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Literature-in-English Note SS 2 

Week 1 

Topic:                   Introduction to Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison  

Content development:  

At the time when the black identity in the Americans were under fire for being blacks, the novel 

came to interrogate the mass blindness as a result of hatred associated with race. The prologue 

of the novel captured the role identification of the main character, what one can term “the 

tragedy of blackness in a white world”.   

Written in the politically and socially turbulent 1940s, Invisible Man is one of the definitive 

novels of the African-American experience; it is also one of the definitive novels for all 

Americans. The issues Ellison so powerfully addresses are those that confront everyone who 

lives in the modern world: not only racism but the very question of personal identity, our 

frustrated impulse to assert ourselves in a world which is metaphorically blind. Ellison’s hero 

is invisible within the larger culture because he is black, but his feelings can easily be 

understood by all those who experience the anonymity of modern life. Shortly before his death 

Ellison acknowledged the fact that his novel had expanded the very meaning of the word 

"invisible." Invisibility, he said, "touches anyone who lives in a big metropolis." (New Yorker, 

5/2/94)  

 

The novel’s nameless narrator (the Invisible Man) is representative of many intelligent young 

African-Americans of his generation. Born and raised in the rural South, he is a star pupil at a 

college for black students. He dreams of racial uplift through humility and hard work, a doctrine 

preached by the school and the larger Southern culture. When his innocent idealism lands him 

in trouble, he comes to understand the hypocrisy behind the school’s professed philosophy and 

heads for the greater freedom of New York.  

 

The naive young man is "educated" by being slowly disabused of all his ideals. Despite this, in 

the end he chooses to reject cynicism and hatred and to embrace a philosophy of hope. Ellison 

wanted his novel to transcend the rage and hopelessness of the protest novel and assert a world 

of possibility, however remote. It is surreal because "life is surreal," and it is funny—often 

hilariously so—because "what else was there to sustain our will to persevere but laughter?"   

[p. xv]. The novel also reflects the rhetorical richness of the African-American culture, using a 

wide range of idiomatic styles. Ellison’s anti-realism stood out at a time when realism was the 

dominant fictional style, particularly in the protest novel. Through it he asserts the excitement 

of human experience in a world in which the unexpected is always happening. 
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Week 2 

Topics:                 Background of the Author /Text, Setting and Plot     

Content development:  

a. Background of the author  

Ralph Ellison was the grandson of slaves. He attended the Tuskegee Institute, which was 

founded by Booker T. Washington. He both studied and played jazz, which informed the 

improvisational style of Invisible Man. He then moved to Harlem, where he befriended people 

like Langston Hughes and Richard Wright.  

The novel won the National Book Award in 1953 and is regarded as one of the greatest 

American novels of all time. Amazingly, this was Ellison's first and only novel published 

during his life. One more novel, Juneteenth, was published after his death.  

b. Setting  

The novel begins in a small town of the American South in the 1930s, and then moves to a 

nearby Negro College. After the narrator’s untimely expulsion from the Negro College, he 

relocates to New York City’s Harlem and lives first in a boarding room then in his own 

apartment. At the end of the novel, he lives in a manhole underground. The first and last 

chapters take place in the present and frame the past incidents that make up the body of the 

story.  

c. Plot  

The narrator begins telling his story with the claim that he is an “invisible man.” His invisibility, 

he says, is not a physical condition—he is not literally invisible—but is rather the result of the 

refusal of others to see him. He says that because of his invisibility, he has been hiding from 

the world, living underground and stealing electricity from the Monopolated Light & Power 

Company. He burns 1,369 light bulbs simultaneously and listens to Louis Armstrong’s “(What 

Did I Do to Be So) Black and Blue” on a phonograph. He says that he has gone underground 

in order to write the story of his life and invisibility. 

