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			Context

			Ralph Ellison’s classic work was published at a unique point in American history. The civil rights era, which ran roughly from 1950 to 1963, was the response to more than 300 years of oppression of people of African origin. The practice of slavery in the American colonies began in 1619, when Africans were brought to Jamestown, Virginia, as indentured servants to work on farms. Through municipal customs, such as wills and deeds, and then by law, slavery emerged as not only an economic force but an institution.

			The foundations for racism sit largely with the perception that black people in America were almost exclusively associated with servitude, while white people were associated with power and liberty. People of color, largely from Africa and the surrounding islands, became easier to oppress, for, unlike the indigenous American Indians, they were alienated and prevented from any sort of organizing that would equip them for mass liberation.

			President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, freeing three million slaves, but the practicalities of living free in America were far more complicated. With nowhere to go and no means of supporting themselves—they didn’t own property—former slaves were legally free, but economically, they were still very much in servitude. By the time the Proclamation was signed, the association of blackness with inferiority was firmly established. 

			Enter the Jim Crow laws. These laws and social practices were named for a popular white minstrel show performer’s character “Jim Crow,” an insidious caricature of a bumbling, obsequious, dimwitted black man. The laws themselves cemented the idea of racial inferiority by actively oppressing blacks. From denying blacks mortgages to access to education, Jim Crow laws created a new form of legal segregation. Despite the ratification of the 14th Amendment to the US Constitution in 1868—which granted black men full citizenship, the right to vote, hold public offices, serve on juries, and equal protection under the law—little genuine improvement occurred. African American citizens were both invisible in society and legally discriminated against.

			It was in this socio-political environment that Ralph Ellison was raised. Born in 1913 in Oklahoma, the grandson of slaves, Ellison fell in love with music and attended the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama with an eye toward a career as a jazz musician. The Institute, one of the most famous and respected black colleges, served as the model for Ellison’s narrator’s college in Invisible Man.

			Ellison moved to Harlem in New York City to earn money to pay his tuition. He began working at the Federal Writers’ Project, which brought him into contact with some of the most formidable writers of the day, including Richard Wright and Langston Hughes. The federal government funded the project as part of the Works Progress Administration, which supported writers and writing. Ellison began publishing articles and reviews, but eventually left to edit the Negro Quarterly for a year before enlisting in the Merchant Marines during World War II.

			After the war, Ellison won the Rosenwald fellowship, which supported his writing of Invisible Man. The first chapter was published in the 1948 volume of the Magazine of the Year.

			The post-war period, one of triumph and growth for the United States, was one of equally intense oppression for black Americans. From the deep South, where Invisible Man is initially set, to Harlem, a cultural oasis for blacks, Invisible Man holds a mirror up to American racism.

			Set in the pre–civil rights era, when Jim Crow was fully ingrained in American culture, Ellison’s classic work immerses the reader in a world structured and inhabited by inveterate racism. The result is a deeply absorbing account of living adrift as a black person in the United States.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Invisible Man won the National Book Award in 1953. In his acceptance speech, Ellison declared that the significance of the novel included the “attempt to return to the mood of personal moral responsibility for democracy which typified the best of our nineteenth-century fiction.” That would involve experimental jazz-like prose that confronted “the inequalities and brutalities of our society forthrightly, but yet thrusting forth its images of hope, human fraternity, and individual self-realization.” 

			In a 1955 Paris Review interview, Ellison was asked if literature about the black experience had “provincial” appeal because it was “concerned with a minority.” To this he responded, “The universal in the novel—and isn’t that what we’re all clamoring for these days?—is reached only through the depiction of the specific man in a specific circumstance.”

			It is largely within this conceptual framework that Invisible Man tells its story. The narrator, who is never named, immediately tells the reader what it’s like to be socially and politically invisible. Stripped of their cultural identities because of slavery, twentieth-century black Americans, like the narrator, are alienated from their ancestral heritage but also from what should be their birthright as US citizens.

			The narrator embarks on an existential quest to find his identity. He attends a historically black college, works at a menial job, participates in revolutionary movements and religious exploration, and engages in romantic liaisons, none of which can create meaning when one’s humanity is denied. The narrator’s decision to go underground—from which he chooses to emerge at the end of the novel—is a decision to make literal his invisibility. It is only then that he can confront himself as a single individual, as one who is alone in his subjectivity and solely responsible for his choices.

			When we first meet the narrator, he is hiding out underground, in the coal cellar of a whites-only apartment building. From below the surface, he tells his story. 

			He began as a pliant, model black boy. Polite, grateful, and outwardly modest about his dreams, the boy discovers he is a gifted public speaker. Invited to give a speech to leading white men in the town, the narrator is rewarded with a scholarship to a prestigious black college. First, however, he must be humiliated—rewards are not free.

			Several years later, the narrator is at the black college. Assigned to chauffer a white trustee, things go awry, and the narrator is expelled. He is sent to New York City with letters of recommendation, which, he ultimately learns, are just the opposite.

			Initially enthralled with life in Harlem, which appears to be a bastion of freedom for black people, the narrator soon learns that things are not all that they appear to be. After nearly being killed in an explosion at the paint factory where he works, the narrator is taken to the factory hospital, where he is subsequently the subject of experimentation at the hands of the hospital’s white doctors.

			The narrator finds refuge with a kind black woman who takes care of him. However, he yearns to make something of himself. When he is overheard giving an impassioned speech to stop an elderly couple from being evicted from their apartment, he is offered a job as a spokesman with an organization called the Brotherhood.

			Ostensibly, the Brotherhood’s mission is to protect and promote the rights of the oppressed. After being trained for the job, the narrator is dispatched to Harlem, where he meets youth organizer Tod Clifton. He also meets Ras the Exhorter, a black nationalist and advocate for separatism. 

			The narrator soon becomes a well-known figure, but is accused of using his position to promote himself. As the result of an investigation, he is dispatched to another post. Upon his return to Harlem, he learns that the Brotherhood has lost favor with the community, which believes it has betrayed them. 

			He also learns that Tod has disappeared, resurfacing on a sidewalk selling Sambo dolls. Police kill Tod in an altercation involving a street permit. When the narrator takes the initiative to provide a funeral for him, the Brotherhood leadership becomes incensed and sends him away for retraining.

			The narrator, angry at the Brotherhood and out for revenge, learns that the Brotherhood’s focus will no longer be in Harlem. He decides to destroy the organization from within, and sets out to seduce one of the Brotherhood member’s wives in order to gain information. Unfortunately for him, she has none, but she does have fantasies about being raped by a black man.

			He returns to Harlem to find the community in a full-fledged riot, which he learns was incited by Ras. After setting fire to a tenement building, the narrator flees, only to encounter Ras and his men. After Ras threatens him with lynching, the narrator flees again, but he is stopped by police, who believe he is a looter. While running from them, he falls down a manhole, which the police officers close up.

