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This essay will investigate the role of electricity in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, in 
connection to the concept of Otherness, as a result of race differences. It will argue that 
electricity in the novel is used as a metaphor in discourses of power by the oppressive white 
society, as well as a means of resistance for the protagonist/narrator, who is socially invisible 
because of his race. This will be done by performing a close reading of the novel focusing on 
the way Ellison uses the metaphor of electricity to deconstruct the hierarchy between black 
and white on several levels. Three main episodes will be analysed, in order to prove these 
claims: the Battle Royal, the Liberty Paints Factory Hospital and the Brotherhood Speech. 
The essay will also draw a parallel between Invisible Man and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, 
in order to further clarify the issue of Otherness in connection to electricity, and the aesthetic 
value of electricity in literature.  
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Introduction 

To say that Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man is a novel that deals with race is an understatement. 

The concept of race is so broad and multifaceted in Invisible Man that it would be impossible 

to cover all its aspects in one essay. Since its publication, in 1952, critics have investigated, at 

length, the richness of Ellison’s novel. Some critics have even drawn parallels between 

Ellison’s life and that of the young, nameless narrator. Others have praised Ellison’s novel for 

its portrayal of the black experience (Walling 1). However, there are a great deal of 

contradictory views and opinions regarding Invisible Man. William Walling quotes Robert 

PennWarren who asserts that “Invisible Man is…the most powerful representation we have of 

the Negro under dehumanizing conditions” (5). He also mentions John O. Killens who 

opposes that assertion by claiming that Invisible Man is “a vicious distortion of Negro life”      

(Walling 5). 

                    Whatever the opinion, there are dozens of critical articles concerning race issues 

in Invisible Man. They focus on many aspects, from the rich imagery of the novel to the jazz 

Ellison used to listen to. On that note, James B. Lane quotes Ihab Hassan who argues that the 

novel is a tragi-comedy that contains “hysteria, violence, nightmare and pain syncopated 

throughout in the form of a performance by Louis Armstrong” (Lane 65). Also, Per Winther 

claims that the richness of Ellison’s novel explains why readers, both black and white, have a 

chance to identify themselves with the protagonist. The black readers would discover the 

“experiences of black Americans”, and the white readers would see “the protagonist’s role as 

a victim of stereotyped thinking” (115). 

                    This essay will investigate another aspect of Ellison’s rich imagery: the role of 

electricity in relation to the concept of Otherness, and the way Ellison deconstructs the 

traditional hierarchy between black and white. This will be done by performing a close 
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reading of the novel focusing on several instances where electricity is used to point out racial 

oppression and social invisibility, as well as a means of rejecting Otherness and, at times, to 

sustain it. It must be pointed out that in this essay, electricity will be regarded, mainly, as a 

metaphor carrying a double meaning: a representation of the white dominant power, The Self, 

as well as a means of resistance for the Other. The reason I chose to focus on electricity, in 

connection to race issues, is that it has not been explored as much as other aspects of the 

novel. Douglas Ford claims that in Invisible Man, “electricity provides new aesthetic 

possibilities, as well as a means of accessing discourses of power, and productive means of 

resistance” (888). The aesthetic value of electricity makes it possible to penetrate and explore 

various levels of Ellison’s subtle criticism against racial politics in America. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	      Scholars are in agreement that Colonialism and racial Otherness are historically 

connected, but one must acknowledge the fact that Otherness is not restricted entirely to race. 

It is actually a broad concept, enveloping race, origin, religion or gender, and the list may 

continue. In Invisible Man, Ellison uses an Other to represent the Others in order to expose 

the hypocrisy and racist attitudes of the white society. The essay will point out several 

instances where the protagonist/narrator uses electricity as a subversive means to resist the 

white oppression: the Battle Royal, the Liberty Paints Factory Hospital and the Brotherhood 

Speech episodes.                    

                   I chose to focus on these three episodes because they illustrate perfectly the role 

played by electricity in the deconstruction of the black and white dichotomy and the 

protagonist’s rejection of his racial Otherness. The Battle Royal episode presents the invisible 

man as a victim of white oppression. His resistance to electricity during the Battle Royal 

functions as a rejection of Otherness, as a direct and physical response to the dominant 

oppressive power. The Factory Hospital episode reveals his shy attempts to emancipation and 

further resistance. He is tortured with electrical shocks, tied up and closed in a glass cage. 
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With no physical possibility to resist, he rejects his Otherness and the dominant power, 

through language. By the time he joins the Brotherhood and gives his first speech the 

protagonist is on the path to accepting his Otherness and his black legacy.    

                 Apart from these three episodes, the analysis will also focus on other metaphorical 

uses of electricity in order to reveal the modernity of the black man and to expose social 

inequalities. Furthermore, the essay will draw a parallel between Invisible Man and Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein, in order to further clarify the issue of Otherness in connection to 

electricity, and the aesthetic value of electricity in literature. Since Frankenstein does not deal 

with race the connection to Invisible Man might seem odd. However, Frankenstein deals with 

Otherness as a direct result of exposure to electricity, and it is the monster’s origin that makes 

him an Other.  

All these points of analysis aim to prove that electricity in Invisible Man is used as a metaphor 

in discourses of power by the white society, as well as a means of resistance for the Other, 

and a rejection of Otherness.  

Becoming the Other: Colonialism and Otherness 

The concept of racial Otherness appeared as a direct result of colonial expansion. However, 

since it is difficult to pinpoint the exact beginning of colonial expansion, it is also fairly easy 

to assume that there has always been an Other. By definition, Otherness means something 

strange and different. The Other is an individual who is perceived by a group as being 

different in some fundamental way, usually seen as inferior, and treated accordingly.    

