
Invisible Man Concluding Socratic Seminar: Due Wednesday, March 23, 2011 

AP Literature 

**I am collecting this for unit work credit AND your Prologue Socratic Seminar handout on Wednesday.  Please answer ALL 

questions thoroughly.  Show me your critical thinking process. 

 

Existentialism  

“If man, as the existentialism conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing.   

Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be.”  

– Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980, French Existential Thinker) 

 

In addition to its concerns about race, Invisible Man has been defined by many critics as an existential work.  

Existentialism is a philosophy that emerged from the works of Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) 

and German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900).  Reducing it down to its essence, existentialism can be 

defined as follows: 

1.  The doctrine that man forms his essence in the course of the life he chooses to lead. 

2.  A movement based on this doctrine, emphasizing man’s responsibility for personal freedom, personal 

decision, and personal commitment (Webster’s). 

 

Major Elements of Existentialism 

o Moral Individualism 

 Highest good is for the individual to find his or her own unique calling. 

 Choose one’s way without being at the will of established standards. 

 There is no basis for moral decisions. 

 Each must define moral situations for himself. 

o Subjectivity 

 Personal experience is essential to arriving at truth. 

 The understanding of someone directly involved in a situation is the best. 

 Reasoning alone cannot explain the world. 

o Choice and Commitment 

 Human beings have the ability to define themselves through their choices. 

 Even the refusal to choose is a choice. 

 Individuals must accept the responsibility for the commitments their choices lead to. 

o Dread and Anxiety 

 Everyone experiences dread – a general feeling of apprehension. 

 Dread is God’s way of calling each individual to lead a personally valid life. 

 Anxiety is what leads individuals to find justification for their choices. 

 

1. Given this information, how specifically is Invisible Man an existential novel?  To what extent does the novel 

shed light or come to some kind of understanding or resolution regarding existential questions and concerns? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  Provide 3 quotes (1 from beginning, 1 from middle, 1 from end) that reflect the narrator’s existential struggle.  

Write out quote and give page number. 

  



3. What specific major paradoxes does The Epilogue (and the novel in general) present?  How does the narrator 

learn from them?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. How has the narrator interpreted his grandfather’s last words throughout the novel?  How has his 

interpretation changed by The Epilogue?  Why?   

 

 

 

 

 

5. Write out completely with page numbers 3 significant quotes that still confuse you.  Ask a specific question 

attached to each quote. 

Quote Question 
Example: “I could only move ahead or stay here, 

underground” (571). 

To what extent is the narrator’s staying underground 

effective?  Subversive?  Can the narrator play a socially 

responsible underground or is he only furthering his 

alienation?    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. What is the meaning of Invisible Man as a whole?  In your response, you must specifically address blackness, 

individuality/identity, and alienation in some way.  BE SPECIFIC (Too general = IM is about not letting others 

define you and defining your own identity.  Better: IM explores the paradox of…) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. How does the meaning of Invisible Man as a whole apply to contemporary America?  What ideas and problems 

remain prevalent?  What has been resolved?  Why?  Be specific and give examples.   