			After recovering from his experiences, the narrator begins to document his story. Free to become himself, he chooses to be invisible to the world. It is in this invisibility that he is released from the illusions he accepted and perpetuated throughout his young life, and it is this realization that fortifies him to eventually emerge from underground.

			Perhaps the greatest atrocity committed during and after slavery was the systematic attempt to make people of color believe they were not fundamentally free. This is, perhaps, what the narrator realizes near the end of the novel with the salient line, “I knew it was better to live out one’s own absurdity than to die for that of others.” 

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Reverend Homer A. Barbee: An homage to Homer, who authored The Odyssey and The Illiad, Rev. Barbee is a blind poet and storyteller from Chicago who arrives at the narrator’s college to give a talk about the school’s founder. His impassioned speech makes the narrator feel terribly about his actions, which have jeopardized the school’s reputation.

			The reverend’s blindness represents the flight from reality offered by religion. The solace of faith makes one’s plight bearable; it does not change its reality. It may also represent his inability to see the real motivation behind his being asked to come down to the college.

			Dr. A. Herbert Bledsoe: The duplicitous black president of the narrator’s college who wants to hold on to his status and position—and the power that goes with them. He presents a façade to whites, but one wonders just how much of his presentation is fictitious. He claims, after all, that he would rather see every black man lynched than give up his position. In some sense, he is the male version of Jezebel, bowing and scraping on the surface while deceiving his white patrons behind their backs. One might argue he had no choice if he wanted to survive in a white-dominated world.

			Dr. Bledsoe’s conduct is particularly treacherous, given that it is anathema to the college founder’s vision. He urges the students to work hard and be humble in order to advance themselves in society. This is code for the reinforcement of white supremacy with which the students were raised, thereby preparing them for the next cycle of black servility. He encourages people like the narrator to take the path of least resistance in order to get by: “You let the white folk worry about pride and dignity—you learn where you are and get yourself power, influence, contacts with powerful and influential people—then stay in the dark and use it!”

			Brother Jack: The white, partially blind leader of the Brotherhood, a political organization that professes to defend the rights of the oppressed. He is, as the narrator points out, a “One-Eyed Jack,” which is a wild card—his value depends on what game is being played. This bears out when the Brotherhood abandons Harlem in favor of another cause.

			Although he offers the narrator many things—a job, money, and a voice—it all comes at a price. The narrator is told he must divest himself of his past, and rather than use the existential voice, he must speak in the abstractions of ideology that do not practically address the plight of American blacks. This is in keeping with his figurative one-sightedness, where he sees blacks as a homogenous group, not as individuals—at best, the narrator is merely a tool for Jack’s own purposes. 

			He’s also blinded by his devotion to the Brotherhood, rather than to those they claim to serve. (“Our job is not to ask them what they think but to tell them!”) Moreover, like the Cyclops from Homer’s Odyssey, Brother Jack figuratively devours those he claims to want to help.

			Tod Clifton: A black member of the Brotherhood, Brother Tod is, in many ways, a mirror image of the narrator. For reasons unknown, Tod and the Brotherhood part ways. The next time the narrator sees him, Tod is selling Sambo dolls on the street. Perhaps he is mocking racial stereotypes, perhaps he is a sellout, or perhaps he is mounting an indirect protest of the Brotherhood. The narrator can only speculate.

			Emerson: The son of a white college trustee (also called Emerson—perhaps a nod to Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American poet for whom Ralph Ellison was named) who reveals the truth to the narrator about the “recommendation” letters that would ultimately prevent him from finding work in New York. 

			He does help the narrator get a job, but he, like many sympathetic whites, is too engrossed in his own life to really make a difference. For his part, the narrator is still too steeped in his own naïveté to create a genuine connection.

			Narrator: The nameless invisible man who stands for every black man. Through the social lens of Jim Crow, the narrator occupies only those roles 1930s white society has deemed for him. Influenced by the version of American history that denigrates black lives, he tacitly accepts the idea of white superiority, and consequently attempts to distinguish himself from the uneducated southern blacks. He is, however, a deeply reflective and intelligent young man who searches for his authentic identity. Eventually, he realizes he must construct it for himself.

			Mr. Norton: A wealthy white trustee of the college, Mr. Norton is, in the narrator’s words, a “symbol of the Great Traditions.” He is the white correlate to Dr. Bledsoe, insofar as he appears one way, but the reality is starkly different. Purportedly the standard northern liberal, in practice he is actually the standard white man, refusing to acknowledge the narrator. 

			His largesse is extended in the context of the paternalistic “white man’s burden” to shepherd the inferior masses of blacks. This attitude is evidenced by his inability to connect with individuals.

			Mary Rambo: She takes the narrator in after he is released from the factory hospital. She offers him unconditional love and acceptance, cares for him, and supports him. She also encourages him to fight for racial justice. After meeting Brother Jack, however, the narrator abandons and effectively rejects her. No longer is she a source of comfort, but instead a source of shame, a reminder of where he comes from.

			Ras the Exhorter: A West Indian black nationalist who passionately opposes the Brotherhood. He argues not for reconciliation or integration, but for a rejection of the white world. There is no room for forgiveness, only separation.

			Given the infantilizing of blacks by whites and the systematic denial of autonomy, Ras exhorts the narrator—and the reader—to a realizable self-reliance. Under the current conditions, this can only be achieved by separation.

			Sybil: A white woman who uses and is used by the narrator. He intends to get information from her about the Brotherhood, which he wants to use against them. She fantasizes about being raped by a black man. When he realizes that she has no information for him, the narrator tries to protect her, in a sense, by pretending to give her what she wants. She, meanwhile, has utterly succumbed to her own invisibility as a woman who cannot think for herself, but instead buys into the stereotypes society presents.

			Jim Trueblood: Living on the outskirts of the college campus, he is the stereotypical black man, both shunned and rewarded for who he is. The college’s faculty and students find the illiterate sharecropper, who impregnated his own daughter, to be a disgrace to black people. At the same time, whites are fascinated by his story: to them, he is the savage, the beast.

			The reality of Trueblood’s character is more complicated. Before word got out about what he did to his daughter, Trueblood was known as a hardworking man and a talented blues singer. After repenting for his actions and begging his family’s forgiveness, he devises a plan to keep his home and support his family.

			The Veteran: The shell-shocked military veteran who is supposedly insane is also the only character in the first part of the novel who speaks the truth. His comments on relations between the races, the problems at the college, and the narrator’s blindness to his own invisibility summarize significant issues explored in the novel.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue

			The narrator introduces himself as an invisible man—self-described as such because others “refuse” to see him. His invisibility can be both an advantage and a disadvantage. It is an asset in that he can get away with things, like a revenge attack on a white man who insults him. Newspapers later report the incident as a mugging by an unidentified man. The narrator also steals electricity from the power company, which he uses to illuminate his underground lair with more than 1,000 light bulbs, and to power his record player so he can listen to Louis Armstrong jazz records.