                Since this essay deals with race, it is probably worth mentioning that European 

ideas about blackness were, more or less, in place when the European colonial expansion 

began. Apparently, some Elizabethans believed that blackness was due to climate or some 

infection, and regarded blackness as a physical defect. Others even believed it to be a curse. 
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Despite these beliefs, the African population in England was mostly used as slaves by the 

aristocrats, because it was considered fashionable (Greenblatt 331). Also, the shift from 

belonging to Christendom to belonging to the British Empire created a negative perception of 

those who lay outside the English world (Greenblatt 330). 

                   Linda Colley states that “historians and anthropologists … have long recognized 

that national identity… is contingent and relational” (311). Basically, social or territorial 

boundaries are “drawn to distinguish the collective self and its implicit negation, the Other”. 

Simply stated, we decide who we are, by pointing out who we are not (Colley 311). This can 

be applied to any nation, not just the English. 

Colley’s claim is important in the context of this essay because if the Other is the implicit 

negation of the Self, it also confirms the existence of the Self as a separate entity. Arguably, 

the Other also becomes everything the Self is not, in this case: white, powerful and 

oppressive. In other words, the Self represents the white society, which Ellison’s protagonist 

opposes using electricity as a subversive tool to fight oppression. 

                   In Colonialism/Postcolonialism, Ania Loomba observes that although 

Colonialism was not the same all over the world, it had the same effect: “it locked the original 

inhabitants and the newcomers into the most complex and traumatic relationships in human 

history” (2). Loomba defines Colonialism “as the conquest and control of other people’s land 

and goods”, and claims that European Colonialism was different from the previous colonial 

empires, because it was connected with Capitalism. However, the “mother-country” always 

seemed to gain the profits, while the colonized country suffered economically (2-3). Goods 

and lands were not the only things exploited by the colonizers. The trade in people, or better 

said slaves, became another profitable source of income for the colonizing country. Loomba 
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believes that “without colonial expansion the transition to Capitalism” in Europe, “could not 

have taken place” (4). 

                Loomba also discusses the term “Postcolonialism” and suggests caution in using it 

because of its restrictive meaning. According to Loomba, the term postcolonial has been 

widely contested because of the term “post”, which complicates matters. “Post” implies an 

“aftermath” in two senses, temporal and ideological (7). Scholars criticise Postcolonialism in 

an ideological sense because the effects of colonialism are felt even today in countries which 

are independent politically, but are still dependant on a cultural and/or economic level on the 

colonizing country. Loomba asserts that because of this, it is hard to talk about 

Postcolonialism (7). Postcolonial also creates problems when used in a temporal sense. Since 

decolonization began three centuries ago it is difficult to pinpoint the exact beginning of 

Postcolonialism (Loomba7-8). Loomba believes that people should think of Postcolonialism 

“as the contestation of colonial domination and the legacies of Colonialism” (12). That will 

allow us to include “the people geographically displaced by Colonialism”, as it is the case of 

African-Americans, as “postcolonial subjects”, even though “they live within metropolitan 

cultures” (Loomba12). 

                  Another issue mentioned by Loomba is racial stereotyping.  She claims that “racial 

stereotyping is not the product of modern Colonialism alone” (105). For the ancient Greeks 

and Romans, the peoples living outside the Empire were considered “barbarians and 

outsiders” (Loomba 105), and colour was probably “the most important signifier of cultural 

and racial difference” as it is in the case of Africans (Loomba109). Loomba suggests that “the 

representations of the other vary according to the exigencies of colonial rule” and 

“stereotypes provided an ideological justification for different kinds of exploitation” (113 

emphasis mine). 
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                  Likewise, Homi Bhabha considers the stereotype as a “major discursive strategy” 

in Colonialism (94-95). Bhabha asserts that colonial discourse depended “on the concept of 

fixity in the ideological construction of Otherness” (94). This builds on the stereotype as “a 

form of knowledge and identification that vacillates between what is always in place, already 

known, and something that must be anxiously repeated” (94-95 emphasis mine).  

                  As previously mentioned, European prejudice and stereotyped thinking about the 

Africans, for instance, was already in existence when colonial expansion began. Just as 

Loomba’s and Bhabha’s observations suggest, exploitation was possible, and did not create 

any particular moral problems for the colonialists, because the Others were considered 

inferior or primitive and had to be treated as such. Although Invisible Man is set in North 

America, the protagonist’s treatment as a racial Other is widely based on prejudice and 

stereotyped thinking. These issues will be further developed in the analysis section. The most 

illuminating examples will be found in the Battle Royal and Liberty Paints Factory Hospital 

episodes. In these episodes the white society uses electricity as a means of domination and 

oppression against the Other.  

                 In Orientalism, Edward Said claims that “the construction of identity… involves 

establishing opposites and others whose actuality is always subject to the continuous 

interpretation and re-interpretation of their differences from us” (332 emphasis mine).             

Otherness, in Invisible Man, is announced from the beginning when the invisible man talks 

about his slave ancestors. He is ashamed of having been ashamed of his slave background. He 

says that, after liberation, the former slaves were “united with others of our country in 

everything pertaining to the common good, and, in everything social, separated like the 

fingers of the hand” (Ellison 15). Eighty-five years after the abolition of slavery, things have 

remained mostly the same. The invisible man is still regarded as the Other and treated 
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accordingly, which only serves to confirm Said’s claim that “each age and society re-creates 

its others” (Said 332). The protagonist’s Otherness is the reason for his social invisibility. The 

first lines of the novel announce his social status and provide a reason for his invisibility: “I 

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

(Ellison 3). His invisibility and his race are intimately connected since his race is the main 

reason why the white society refuses to acknowledge his presence. 

