was, he sald, he had some abstraect idea of how
people from our background should think, but I said this, you have
to remember we're ¢ity people. I Ikmew that he was from a farm. And
he forgot. Well, their people just -~ they lose sight of how compli-
cated human experisnce is and how you ebscrd it in meny, many ways,
When I walted tables, I couldn't help but Iistening to sonversations
- I ocouldn't help but observe pople - I souldn's help vut =ake Judg-
ments as to tholr charseter - all waiters do, I had some sense of
mtmphgen-muonmmtop:ntby-mm
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and serving a man 2 meal. You can say that this is not dignified,
you ean say that this does not have status and so on, but you
can't take away from me what I absorbed from them, and once I get
it, it depends upon what I want to male of it,

RPW: Like Shakespeare,

RE: Yes, or like anybody.

RPW1  lMore lilte what you make of Shalmspoare.

RE: It's like this notion of the sulturally deprived child - one
of those phrases which I don't like - as I have teught white middle
class children, young people, who are what I eall culturally deprived
= they are culturally deprived because they are not oriented within
the society in such 2 way that they are prepared to deal with its
problems,

RPAW: It's a different kind of ocultural deprivation, isn't 1ty And
actually o more radical one,

RE: That's right, but they don't even realisze - they don't recognize
that this is - that sometimes these people can be much more trowle
than the child who lives in the slum and lmows how to exist in the
slum,

RAW: What this 1o is sotion - action of woerds and action of sconce
mies. The other person is missing something another way - it's not
their - it's more mysterious, what's happening to him - is that
right? :

RE: Yes, it's quite mysterious, because he has everything bub he
can make nothing of 1%,
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RPW: 1It's twice as aifficult to remedy bocause you ean't see how
to remedy 1it,. ' '
RE: He can't see how to remedy 4t end he doesn't know to what exe
tent he has given up his past. He thinls he has 1%, but every time
you really talk with him seriously you dissover that, well, ity
kind of floating out there, and the distansce between the parent ond
the child - the parents might have i, they might have it in the
old country, they might have it from the farm, and so on, but gomoe
thing happens with the young ones,

RFW: Do you think there's a real erisis of values in the American
middle class, then?

RE: I think so,

RPW: I agree with you, I think there is too,

REt I think there's a terrific erisis, and one of the events it's
testing - in feet, bringing the erisis on, is the necessity of deale
ing with this Negro freedom movement.

RPW 3 m.mtemm-mmmmnn-mroun
those who can't deal with it, only to withdraw from it, who san't
aceept the neceasity of dealing with it on realistic terms - this
is North or South or West or anywhere - forget the Southern pisture
for this moment, The other one is there are those who move into it
- I'm making a statoment now but I mean it as a question - there are
those who are into it because they - it is their personsl salvation
to find a cause to identify with something outside themselves, out-
side their - the flatmess of their middle class Ameriecan spiritual
ghetto and find a reality there to gain s Srus romance
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over that, Now, there have been several pesple ineluding Rebers
Moses in Mississippi sald the resistance of Negroes there to white
well wishers or even courageous fellow workers is very great « very
great, One thing ‘absord arbitrarily in their Negro
culture, Negro speech, Negro musical terms, Negro musical tasbes,
and move in and grab, as it were, the other man's soul. Theve's
real resistance, he says, but he

and try and got something for themselves out of it., This is - it's
particularly resented,

RE: Yes, it is, and it always has been, and what's new ecbout it is
its being stated, its being artioulated., Decause it's reductive,
It's the assumption that the charasteristic expression can just be
pieked up without paying the dues for it,

RW: Take an apple off the cart and running -

RE: That's right, and you say, well, you Imow, it's not like that,
It isn't possible, A friend of mine told & story of a young white
salesman who came down to Tuskegee in the '50's and he became friendly
with some of the fellows who used to stand around on the bloek and
talk and drank a 1ittle bit, And he found that this was & good way
of liking the speech, and he ended up trying to become a part of i,
And many of these were quite unsophigticated fellows but they were
quite amused to see this form of naievebty., It's like Christopher
Newman in James' The Ameriean going over and trying to move into
French society and finding this complexity of velues and attitudes.
But, to get bask to the other point, Hegroes have resented the
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appropriation of their character, their image, and so on for comer
eial purposes as well as by those people who as you say are seeking
causes. And I'm sure that there must have been quite a lot of resents
ment among the Negroes who ensountered certain abolitionists, bocause
the tendency is to use the other person for your convenience.

RPW: It's awful human, isn't 1t?