			The disadvantage is that he is not recognized as a human being—a member of society with moral standing and the ability to contribute. He is black, and blackness means invisibility. The narrator has visions that anguish him because he is reminded of his situation.

			Chapter One

			The narrator reminisces about his grandparents, who were former slaves. They had long believed that, with the end of the Civil War, they were equal to whites, even if they were segregated.

			As a boy and a young man, the narrator was invisible to himself, but did not know it yet. He was felt this way because he didn’t know who he was or who he could be. He thought that he should follow in his grandparents’ footsteps, working hard and doing the right thing—and for that, he would be rewarded.

			The narrator recalls that, at first, this seemed to be a good idea. Indeed, so good was it that he ignored his grandfather’s deathbed retraction of his former beliefs. His grandfather accused himself of being a traitor to his race and admonished his grandson not to do the same. Instead, the narrator believes he is doing well since he is asked to speak at his high school graduation, in which he emphasizes the virtue of humility and submission. Better still, a white man hears it and invites him to give the same speech at a gathering of white community leaders; for this he receives a college scholarship.

			When the narrator arrives to give his speech, however, he is told he will receive his scholarship after participating in a “battle royal,” a fight against other black boys. The sting of the humiliation is intensified when they rush to pick up coins and bills strewn on a carpet that, they learn, is electrified.

			Finally allowed to deliver his speech, the narrator is alternately ignored and berated by the drunken and boisterous white crowd. Eventually, he is given a calfskin briefcase containing his scholarship. That night, the narrator dreams he is at a circus with his grandfather, who orders him to open the envelope in the briefcase. “To Whom It May Concern,” the message reads. “Keep This Nigger-Boy Running.”

			Need to Know: As a young man, carrying the “baggage” of all the black people in America who came before him, the narrator does not know who he is or how he should be. He accepts what looks like the path of least resistance to success, extolling some virtues that should apply equally to all people. He does not realize, however, that there are two worlds—white and black—with different rules and rights for each.

			Chapter Two

			The narrator is now a student at the black college to which he received a scholarship. Still believing in the possibility of earning approval from whites, he eagerly accepts the assignment to chauffer a visiting white trustee, Mr. Norton. 

			The narrator takes Mr. Norton to the outskirts of campus where there are old slave quarters. Mr. Norton orders the narrator to stop so he can talk to a sharecropper, Jim Trueblood. The man’s story utterly fascinates Mr. Norton. Jim recounts having had a bizarre dream and then waking up to find himself having sex with his own daughter, who is now pregnant. 

			Mr. Norton gives Jim a hundred-dollar bill and leaves. Flushed from the encounter, Mr. Norton tells the narrator he needs some whiskey to calm his nerves. 

			Need to Know: The narrator, horrified at Jim’s conduct, thinks Jim is undermining the advancement of the black race. The right way to progress, the narrator believes, is through obeisance and morally upright conduct. The chapter prompts us to consider: What makes an action moral or immoral? What does it say about our moral sensibilities that we can be both repulsed by Jim’s conduct and also repulsed by Mr. Norton’s response to Jim’s story?

			Chapter Three

			The narrator thinks it’s too far to take the man to a whites-only bar, and believing his need for a drink is urgent—he fears Mr. Norton might die from shock—he drives to the Golden Day, a local black bar and brothel. When they arrive, they run into a group of black veterans, shell-shocked from the war and who have been institutionalized. The men are out for an afternoon away from the hospital, and their attendant is nowhere in sight.

			The narrator plans to run inside to get Mr. Norton a drink, but the proprietor refuses take-out service. Some of the veterans help bring Mr. Norton inside, where, after some brandy is poured into his mouth, he regains consciousness. He is then propositioned by a prostitute and accosted by a veteran, and generally overwhelmed by the unstable people around him. At that point, the attendant yells down from the upstairs brothel, clad only in his undershorts. A brawl breaks out, the attendant is beaten, and one of the veterans carries Mr. Norton, unconscious once again, upstairs to a prostitute’s room.

			The veteran, who says he is a doctor and a graduate of the college the narrator attends, rebukes Mr. Norton and the narrator. He accuses Mr. Norton of using the narrator as “a mark on the scorecard … a thing and not a man; a child, or even less—a black amorphous thing.” The narrator is equally repugnant in the vet’s eyes, who he views as a mere automaton blindly idolizing the white man. Mr. Norton becomes angry and demands the narrator bring him back to campus.

			Need to Know: On one hand, Mr. Norton sees it as his destiny to improve the lives of blacks, but the reality is considerably different. Life is messy; it’s hard for him—and the narrator, for that matter—to hear black people express their true feelings. These do not comport with the version of normality they expect to see. The pastoral serenity of college life is not real; it does not address the real problems faced by black people, in particular, problems created by whites.

			Chapter Four

			The narrator drops Mr. Norton off in his room, and then goes to the administration building to report back. Dr. Bledsoe, the college president, becomes enraged when he learns of the day’s events. His veneer of civility and servility toward whites melts away, only to be reassembled in preparation for meeting Mr. Norton. Mr. Bledsoe tells the narrator to attend chapel services that evening, and that he will meet him at another time to discuss the consequences.

			Later, the narrator goes to Mr. Norton’s room to apologize and to offer to drive him to the station, but he is refused. After Mr. Norton tells the narrator that he is not responsible for the day’s events, and that Dr. Bledsoe will understand, the narrator promises Mr. Norton that he plans to read Ralph Waldo Emerson. This seems to assuage the trustee somewhat. Mr. Norton comments on the importance of self-reliance.

			Need to Know: Dr. Bledsoe reveals the masks worn in front of white people and in private. For the narrator, this is bewildering. “We take these white folks where we want them to go,” Dr. Bledsoe tells the narrator, continuing, “we show them what we want them to see.” It is an echo, of sorts, of the narrator’s grandfather’s deathbed confession.

			Chapter Five

			The Reverend Homer A. Barbee speaks at the chapel service, telling the story of the college’s founder. This moves the narrator, who feels shame at his own conduct, but also a renewed commitment to his values. When the reverend leaves the stage, the dark glasses he wears fall from his face, revealing his blindness.

			Need to Know: The reverend’s literal and figurative blind devotion to the founder’s ideals sharply contrasts with Dr. Bledsoe’s cynical and superficial dedication. At the same time, however, the reverend’s commitment reveals an inability to see the truth of the circumstances in which blacks are forced to live, where illusions are represented as real and lies are presented as promises.

			Chapter Six

			After the service, the narrator meets with Dr. Bledsoe, who chastises him for not dealing properly with Mr. Norton. Dr. Bledsoe then tells the narrator that he must be disciplined and that he must go to New York City for the summer to work for his tuition, and that doing so will earn him the right to return to school.

			The next day, the narrator receives seven letters of recommendation addressed to college trustees in order to help him find work in the city. Stunned at the events that led up to his presumably temporary expulsion, the narrator puts the letters in his briefcase and leaves.