As a young man, in the late 1920s or early 1930s, the narrator lived in the South. Because he 

is a gifted public speaker, he is invited to give a speech to a group of important white men in 

his town. The men reward him with a briefcase containing a scholarship to a prestigious black 

college, but only after humiliating him by forcing him to fight in a “battle royal” in which he 

is pitted against other young black men, all blindfolded, in a boxing ring. After the battle royal, 

the white men force the youths to scramble over an electrified rug in order to snatch at fake 

gold coins. The narrator has a dream that night in which he imagines that his scholarship is 

actually a piece of paper reading “To Whom It May Concern . . . Keep This Nigger-Boy 

Running.” 

Three years later, the narrator is a student at the college. He is asked to drive a wealthy white 

trustee of the college, Mr. Norton, around the campus. Norton talks incessantly about his 

daughter, then shows an undue interest in the narrative of Jim True blood, a poor, uneducated 

black man who impregnated his own daughter. After hearing this story, Norton needs a drink, 

and the narrator takes him to the Golden Day, a saloon and brothel that normally serves black 
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men. A fight breaks out among a group of mentally imbalanced black veterans at the bar, and 

Norton passes out during the chaos. He is tended by one of the veterans, who claims to be a 

doctor and who taunts both Norton and the narrator for their blindness regarding race relations. 

 

Back at the college, the narrator listens to a long, impassioned sermon by the Reverend Homer 

A. Barbee on the subject of the college’s Founder, whom the blind Barbee glorifies with poetic 

language. After the sermon, the narrator is chastised by the college president, Dr. Bledsoe, who 

has learned of the narrator’s misadventures with Norton at the old slave quarters and the Golden 

Day. Bledsoe rebukes the narrator, saying that he should have shown the white man an 

idealized version of black life. He expels the narrator, giving him seven letters of 

recommendation addressed to the college’s white trustees in New York City, and sends him 

there in search of a job. 

The narrator travels to the bright lights and bustle of 1930s Harlem, where he looks 

unsuccessfully for work. The letters of recommendation are of no help. At last, the narrator 

goes to the office of one of his letters’ addressees, a trustee named Mr. Emerson. There he 

meets Emerson’s son, who opens the letter and tells the narrator that he has been betrayed: the 

letters from Bledsoe actually portray the narrator as dishonourable and unreliable. The young 

Emerson helps the narrator to get a low-paying job at the Liberty Paints plant, whose trademark 

colour is “Optic White.” The narrator briefly serves as an assistant to Lucius Brockway, the 

black man who makes this white paint, but Brockway suspects him of joining in union activities 

and turns on him. The two men fight, neglecting the paint-making; consequently, one of the 

unattended tanks explodes, and the narrator is knocked unconscious. 

The narrator wakes in the paint factory’s hospital, having temporarily lost his memory and 

ability to speak. The white doctors seize the arrival of their unidentified black patient as an 

opportunity to conduct electric shock experiments. After the narrator recovers his memory and 

leaves the hospital, he collapses on the street. Some black community members take him to the 

home of Mary, a kind woman who lets him live with her for free in Harlem and nurtures his 

sense of black heritage. One day, the narrator witnesses the eviction of an elderly black couple 

from their Harlem apartment. Standing before the crowd of people gathered before the 

apartment, he gives an impassioned speech against the eviction. Brother Jack overhears his 

speech and offers him a position as a spokesman for the Brotherhood, a political organization 

that allegedly works to help the socially oppressed. After initially rejecting the offer, the 

narrator takes the job in order to pay Mary back for her hospitality. But the Brotherhood 

demands that the narrator take a new name, break with his past, and move to a new apartment. 

The narrator is inducted into the Brotherhood at a party at the Chthonian Hotel and is placed in 

charge of advancing the group’s goals in Harlem. 

After being trained in rhetoric by a white member of the group named Brother Hambro, the 

narrator goes to his assigned branch in Harlem, where he meets the handsome, intelligent black 

youth leader Tod Clifton. He also becomes familiar with the Black Nationalist leader Ras the 

Exhorter, who opposes the interracial Brotherhood and believes that black Americans should 

fight for their rights over and against all whites. The narrator delivers speeches and becomes a 

high-profile figure in the Brotherhood, and he enjoys his work. One day, however, he receives 

an anonymous note warning him to remember his place as a black man in the Brotherhood. Not 

long after, the black Brotherhood member Brother Wrestrum accuses the narrator of trying to 
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use the Brotherhood to advance a selfish desire for personal distinction. While a committee of 

the Brotherhood investigates the charges, the organization moves the narrator to another post, 

as an advocate of women’s rights. After giving a speech one evening, he is seduced by one of 

the white women at the gathering, who attempts to use him to play out her sexual fantasies 

about black men. 

