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84 NOTES OF A NATIVE SON

life mattered; blackness and whiteness did not matter; to be-
lieve that they did was to acquiesce in one’s own destruction.
Hatred, which could destroy so much, never failed to destroy
the man who hated and this was an immutable law.

It began to seem that one would have to hold in the mind
forever two ideas which seemed to be in opposition. The first
idea was acceptance, the acceptance, totally without rancor, of
life as it is, and men as they are: in the light of this idea, it
goes without saying that injustice is a commonplace. But this
did not mean that one could be complacent, for the second
idea was of equal power: that one must never, in one’s own
life, accept these injustices as commonplace but must fight
them with -all one’s strength. This fight begins, however, in
the heart and it now had been laid to my charge to keep my
own heart free of hatred and despair. This intimation made
my heart heavy and, now that my father was irrecoverable, I
wished that he had been beside me so that I could have
searched his face for the answers which only the future would
give me now.

PART THREE

Encounter on the Seine: Black Meets Brown
(1959)

N PARIS nowadays it is rather more difficult for an American

Negro to become a really successful entertainer than it is
rumored to have been some thirty years ago. For one thing,
champagne has ceased to be drunk out of slippers, and the
frivolously colored thousand-franc note is neither as elastic nor
as freely spent as it was in the 1920’s. The musicians and sing-
ers who are here now must work very hard indeed to acquire
the polish and style which will land them in the big time.
Bearing witness to this eternally tantalizing possibility, per-
formers whose eminence is unchallenged, like Duke Ellington
or Louis Armstrong, occasionally pass through. Some of their
ambitious followers are in or near the big time already; others
are gaining reputations which have yet to be tested in the
States. Gordon Heath, who will be remembered for his per-
formances. as the embattled soldier in Broadway’s Deep Are
the Roots some seasons back, sings ballads nightly in his own
night club on the Rue L’Abbaye; and everyone who comes
to Paris these days sooner or later discovers Chez Inez, a
night club in the Latin Quarter run by a singer named Inez
Cavanaugh, which specializes in fried chicken and jazz. It is
at Chez Inez that many an unknown first performs in public,
going on thereafter, if not always to greater triumphs, at least
to other night clubs, and possibly landing a contract to tour
the Riviera during the spring and summer.

In general, only the Negro entertainers are able to maintain
a useful and unquestioning comradeship with other Negroes.
Their nonperforming; colored countrymen are, nearly to a
man, incomparably more isolated, and it must be. conceded
that this isolation is deliberate. It is estimated that there are
five hundred Americann Negroes living in this city, the vast
majority of them veterans studying on the G.I. Bill. They are
studying everything from the Sorbonne’s standard Cours de
Civilisation: Frangaise to abnormal psychology, brain surgery,
music, fine:arts, and literature. Their isolation from each other
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1s not difficult to understand if one bears in mind the axiom,
unquestioned by American landlords, that Negroes are happy
only when they are kept together. Those driven to break this
pattern by leaving the U.S. ghettos not merely have effected
a social and physical leave-taking but also have been precipi-
tated into cruel psychological warfare. It is altogether inevi-
table that past humiliations should become associated not only
with one’s traditional oppressors but also with one’s tradi-
tional kinfolk. '

Thus the sight of a face from home is not invariably a source
of joy, but can also quite easily become a source of embar-
rassment or rage. The American Negro in Paris is forced at
last to exercise an undemocratic discrimination rarely practiced
by Americans, that of judging his people, duck by duck, and
distinguishing them one from another. Through this delib-
erate isolation, through lack of numbers, and above all
through his own overwhelming need to be, as it were, for-
gotten, the American Negro in Paris is very nearly the invisible
man.

The wariness with which he regards his colored kin is a
natural extension of the wariness with which he regards all of
his countrymen. At the beginning, certainly, he cherishes
rather exaggerated hopes of the French. His white country-
men, by and large, fail to justify his fears, partly because the
social climate does not encourage an outward display of racial
bigotry, partly out of their awareness of being ambassadors,
and finally, I should think, because they are -themselves re-
lieved at being no longer forced to think in terms of color,
There remains, nevertheless, in the encounter of white Amer-
icans and Negro Americans the high potential of an awkward
or an ugly situation.