			Need to Know: Dr. Bledsoe shows his true nature by upholding the concept of white supremacy in order to preserve his own position and power.

			Chapter Seven

			The narrator meets an angry military veteran from the Golden Day bar on the near-empty bus to New York. Here he needs to sit in the back section, as was policy at the time. He tells the narrator that he suspects Dr. Bledsoe arranged for his transfer to a Washington, DC, psychiatric facility at Mr. Norton’s behest, but the narrator doesn’t believe it. Before the narrator switches to another bus to complete his journey north, the veteran cautions the narrator to look under the surface of things and to hide away from the powers that be, namely whites. He tells the narrator to “play the game, but don’t believe in it.”

			When the narrator arrives in New York he is astonished to see a black traffic officer directing white drivers. He also sees people gathered around a West Indian man, Ras the Exhorter, who gives an angry speech about whites—and is not arrested. Here is a place where the narrator believes he can transcend his Southern backward roots.

			Need to Know: The veteran’s advice is particularly powerful when we consider the narrator’s initial reaction to what he sees happening in New York.

			Chapter Eight

			The narrator begins looking for work, delivering all but one of his letters of recommendation. When he doesn’t receive word back from any of the recipients, he begins calling, but to no avail. His money is running out. 

			Need to Know: This is part of the transition to the narrator’s new awakening. The literal transition, from South to North, is followed by an impending realization about Dr. Bledsoe, whom he trusted as the embodiment of the college’s values.

			Chapter Nine

			The narrator changes tactics, and sends a request for an appointment, rather than a letter, to the last trustee, Mr. Emerson. Ambitious and optimistic, he arrives at the last trustee’s office and is greeted by a blond-haired executive who greets him: Mr. Emerson’s son.

			Dr. Bledsoe did not, it turns out, write letters of recommendation, but instead wrote to warn the trustees that the narrator has been expelled. Encouraged to read the letter himself, the narrator learns that Dr. Bledsoe lied to him in order to protect the college, and encourages the recipient of the letter to let the narrator continue believing that he has a hope of returning to school.

			The young Emerson tells the stunned narrator that the elder Emerson is strict and won’t help, but that he will. The young Emerson offers the narrator a job at the Liberty Paints company. Angry and vengeful, the narrator leaves.

			Need to Know: The narrator begins to see the extent of the power structure into which he was born, and which he has bought into, thinking he’d be rewarded for being a just man. 

			Chapter Ten

			The narrator arrives at the paint factory to find a sign that reads “Keep America Pure with Liberty Paints.” His job there is to make white paint by adding ten drops of black chemical into a “milky brown” liquid. After this, he paints wooden boards, waits for them to dry, then looks to see if the result is a brilliant white. Unfortunately, when his supply of black chemicals runs out, he cannot determine which of the tanks in the supply room contain the right color. The result is that he ruins a considerable number of buckets of paint.

			The narrator is then sent down to the furnace room to assist the engineer, and is met with suspicion. The engineer worries the college-educated boy will take his job. During his lunch break, the narrator accidentally interrupts a union meeting, and is accused of being an informer for the engineer. 

			When the narrator returns to the furnace room, he gets into a fight with the engineer. Meanwhile, the pressure on a boiler increases, and before the valve can be turned to release it, the boiler explodes.

			Need to Know: Liberty Paints’ bestselling product is Optic White, “so white you can paint a chunka coal and you’d have to crack it open with a sledge hammer to prove it wasn’t white clear through.” Combined with the electric sign at the entrance, it is not hard to see the problem: Blackness is not accepted in a white world, and the North is no better than the South.

			Chapter Eleven

			Upon awakening from being knocked unconscious by the blast, the narrator finds himself sitting on a white chair, dressed in white in the paint factory’s hospital. There, he is subjected to electric-shock experiments and overhears discussion of a “prefrontal lobotomy” and “castration.” While some of the doctors argue that they should not conduct the experiment since the results wouldn’t necessarily be the same as for someone who has a Harvard education, the shocks continue. 

			The narrator is presented with a series of questions by a man dressed in black. When he cannot answer the basic facts about himself—his name, his mother’s name—he realizes that he has lost his identity.

			Eventually, he is released from the hospital and advised to find an easier job. Back out on the street, he heads to a subway station and makes his way underground.

			Need to Know: The narrator emerges from his harrowing experience as if he is reborn. 

			Chapter Twelve

			Still woozy from the accident and his stay at the hospital, the narrator exits the subway in Harlem and collapses on Lenox Avenue. Several people help carry him to the home of a kindly black woman, Mary Rambo. She offers him a place to stay, but he returns to the Men’s House where he’d been living. 

			After mistaking a prominent Baptist preacher for Dr. Bledsoe, and emptying a spittoon over his head, the narrator is banned from the rooming house. He returns to Mary, who encourages him to engage in activism. Initially annoyed at her insistence, he begins to think that it is a good idea.

			Need to Know: The break with the Men’s House, and the move to Mary’s house, marks another transition in the narrator’s life, this time to a realization that economic opportunities will result in freedom. In Mary, the narrator also finds a mother figure to nurture his growth after the hospital rebirth.

			Chapter Thirteen

			Happy in his newfound world, the narrator buys a hot-buttered yam from a street vendor and revels in its sweetness—and nostalgia for the southern delicacy.

			He then comes upon a troubling scene: An elderly couple is being evicted from their apartment. He feels a pang of pain when he looks at their meager possessions being brought out to the street by two white men, everything they had acquired from a lifetime of work. He then notices a ratty paper that had fallen in the snow. They are the elderly man’s “freedom papers.”

			The woman, who had earlier lambasted the men for turning her and her husband out, attempts to go back into her home to pray, but is prevented by one of the white men. The crowd, which had gathered to watch, becomes upset.

			Heartbroken, and fearing that the violence could escalate, the narrator makes an impassioned speech to the onlookers, including the white men. People begin returning the furniture, but when the police arrive, the narrator flees.

			Someone in the crowd had heard the narrator, and followed him as he fled. A white man, Brother Jack, offers the narrator a job as a spokesman for the Harlem branch of a political organization. The narrator refuses, but Brother Jack gives him a phone number to call if he changes his mind.

			Need to Know: The narrator both embraces his southern heritage, which is a new feeling for him, and finds that he has a voice for the dispossessed.

			Chapter Fourteen

			Almost as soon as he returns to Mary’s place, the narrator changes his mind. Overwhelmed by the scent of cabbage, which Mary prepares for him daily, the narrator is reminded of his childhood and his newfound social responsibility. He calls Brother Jack.

			The narrator is introduced to members of the organization, which Jack informs him is called the Brotherhood. He is also introduced to Jack’s wife, who worries that he is not black enough.

			The Brotherhood’s focus is on social activism, although Brother Jack is not specific about the details. After reading the literature Jack provides, the narrator decides to take the proffered job. At that point, Brother Jack tells him he must leave his past behind, move to a new apartment, change his name, and study to be the Brotherhood’s spokesperson.

