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Abstract 

Born in Oklahoma City in 1914, his 

earliest aspirations were musical.After 

graduation; Ellison was accepted to 

Booker T.Washington‟s Tuskegee Institute 

in 1933.Like his Invisible Man Ellison 

received a scholarship from the town‟s 

leading white men in order to attend 

college. 

Ellison wrote his first piece, which he then 

published in his journal, “New 

Challenge”.Ralph Ellison‟s critical and 

artistic reputation rests largely on a single 

masterpiece, his first and only novel 

Invisible Man (1952).It took seven years 

to complete.Ellison‟s second work was a 

book of essays entitled Shadow and Act, 

published in 1964.The Collected essays of 

Ralph Ellison, edited by John F. Callahan 

was published posthumously in 1995. 

At his death in 1994 he left a literary 

legacy that could well be sustained on the 

force of his single published novel 

alone.Invisible Man (1952) was well 

received, earning Ellison, the National 

Book Award in 1953.In an oft-cited poll, 

Invisible Man was named the most 

distinguished novel of the past twenty-five 

years. In Ellison‟s view black and white 

culture were inextricable linked, with 

almost every facet of American life 

influenced and impacted by the African-

American presence. 

The universality and accomplishment of 

Ellison‟s writing can be seen in the breadth 

of his continuing influence on other 

writers, from Toni Morrison and Charles 

Johnson to Kurt Vonnegut and the late 

Joseph Heller.Fifty years after the 

publishing of Invisible Man Ralph 

Ellison‟s voice continues to speak to all of 

us. Confusion and the agony of the Black 

community is very well portrayed through 

Invisible Man whose role in always 
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defined by others.As Irving commented no 

other writer has captured so much of the 

confusion and agony, the hidden gloom 

and surface gaiety of Negro life. 

In this paper I propose to discuss how 

ideologies exploit the Black community 

especially with the individual personality 

and how the blacks are betrayed and 

suppressed by their own race.The narrator 

difficulties throughout the novel are 

associated with his race, invisible man is a 

novel aimed at transcending race and all 

the other ways humanity has used to 

categorize people. 
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INTRODUCTION 

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.  

As a young man, in the late 1920s or early 

1930s the narrator had lived in the 

South.He is a gifted public speaker and 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”.After the 

battle royal, the white men force the youth 

to scramble over an electrified rug in order 

to snatch at fake gold coins. 

Back at the college, 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 golden day. 

Bledsoe rebukes the narrator, saying that 

he should have shown the white mans an 

idealized version of black life. He expels 

the narrator, giving him seven letters of 

recommendation addressed to the college‟s 

white trusties in newyork city, and sends 

him there in search of a job. 

The narrator travels to the 1930s Harlem, 

where he looks unsuccessfully for work. 

The letters of recommendation are of no 

help. Atlast, he goes to the office of one of 

his letters‟ addresses, a trusteenamed Mr. 

Emerson there he meets his son, who open 

the letters and tells him that he has been 

betrayedthe letters from the Bledsoe 

actually portray the narrator has this 

honorable and unreliable. On young 

Emerson‟s suggestions, the narrator gets a 

low paying job at the liberty paints 
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planned, whose trade mark “optic white”. 

The narrator briefly serves as an assistant 

to luscious Brock way, the black man who 

makes the white paint. Brockway suspects 

him of joining 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.  

In the factory‟s hospital the narrator given 

shock treatment .after recovering memory 

he leaves the hospital and collapses on the 

street. Some black community members 

take him to the home of Mary, a kind 

woman who lets him leave with her for 

free in Harlem ands nurtures his sense of 

black heritage. While living in Harlem the 

narrator witnesses the eviction of an 

elderly black couple from the Harlem 

apartment. Standing before the crowd of 

people gathers before the apartment, he 

gives an impassioned speech against the 

eviction. Brother jack overhears his speech 

and offers him a position as spokes man 

for the brotherhood, a political 

organization that allegedly works to help 

the socially oppressed. 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 the rights 

over and against all whites. The narrator 

becomes high profile figure in the 

brotherhood. However, he is accused of 

trying to use the brotherhood to advance a 

self desire for personal distinction. While 

the committee of the brotherhood 

investigates the charges, the organization 

nominates the narrator with another post as 

an advocate of women‟s rights. 