Electricity in Literature and the Power to Effect Social Change 

Ania Loomba observed in her study, that “the people geographically displaced by 

Colonialism” can be regarded as “postcolonial subjects” living “within metropolitan cultures” 

(Loomba12). Ellison’s protagonist is a perfect example of a postcolonial subject living within 

a metropolitan culture. He lives in Harlem, which can be regarded almost as a colony 

inhabited by African-Americans. As the offspring of former slaves, he still faces the hardships 

of being born an Other. He is constantly reminded of his origin and told to know his place at 

all times, which leaves little room for hopes of social equality.  

                    As previously mentioned in the Introduction, Ellison uses the metaphor of 

electricity to point out social inequalities in Invisible Man, and the Trueblood episode is 

probably the most representative of that aspect. When the invisible man is at college he is in 

charge of one of the white trustees, Mr Norton. While they drive through the country side, 

they arrive at a row of old cabins, probably dating from slavery times. Mr Norton inquires 

about the inhabitants, but the protagonist is reluctant to share information. However, Mr 

Norton insists and they meet Jim Trueblood, and listen to his incredible story. Because 

Trueblood and his family were very poor and had no electricity, they were forced to sleep 

together to keep warm during winter. One night, Trueblood raped his daughter, while he was 

asleep, believing that it was his wife. He explains to Mr Norton that he believed it to be a 



11	  
	  

11	  
	  

dream and did not know who she was because “it was dark, plum black” (Ellison 54). Ellison 

uses Trueblood’s poverty to signal the inequalities existing in society. The modern power 

plant, praised by reverend Barbee in his speech, and run by “black hands” (Ellison 133) is 

near Trueblood’s house, but he does not benefit from it. The incest happened because it was 

cold and dark and they had no electricity. They were forced to sleep together, to keep warm, 

and the troubles started there.  

 These inequalities are fairly obvious in today’s society as well. There are still many countries 

where electricity and modern appliances are a luxury reserved only for the privileged ones. 

Some areas, such as touristic attractions, are modern and electrified, but outside those areas 

people still live in the dark or their access to electricity is limited, at best.   

                As Paul Gilmore observes in his study, the American Romantics believed that 

aesthetic electricity could somehow lead to social change (478-479). This idea has survived 

through time because Ellison adopted it and invested his protagonist with the power to effect 

social change, with the help of electricity. He provided the invisible man with a tool in his 

struggle for social equality and visibility. Also, Douglas Ford believes that Ellison 

“recognizes electricity as a sign of cultural energies bearing the potential for redirection” and 

“emphasises electricity throughout the novel” (899). Indeed, from the very beginning we are 

told about the protagonist’s ingenious way of stealing power. The fact that he uses 1369 light 

bulbs to warm his “hole” is a way of fighting the system of power established by the white 

society. Johnnie Wilcox points out, that the protagonist’s access to the electric network 

becomes a means of fighting the social and racial oppression he encounters (988).   

                  Electricity as a literary theme has been present in Literature for quite a while and 

in his essay Gilmore examines the way American and British Romantics use metaphors about 

electricity in order to “describe the aesthetics’ potential to transform the world” (472). 
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Gilmore observes that “by the mid-eighteen century, electricity functioned as a powerful 

metaphor of emotional connection, bodily excitement, and artistic power” (474). He also 

remarks that the Romantics were affected by many important breakthroughs in the 

development of electromagnetism and Morse’s invention of the telegraph (474).  

                     The telegraph revealed electricity’s potential to connect communities, creating a 

spiritual electrical link between people (Gilmore 481). I believe that in the case of Invisible 

Man, the idea of an electrical and spiritual link suggests social connectivity and the 

protagonist’s desire to overcome his social invisibility and connect with society. Ford even 

suggests that the invisible man is speaking to the people using a radio (890). He bases this 

assumption on the last phrase of the novel: “Who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I 

speak for you” (Ellison 581). Taken literally, this sentence proves the fact that the new means 

of communication break the existing social barriers. By appropriating these new means of 

expression the invisible man accesses the power to propagate the black word deep into the 

white society. 

                  Romantic Literature was filled with ideas and various uses of electricity as a direct 

result of scientific discoveries, which only serves to show that writers were embracing 

modernity and incorporated it into their works. One novel that distinguishes itself from other 

works is Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Gilmore claims that in Frankenstein, Shelley 

introduces the idea that “electricity might represent the life force itself, which in turn 

symbolises the powers and dangers of the romantic imagination” (475). Gilmore points out 

that American romantics use a more materialistic approach of aesthetic electricity focusing 

“on the physical body and the possibility of social change” (478-479). The same can be said 

about Mary Shelley because in her novel, electricity gains a physical force, expressed through 

the presence of the monster.  
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                Frankenstein is important in the context of this essay because it perfectly illustrates 

the connection between electricity and Otherness, as a direct result of exposure to electricity. 