			Need to Know: This is another moment of transition where the narrator is forced to choose again between his heritage and his ideology. First, it was his southern upbringing and the white ideals of his education. Now it is the cause of social justice. His talent for public speaking—first identified in high school, but not truly reflective of his own voice—is once again about to be used for others.

			Chapter Fifteen

			Before leaving Mary’s home for his new apartment, the narrator sees a cast iron coin bank that he’d never noticed before. The figure is of a black man with bright red lips that open to receive a coin when a lever is pulled. The narrator is repulsed and angry at the sight of the figure, which he destroys. He then regrets the act, and wraps the pieces in a newspaper that he hides in his briefcase.

			On the subway ride downtown to buy new clothes, he picks up a newspaper. On the front page is a story about the eviction in Harlem. The piece explicitly refers to the narrator’s speech. He enters the clothing shop with a new sense of self-importance. He then heads to the Upper East Side of Manhattan to move into his new apartment. 

			Need to Know: The narrator is offended by the portrayal of blacks in the form of the coin bank, but he is unable to rid himself of the shattered pieces. He is doomed to live with racism, carrying it as baggage in his briefcase. 

			Chapter Sixteen

			Brother Jack picks up the narrator and takes him to the venue for the evening’s speech. The narrator’s oration is a passionate appeal against dispossession, about taking responsibility, about fighting back, about finding one’s individual humanity, and about being less invisible. 

			The crowd goes wild, full of passion and energy. But Brother Jack and others in the Brotherhood criticize its style. They claim it was dangerous and that it relied too heavily on emotions as opposed to intellect. The narrator is sent for training in “scientific rhetoric.”

			Need to Know: Still finding his own voice, the narrator is actively prevented from developing it.

			Chapter Seventeen

			After months of intensive study, the narrator is named chief spokesman for the Harlem district. He has his own office and is introduced to other members of the Brotherhood, including Brother Tod Clifton, the youth director for Harlem. Handsome, young, and popular, Clifton is a force to be reckoned with. 

			Later, Ras the Exhorter and a group of his men attack Brother Clifton and the narrator at a rally ostensibly protesting racist eviction policies. Ras accuses the narrator and Clifton of being traitors. Blacks can only trust blacks, Ras claims, and the Brotherhood is a lie. It’s only a matter of time before the white people that are co-running the organization will use and abuse its black members.

			Need to Know: The dissonance between the Brotherhood and Ras the Exhorter is brought to the fore, which will eventually force the narrator to make a choice—and his options are not just between the two sides.

			Chapter Eighteen

			The narrator receives an anonymous letter about not “go[ing] too fast” in a “white man’s world.” He asks Brother Tarp who sent the letter, but he doesn’t know. Brother Tarp tells the narrator how he arrived in Harlem: After spending more than nineteen years in a chain gang, he escaped to the North. He gives the narrator a piece of his leg chain as a “good luck” token.

			Later, one of the men from the Brotherhood accuses the narrator of using his position in the organization to advance his own agenda. The narrator is aghast by the accusations and maintains his innocence. Until the Brotherhood can ensure he is not guilty, they banish him from Harlem and tell him he can go downtown to speak on the message of the “Woman Question,” that is, the inclusion of women in the movement.

			Need to Know: The tension is building between the narrator’s attempts at creating his authentic identity and finding his place in society by way of the Brotherhood. The accepting of the link from Brother Tarp’s chain of bondage can be read as a profound symbol of taking in his heritage as a black man in America, from the cruelty of slavery to the prejudice he confronts every day.

			Chapter Nineteen

			The narrator gives a lecture in support of women’s rights, and is later seduced by a wealthy woman who invited him home to discuss the Brotherhood’s ideology. In reality, she is interested only in his “primitive” qualities.

			In an emergency meeting, the Brotherhood informs members that Brother Tod has disappeared. It is also revealed that the organization is losing favor in Harlem, while Ras’s popularity has increased.

			Need to Know: Even in the most intimate experiences, the narrator is forced to confront the reality of people who try to take advantage of him.

			Chapter Twenty

			The narrator learns that the Brotherhood’s focus is shifting and membership has declined. He also finds that he is being pushed out of the organization when he is not invited to a strategy meeting being held at the Brotherhood’s headquarters.

			Furious, the narrator leaves headquarters, and later finds Tod Clifton selling Sambo dolls on the street. He feels betrayed, but is soon overcome by desperate worry when Tod is shot by police officers after retaliating against their abuse.

			Need to Know: The narrator begins to see that others view his participation in the Brotherhood as a slap in the face of the black community. He feels that he has been deceived by the Brotherhood and by Tod, whose motivations he cannot discern.

			Tod Cliffton’s selling of Sambo dolls—one of the worst caricatures of Africans, dating back to the era of slavery—makes him a sellout in his community, but he does stand up to the white police officers who try to arrest him for not having a permit. Like the pieces of the coin bank, the narrator picks up one of the Sambo dolls that Tod left behind, and puts it into his briefcase, adding to the legacy of his people that he carries around.

			Chapter Twenty-One

			The narrator is shocked by what he has just experienced. He tries to contact the Brotherhood headquarters to receive instructions on what to do next, but is not answered. He decides to organize a funeral march for Tod. Days later, he delivers a powerful, race-specific speech to the assembled mourners and marchers.

			Need to Know: The narrator comes to realize that he does not need to look to the Brotherhood for his identity. 

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			The narrator is chastised, once again, for acting outside the ideological and practical sanction of the Brotherhood. Moreover, Brother Jack and the other white leaders do not see the narrator’s point that Tod was a victim, but continue to claim he was a traitor to the organization. They are unable to see past the dolls to acknowledge that the unarmed Clifton was murdered because he was black. 

			They rebuff the narrator’s protestations that the Brotherhood is losing the support of the community. He explains that the people there feel that in failing to act, the Brotherhood has betrayed Harlem. Brother Jack tells him he’s lying.

			Frustrated with Brother Jack, the narrator calls him “the great white father,” whereupon Jack becomes furious and his glass eye pops out. The narrator leaves the meeting wondering which of Jack’s eyes is the blind one. 

			Need to Know: The Brotherhood’s anger over the narrator’s eulogy for Tod reveals they are more concerned about Tod’s supposed support of racist culture by way of the Sambo dolls than they are about his unjustified killing at the hands of the police. In this way, they continue the cycle of racism by not addressing its root.

			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The narrator finds Ras speaking to a crowd in Harlem about the Brotherhood. The men argue, and Ras’s men attack the narrator, who flees. 

			Later, he sees Ras’s men and dons a disguise, happy to be invisible, hiding in plain sight. With his sunglasses and hat, it seems the entirety of Harlem thinks he’s a powerful local gambler named Rinehart. The narrator walks in someone else’s shoes for the day and is blown away by how little people really know each other. He realizes that instead of a disguise, the hat and glasses are political instruments.