The white American regards his darker brother through the
distorting screen created by a lifetime of conditioning. He is
accustomed to regard him ecither as a needy and deserving
martyr or as the soul of rhythm, but he is more than a little
intimidated to find this stranger so many miles from home.
At first he tends instinctively, whatever his intelligence may
belatedly clamor, to take it as a reflection on his personal
honor and good-will; and at the same time, with that winning
generosity, at once good-natured and uneasy, which charac-

terizes Americans, he would like to establish communication,
and sympathy, with his compatriot. “And how do yon feel
about it?”’ he would like to ask, “it” being anything—the
Russians, Betty Grable, the Place de la Concorde. The trouble
here is that any “‘it,”” so tentatively offered, may suddenly be-
come loaded and vibrant with tension, creating in the air be-
tween the two thus met an intolerable atmosphere of danger.

The Negro, on the other hand, via the same conditioning
which constricts the outward gesture of the whites, has
learned to anticipate: as the mouth opens he divines what the
tongue will utter. He has had time, too, long before he came
to Paris, to reflect on the absolute and personally expensive
futility of taking any one of his countrymen to task for his
status in America, or of hoping to convey to them any of his
experience. The American Negro and white do not, therefore,
discuss the past, except in considerately guarded snatches.
Both are quite willing, and indeed quite wise, to remark in-
stead the considerably overrated impressiveness of the Eiffel
Tower.

The Eiffel Tower has naturally long since ceased to divert
the French, who consider that all Negroes arrive from Amer-
ica, trumpet-laden and twinkle-toed, bearing scars so unut-
terably painful that all of the glories of the French Republic
may not suffice to heal them. This indignant generosity poses
problems of its own, which, language and custom being what
they are, are not so easily averted.

The European tends to avoid the really monumental con-
fusion which might result from an attempt to apprehend the
relationship of the forty-eight states to one another, clinging
instead to such information as is afforded by radio, press, and
film, to anecdotes considered to be illustrative of American
life, and to the myth that we have ourselves perpetuated. The
result, in conversation, is rather like seeing one’s back yard
reproduced with extreme fidelity, but in such a perspective
that it becomes a place which one has never seen or visited,
which never has existed, and which never can exist. The Negro
is forced to say ‘“Yes to many a difficult question, and yet to
deny the conclusion to which his answers seem to point. His
past, he now realizes, has not been simply a series of ropes
and bonfires and humiliations, but something vastly more
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complex, which, as he thinks painfully, It was much worse
than that,”” was dlso, he irrationally feels, something much
better. As it is useless to excoriate his countrymen, it is galling
now to be pitied as a victim, to accept this ready sympathy
which is limited only by its failure to accept him as an Amer-
ican. He finds himself involved, in another language, in the
same old battle: the battle for hlS own identity. To accept the
reality of his being an American becomes a matter involving
his integrity and his greatest hopes, for only by accepting this
reality can he hope to make articulate to himself or to others
the uniqueness of his experience, and to set free the spirit so
long anonymous and caged.

The ambivalence of his status is thrown into relief by his
encounters with the Negro students from France’s colonies
who live in Paris. The French African comes from a region
and a way of life which—at least from the American point of
view—is exceedingly primitive, and where exploitation takes
more naked forms. In Paris, the African Negro’s status, con-
spicuous and subtly inconvenient, is that of a colonial; and he
leads here the intangibly precarious life of someone abruptly
and recently uprooted. His bitterness is unlike that of his
American kinsman in that it is not so treacherously likely to
be turned against himself. He has, not so very many miles
away, a homeland. to which his relationship, no less than his
responsibility, is overwhelmingly clear: His country must be
given—or it must seize—its freedom. This bitter ambition is
shared by his fellow colonials, with whom he has a common
language, and whom he has no wish whatever to avoid; with-
out whose sustenance, indeed, he would be almost altogether
lost in Paris. They live in groups together, in the same neigh-
borhoods, in student hotels and under conditions which can-
not fail to impress the American as almost unendurable.

Yet what the American is seeing is not simply the poverty
of the student but the enormous gap between the European
and American standards of living. A/l of the students in the
Latin Quarter live in ageless, sinister-looking hotels; they are
all forced contmuaﬂy to choose bctwccn c1garcttcs and cheese
at lunch.