RE: It is;, it's awful human

RAW: Of course, now, this same question, as some of you say, I don't
care what your motives are if they're useful to a ceuse., That's one
« that's a practical approach,

RE: That's very prectical,

RPW: Another person of & - would diagnose this - a very subtle minded
man would diamgnose this resistance, you sec, not merely as a jealousy
of comuand post taken over by say a Harvard boy who is going to trainm
& local boy. He' ifsn't seeking that pest but it's forced on him beo-
csuse it's a treining post. Now, resentment or
Jealousy, human as it 1s, but this deeper more thing.
0f course that's marginel and is explosion which
settlea dowm But the olement is an indication,
fisn't 1it, of the white middle class danger?

RE: I think that some of that comes into i1%. I think that it's seo
difficult for white middle class people to understand that the time
has passed whore thelr values could be so casily imposed upon Hegroes.
This gets into tho question of leadership in Negre eivil rights ore
ganisations and so on. That is, they've had the long experience -
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and I can't speak as an officlal of any of these organisations, but
the experience certainly is of long duration, whereby you male allies
with people to work toward goals, But when it begins to pimeh them
they say hold off, And there is a matter of sserifice and the use
of that phrase self-determination invelved here, and considering the
added pressure upon the Negro groups through autemmtion, through the
inorease of schol dropouts, through the lask of reading sidills and
80 on, there is a desperation which we feel which others den't have
to feel.

RW: That is, hore in the midst of what has been an expanding economy
you have a contracting economy for the unprepared situntion
having been more poorly end poorly prepared for the change than his
white brothers have been. Is that the parallel that you wented

RE: That's the paredox - there's the paradex. And then there's the
other thing - the assuranse, the unrealistic assurance that you ean
~ because you come from a certain baskground you are in & position to
know more about what you've begun, lNow, this is a patermalistic at-
titude which has not been earmed, it's not traditional, it's nothing
exgopt an sssumption of superiority.

RA: You mean it's not even with responsibility?

RE: It 's not with responsibility either, But you assume that you
are in a position to be a spokesman and analyze it, and you never
stop to discover, well, vhat is this that I'm trying to do. And it
also deesn't allow for something new whish has come into the pleture,
& determimation no longer to be the scapegoat, no Behjer to pay, to
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be sacrificed, to ~ the inadequacies of cther Americans. We want te
soclalize this problem. Let's all of us sasrifice a 1ittle bit.
RPW: How, the sserifieing is not merely a convenienses and vanities
but a - but vhat mere?

RE: Well, if the cost in terms of charaster, in terms of courage
and determination and self diseovery, to bring Americans' conduct

in line with its professed ideals. This is a basie thing, to really
act out the old American idesl which you make so mush fuss about,
Negroes ere doing it and they are most American in that they are
doing it., And others are going to have to do the same thing. Well,
I say "have to" - I don't msan that we're in & position to farce
anything, except the exertion of -

RMW: Well, let's say force - but force has been a manifestation,
RE: Yes ~ & matier of pressuring and keeping this eountry stirred
up., Because we have to lkeep it stirred up.

RPAW: What has historically proved that thing - not just in America
but elsewhere - soeial change doesn't happen sutomatically - somee
thing has to happen to meke it

RE: Yes, it's, well, Harold Rosenberg and his "Tradition of the
New" has an essay on character and drama and charascter in torms of
the law, and he makes the point that drams is not like 1ife, but the
interastion, the plot, the scenes and the charecters, everything
are organized and selected to express certain values of the author,
and with the law, it 1s the act « for instanse, the act of murder -
vhish reorganizes, reshapes the whole charaster of the man. That is,
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the law views the murderedt as a murderer, he is & man without previous
history in that sense, unless -
RPit The definition hinges on the aect, is that 1t?
RE: On the ast -~ that's 4t, But this is not true in life, and it
isn't trus in the larger sense of what's happening to Negrees now,
There was & dramatic action involved, but it was an aet of law, 2
decision of the Supreme Cowrt which made possible a broader ground
for struggle.
RPW: Let me ask a question bearing on that, Ralph -« how mush change
in the general elimmte has there been, not merely the erystalliszing
out of policies of resistance on the part of NHegroes and

principles of organization and fact - but how much
general climete of opinion, you see, in the world - in Americe as &
whole « the white man's America is tho NVegreo's America -

