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Character Traits: Not Just Black and White 

In art, the colors black and white are presented as polar opposites; they are used by artists to show 

contrast and create depth in portraits and paintings. In literature, the colors black and white take 

form as symbols, most often depicting contrasts between settings and characters or, in a more 

literal sense, representing two different races. In Invisible Man, Ralph Ellison largely uses the colors 

black and white to highlight certain character traits in his characters. He uses the two shades 

throughout the book to show a character’s views, influences, or intentions. There are times, 

however, that he applies the colors in ways that do not follow his previous pattern, and these 

occurrences create the kind of ambiguity that Ellison needed to ensure that Invisible Man did not 

become a protest novel.  

In some cases, Ellison uses the color of a character’s clothing to signify his or her stance 

regarding race. When he dresses a white character in black, that character interacts with blacks as 

he or she would with any other human being. Similarly, a black character dressed in white is 

comfortable in the presence of whites. Any mix of the two colors indicates partial familiarity. For 

example, the students at the college that the narrator originally attended wear uniforms with both 

black and white (111). Those students attend an all-black college that is run by whites but are not 

completely at ease in their presence. Instilled in the narrator is the idea that whites are to be 

revered. He is astounded that Bledsoe treats the white trustees with such a degree of forwardness, 

touching their arms and patting their backs (114). The narrator remarks, “I realized then that he was 
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the only one of whom I knew…who could touch a white man without impunity” (115). The narrator 

and his fellow students are taught at the school that whites are on a slightly higher level than 

blacks. Because of this, Ellison presents them in a bit of black, as they are comfortable around their 

own race, and a little bit of white, as they know how to conduct themselves in the presence of 

whites, but are still not completely at ease. 

Ellison also uses the two colors to highlight the attitude held by other characters that the 

narrator comes into contact with in New York. Upon entering the subway for the first time, the 

narrator is crushed against a white woman who is wearing black. He says that he “kept expecting 

her to scream” but she pays him no mind (158). She is comfortable in the presence of blacks and 

Ellison dresses her in black to highlight her familiarity. 

When the narrator is in the hospital, Ellison further uses black and white to show his 

character’s perspectives. The nurses and doctors who wear white and do not see the narrator as a 

human being. Rather, they believe that his race in general is unimportant and, therefore, they treat 

him with indifference. One doctor even suggests castration (236). But one man in the hospital 

recognizes the narrator’s humanity and does not treat him like a test subject. He smiles at the 

narrator and is genteel and, to show the contrast between the harsh nurses and doctors, Ellison 

dresses this man in black, signifying the compassion that the man has for the narrator and his race 

(239). For these characters, Ellison uses the colors black and white to display the character’s 

viewpoint in terms of race. In this way, he utilizes black and white as symbols to depict an 

important character trait.  

Ellison also employs black and white as symbols to portray a character’s alliances or which 

race has the most authority in his or her life. Black characters wearing black are faithful to or 

controlled by their own race. White characters wearing white are also faithful to or controlled by 



Hall 3 

their own race. On the other hand, black characters wearing white are loyal to or restricted by 

whites and white characters wearing black tend to have alliances with or ties to blacks. For 

example, the narrator notices two nuns on the subway; one is black but is wearing white habit and 

the other is white but is wearing a black habit (441). Both of these women are disposed to helping 

either race and, therefore, wear the opposite color.  

Another example the colors black and white as a representation of loyalty or control is 

provided during the narrator’s meeting with the Brotherhood leaders following Tod Clifton’s 

funeral. Brother Jack and Brother Tobitt both wear shirtsleeves (presumably white). At this point in 

the book, the narrator is coming to realize that these men really have no ties to blacks or Harlem 

and do not feel responsible to the narrator or any other black men. During the meeting, the 

narrator finally begins to see that neither man feels obligated to help black men and he becomes 

conscious that their loyalty lies with the white race. Brother Jack says that “‘our job is not to ask 

[blacks in Harlem] what they think but to tell them’” (473). Brother Jack does not respect blacks and 

views them as people to be preached to, not taught and, since their loyalty therefore lies with the 

whites, he and Brother Tobitt wear white. Prior to the narrator’s epiphany, Ellison had already 

shown the audience the true loyalty of the Brotherhood by dressing the Brothers in shirtsleeves 

during another, earlier, meeting in which the Brothers told the narrator of Clifton’s disappearance 

(421).  