			The narrator heads to the Upper West Side of Manhattan to visit Brother Hambro. There he learns that the organization is going to abandon Harlem. Despite his protests, it becomes clear that the Brotherhood’s “master plan” must not be upset.

			The narrator walks the streets, angrily reflecting upon what has happened. He remembers his grandfather’s words and decides to take the Brotherhood down from within. To accomplish this goal, he decides to get information through one of the Brotherhood’s women: Jack’s white mistress, Emma.

			Need to Know: The narrator finally has conclusive proof that the Brotherhood has used people to serve their own ends. 

			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Harlem is on edge, ready to erupt. The narrator lies to the Brotherhood, telling them that he is organizing to get the community’s mind off Tod Clifton’s death. He also gives them a fake list of new members.

			The narrator abandons his plan to seduce Emma in order to obtain information, and turns his attention instead to Sybil, the white wife of another Brotherhood member. However, she not only has no information of use to him, she also has a sexual fantasy of being raped by a black man. He pretends to play along by getting her too drunk to know what’s happening, and then dozes off himself. He is awakened by a frantic phone call telling him to get back to Harlem right away.

			Need to Know: The fraught relationship between black men and white women is brought to the surface. Both share certain similar aspects of experiences with white men. In particular, both Sybil and the narrator have largely internalized the dominant concepts about their identities and worth.

			Chapter Twenty-Five

			The narrator returns to Harlem to find out that Ras has incited violence after the Brotherhood effectively handed over control to him, allowing the community to collapse. For his own part, the narrator contributes to the chaos by helping set fire to a tenement building. He then runs into Ras and his followers in the street. Ras tells his followers to lynch the narrator as a traitor to his people and rejects the narrator’s explanation that the Brotherhood has set the trap into which the community has fallen. 

			The narrator defends himself and escapes, running for his life with his briefcase to Mary’s house. Before he can get to her, however, he falls down into a manhole, which two men cover, effectively sealing him in.

			In order to see in the dark, the narrator begins taking out papers from his ever-present briefcase, sheet by sheet, beginning with his high school diploma. The papers are burned.

			Need to Know: The narrator has finally chosen invisibility, destroying all the evidence of his illusory life. He is now ready to act for himself.

			Epilogue

			The novel has come full circle, picking up where the Prologue left off. The narrator is ready to return from underground, fully himself and prepared to engage with society as himself. 

			Need to Know: By being forced to confront himself without any of the illusions society proposes for him, he is able to be an authentic self in the world.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1614: The first African indentured servants were brought to Jamestown, Virginia, to work on plantations.

			Early 1660s: Virginia colony law recognized slavery, thereby institutionalizing it.

			January 1, 1863: President Abraham Lincoln signs the executive order known as the Emancipation Proclamation. This law frees slaves in rebel states.

			1877: So-called Jim Crow laws, designed to segregate and oppress blacks, are passed.

			1896: The US Supreme Court’s landmark ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson legalizes “separate but equal.”

			March 1, 1914: Ralph Waldo Ellison is born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

			1933: Ralph Ellison attends the prestigious Tuskegee Institute.

			Summer, 1936: Ralph Ellison leaves Tuskegee for New York City in order to earn money for his final year of college.

			1943: Ralph Ellison joins the Merchant Marines to serve the war effort.

			1944: Ralph Ellison is awarded the Rosenwald Foundation Grant.

			1952: Random House publishes Invisible Man.

			1953: Invisible Man wins the National Book Award.

			1954: Ralph Ellison lectures in Paris.

			1955: Ralph Ellison moves to Rome to work as a fellow at the American Academy of Arts and Letters.

			1958: Ralph Ellison accepts an appointment as an instructor of American and Russian literature at Bard College.

			1962: Ralph Ellison beings teaching creative writing at Rutgers University.

			1964: Ralph Ellison publishes Shadow and Act, a collection of essays.

			1969: President Lyndon Johnson awards Ralph Ellison the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

			1970: New York University names Ralph Ellison the Albert Schweitzer Professor of Humanities. 

			1986: Going to the Territory, Ellison’s second collection of essays, is published.

			April 16, 1994: Ralph Waldo Ellison dies.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Blindness: As with other themes in Invisible Man, blindness has a two-fold meaning and function. A number of characters are either literally or metaphorically blind. The latter form of blindness is what makes the narrator invisible to many, including those black characters who impose upon him their own ideas of what it means to be black. After all, if you are black, you are first black and only secondarily a human being—and a degraded one at that. The narrator is blindfolded when thrust into the battle royal; Reverend Barbee, who delivers the Founder’s Day talk at the narrator’s college, is literally blind; and Brother Jack, the narrator eventually learns, has one glass eye.

			Briefcase: A prize won in the battle royal, the briefcase is a symbol of all the ways in which the narrator struggles to reconcile himself with past and present racism, and its influence on his own identity. The briefcase is a reward that serves as a constant reminder of the battle’s humiliation. It is also the baggage he carries of the history of black men in America, as it’s where he keeps mementos he collects along his journey: a link of Brother Tarp’s chain of bondage, the smashed pieces of the coin bank, and the Sambo doll that Tod leaves behind when evading the police.

			At first, the young narrator does not realize its significance as such. Even after he does understand it’s representation, he cannot part with it. By the end of the novel, the meaning of the briefcase has been transformed, as one by one its contents are burned, leaving room for the narrator to live his own life.

			The coin bank: The coin bank is a distinct symbol of racism: a cast-iron figure depicting a black man with garish red lips. In Chapter Fifteen, the narrator violently destroys the coin bank in Mary’s home. Afterward, he picks up the pieces, which he wraps in newspaper and takes with him. He is angry about racist objects in a black woman’s home, yet humiliated by his own outburst. He still believes that in order to be a good citizen, he must be humble and meek. 

			Identity: The narrator struggles to develop an identity as a unique individual, occupying his own place in the world. The narrator senses the need to acknowledge his own freedom, and in that freedom he must take responsibility for his choices. 

			For the narrator, to be an individual is to confront a singular existential crisis. Whites do not distinguish him from other black men; he is merely black. However, the identities available to him are circumscribed by white ideas about blackness. Identity, then, serves as a theme for exploring the limits of the ideologies the narrator confronts and tries on for himself.

			Invisibility: Invisibility operates in different ways. To whites, the narrator is simply black, and as such, without distinction—blending in with a pile of coal, and always to be denigrated and diminished. The narrator is invisible when orating with words that are not truly his own, when he is mistaken for another man (Rinehart), and when he finds himself literally underground.

			To himself, the narrator is in flux, unable for most of the novel to realize that his identity is not something imposed on him but something he creates through his choices and actions.

			Racism: The contradiction between the ideals of the US Constitution and the realities of slavery and Jim Crow laws inform the dualities found in a number of themes and tensions throughout the novel. Racism is not simply the backdrop for the novel’s events that inform character development, but also permeates the reality in which these events occur.