From this aspect, both the invisible man and the monster are victims of electricity, both are 

Others by origin and birth. In Frankenstein, electricity is regarded as something evil, both by 

the monster and his creator. In a sense, it is the source of the monster’s Otherness and misery, 

as well as the source of misery for Frankenstein. However, the metaphorical use of electricity, 

in both novels becomes a sign of modernity. At the time when Frankenstein was written, 

electricity was at the back of people’s minds, so to speak. Scientists were interested in 

electricity and already experimented with it. The invisible man becomes a master of 

electricity and tinkers with it to suit his purpose. From that point of view, both the monster 

and the invisible man may be regarded as modern Others. 

                Interestingly, in Frankenstein, as well as in Invisible Man, the boundaries between 

Self and Other are often broken by language. Both the protagonist and the monster attempt to 

overcome their inferiority through language. The fact that the monster learns French and 

English, by himself, erases the line between him and his creator. Ellison’s protagonist is a 

skilled speaker who becomes the spokesperson for a great organization, and has a chance to 

prove his intelligence.        

                Upon comparison, in Invisible Man, electricity is not the cause of Otherness, but 

rather a means of fighting it or, at times, to sustain it. The protagonist is born an Other, and 

uses electricity to serve his purpose, the rejection of his Otherness and his invisibility. For 

him, stealing electricity from Monopolated Light and Power has a symbolic meaning and 

becomes his way of opposing the white systems of power. More than once he becomes a 

victim of electricity, but he always finds a way of evading the dominance of the white Self. 

Both the invisible man and Frankenstein’s monster are Others, connected by electricity as a 

metaphor expressing their desire for social equality, connectivity and visibility.    
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Battle Royal: To Know Your Place 

The Battle Royal is probably one of the most analysed episodes of Invisible Man. Ellison’s 

description of this episode is surreal and grotesque. What makes the setting so surreal is the 

contrast between the young men, considered primitive and inferior, and the respectable white 

men, whose behaviour matches that of animals. It is an enactment of a battle between the Self 

and the Other, enhanced by the presence of electricity as a trope for expressing oppression, 

and a possibility for resistance. 

                       In this episode the protagonist is invited to give a speech and to take part in the 

Battle Royal, set up for the entertainment of the town’s white “big shots” (Ellison 17). The 

young men are brought into the room and forced to witness the performance of a white 

woman, dancing naked. After this little introduction, they are forced to fight each other, 

blindfolded. The racist remarks yelled around them only heighten the “blind terror” felt by the 

protagonist, who is targeted by one of the white men: “I want to get at that ginger-colored 

nigger. Tear him limb to limb” (Ellison 21). The racist outbursts are in complete concordance 

with the final act of the Battle Royal, and prepare the setting for the most horrific torture 

scene, the electrified rug. Furthermore, the rug exposes the oppressive power of the town’s 

white people and turns the fighters into dancing dolls, for the entertainment of the white “big 

shots”. The fighters’ payment is thrown on the rug, and they are told to get as much as they 

can. However, when they touch the coins they are electrocuted because the rug is electrified. 

One of the boys tries to escape, but he is caught and thrown back on the electrified rug where 

he dances “upon his back, his elbows beating a frenzied tattoo upon the floor” (Ellison 27).  

                     In this instance, electricity becomes an expression of power for the dominant 

white Self, used to control and dominate the Others. At the same time, it provides a means of 

escaping that dominance. The black men laugh in order to mask the embarrassment of 
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allowing to be treated in such a dehumanizing and humiliating way. While the protagonist 

fights for a share of the money, he discovers that he can contain electricity by laughing, to 

ignore the actual shock. The protagonist’s discovery of his ability to contain electricity 

becomes a way of evading the control of the white people and “a way of undermining the 

dominant networks of white power” (Wilcox 988). 

               The next stage of his resistance is to fight physically, by trying to topple one of the 

white men on the electrified rug. “It was such an enormous idea that I found myself actually 

carrying it out” (Ellison 28). The protagonist is shocked by his own rebellious thought and he 

tries to carry it out. He fails, and is thrown back on the rug, but the very thought of his action 

shocks both him and the man he tried to topple, simply because it is unthinkable that an Other 

would resist and take action against the Self. Although unsuccessful, it was an attempt to 

resist control and a way of rejecting his treatment as Other. This torture scene can also be 

interpreted as a symbolic whipping of the former slaves, the electrified rug acting as a 

symbolic whip in the hands of the white people. When it is over, the protagonist says that his 

back “felt as though it had been beaten with wires” (Ellison 29).  

                  After the rug scene, the invisible man is allowed to give his speech. Because of the 

beating, his mouth fills with blood and he is forced to say “social equality” instead of “social 

responsibility”. However, this Freudian slip can be regarded as an after effect of his exposure 

to electricity, becoming some sort of a linguistic rejection of Otherness. Those words have the 

effect of a whip blow on the town’s white people, exposing their, otherwise well masked, 

racism. As soon as the protagonist corrects his mistake, the M.C. presents him as the one who 

will “lead his people in the proper paths” (Ellison 32). Needless to say, those proper paths are 

established by the white society. They will do right by him as long as he remembers his place 

at all times. This is an absurdity since their attitudes and actions contradict their words. In this 

episode the invisible man becomes a “token figure” and used as an “affirmative-action alibi” 
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(Spivak 596). By offering him a scholarship the white people have their backs covered, and 

can say: we have done something for the black community, this is the evidence.      

                Another way of exploring electricity’s potential, in this episode, is to regard it as a 

metaphor for masculinity. Daniel Kim discusses in his essay homophobic racism and the way 

white men perceive black men as “objects of erotic pleasure” (309). He claims that white men 

subordinate and humiliate black men in order to achieve “a specifically erotic gratification” 

(309). Kim suggests that in Invisible Man, Ellison tried to confront a certain view of the black 

race, which was authoritative at the time: “blackness associated with femininity” (309). 