is it morely a matter of what has happened to the Negro
to put his pressure om, or has there boen a real change, say in a
‘hundred years, in the climate and basic attitudes
RE: Yes, I think so. Ve can look at the popular images of Negroes
- I think that's changed. It's changed, as Albert Murrey said, it's
gotten so now if a man says well, let's go to the limit, James, he's
going out to see a bunsch of Negroes, and he's going to our comsert
and he's going - part of the time he's going to just ses some Hegroes
and hear some Negroes.
RMW: These facts make a difference of attitude in themselves.
RE:t I think so. And the other thing - we don't resognise to wiat
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extent the couniry has been organized and lept in balanse by the
images of popular culture, and I'm thinking of - well, to go bask
tothdutmlnmuuutuhmwunmnm:uu
mm-tmuawnm,Mtbua.thm
the entertaimment, had a 1ot to do with hiow Negroos were treated,
and this becomes very ambiguous when you got a book like Unsle Tem's
Cabin, where for the right ressons many wrong conceptions of the
humenity of Negrees were thrown inte the public mind, That's why
Negroes dislilke the idea of Uncle Tom - that's a negative term for
us. And the other thing that has changede-well, remenber The Birth
of a Natlonwe that idea, and all of those movies which followed,
showing the bugeyed Pullman porter and so on - well, that has gone
out of it,

RPW: Something has happened there,

REs Something has happened.

RAWt How effect of Douglas and Plessey before 1954 -
something happened. New, this is a goneral climate of opinion - &
general attitude toward society.

REs Yes, I think so, and I think that much of this comes bask inte
w»uwuz,umwum~msmmmontmumw~
that had a tremendous impact -~ that, and the rise of the dark na-
tions,

RPW: As & general gontext,

RE! I was listening to Loule Lomax on tolevision on Sunday night
hlwhmaﬁhﬂonputmun«wmﬂlm
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time, he sald, the guys who were shooting st me during the second
world war can come over here and make it impossidle for me %o go into
& building., He can go right past me, end yot he was ascepted as the
country's enemy. And this sense of ons's predicament is insscapable
for Negroes, and it bocomes even more dramntic when African diplomats
come in and be served in places where Amorican Negroes cannot be,
RPWs Well, 1t's clear to anyone with any imegination or even powers
of obsorvation what has happened to the leogroes in America., I would
think what's happemed to the white people in America e change
of spiritual climate., Partly as a result of course something has
happened to the Negre - I don't mean it has happensd by itgelf -

how much has haprened that is there?
Is there enough gain to stake something on it, do you think?
RE: Ome can enly hope about these things. I think that we have
such a resistance - such a resistance toward events - we've had the
luxury of evading moral necessities from the Resonstruction on -
RAW: As Ben Willlams sald yesterday, to guote him sgain, as &
on the national consciense, General Grant was somewhat miscast.
RE: He certainly was. He was in no pesition to handle it, and mush
of the loosensss which we suffered from can be dated baek to that
period, It just seems to follow that you have to learn how to be
morally correet when you have so much vhen you have so much
mobility, when you oan postpone the moment of truth, But I think
that as we have become the major power in the world, we are being
@isciplined in the experience of frustration, and the experionce of
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being found imadequate. We're being - wo're slowly learning that
the wealth doesn't do us any good, that that isn't what is needed,
RIWt HNow, we were saying about another tople -

same topie - well, we were talling about the spiritusl dangers in
the American middle class - here's a mational danger which is

isn't 1t? Is that right? Either banlruptey - or at least the denger
of bankruptey ~ and in a world situation - & danger there of the
bankruptey of power because intelligence,
is that 1?7

REs I think so. That makes sense, I think so, and I think that
what happens, either in the instences where we must use force or
where we should use force, we don't know how to confromt this, be-
cause we have - we're compromised so darmed much with events and
with ourselves, Ve think we can slip out of certain things but I
don't think so. I don't think a great nation can act that way, It's
rether amesing to see the - all of the proasperity, all of the possie
bilities of ledsure, and still have & nation which is in a state of
anxiety., Something is wrong there, Something there is wrong and

it isn't the presence of Negroes. It isn't even the presence of the
eivil rights problem although this is an aspeet of it.

REW: It does flow into it. I could agreo with you immediately that
that is not the esentral faet - flow into an American na-
tional situation and aggravate it, Bub the other thing whish would
bhave happened anyway - it's happened in other paerts of the world
where they have no Negroes.
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RE: That's right, Well, vhat does man do sbout having so mush
power? We have always been in the position of controlling owr owm
appetites and deciding how far we should go - that is, the prodlem
of Ahab as against Moby Dick, and we jJust - the sky's the limit,
The national values bocome so confused that you can't even depend
upon depend upon your writers for some sense of the realism of
character. There has been so mush self indulgence - much of it to
be traced back to the fad of psychoanalysis - the concept of Mamman
doesn't exist for many, many people in this country,