After a short time, thebrotherhood sends 

the narrate back to harem, where he 

discovers Clifton as disappeared. Many 

other black members also have left the 

group, as much of the harem 

communityfeels that the brotherhood has 

betrayed their interests. The brotherhood is 

furious with him for staging the funeral 

without permission and jack harshly 

castigates him for not being scientific in 

his arguments at the funeral. As jack rants 

about the brotherhood ideologicalstance, a 

glass eye false from one of his eyes 

sockets. The narrator realizes that half 

blind jack has never really seen him 

either,and the brotherhood has no real 

interest in the black community‟s 

problems. The brotherhood sends the 

narrator back to brother hambro to learn 

about the organization‟s newstrategies in 

Harlem 

The narrate leaves feeling furious and 

anxious to take revenge on jack and 

brotherhood.hr arrives in Harlem to find 

the neighborhood in ever increased in 

agitation over race relations. Atlast,the 
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narrators goes to brother hambro 

apartment where hambro tells him that 

brotherhood has chosen not to emphasis 

Harlem and black movement. He cynically 

declares that people are merely tools and 

thatthe larger interests of the brotherhood 

are more important than any individual. 

The narrator decides to take his 

grandfather‟s dying advice to “overcome 

„em with yeses,undermine „em with grins, 

agree „em to death and destruction…‟ and 

“yes” the brotherhood to death/ 

The narrator says that he has stayed 

underground ever since: the end of his 

story is also its beginning. Hsse states that 

he finally has realized that he must honor 

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. 

Identity Crisis in Invisible Man 

Ralph Ellison in his Invisible Man brings 

out the tragic status of the black whose 

actions were decided by the whites. The 

protagonist represents the African –

American community as a whole. They are 

given the identity of black stealing out 

their own individualism. Their actions are 

controlled by the whites. Social equality is 

ignored. The novel Invisible Man written 

from the black experience and it 

challenges the limitations of narrow racial 

provincialism. In invisible man the 

protagonist does exactly what the white 

men want to him to do. It represents the 

whole black community. They are 

prevented from establishing their own 

identity. The absence of identity is 

revealed through the invisibility in the 

novel. Passing through various 

communities, the invisible man loses his 

liberty. The personality the invisible man 

has in this novel is given by others. They 

create their own identity for him; they 

create him in their own likeness. As 

invisible man contemplates “everybody 

wanted to use you for some purposes” 

(223) the black community is used for 

other purposes not allowing them for their 

own. Their identity becomes invisible 

here. 

RACISM an Obstacle to Individual 

Identity  

Invisible Man presents the reader with two 

complementary themes that are distinct 

from the outset, yet intersect and implicate 

each other; these themes are race, 

invisibility (loss of identity). It explicitly 

addresses the classic issue of the color line 

from beginning to end, the racism 

motifand the identity formation presents its 

self throughout invisible man and the 

prolog itself swiftly demonstrates the race. 

The protagonist of the novel considers him 

invisible not literally but the society fails 
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to recognize him. He compares himself to 

a mirror which is used by the people to see 

the surroundings but no one cares about 

the mirror. Throughout the novel Invisible 

Man the book‟s protagonist are the 

narrator goes unnamed. In addition, very 

few details about his past are revealed by 

doing this, Ellison prevents the reader 

from connecting with the invisible man as 

a person as well as denying the narrator of 

the identity. Thus, the best reader can do is 

to identify him as a member of a group, in 

this case, black people as a race. His self 

becomes lost to the reader as well as the 

people within the novel. Infect, his lack of 

an individual identity may even mean that 

the narrator is the representative of the 

African –American community as a whole. 

His experiences are similar to the stages of 

the African –American history; 

exploitation by the white people. 

Whites dehumanize the black‟s stature and 

importance, making them invisible by 

choice. This dehumanizationtheme appears 

in theopeningdevelopmentof Invisible Man 

which lingers throughout .Ellison show 

that with hisnameless protagonist and 

other blacks in high school graduation 

ceremony ,where he is to deliver the class 

speech but before he gives the speech , 

thenarrator is ordered to partake in a 

boxing match, orchestered by the white 

men. 