During the Battle Royal the “white male characters are driven by a latent desire to place black 

men in a position analogous to the one conventionally occupied by women in a patriarchal 

culture” (Kim 312). Indeed, the white men’s desire to dominate the black men is visible from 

the beginning of the Battle Royal, first by humiliating them using the naked dancer, then with 

the electrified rug. The young men are emasculated by the presence of the naked dancer, who 

is used as an act of dominance over the Others. They are encouraged to look at her, but forced 

to deny their instincts and not react to her sensual dancing. The protagonist notes the 

embarrassment of one of the fighters trying to hide his erection behind the boxing gloves 

(Ellison 20).  

                  In Black Looks: Race and Representation, Bell Hooks discusses the oppositional 

gaze of the subject races and observes that “the black male gaze was always subject to control 

and/or punishment by the powerful white Other” (Hooks 118). This particular situation proves 

the validity of Hooks’ claim. Although forced and encouraged to look at the naked dancer, the 

young men were punished for doing so. The electrified rug can be interpreted as a punishment 

for daring to look at white women. 
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                Kim also claims that the electrified rug represents the white males’ desire to 

dominate the black men (313). By putting the black men in a subordinate and passive 

position, they become easily manoeuvrable and controllable. Arguably, this might explain the 

white men’s racist remarks and their homophobic attitudes during the fight. They desire the 

black men, but fear their own desire because it will expose them as homosexuals. The only 

satisfaction they obtain comes from the humiliation and torture of the black men. The 

protagonist’s ability to contain electricity restores the balance, and becomes a means of 

evading their control and desires.  

                The issue of electricity as a metaphor for masculinity will be discussed further in 

the next episode of this analysis, in connection to the protagonist’s linguistic resistance. 

However, before I turn to the next episode, I shall focus briefly on another aspect of the 

connection between electricity and Otherness. Ford observes that, in this episode, electricity 

becomes a way of erasing blackness (892). During the Battle Royal one of the boys is thrown 

on the electrified rug and his black face turns grey because of the shock. This idea requires 

more attention because, throughout the novel, electricity appears to have the role of colour 

eraser. Blackness is diluted and turns to grey and sometimes even white. Ellison’s handling of 

the narrative in the Battle Royal episode reveals the subtle ways of deconstructing the 

hierarchy between black and white on a chromatic level.  

             Furthermore, throughout the novel, the colour barrier is broken everyday by what the 

protagonist calls “the greatest jokes in the world”, which in his opinion is “the spectacle of the 

whites busy escaping blackness and becoming blacker every day, and the blacks striving 

toward whiteness, becoming quite dull and gray” (Ellison 577). I believe that this is not a 

direct reference to colour change. It is most likely a reference to the dark soul of the white 

society, which oppresses those considered primitive and inferior. The blacks striving for 

whiteness have in fact lost their true identity and seem to be floating somewhere between 
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black and white, existing only as a dull shade of grey. I shall return to these aspects in the 

following episodes of this discussion.  

               As mentioned in the Introduction, the essay will draw a parallel between the 

invisible man and Frankenstein’s monster. Wilcox points out that the protagonist’s exposure 

to electricity gradually transforms him into a cyborg (987). In a manner of speaking, 

Frankenstein’s monster too can be seen as a cyborg. He receives life with the help of 

electricity and is regarded as Other, a monster with the appearance of a human. Both the 

monster and the invisible man are Others connected by the same desire to become an equal 

part of society. The invisible man strives for social visibility, while Frankenstein’s monster 

longs for human companionship. He says to Frankenstein: “every where I see bliss, from 

which I alone am irrevocably excluded” (Shelley 66). The monster’s words express his 

longing for social connectivity and visibility. Upon comparison, the monster was created a 

cyborg while the invisible man’s exposure to electricity during the Battle Royal is only the 

first step towards becoming a cyborg. 

The Liberty Paints Factory Hospital: The Other Fights Back 

The Liberty Paints Factory Hospital is another important episode of Invisible Man. In this 

instance, the protagonist’s exposure to electricity empowers him to fight the white oppression 

on a linguistic level. After the protagonist is expelled from college, he goes to New York to 

earn money so that he may return the following year. The college director, Dr. Bledsoe, gives 

him seven letters of recommendation, addressed to the white trustees. What the invisible man 

does not know is that, in those letters, Dr. Bledsoe presented him as unreliable and unworthy 

of their trust. The son of one of the trustees, young Emerson, tells him the truth, and sends 

him to Liberty Paints Factory to apply for a job. The protagonist is hired immediately and put 

to work. He is sent to work with Lucius Brockway, who later provokes an explosion, for 
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which the protagonist takes the blame. He is hurt in the explosion and loses his memory, as a 

result.  

                   The first thing the protagonist sees, when he wakes up at the hospital, is the 

“bright third eye” of the doctor examining him (Ellison 231). This can be associated with 

electricity, since the “third eye” is a type of medical flashlight, powered by electrical current. 

In the context of this discussion, the “bright third eye” can also be regarded as a metaphor for 

the white oppression, to which the protagonist falls victim. Alice Bloch associates the “bright 

third eye” of the doctor with sight imagery in Invisible Man, and regards it as “the power of 

white over black”, also signaling oppression (1021).  