After a short time, the Brotherhood sends the narrator back to Harlem, where he discovers that 

Clifton has disappeared. Many other black members have left the group, as much of the Harlem 

community feels that the Brotherhood has betrayed their interests. The narrator finds Clifton 

on the street selling dancing “Sambo” dolls—dolls that invoke the stereotype of the lazy and 

obsequious slave. Clifton apparently does not have a permit to sell his wares on the street. 

White policemen accost him and, after a scuffle, shoot him dead as the narrator and others look 

on. On his own initiative, the narrator holds a funeral for Clifton and gives a speech in which 

he portrays his dead friend as a hero, galvanizing public sentiment in Clifton’s favour. The 

Brotherhood is furious with him for staging the funeral without permission, and Jack harshly 

castigates him. As Jack rants about the Brotherhood’s ideological stance, a glass eye falls from 

one of his eye sockets. The Brotherhood sends the narrator back to Brother Hambro to learn 

about the organization’s new strategies in Harlem. 

The narrator leaves feeling furious and anxious to gain revenge on Jack and the Brotherhood. 

He arrives in Harlem to find the neighbourhood in ever-increased agitation over race relations. 

Ras confronts him, deploring the Brotherhood’s failure to draw on the momentum generated 

by Clifton’s funeral. Ras sends his men to beat up the narrator, and the narrator is forced to 

disguise himself in dark glasses and a hat. In his dark glasses, many people on the streets 

mistake him for someone named Rinehart, who seems to be a pimp, bookie, lover, and reverend 

all at once. At last, the narrator goes to Brother Hambro’s apartment, where Hambro tells him 

that the Brotherhood has chosen not to emphasize Harlem and the black movement. He 

cynically declares that people are merely tools and that the larger interests of the Brotherhood 

are more important than any individual. Recalling advice given to him by his grandfather, the 

narrator determines to undermine the Brotherhood by seeming to go along with them 

completely. He decides to flatter and seduce a woman close to one of the party leaders in order 

to obtain secret information about the group. 

But the woman he chooses, Sybil, knows nothing about the Brotherhood and attempts to use 

the narrator to fulfil her fantasy of being raped by a black man. While still with Sybil in his 

apartment, the narrator receives a call asking him to come to Harlem quickly. The narrator 

hears the sound of breaking glass, and the line goes dead. He arrives in Harlem to find the 

neighbourhood in the midst of a full-fledged riot, which he learns was incited by Ras. The 

narrator becomes involved in setting fire to a tenement building. Running from the scene of the 

crime, he encounters Ras, dressed as an African chieftain. Ras calls for the narrator to be 

lynched. The narrator flees, only to encounter two policemen, who suspect that his briefcase 

contains loot from the riots. In his attempt to evade them, the narrator falls down a manhole. 

The police mock him and draw the cover over the manhole. 

The narrator says that he has stayed underground ever since; the end of his story is also the 

beginning. He states that he finally has realized that he must honour his individual complexity 

and remain true to his own identity without sacrificing his responsibility to the community. He 

says that he finally feels ready to emerge from underground. 
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Week 3 

Topics:                          Themes  

Content Development:  

i. Racism As An Obstacle To Individual Identity 

As the narrator of Invisible Man struggles to arrive at a conception of his own identity, he 

finds his efforts complicated by the fact that he is a black man living in a racist American 

society. Throughout the novel, the narrator finds himself passing through a series of 

communities, from the Liberty Paints plant to the Brotherhood, with each microcosm 

endorsing a different idea of how blacks should behave in society. As the narrator attempts to 

define himself through the values and expectations imposed on him, he finds that, in each 

case, the prescribed role limits his complexity as an individual and forces him to play an 

inauthentic part. 