It is true that thc povcrty and angcr wh1ch thc Amcncan
Negro sees must be related to Europe and not to America.
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Yet, as he wishes for a moment that he were home again,
where at least the terrain is familiar, there begins to race within
him, like the despised beat of the tom-tom, echoes of a past
Wthh he has not yet been able to utilize, intimations of a
rcspon31b111ty which he has not yet been. ablc to face. He be-
gins to con]ccturc how much he has gained and lost during
his long sojourn in the American republic. The African before
him has endured privation, injustice, medieval cruelty; but the
African has not yet endured the utter alienation of himself
from his people and his past. His mother did not sing “Some-
times I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” and he has not, all his
life long, ached for acceptance in a culture which pronounced
straight hair and white skin the only acceptable beauty.

They face each other, the Negro and the African, over a
gulf of three hundred years—an alienation too vast to be con-
quered in an evening’s good-will, too heavy and too double-
edged ever to be trapped in speech. This alienation causes the
Negro to recognize that he is a hybrid. Not a physical hybrid
merely: in every aspect of his living he betrays the memory of
the auction block and the impact of the happy ending. In
white Americans he finds reflected—repeated, as it were, in a
higher key—his tensions, his terrors, his tenderness. Dimly
and for the first time, there begins to fall into perspective the
nature of the roles they have played in the lives and history of
each other. Now he is bone of their bone, flesh of their flesh;
they have loved and hated and obsessed and feared each other
and his blood is in their soil. Therefore he cannot deny them,
nor can they ever be divorced.

The American Negro cannot explain to the African what
surely seems in himself to be a want of manliness, of racial
pride, a maudlin ability to forgive. It is difficult to make clear
that he is not seeking to forfeit his birthright as a black man,
but that, on the contrary, it is precisely this birthright Wthh
he is struggling to recogmze and make articulate. Perhaps it
now occurs to him that in this need to establish himself in
relation to his past he is most Amencan, that this depthless
alienation from oneself and one’s people is, in sum, the Amer-
ican experience.

Yet one day he will face his home again; nor can he realis-
tically expect to find overwhelming changes. In America, it is
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true, the appearance is perpetually changing, each generation
greeting with short-lived exultation yet more dazzling addi-
tions to our renowned fagade. But the ghetto, anxiety, bitter-
ness, and guilt continue to breed their indescribable complex
of tensions. What time will bring Americans is at last their
own identity. It is on this dangerous voyage and in the same
boat that the American Negro will make peace with himself
and with the voiceless many thousands gone before him.

A Question of Identity

THE AMERICAN student colony in Paris is a social phe-
nomenon so amorphous as to at once demand and defy
the generality. One is far from being in the position of finding
not enough to say-—one finds far too much, and everything
one finds is contradictory. What one wants to know at bot-
tom, is what they came to find: to which question there are—
at least—as many answers as there are faces at the café tables.

The assumed common denominator, which is their military
experience, does not shed on this question as much light as
one might hope. For one thing, it becomes impossible, the
moment one thinks about it, to predicate the existence of a
common experience. The moment one thinks about it, it be-
comes apparent that there is no such thing. That experience
is a private, and a very largely speechless affair is the principal
truth, perhaps, to which the colony under discussion bears
witness—though the aggressively unreadable face which they,
collectively, present also suggests the more disturbing possi-
bility that experience may perfectly well be meaningless. This
loaded speculation aside, it is certainly true that whatever this
experience has done to them, or for them, whatever the effect
has been, is, or will be, is a question to which no one has yet
given any strikingly coherent answer. Military experience does
not, furthermore, necessarily mean experience of battle, so
that the student colony’s common denominator reduces itself
to nothing more than the fact that all of its members have
spent some time in uniform. This is the common denominator
of their entire generation, of which the majority is not to be
found' in Paris, or, for that matter, in Europe. One is at the
outset, therefore, forbidden to assume that the fact of having
surrendered to the necessary anonymity of uniform, or of hav-
ing undergone the shock of battle, was enough to occasion
this flight from home. The best that one can do by way of
uniting these so disparate identities is simply to accept, with-
out comment, the fact of their military experience, without
questioning its -extent; and, further, to suggest that they form,
by virtue of their presence here, a somewhat unexpected mi-
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