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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

he grandson of slaves, Ralph Ellison was born in

1914 in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, and was

raised largely in Tulsa, Oklahoma. His father was

a construction worker, and his mother was a do-
mestic servant who also volunteered for the local Socialist Par-
ty. As a young man, Ellison developed an abiding interest in
jazz music; he befriended a group of musicians who played in a
regional band called Walter Page’s * Blue Devils, many of
whom later played with Count Basie’s* legendary big band in
the late 1930s. Ellison himself studied the cornet and trumpet,
and planned a career as a jazz musician. In 1933, he left Ok-
lahoma to begin a study of music at the Tuskegee Institute in
Tuskegee, Alabama. The Institute, which is now called
Tuskegee University, was founded in 1881 by Booker T.
Washington, one of the foremost black educators in American
history, and became one of the nation’s most important black
colleges. It later served as the model for the black college at-
tended by the narrator in Invisible Man.

Ellison left the Tuskegee Institute in 1936 and moved to
New York City, where he settled in Harlem. As an employee of
the Federal Writers’ Project, Ellison befriended many of the
most important African-American writers of the era, including
Langston Hughes and Richard Wright. Ellison also befriended
the eminent jazz writer and sociologist Albert Murray, with
whom he carried on a lengthy and important literary corre-
spondence, later collected in the book Trading Twelves. After a
year editing the Negro Quarterly, Ellison left for the Merchant

1
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* INVISIBLE MAN

Marines, in which he served during World War II. After the
war, Ellison won a Rosenwald Fellowship, which he used to
write Invisible Man. The first chapter appeared in America in
the 1948 volume of Magazine of the Year, and the novel was
published in its entirety in 1952.

Employing a shifting, improvisational style directly based
on Ellison’s experience of jazz performance, Invisible Man
ranges in tone from realism to extreme surrealism, from tragedy
to vicious satire to near-slapstick comedy. Rich in symbolism
and metaphor, virtuosic in its use of multiple styles and tones,
and steeped in the black experience in America and the human
struggle for individuality, the novel spent sixteen weeks on the
best-seller list and won the National Book * Award in 1953.
Achieving one of the most sensational debuts of any novel in
American history, Invisible Man was hailed by writers such as
Saul Bellow and critics such as Irving Howe as a landmark
publication; some critics claimed that it was the most important
American novel to appear after World War II.

Invisible Man was heavily influenced by the work of a
number of twentieth-century French writers known as the exis-
tentialists. Existentialism, whose foremost proponents included
Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre, explored the question of
individuality and the nature of meaning in a seemingly mean-
ingless universe. Ellison adapted the existentialists’ universal
themes to the black experience of oppression and prejudice in
America. He also engaged powerfully with the tradition of
African-American social debate. In the character of Dr. Bled-
soe, the novel offers a vehement rejection of the philosophy of
Booker T. Washington, which advocated that blacks should

work toward economic success as a means of achieving racial

3
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*INVISIBLE MAN

equality. It also critiques, through the character of Ras the
Exhorter, Marcus Garvey’s philosophy of black nationalism.

Despite—or possibly because of—the overwhelming suc-
cess of Invisible Man, Ellison never published another novel in
his lifetime. Though he published two books of essays— Shad-
ow Act in the 1960s and Going to the Territory in the 1980s—
Ellison spent his later decades laboring on a vast novel, which
he never finished. Upon his death in 1994, Ellison left behind
more than 2, 000 pages of unedited, incomplete manuscript. In
heavily abridged and edited form, this manuscript was published
five years after his death with the title Juneteenth, to generally
unfavorable reviews. *
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PLOT OVERVIEW

he 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 liter-

ally 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 Ar-
mstrong’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 blind-
folded, 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 Nig-
ger-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

7
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& INVISIBLE MAN

daughter, then shows an undue interest in the narrative of Jim
Trueblood, 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 men. A fight breaks out a-
mong a group of mentally imbalanced black veterans at the bar,
and Norton passes out during the chaos. He is tended by one of

&
>
ar
L
O

the veterans, who claims to be a doctor and who taunts both

oT

Norton and the narrator for their blindness regarding race rela-

DI
[

tions.
Back at the college, the narrator listens to a long, impas-

sioned 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. E-
merson. 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 dishonorable and unre-
liable. The young Emerson helps the narrator to get a low-pay-
ing job at the Liberty Paints plant, whose trademark color is

9
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* INVISIBLE MAN

“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 upon 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 impas-
sioned speech against the eviction. Brother Jack overhears his
speech and offers him a position as a spokesman for the Broth-
erhood, a political organization that allegedly works to help the
socially oppressed. After initially rejecting the offer, the nar-
rator 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

1