Upon arriving in New York, the narrator enters the world of the Liberty Paints plant, which 

achieves financial success by subverting blackness in the service of a brighter white. There, 

the narrator finds himself involved in a process in which white depends heavily on black—

both in terms of the mixing of the paint tones and in terms of the racial makeup of the 

workforce. Yet the factory denies this dependence in the final presentation of its product, and 

the narrator, as a black man, ends up stifled. Later, when the narrator joins the Brotherhood, 

he believes that he can fight for racial equality by working within the ideology of the 

organization, but he then finds that the Brotherhood seeks to use him as a token black man in 

its abstract project. 

Ultimately, the narrator realizes that the racial prejudice of others causes them to see him 

only as they want to see him, and their limitations of vision in turn place limitations on his 

ability to act. He concludes that he is invisible, in the sense that the world is filled with blind 

people who cannot or will not see his real nature. Correspondingly, he remains unable to act 

according to his own personality and becomes literally unable to be himself. Although the 

narrator initially embraces his invisibility in an attempt to throw off the limiting nature of 

stereotype, in the end he finds this tactic too passive. He determines to emerge from his 

underground “hibernation,” to make his own contributions to society as a complex individual. 

He will attempt to exert his power on the world outside of society’s system of prescribed 

roles. By making proactive contributions to society, he will force others to acknowledge him, 

to acknowledge the existence of beliefs and behaviours outside of their prejudiced 

expectations. 

ii. The Limitations of Ideology 

Over the course of the novel, the narrator realizes that the complexity of his inner self is 

limited not only by people’s racism but also by their more general ideologies. He finds that 

the ideologies advanced by institutions prove too simplistic and one-dimensional to serve 

something as complex and multidimensional as human identity. The novel contains many 

examples of ideology, from the tamer, ingratiating ideology of Booker T. Washington 

subscribed to at the narrator’s college to the more violent, separatist ideology voiced by Ras 

the Exhorter. But the text makes its point most strongly in its discussion of the Brotherhood. 

Among the Brotherhood, the narrator is taught an ideology that promises to save “the 
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people,” though, in reality, it consistently limits and betrays the freedom of the individual. 

The novel implies that life is too rich, too various, and too unpredictable to be bound up 

neatly in an ideology; like jazz, of which the narrator is particularly fond, life reaches the 

heights of its beauty during moments of improvisation and surprise. 

 

iii. The Danger of Fighting Stereotype with Stereotype 

 The narrator is not the only African American in the book to have felt the limitations of 

racist stereotyping. While he tries to escape the grip of prejudice on an individual level, he 

encounters other blacks who attempt to prescribe a defence strategy for all African 

Americans. Each presents a theory of the supposed right way to be black in America and tries 

to outline how blacks should act in accordance with this theory. The espousers of these 

theories believe that anyone who acts contrary to their prescriptions effectively betrays the 

race. Ultimately, however, the narrator finds that such prescriptions only counter stereotype 

with stereotype and replace one limiting role with another. 

Early in the novel, the narrator’s grandfather explains his belief that in order to undermine 

and mock racism, blacks should exaggerate their servility to whites. The narrator’s college, 

represented by Dr. Bledsoe, thinks that blacks can best achieve success by working 

industriously and adopting the manners and speech of whites. Ras the Exhorter thinks that 

blacks should rise up and take their freedom by destroying whites. Although all of these 

conceptions arise from within the black community itself, the novel implies that they 

ultimately prove as dangerous as white people’s racist stereotypes. By seeking to define their 

identity within a race in too limited a way, black figures such as Bledsoe and Ras aim to 

empower themselves but ultimately undermine themselves. Instead of exploring their own 

identities, as the narrator struggles to do throughout the book, Bledsoe and Ras consign 

themselves and their people to formulaic roles. These men consider treacherous anyone who 

attempts to act outside their formulae of blackness. But as blacks who seek to restrict and 

choreograph the behaviour of the black American community as a whole, it is men like these 

who most profoundly betray their people. 

NB this note will not give an entire understanding if you don’t read the novel. Reading the 

novel is the first step to understanding the note. Very important   

 

 

 

 

 