                At the hospital, the doctors discuss several treatment options, including a frontal 

lobotomy. However, one of the doctors doubts that it will be efficient in “primitive instances” 

(Ellison 236). Because he is black, thus primitive, the doctors take advantage of him and 

decide to treat him with electric shocks, as part of an experimental treatment for his amnesia.  

Ford claims that the protagonist’s exposure to electricity, in this case, reveals an act of 

oppression (893). This is a plausible idea, if we consider electricity as a metaphor for the 

dominant Self, in this instance the white doctors, who use electricity to oppress the Other. 

They are using the protagonist as a guinea pig to test the experimental electroshock machine.   

                As previously mentioned, electricity plays the role of colour eraser in this episode. 

While the invisible man is in the hospital, he is overwhelmed by whiteness. The strong 

electrical light makes his vision blurry, the whiteness of the room and the white uniforms 

drown him into a sea of white. When he wakes up, he sees two “indefinite” young women 

who are nurses, standing at his bedside, but he cannot distinguish the colour of their skin 

(Ellison 232). Ellison creates another opportunity to break down the barrier between black 

and white using electricity as a tool.  
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               Between treatment sessions, the invisible man is questioned about his identity and 

constantly reminded of his origin. The doctors ask him about Brer Rabbit, who is a trickster 

character and a popular image in black folklore (American Folklore). The protagonist’s 

answer is: “He was your mother’s back-door man” (Ellison 242). His words, spoken only in 

his mind, act as a gesture of rebellion against his oppressors. This reference to Brer Rabbit 

exposes not only the doctor’s racist stereotyped thinking, but also the protagonist’s rejection 

of that stereotype. Should he know who Brer Rabbit is, just because he is black? It is a 

legitimate question which arises when this episode is studied. The doctor’s assumption that he 

would know about Brer Rabbit sets the boundaries for the protagonist’s origins. He is 

restricted to being a black man, an Other, and the answer serves as a rejection of his 

Otherness. Winther argues that, in this instance, “the protagonist is a victim of stereotyped 

thinking” (115) and the doctors do not see him “as a person, but as a type” (118).  

                While he is tortured with electric shocks, one of the doctors doubts the success of 

the procedure, not because the electroshock machine might be flawed, but because he believes 

that black physiology is too primitive to handle such a treatment. This exposes their racist and 

stereotyped thinking, fairly obvious in the next stage of his treatment with electrical shocks. 

When the doctors turn on the power, on a higher level, he starts shaking in the glass cage, 

because of the pain, and they find his agony amusing: 

                 “Look, he’s dancing,” someone called. 

                  “No, really?” 

                   An oily face looked in. “They really do have rhythm, don’t they? Get hot, boy!   

Get hot!” it said with a laugh (Ellison 237). 

This reference to dancing draws attention to another racial stereotype, the Sambo doll, which 

Ellison uses often throughout the novel. The Sambo represents the lazy slave who refuses to 
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work. The doctor’s remark that “they really do have rhythm” reflects the general idea about 

blacks interested more in dancing than work.  

                   The entire Factory Hospital episode is a representative example of the 

protagonist’s position as a victim of stereotyped thinking. Just as Loomba and Bhabha 

observed in their studies, stereotyped thinking and exploitation were closely connected, 

mainly because the Others were considered primitive and had to be treated as such. The 

former slave owners had no moral problems exploiting the slaves, just as the doctors had no 

moral problems with using the protagonist as a guinea pig in their experiments. This can also 

be interpreted as a form of exploitation, justified by the protagonist’s “primitivism”. 

                  As mentioned in the previous episode, electricity is used as a metaphor for 

masculinity. It is common knowledge that denigrating someone’s mother, especially among 

men, is unacceptable. Wilcox states that in African American vernacular tradition, usually “a 

performer accrues mojo by denigrating an opponent’s mamma”, as a sign of masculinity, 

which usually leads to trouble (1001 emphasis mine). The term “mojo” needs some 

clarification because, in some dictionaries it is explained as “spell” or “charm”. However, the 

Cambridge Dictionaries Online explains “mojo” as “a quality that attracts people to you and 

makes you successful and full of energy”. For the purpose of this discussion I will use the 

Cambridge explanation because taken together, success and man equals masculinity and 

power. In this episode, the reader can witness the protagonist’s mojo when he insults the 

doctor’s mother: “He was your mother’s back-door man” (Ellison 242). It is the protagonist’s 

reaction to the doctor’s obvious racism and stereotyped thinking evidenced by the reference to 

Brer Rabbit.  

                  The Factory Hospital episode illustrates the protagonist’s role as a victim of 

electricity. Because of his obvious Otherness and “primitivism” he falls victim to the racist 
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and stereotyped thinking of the white doctors who see him, as Winther suggested, not as a 

person but as a type (118). One of the doctors is convinced that the procedure would be more 

effective “when more advanced conditions are in question. Suppose it were a New Englander 

with a Harvard background?” (Ellison 236). In other words, if the protagonist were white the 

success of the experimental procedure would have been a certainty. Again, one can conclude 

that racial stereotyping, prejudice and exploitation go hand in hand creating no moral 

exemption for the oppressors. Upon connecting this to Bhabha’s observations, one can easily 

see that the white doctors greatly depend on the idea of fixity about what they believe to be 

true about the protagonist and his race.  

