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 Each speech that Willy (narrator) makes serves as a step forward for his development. For 

starters, his first speech is the one he gives at the Battle Royal after he gets all beat up. Throughout his 

speech he discusses his race; however he wanted to assure the white men that the blacks and whites 

shouldn’t be equal.  Of course, as nervous as he was, and considering the shape he was in, he stuttered 

and said the specific words, “social equality.” At this, the white men got outraged and angry. Willy then 

corrected himself, adding that “equality” was not the word he had meant to say. This speech really 

shows who Willy is at this early point in the novel. It indirectly characterizes him as a follower, with great 

respect for the white man, but unwilling to stand up for the black race. Willy’s mistake in the speech 

could have been just that; a mistake. I don’t believe it, however. I think that Ralph Ellison wanted 

readers to get a glimpse of what Willy was yearning for, but that he didn’t have the guts to try to reach 

it. He was rather weak at his point and his speech exemplifies that.  

 Willy’s next speech takes place at the eviction of the old couple. When the crowd is ready to go 

rampant and physically harm the evictors, Willy steps in. Now this speech is rather interesting. Willy 

speaks out against the crowd. He talks about how the crowd should cooperate and allow the couple to 

be evicted because that is their duty. He additionally talks a lot about dispossession and how the black 

race is dispossessed. He discusses the old man, and how the things he collected are somewhat 

meaningless—which is how he thought of the black race. Although Willy’s goal is to tame the rioting 

crowd, he actually has the opposite effect. 

 The crowd is motivated by Willy’s speech and this is what causes them to take action and go 

after the armed men enforcing the eviction. Willy gets temporarily confused, for he wasn’t sure how his 

words had inspired the crowd to do just what he said not to do, but he ended up helping the old couple 

move back into their apartment.  This speech, in my opinion, is a real turning point for Willy. For one, 

this is the first time he acted out of emotion and the first time he stood for something. He had found 

courage, and truth in his words about blacks and the way they were dispossessed and their lives (or the 

life of this old man) was almost seemingly worthless. This shows some real development in Willy’s 

character; it shows that he is finding strength.   

 After Willy’s moving speech at the eviction, the Brotherhood seeks his speaking abilities and he 

makes the speech at an old boxing arena. He is nervous before this speech. He is blinded by the light and 

notices a picture of a blind boxer. The nerves get to him; he forgets his lines and appropriately discusses 

blindness. This speech seems to show that Willy is starting to find some individuality and some real voice 

as he speaks, which marks another point in this development. Also, Willy shows his development 

through his words in this speech.  He speaks strongly of blindness in society, and I think this serves as a 

point in which Willy unconsciously is beginning to realize his own blindness, he just doesn’t know it yet.  

This step forward, however, is quickly shut down by the brotherhood, and Willy, again, loses any sort of 

identity he gained. 

 The last speech Willy gives is the one at Tod Clifton’s funeral. I think many would agree that the 

most compelling thing about this particular speech is the number times Willy says his name, Tod Clifton. 



Willy wanted to emphasize Clifton’s individuality and he wanted everyone to know that Clifton was a 

man. This doesn’t necessarily wrap up Willy’s character development, but it shows the great strides he 

made. He finally learned more of individuality and he, in a sense, showed that he wanted to be 

remembered as a man, like Clifton, not just a member of the Brotherhood. 

 Throughout Willy’s various speeches, he finds move value in his race, and he learns that he 

wants his own identity, rather than being what others had been constantly telling him to be.   