			The Sambo doll: The Sambo doll is a caricature of a black man and a symbol of racist black stereotypes. In Chapter Twenty, the narrator runs into Tod Clifton, who has left the Brotherhood and is now selling the dolls on the street. Clifton manipulates the doll, via strings invisible to the audience, similar to the way in which the Brotherhood manipulates Clifton and the narrator, and the way black people have been manipulated by and for the entertainment of white people. The reader is presented with two possible interpretations: Is Brother Tod perpetuating and giving into the stereotype by selling the dolls, or is he commenting on it? 

			White paint: The Liberty Paints plant, where the narrator gets a job, stands for freedom and the American dream. The reality, however, is clearly more complex. Liberty’s most popular color is Optic White, which is so powerful it can cover any (black) stain. Yet, in order to make the white paint, the narrator’s job is to put ten drops of black toner into each bucket. Although the United States is undoubtedly a white man’s country, it wouldn’t be what it is without the contribution of blacks. America’s conflicted history with racism is on stark display with this symbol of whitewashing—literally and figuratively—our past and present.



		

	
		
			Author’s Style

			Like a jazz improvisation, often surreal and using a stream-of-consciousness technique, Ellison’s style is largely musical. Although the novel follows a generally linear presentation—the narrator in the present tells us the story of how he arrived in his current circumstances underground—the style is hyper-lyrical. Ellison himself referred to his writing style as being heavily influenced by music, particularly jazz.

			Ellison puts the reader inside the narrator’s mind through the first-person storytelling, and also in the position of listening in on an intimate conversation: The narrator speaks directly to his reader, who is thereby both implicated and complicit in everything that happens. Paradoxically, this style allows the reader to feel the narrator’s invisibility, while experiencing the harsh light of accusation.

			While there is a dreamlike quality to much of the narrator’s account, the style, particularly in the early chapters, is also reminiscent of realist storytelling from the 1930s and ’40s. This approach orients the reader’s thinking to the realities of Jim Crow life in the South.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“I am an invisible man…. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me.”

			Just a few words at the start of Invisible Man’s Prologue tell the reader volumes. The narrator lives in continual existential crisis. On one hand, he knows he exists and knows he is real. On the other hand, his existence as a human being, as inherently valuable, is utterly ignored—as if he does not exist, because he is a black man in a white society. 

			“I am not ashamed of my grandparents for having been slaves. I am only ashamed of myself for having at one time been ashamed.”

			Believing the lie of freedom led many black Americans, paradoxically, to accept their oppression. Emancipation did not result in equality, but instead was thwarted by Jim Crow laws and social practices. Invisible Man is the narrator’s journey to understanding that a black man must demand a space in the world and not wait for one to be given to him.  

			“On his deathbed he called my father to him and said, ‘Son, after I’m gone I want you to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our life is a war and I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country ever since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction.’”

			The narrator’s grandfather reevaluates his views on being a black man and the choices he made in his lifetime. The virulent racism codified in Jim Crow laws and social practices could not go unnoticed by freed slaves or their progeny. The question for many became, “How do we take the equality we are owed, since it will not be willingly given to us?” The answer, one among several, was to take the system down from within. The balance of power can shift in a variety of ways; this is but one. The narrator repeatedly puzzles over these words.

			“Then in my mind’s eye I see the bronze statue of the college Founder, the cold Father symbol, his hands outstretched in the breathtaking gesture of lifting a veil that flutters in hard, metallic folds above the face of a kneeling slave; and I am standing puzzled, unable to decide whether the veil is really being lifted, or lowered more firmly in place; whether I am witnessing a revelation or a more efficient blinding.”

			Higher education is intended to free the mind, yet in a society where not everyone is free, the purpose of the liberal arts is cast in doubt. The narrator’s college is exemplar of the sort of indoctrination intended by those in power to maintain their privilege. Oppression, for example, is taught as virtue, subservience as duty. This approach to education flies in the face of the liberal arts mission.

			“I’s big and black and I say ‘Yes, suh’ as loudly as any burrhead when it’s convenient, but I’m still the king down here…. The only ones I even pretend to please are big white folk, and even those I control more than they control me.”

			Dr. Bledsoe explains to the narrator how he has survived and prospered in a white world. In some ways, he is the embodiment of the plan the narrator’s dying grandfather proposes. The problem, however, is that he has grown into the role and sees it as a way of surviving and thriving, not as a means of actually altering the existing power structure that oppresses him and other black people.

			“Do we get our fifteen minutes worth of Jesus? You got the world, can we have our Jesus?”

			The narrator directs these words to the white men in the process of evicting an elderly couple from their Harlem apartment. Here, Ellison distinguishes law from religion. The white man creates the law, but religion is owned by no one. At the same time, religion is mere consolation for those who will not achieve a real measure of equality in this life; it does not change the hearts and minds of those who would continue to see them suffer rather than support their participation in society as full citizens.

			“Our task is that of making ourselves individuals.”

			The narrator reflects upon his former literature instructor’s comments on Stephen Dedalus, the main character in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. An existing individual must occupy his or her place—it is that individual’s and no one else’s. But for the invisible man, the space is empty, at least from the perspective of the dominant white person who wants to maintain his or her status. The task is to not be invisible.

			“Brother, 

			This is advice from a friend who has been watching you closely. Do not go too fast … take a friendly advice and go easy so that you can keep on helping the colored people. They do not want you to go too fast and will cut you down if you do. Be smart.”

			Brother Jack writes a letter to the narrator reminding him to pay attention to his place. Standing out, Brother Jack admonishes him, will end in misery. Here we see a parallel to the invisibility the narrator experiences in the white world. It is, perhaps, particularly painful to hear such an warning coming from someone he believes is working for the same equality he is. 

			It is also frightening from the standpoint of the very real possibility that calling attention to oneself—forcing others to see you so that you are no longer invisible—can get a black person killed in a white world.

			“I knew that it was better to live out one’s own absurdity than to die for that of others, whether for Ras’s or Jack’s.”

			This is the moment when the narrator can finally see his destiny—when he realizes that he alone must make himself into who he will be. He has spent his entire life being molded by others into their vision of whom he should be—often a vision of someone pliant, cowed, and invisible.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Ralph Ellison was named after the American writer Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

					Tuskegee Institute, now Tuskegee University, was founded in 1881 by Booker T. Washington to train teachers. Born a slave, Washington became one of the most influential African American intellectuals of his time.

					Ellison served in the Merchant Marines during World War II because, although he wanted to contribute to the war effort, he did not want to serve in a Jim Crow army.

					Invisible Man was on the bestseller list for sixteen weeks after it was published in 1952.

					The poet Langston Hughes introduced Ralph Ellison to Fanny McConnell, who would become his second wife.

					Invisible Man beat out Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea and John Steinbeck’s East of Eden to win the National Book Award in 1953.

					Ralph Ellison was friends with famous writers such as Richard Wright and Saul Bellow. 