This shows that the narrator does not 

possess and individual identity in the eyes 

of the society around him,that he is just a 

member of the African American 

community. The young narrator does not 

know how to play the dual identity, for he 

does not know his true identity and 

individuality, causing the white man totake 

advantage of his passivity during the entire 

day‟s events.The social expectations 

forced on him mainly concern the identity 

of an African American or to be more 

specific,what certain groups or individuals 

perceive this identity to be. Unable to 

discover his own identity, the narrator 

blindly assumes the roles the racist 

American society places on him. 

Throughout the novel he finds himself 

passingthrough the serious of 

communities- black‟s college, the liberty 

paint plant, and thebrotherhood-everyone 

of each sanctions a different idea of who 

the black people ,and how they should 

behaving society stealing their identity for 

the fullest. At first, there is getting a 

scholarship and going to college. 

Eventhough thecollege has been founded 

by a black man who also remains 

throughout the novel, it nurtures on 

attitude of black man being obedient to 

whites, fitting for an industrial education 

and working hard toward the achievement 
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of economic success rather than fighting 

for their civil liberties. 

In college, the Invisible man is not 

deceived by the whiteman; rather he is 

fooled by a black man,Dr. Bledsoe- the 

college president. The narrator claims that 

he was told to go there by Norton,but 

Bledsoe does not care: “damn what he 

wants.We take their white folks there we 

want them to go,we shoe them what we 

want them to see”. Feeling the college is at 

risk, along with his power; Bledsoe takes 

swift action and expels the narrator from 

the school to his surprise. Ironically, to 

seem as a nice and reasonable man, 

Bledsoe gives him various letters and tells 

him they will help him find a job in 

newyork. 

Bledsoe beingthepresident, uses the school 

to abuse his clout and gain more power , 

ratherthan achieving wide, ranging social 

advancement for his people and he makes 

that clear: “ I‟s big and black and I say yes, 

suh‟s as loudly as any burrhead when it‟s 

convenient , but I‟m still king down here” 

(109). 

Bledsoe spokes fun at his own race by 

talking in slang, using “I‟s” rather than 

“I‟m” to seem uneducated like other 

blacks. Bledsoe then states that when he 

tells the white men what they want to here, 

he is able to control them. Thereafter, his 

rant becomes disturbing as he claims that 

he would have all blacks linched to keep 

his power. Such declaration by any human 

being is absolutely out rageous and 

sinister, but coming from a black man 

makes it even worse. He realizes that he 

was tricked when he learns about the true 

motives of Bledsoe‟s letters with 

punishing statement. Bledsoe‟sbetrayal of 

the narrator shows that it is not only whites 

who betray and suppress blacks, but blacks 

can do the same to their own race.  

The second community the narrator finds 

himself in is the liberty paint plant, where 

he gradually takes on a job of an assistant 

to engineer luscious Brockway. It is clear 

that author uses irony when describing the 

plant: bright plaint can cover up anything, 

but is made with the help of black 

chemicals; just as white salespeople make 

the highest wages the plant really depends 

on black workers doing all crucial labor. 

The plant metaphorically represents the 

racist American society-“ optic white” 

color is implying the moral superiority of 

whites,it covers up anything , even itsown 

components , just as theAmerican society 

attempts to cover up theblack identity 

within it. 

The narrator‟s pain and bad luck persist. 

Like the electronic shock in chapter one in 

the battle royal episode, the narrator 

suffers similar results; but the time it‟s 

from shock treatment when he is 
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unconscious at the hospital following the 

fight with Brockway. The white doctors 

mirror the same attitude the white men 

shared in the opening chapter via de-

humanization. The narrator is slightly 

removing the blind fold as he questions 

why he should not do hard labor as the 

doctor wants him he is not suited yet.” 

Take another job….. Something easier, 

quitter. Something for which you are better 

prepared” the doctor said. These words are 

condescending and a racial stereo type that 

blacks are lazy and do not work hard. 

The invisible man‟s ensuring work for the 

brotherhood involves a complete made 

over: a new name, new clothing, and a 

new situation. It appears to transform him 

into a visible presence in the world. 

Joining the brotherhood shows that the 

narrator is looking for a new identity and 

shows his lack of self as he is labeled as 

what jack wants him to be. He is given a 

new name, signifying a new birth into the 

new society of the brotherhood. This 

shows how he latches on to a personality 

that he is given by others. 

