English 201

Roggenkamp

Ralph Ellison, “Battle Royal” 

Reading Questions

1. In the opening paragraph of the story the first-person narrator says, “I was naïve.”  In what ways is his naiveté revealed in the story?

2. What might the narrator’s grandfather mean when he utters those fateful words on his death bed?  Why does everyone seem so shocked about what he says?

3. This story is heavily dependent on the use of SYMBOLS.  Think about what details in the story might be SYMBOLIC.  You might want to make a list of the items you would identify as symbolic.

4. During the chaos of the battle, the narrator worries about how his speech will be received.  What do you think of that?  Is that an absurd worry to have at the time?  A reasonable worry?  Why is he so focused on that speech?

5. Think carefully about the narrator’s speech to the men.  What is the implication of his having to swallow his own blood while he speaks?

6. Why is the superintendent confident that the narrator will “lead his people in the proper paths?”  What do those “proper paths” mean to the superintendent and other white men at the meeting?  (Keep in mind this story is set in the pre-Civil Rights South.)

