AP Self-identity Novel Choices
(to read with Huckleberry Finn)

1) The Invisible Man, by Ralph Ellison. “You ache with the need to convince yourself that you do exist in the real world"—but how can you when the only “recognition” you receive is from self-serving philanthropists and from political, spiritual, and community leaders—all of whom “see” you as a kind of puppet to manipulate? Famous for its often anthologized “Battle Royale” scene, in which African American men fight each other for the amusement of whites, the nameless narrator is no less scathing toward Blacks who objectify their own

people. SYNOPSIS = Through the eyes of a young, black, nameless narrator, Ralph Ellison's classic novel, Invisible Man, guides readers on one man's journey through racism and betrayal in search of self-identity. The novel describes the narrator's upbringing in the South, attendance of an all-black college, from which he is expelled, and relocation to New York. In New York, the narrator becomes chief spokesperson for the Harlem branch of an activist organization called "The Brotherhood." Throughout the novel, the nameless narrator exists in search of survival and identity as a black man. After being exposed repeatedly to the betrayals and brutalities of America's system of white supremacy, he retreats to a state of invisibility as those in the seat of power refuse to see neither him nor his humanity. CRITIQUE = First published in 1952, Invisible Man has become established as a classic novel in American literature. More than just a commentary on race and racism, the book examines America's betrayal of its own constitutional ideals, and reveals the impact such a betrayal has on citizens — black and white. Ellison's theme of invisibility is one with which any marginalized group can identify. 

2) Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, by Ernest Gaines. Inspired by slave narratives, the author creates a remarkable 110-year-old protagonist, who chronicles her experiences from the 1860’s through the 1960’s. The same author’s A Lesson Before Dying has been the center of reading and discussion programs in several cities across the nation.
3) Beloved, by Toni Morrison. A mystery and a ghost story full of historical truth about the ravages of guilt upon, not only the desperate perpetrator, but also on her family and neighbors. Toni Morrison is also acclaimed for The Bluest Eye, Sula, Song of Solomon, Jazz, and other works of fiction.

4) The Color Purple, by Alice Walker. With only the slightest education and constant demands that she be silent, Celie composes letters to God, in which she articulates her struggle for freedom from the brutality of her stepfather and husband. In finding her voice, she attracts genuine love and gains liberation and security.

5)  Native Son, by Richard Wright. To hide from his almost subconscious fear of white domination, Bigger Thomas commits the ultimate violence. His attorney argues that Bigger represents the Black man’s frustrations, a contention that only makes matters worse for his client, as the jury imagines riots. Often compared to Crime and Punishment, this masterpiece dissects American racism.
6) Our Nig, by Harriet Wilson. The first novel by an African American published in the United States (in 1859), this is the apparently semi-autobiographical story of a “free Black” foundling, who is abused by members of a New England family, even though others are kind to her. As her mother was deserted by her father, so does the man to whom she gives her love desert her.

7) Their Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora Neale Hurston. One of the most thoughtful and beautifully written romances imaginable, this is the story of a woman’s search for identity, fulfillment, and passion. After two unsatisfying marriages, she revels in a life on her own terms.

8) Any novel of your choosing. This novel is of literary merit, clearly addresses the motif of self-identity and is pre-approved by Mr. Foster. Perhaps it is a novel by the author that you are studying all year long. 
9) One! Hundred! Demons! By Lynda Barry. A 2008 reading requirement for freshmen at Stanford University. Some students may have been surprised to find a comic book in their stack of required readings. categorized as a graphic novel, is actually a series of 17 cartoons, which cartoonist, novelist and playwright Barry calls "autobifictionalography." Based on an Asian painting exercise, the cartoon narrative revisits several "demons"—events, beliefs, objects—that have haunted Barry's life, revisiting vignettes of self-consciousness, hate and lost innocence. According to Time, "Barry's book creates a poignant mix of what makes our lives both comical and sad." 

10) The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, by Junot Diaz. A 2008 reading requirement for freshmen at Stanford University. It earned a 2008 Pulitzer Prize for Junot Diaz and is a novel about a disastrously overweight, second-generation Dominican "ghetto nerd" laboring under a family curse. Chronicling Oscar's life through family history and thwarted dreams, Diaz explores the American and immigrant experience. The New York Times' A.O. Scott wrote that Diaz's novel has a "wild, capacious spirit, making it feel much larger than it is." Entertainment Weekly called the story "a joy to read, and every bit as exhilarating to reread." 

11) Drinking Coffee Elsewhere, by ZZ Packer. A 2008 reading requirement for freshmen at Stanford University. Packer's debut collection of eight stories was a finalist for the PEN/Faulker award. It mostly focuses on the lives and choices of black teenage girls. According to the Los Angeles Times, the book is "about survival: imagining yourself elsewhere is one trick for living black in a white world. Because these stories by ZZ Packer are mostly about young people struggling to grow up, they make for raw reading. Sometimes you wish they'd go in a different direction. Decisions feel precarious, as if one bad move could ruin a life. As if every little thing were a neon sign blinking, 'Go this way. Do this. No, no not that!'" 
Choose one novel. Throughout your reading, practice an unencumbering reading strategy that will cause you very little stress (Character map, timeline, quotable quotes and significance, double entry or four column journals, Cornell T4, chapter outlines, talking to the text in your book and turn it in at the end). Be ready to link the protagonist(s) of this supplemental text to the protagonist(s) of the “core” text. 