RPW: The concept of syntax doesn't either., And perhaps

REt Peorhaps, This is rather strange to wateh. I believe that
there is a basic strength in this country, but so much of it is bo
ing socked away and no one geems to be too mueh interested in it.
RFW: It's sadly true, I thimk, Let mo switeh the topie, if you
will, Let mo read you a passsge here fram Dr, Kemneth Clark on
Martin Luther King's philosophy - this will lead us basck to the
vhole guestion of the nature of vielense and nonvielence in & situa-
tion 1like this ~ the soclal revolution, On the surface, King's
philosophy sppoars to have health and stability, while the Blask
Nationalists betray pathology and instability, A deeper analysis,
however, would reveal that there is also an unrealistiec if not
pathological basis in King's dootrine. The natural resction to
injustice, oppression and humiliastion are bitterness and rosentment.
The form which such bitterness takes noed not be overtly viclent
but the cerrosion of human spirit seems inevitable, It would seem,
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therefore, that any demand that the victims of oppression be required -
to love those who opyress them places an additional and probably
intolerable psychologiecal burden upon them,

RE1 Well, 1s & man who is missing the herols side of
tmm.mumnumzmmmuamm.
Now, I think this - it might sound mystieal, but I don't feel it's
80 because I think it's being acted out - that there is a great deal
of power - and Dostoyevski has made us aware - in humility. In faet,
Jesus Christ has made us aware. It could be terridly ambiguous and
it can contain many, many sontradictory forces. iv not work-
ing out of yesterday nor the day before yesterday. He is working out
of & long tradition which is reinforeed with all the - by religion
and a number of other things. The people who are involved have been
conditioned to contain these contradistory elements.

- RAW: Do you mean conditioned by their training or by their history?
RE: By their history - by their history - I mean, meny of them
eouldn't even spell out what I'm talidng sbout - even the leaders,
RW: And not just the nonviolent clinies?

REt No - no -~ not that - I'm talking about the nesessity of having
to stay alive during periods vhere many, many Negroes were killed,
We know what the viclence - the history of the violencs, bub the
personal courage was not even a fasctor in this, The individual pere
sonal sowrage had to be held in check, and he had to determine whe
he was involved with and at what point ho wanted to sell his life,
This is the - gertainly has been part of my experience, vhere I had
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to decide I might go into - to take on and fight over this -~ this
guy wants me to fight, he's trying to make me fight, what do I
have to gain? Am I going to let him determine my worth? - to me?
RAW: To lot him detormine your worth to you, is that 1%?

REt By some small insignificant vicleonce. Because one thing that
Clark forgets is that Negroes leserned sbout violence in a very good
school, and they have known for a long, long time that thoy%:h a8
lot of head whipping.

RPW: Let's go back now to wvhat you said a moment ego - you said
he lacked the comception of the basic horoisnm,

RE: Yes - the basic heroism of - the person who must live within
e soclety without recognition, without real status, but who is in-
volved in its ideals and who is trying to make his way to that go-
ciety and who, because of this predicament in the society and his
position in it, learns more of the real problems, the real mature
of that soclety, the real values of it. He might not be able to
spell 1t out philosophiecally, but you Imow that this is the truth
« I live the truth and you do not live the truth, because you are
not taking this into consideration, This imposes upon that person
the mecessity of understanding the other man and giving up some of
his revenge. ‘

RPW: Of understanding himself 0o,

RE: Of understanding himself too - yos. Understanding himself and
understanding himself in relationship to the other man, This puts a
big strain « yos, It puts a Lig strain upen the individual, Hever-
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theless, isn't this what oivilization is ebout? Isn't this what

we aim for at the highest? Isn't this what tregedy has aluays
taught us? |
RFW: One or two poople whom I have asked this question say, well,
this reflects their Christian philesophy, as it does ~ that the
Christian philosophy believes in the rodemption of the natural man
and now you're saying something else -~ different and not nocessarily
contradictery - you are saying - this is not forgetting Christisnity,
it 's forgetting heroism - another kind of redemption,

RE: That's right - you're forgetting sasrifice, and the idea of
sacrifice is very deeply inbred in Negroes. This is the thing -

my mother aluays sald I don't know whet's going to happen to us 4f
you young Hegroes domn't do so-and-so-andegso, The command went out
and 1t still goes out., You're supposed to be somebody, and it's in
relationship to the group., This is part of the American Negro
experience, and this also means that the idea of sacrifice is always
right there, This is where Hanneh Ernst is way off in left base

in her reflections on Little Rock. She has no conception of what
goes on in the paremts who send their kids through these lines.

The kid is supposed to be able to go through the line - he's a
Negro, and he's supposed to have mastered those tensions, and if

be gots hurt then this is one more saerifice.

RFW: This is the end of the first tape of the conversation with
Ralph Ellisen, Resume on Tape 2.