Ellison also utilized the narrator’s hospital garb as a representation of which race dictated 

his life in that situation. The narrator is dressed in white overalls after he is admitted (231). During 

his stay, the doctors put him in a “glass and nickel box” and use him as a test subject for a new 

alternative to a frontal lobotomy (233). He is hooked up to a machine and berated with intense 

shocks, causing his teeth to chatter and blood to fill his mouth (237). The narrator is completely at 
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the mercy of whites, although he has no choice in the matter, and the author dresses him in white 

to show this domination. Through his use of the color white, Ellison shows the audience who has 

authority over the narrator at that point. 

In addition to the use of black and white as indicators of familiarity and influence, Ellison 

uses black and white to give his readers a clue as to a character’s intentions. The white policemen, 

for example, wear white helmets during their skirmish with the blacks during the riot at the end of 

the book. The narrator says that he saw “the body of a cop, his helmet making a small white 

luminous mound in the dark” (552). The white helmets worn by these men represent who they are 

committed to protect. The policemen shield the white community from the rioting blacks, and 

Ellison displays this objective through the color of their helmet and therefore reveals an important 

trait to his readers. 

At times, however, Ellison strays from his previous use of black and white as markers for 

distinct character traits and presents instances where the color of a character’s clothing contrasts 

with his real intentions or alliances. These contradictions ensure that Invisible Man did not become 

Ellison’s personal soapbox, and accurately show that the issue of race and racial rights is much more 

complex in real life. Ellison shows that his depictions of characters cannot always necessarily be 

applied to the real world because the issue is more complex than what he eludes it to be in his 

novel. 

One example of this inconsistency appears just before Tod Clifton’s death. On the day that 

he is shot, Clifton wears a black shirt (436). According to Ellison’s typical use of black and white, the 

black shirt would imply that Clifton was loyal to the black race; instead, Clifton was selling Sambo 

dolls (433). Ellison dressed Clifton in black as a reminder that underneath the façade of an image 

projected by a man lie his true intentions. The purposes that drive men to degradation, like selling 
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Sambo dolls on a street corner, are not always worn on their sleeve (in this case literally). Clifton is 

actively demeaning his race, yet he is wearing a black shirt. This shows race does not influence 

everyone in the same way and, therefore, the issue of skin color is not clear cut. During this pivotal 

scene, it was very important that Ellison avoid trying to justify or explain Clifton’s actions, as that 

would imply that Ellison believed that all black men conformed to a certain stereotype, so Ellison 

did not make assumptions as to what would drive any man to self-degradation and created 

ambiguity through the color of Clifton’s shirt before his death.  

Similarly, Ellison also avoided depicting a stereotype through his portrayal of Ras the 

Destroyer during his final scene. Ellison writes that the angry mob during the race riot is “led by Ras 

the Exhorter become Ras the Destroyer upon a great black horse” (556).  Typically, the color of the 

horse could be interpreted as an alliance or intent, and this is partially true. Ras is a black nationalist 

so he is loyal to his own race, and he promises to lead his people into a better world, so it makes 

sense that he is atop a black horse. But Ellison inserts ambiguity into this scene so as to avoid 

typecasting or directly condemning black nationalists. Ras claims that he will help blacks, yet he 

rides atop them as he would a workhorse. This contradiction shows that Ellison understands that 

there are too many political and personal factors to distill the issue of race down into several pages 

of a book. There are too many variables in the racial rights conflict for this novel to hold the 

complete and total truth, so Ellison refrains from trying to explain and justify Ras’s actions.  

It is nearly impossible to accurately interpret every use of black and white without looking 

at the context in which the colors are presented. Sometimes, Ellison uses black and white very 

deliberately as symbols and indicators of character traits. Other times, he is ambiguous and creates 

contradictions between the color and the trait that it actually represents. Both of these uses are 

critical to the overall purpose of the book. One gives the reader insight into the opinions and 
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actions of a character, and the other helps Ellison avoid directly condemning or supporting a 

character’s action or view.  
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