					According to essayist James Alan McPherson, before moving to New York City, Ellison made a living as “a shoeshine boy, a jazz musician, a janitor, a free-lance photographer, and a man who hunted game during the Depression to keep himself alive.”

					In 2013, Invisible Man was banned by Randolph County, North Carolina school libraries after a parent complained of its “filth.” The ban was eventually lifted.

					Ellison did not publish another novel during his lifetime. One he had been working on for forty years was published posthumously under the title Juneteenth in 1999; another work, Three Days Before the Shooting, came out in 2010.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Allow me to chew the rag: Slang for “let me speak freely.”

			All sickness is not unto death: Biblical reference and allusion to Søren Kierkegaard, the Danish Christian philosopher and so-called father of existentialism; among his works is the pseudonymous The Sickness Unto Death. The narrator asserts this phrase early on in the novel, a reference to the process of confronting one’s existential subjectivity.

			A new birth of a nation: Allusion to D. W. Griffith’s controversial 1915 film Birth of a Nation, which is often described as the most racist film ever made. The narrator makes a joking reference to it during a conversation with Sybil, who has stereotypical sexual views of the black male.

			Arpeggio: A musical term for notes of a chord played in quick succession, not simultaneously. Music—especially jazz—is important in the novel, partly because it was immensely important to Ellison, but also because of the symbolic freedom inherent in creativity.

			Dante: Reference to Dante Alighieri, author of The Divine Comedy. As in Dante’s story and Homer’s The Odyssey, Invisible Man’s main character relates an epic tale about the human condition, but on the scale of the individual.

			Hobnailed boots: A reference to Hitler’s armies. It is worth noting that Invisible Man was published less than 10 years after World War II. The dictatorial oppression in Hitler’s Germany was, in various ways, similar to the daily denigration experienced by African Americans.

			Honey wagon: A slang term for a wagon used to transport human waste. Honey wagons were used before the use of indoor toilets was common. 

			Jim Crow laws: Enacted after the Reconstruction period and continuing through 1965, these practices effectively replaced slavery, enforcing segregation by calling for “separate but equal” treatment for African Americans. African Americans were prevented from myriad social activities, from showing affection in public to shaking a white man’s hand. These laws mandated segregation in public schools, public transportation, restrooms, restaurants, drinking fountains, and the military. The laws themselves criminalized blackness in a variety of ways.

			Ofay: Slang term for a white person. 

			Paddie: Slang for “paddyroller,” a slave catcher who hunted runaways for bounty. 

			Uncle Tom: A term of contempt for a black person whose behavior is servile and ingratiating toward whites.

			White man’s burden: The alleged duty white people have to civilize backward people (blacks). Men like Mr. Norton believe that this is their situation in relation to African Americans.


		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					National Book Award Winner

					Anisfield-Wolf Landmark Achievement Award

			

			“The reader who is familiar with the traumatic phase of the black man’s rage in America will find something more in Mr. Ellison’s report. He will find the long anguished step toward its mastery. The author sells no phony forgiveness. He asks none himself. It is a resolutely honest, tormented, profoundly American book.” —Wright Morris, The New York Times

			“In Invisible Man we experience American history as a nightmare. Sixty years after the novel’s publication we still haven’t woken up.” —Nathaniel Rich, The Daily Beast

			“A book of the very first order, a superb book … It is tragi-comic, poetic, the tone of the very strongest sort of creative intelligence … It is an immensely moving novel and it has greatness.” —Saul Bellow

			“[Ellison is a master] at catching the shape, flavor and sound of the common vagaries of human character and experience.” —The New Republic

		

	
		
			About Ralph Ellison

			Named after the American writer Ralph Waldo Emerson, Ralph Waldo Ellison was born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, on March 1, 1914 (some sources cite 1913). Ellison’s father, Lewis, delivered ice and coal for a living, but his great love was reading. Ellison’s mother, Ida, was left to raise three-year old Ralph and his younger brother, Herbert, after Lewis died from a work-related injury. An older brother, Alfred, had died in infancy. Ida supported the two boys by working as a janitor, housekeeper, and nursemaid.

			The grandson of slaves, Ralph Ellison grew up with a love of literature and music. These forms of creativity provided some freedom from the social and political oppression and discrimination fueled by virulent racism. Introduced to instruments at an early age, Ellison fell in love with jazz. Expecting to become a composer and musician, Ellison enrolled at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, where he majored in music.

			In what turned out to be a significant decision, Ralph moved to New York City the summer before his senior year to earn money for his tuition. Given the economic conditions generated by the Great Depression, however, he was not able to earn enough money to complete his studies at Tuskegee. He did, however, meet the writer Richard Wright, and began working as a researcher and writer for the New York Federal Writers’ Project, a New Deal project during the Great Depression. He also wrote pieces for The New Republic and Saturday Review, among other publications.

			After having served in the Merchant Marines as a cook during World War II, Ellison returned to New York where he continued to write reviews, essays, and stories. Most significantly, the Chicago-based Rosenwald Fund, which supported a number of projects to promote the well-being of African Americans, awarded him a grant to write a novel. Invisible Man was published by Random House in 1952.

			Ellison continued to write, as well as travel and lecture around the world. From the late 1950s until 1980, Ellison was a professor of Russian and American literature at Bard College, creative writing at Rutgers University, and humanities at New York University. In 1962, President Lyndon Johnson awarded him the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest civilian award in the United States. 

			On April 16, 1994, Ralph Ellison died of pancreatic cancer. He was 80.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			Invisible Man at 50. Salon.

			The Ralph Ellison Project Articles. Jerry Jazz Musician.

			Ralph Ellison, Winner of the 1953 Fiction Award for Invisible Man. National Book Foundation 

			Ralph Ellison, The Art of Fiction No 8. The Paris Review. 

			“Ralph Ellison: No Longer The ‘Invisible Man’ 100 Years After His Birth.” NPR. 

			“Why Did Ralph Ellison Never Publish His Second Novel?” Slate.

			“Visible Man.” The New Yorker. 

			Books

			A Casebook on Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man edited by Joseph F. Trimmer

			The Color Purple by Alice Walker

			A Companion to African American History edited by Alton Hornsby, Jr. 

			Go Tell It on the Mountain by James Baldwin 

			A Historical Guide to Ralph Ellison by Steven C. Tracy 

			Invisible Criticism: Ralph Ellison and the American Canon by Alan Nadel 

			Mumbo Jumbo by Ishmael Reed

			Native Son by Richard Wright

			Ralph Ellison: A Biography by Arnold Rampersad 

			The Souls of Black Folk by W. E. B. du Bois

			Sula by Toni Morrison

			Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston

			Other Books by Ralph Ellison

			The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison

			Flying Home and Other Stories

			Going to the Territory

			Juneteeth

			Living with Music: Ralph Ellison’s Jazz Writing

			Shadow and Act

			Three Days Before the Shooting

			Trading Twelves: The Selected Letters of Ralph Ellison and Albert Murray
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