The ideas proposed by the brotherhood 

such as being “dispossessed of you 

heritage” supported by powerful white 

men are being contrasted with those of ras 

the exhorter, a militant black nationalist 

and the chief opponent of brotherhood in 

Harlem. Under the influence of his ideas 

the black community of Harlem becomes 

more and more divided against it and leave 

the organization. While the racist ideas 

underlying brotherhood‟s it becomes more 

apparent to narrator as he realizes that he 

cannot fight white power structure by 

working within it, he becomes somewhat 

drawn toward the ideas advocated by ras. 

As the narrator experiences life within the 

different communities, he gradually comes 

to realize that his identity is not only being 

limited by mere racist ideas and attitudes 

but also by people‟s more general 

ideologies. The racism rampant in the 

current social structure keeps black 

American constantly on the outside while 

prompting any consolidation among the 

exiles, turning blacks against blacks in 

such a society, the narrator is kept 

constantly running. As the brotherhood 

committee excludes the narrator from its 

decision-making process, the narrator 

consciously chooses to act individually in 

regard to Clifton‟s funeral. The funeral is 

followed immediately by a meeting with 

the brotherhood, who wish to discipline 

the invisible man for fermenting a 

revolutionary activity on the basis of race 

rather than class. 

Invisibility and race reach their most acute 

and intimate formulation in the novel in 

the final, violent confrontation between the 

invisible man and the ras the exhorter. Ras 
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a Caribbean who is deeply disaffected by 

the brotherhood‟s invisible man because 

rhetoric follows jack‟s in deemphasizing 

the importance of race. 

The narrator comes to realize in the 

manhole that through his life he has not 

been his true self but has only lived out the 

social expectations that institutions as well 

as separate individuals have placed on 

him. 

“And my problem was that I always tried 

to go in everyone‟s way but my own I 

have also win called onething and then 

another while no one really wished to hear 

what I call myself”(433). 

This is the point in the book where the 

invisible men state his realization of why 

he had been invisible, though he was not 

invisible by choice at the time. He was so 

busy assuming the identities that others 

threw on him that he never got the chance 

to show his own. He states that no one 

wished to hear what he called himself and 

no one does. 

Without an identity to ground him as a 

person, we are forced to associate him as a 

poet of black race than someone who does 

have an identity or as an individual. Since 

he is so strongly tied to this group now, his 

actions reflects upon the entire black race 

to those who witness them. Since he is 

invisible, any mistakes he makes will be 

pinned upon the black community as a 

whole. Since others will not see him as an 

individual and thus not have a single 

person to blame for his actions. 

This danger of invisibility is universal-that 

is to say, it is not just the Invisible man 

whose actions shall act as an example for 

this group, but the actions of “invisible” 

people everywhere will reflect upon their 

groups. 

The protagonist finally concludes the black 

community proves to be divided against 

itself as different institutions advance 

different ideologies. There is an apparent 

danger in such a division: different groups 

of African American people prescribe 

different ideologies and strategies for the 

lives of all blacks. Every group believes its 

ideology to be the only right way which 

should be practiced by all black people. 

Consequently, those who fail to adhere to 

it are perceived as betrayers of their own 

race. This results in hostility and tension 

which exists within the larger community 

of African Americans. Thus, we can see 

the principle of divide and conquer in 

action. Ultimately, however, such 

ideologies only strive to substitute one 

stereo type with another,thus, unable to 

bring the black people true liberation, 

which exists only in going beyond the 

stereotypes. 

The ideas about the black people and their 

place in the society, those enforced 
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incollege, as well as those defended by 

luscious and those promoted by 

brotherhood or ras the exhorter originally 

arise from the black community itself true 

to be just as hazardous as the white men‟s 

stereotypes. Gradually the narrator comes 

to realize that all through his life he has 

not been his true self- but has only lived 

out the societal expectations that 

institutions as well as separate individuals 

have placed on him. 

During his life he is constantly finding 

himself living though a series of some 

dramatic events. To an innocent black 

youth, who originally accepts the attitude 

of gratitude and obedience life exposes all 

its complexity, variety, unpredictability 

and richness, thus attempting to teach that 

his individuality, identity is also too 

complex to fit within the limits of racial 

prejudice and single ideology. 
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