                        At the end of the previous episode I have been making a connection between 

the invisible man and Frankenstein’s monster supporting Wilcox’s claim about the 

protagonist’s gradual transformation into a cyborg (987). This claim has merit because the 

protagonist’s repeated exposure to electricity during the Battle Royal and at the Factory 

Hospital, combined with his own tinkering with electricity could, hypothetically, turn him into 

a cyborg or a mechanical man, or even into a puppet, in the hands of the Brotherhood’s 

scientists. On the other hand, the monster was already a cyborg, the result of a scientific 

experiment.    

The Brotherhood Speech: Embracing the Black Legacy 

In this episode the reader follows the protagonist’s life in Harlem, after he is released from the 

hospital. I believe that from this point on, the novel illustrates perfectly the invisible man’s 

position as a postcolonial subject living in a metropolitan culture, as Loomba discussed in her 

study (12). After his release from the hospital the protagonist wanders the streets of Harlem, 

feeling weak and disoriented and wondering about his future. He collapses on the street and is 

helped by a woman named Mary, who later rents him a room in her apartment. While there, 

the invisible man develops quite an obsession with his identity, and an increased desire to 
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give speeches. One evening, he stumbles upon an evacuation and gives a speech that starts up 

a riot against the executors, and brings the protagonist to the attention of the Brotherhood. He 

joins them and becomes spokesperson for the Harlem division of the Brotherhood.      

                 His issues of identity deepen when the Brotherhood gives him a new name. His 

struggle to forget his past and accept his new future is reflected by the contrast between the 

weak electric light of the back alley where he thinks, and the brightly lit arena where he must 

speak. During the speech, the electric light burns his eyes and reminds him of the torture 

machine from the hospital. When he enters the spotlight he feels trapped in “a seamless cage 

of stainless steel” (Ellison 341). Winther associates this image with imagery of imprisonment, 

claiming that the protagonist is isolated and a prisoner in the white society (117). The 

protagonist is scared by the “shiny electric gadgets” (Ellison 341), and the feeling is enhanced 

by the fact that he cannot see the audience.  

                  The bright electrical light blurs the colour of the audience, making him unable to 

distinguish between black and white. Once more, Ellison uses electricity as a colour eraser, 

deconstructing the hierarchy between black and white on a chromatic level. Although the fact 

that he cannot see the audience scares him, the protagonist takes advantage of this situation by 

embracing his Otherness. In his speech, the protagonist acknowledges his Otherness and 

points out the benefits of being Other: “we’re the uncommon people” (Ellison 342). Winther 

suggested that the bright light reflects isolation, but I believe that it can also be interpreted as 

solidarity and a sense of belonging. It is precisely the fact that he cannot see the colour of the 

audience that makes the protagonist feel “human” and at “home” (Ellison 346), in other words 

equal to them.  

                     The electrical equipment changes functions in this episode. It turns from a means 

of torture to a means of expressing humanity and social equality, as well as modernity. The 
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invisible man uses technology to his advantage to prove what Frantz Fanon called “the 

richness” of the black men’s thought and “the equal value of their intellect” (Fanon 12). The 

protagonist uses white means of expression to make his voice heard. Ford observes that in 

Invisible Man, “Ellison reinforces the notion that electric forms of media help perpetuate 

white forms of power” (891). The tables are turned, and the protagonist has gained access to 

technical means of perpetuating the black word. The microphone scares him, at the beginning 

because “it looks… like it might bite” (Ellison 341), but soon he realizes its power, and uses it 

to his advantage.  

                     Perhaps, in this instance, the reader witnesses the protagonist’s linguistic 

empowerment, not for himself but on behalf of the entire black community. He is, after all, an 

educated and skilled speaker who is there to represent “the uncommon people”, those who are 

considered dumb and treated dumb (Ellison 342). Moreover, I must draw attention, once 

again, to the connection between the invisible man and Frankenstein’s monster. They are both 

skilled speakers who use words as a means to fight their Otherness and, in the monster’s case, 

to justify his actions to Frankenstein and to demand some improvement of his social 

condition. Likewise, the invisible man is willing to climb “a mountain of words” to make 

himself visible (Ellison 380).  

                  During the speech, the protagonist seems to react to the electrical light and 

focusing directly into it makes his words flow easily. He remarks that “the light seemed to 

boil opalescently, like liquid soap shaken gently in a bottle” (Ellison 345), in accordance with 

his emotional state. Among the racially undistinguishable people, the protagonist confesses 

that he feels at home, and most of all, visible as a human being. He considers himself one of 

“the true patriots” and a citizen “of tomorrow’s world” (Ellison 346) where social equality 

and visibility are not just dreams, but actual possibilities. Unfortunately, his dreams are soon 

to be crushed by the oppressive systems of white power.    
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                 One of the events which play a great role in the protagonist’s awakening is the 

pointless death of Brother Clifton. Before that, he was in some sort of dream like condition, 

blindly believing in the Brotherhood and its leaders. After Clifton’s death, the invisible man 

decides to talk to his mentor, Brother Hambro, in order to receive some answers about the 

Brotherhood’s lack of action. On his way there, he meets with Ras the Exhorter who asks 

about the Brotherhood’s response to Clifton’s shooting. Trying to get rid of Ras’ men, the 

protagonist hides in a store where he buys a pair of dark glasses which allow him to conceal 

his identity. Moreover, the glasses allow him to enter into the world of Reinhart, a man with 

multiple identities: runner, gambler, briber, lover and Reverend (Ellison 498). While the 

protagonist experiences the role of Reverend, he hears the sound of an electric guitar 

connected to an amplifier, playing from inside the church. 

                   I believe that here, electricity points out the modernity of the black man, and can 

be connected to the possibility of reinventing oneself in a world without boundaries where 

everyone has a chance to become visible or invisible, if one so desires. It is a sign of the black 

man’s artistic inclinations and his ability to adapt to modernity and technology. The invisible 

man asks himself if Reinhart’s reality “can… actually be?” (Ellison 498). The answer almost 

explodes in his face when he realises that it can be, and he was a fool, while Reinhart was a 

man of the modern world, years ahead of him. Instead of trusting the white society and the 

Brotherhood the invisible man should have trusted himself and his own abilities to find his 

place in the world. Reinhart adapted to what was thrown at him and coped with everything. 

Following his own needs he became a runner or a briber, even a Reverend if the situation 

suited him. 

                   The protagonist realises that Reinhart’s world was full of possibilities. He also 

realises that the black people were in a peculiar situation: “outside the Brotherhood we were 

history; but inside of it they didn’t see us” (Ellison 499). It is the moment when the invisible 
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man acknowledges his true position in the white society. During a heated discussion with 

Brother Jack, the protagonist is told that discipline and sacrifice is the key to achieving the 

Brotherhood’s goals concerning the black community. Unfortunately, the sacrifice part 

always seems to belong to the black people, and the invisible man will always be among the 

sacrificed. The Brotherhood decides to sacrifice Harlem in order to save their long term plans, 

supposedly for the greater good of all. The protagonist realises that sacrifice will always be 

his lot, and he will always be an invisible man. 

                     This episode, and indeed the entire novel, is relevant from another point of view: 

it reveals the black man’s ability to adapt to modernity and his technological capabilities. 

Wilcox observes in his essay that the protagonist’s ability to master technology so well 

opposes the historical representation of technological proficiency possessed only by the white 

men. He even refers to the protagonist as the first hacker recorded in written fiction (988). 

Ellison counters this historical representation by giving his protagonist the ability to master 

electricity. He becomes so proficient in handling electricity that he breaks the norms and turns 

the odds in his favour. By his own admission, the protagonist is “in the great American 

tradition of tinkers”, which makes him “kin to Ford, Edison and Franklin” (Ellison 7). When 

Ellison places the protagonist on the same level with Ford, Edison and Franklin, the barriers 

of race are broken. The hierarchy between black and white is thus deconstructed, thanks to his 

“tinkering” with electricity. The invisible man’s mastery of electricity makes him equal to all 

those white males possessing a great understanding of technology. It becomes his way of 

fighting Otherness and, at the same time, a way of preserving it. Hiding in that basement and 

stealing power was his choice alone. As the protagonist admits, he had to discover his 

invisibility in order to find his true identity.  
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 Conclusion 

As this essay has discussed, Ellison uses the metaphor of electricity to deconstruct the 

traditional hierarchy between black and white. We have seen the protagonist in many 

instances where this happens. From the beginning, he is both a victim and a master of 

electricity. In the master position, he handles electricity to fit his purpose and to reject his 

social status as racial Other. At the same time, he accepts and maintains his Otherness because 

it was necessary in order to discover his true identity. However, many times, he is in the 

victim position, and experiences the power of the oppressive systems, during the Battle Royal, 

and at the Liberty Paints Factory hospital. 

                    The most powerful “electrical” symbol is the electrified rug. Although it is 

present only in the first part, its effects ripple throughout the novel. During the Battle Royal, it 

acts as a means of domination of the Other. The white people use it to whip and subdue the 

young men with electrical shocks. The invisible man eludes their control by laughing to avoid 

the shocks, and even tries to topple one of the white men on the rug. The rug also becomes an 

expression of white masculinity, used to dominate and subdue the black men. However, that 

masculinity switches sides in the Factory Hospital episode when the narrator displays his 

mojo, on a linguistic level, as a reaction to the white doctors’ treatment towards him. Their 

racist attitudes and obvious stereotyped thinking turn the protagonist into the victim of a 

vicious experiment, supposedly meant to heal his amnesia. 

                  Electricity, in Invisible Man, has multiple functions, which ultimately lead to the 

same result: the rejection of Otherness and the deconstruction of the black and white 

dichotomy, on various levels. Ellison invested his protagonist with modern abilities and 

intelligence. His “tinkering” with electricity proves that his intellect is equal to that of a white 

man. The deconstruction of the black and white hierarchy occurs here on a technological 
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level. From the beginning the protagonist’s ingenious way of stealing power proves his 

technological abilities. Ellison also uses the metaphor of electricity to erase the boundaries of 

colour. The fact that he uses a black narrator with oratorical skills allows him to address and 

explore various racial stereotypes. The protagonist’s exposure to electricity empowers him to 

fight the white oppression on a linguistic level, as it has been shown in the Factory Hospital 

episode. 

                 Reading Ellison’s novel through the lens of its use of electricity as a metaphor 

reveals his subtle criticism of racial politics in America. The protagonist’s desire for social 

equality only serves to enhance the inequalities that still exist in society today. In the 

Epilogue, the protagonist realizes that “life must be lived, not controlled; and humanity is won 

by continuing to play in face of certain defeat” (Ellison 577). He understands that the only 

way to prove his identity and visibility is to live among humans, on the streets of the big city. 

The protagonist is convinced that “shaking off the old skin” will not make him visible, but it 

will be a step forward, anyway (Ellison 581). In conclusion, the metaphorical use of 

electricity in Invisible Man perfectly illustrates the protagonist’s desire for social equality, 

connectivity and ultimately, visibility. 
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