Importance of Slave Narratives in United States Literature
The Pro-Slavery Argument

“So long as you confine yourself to making or hearing abolition speeches, or forming among yourselves antislavery societies...you neither injure nor benefit the slaves.... But when you attempt to circulate among them incendiary documents, intended to render them unhappy, and discontented with their lot, it becomes our duty to protect them against your machinations. This is the sole reason why most, if not all the slave States, have forbidden the slaves to be taught to read. But for your interference, most of our slaves would have been able to read the word of God for themselves, instead of being so dependent, as they now are, on that oral instruction, which is now so generally afforded them.” – E.N. Elliot, Cotton is King
“The true definition of the term, as applicable to the domestic institution in the Southern States, is as follows: Slavery is the duty and obligation of the slave to labor for the mutual benefit of both master and slave, under a warrant to the slave of protection, and a comfortable subsistence, under all circumstances.” – E.N. Elliot, Letters to the North
Slave Narratives 
4 types of slave narratives:

1. Autobiographical, written by enslaved ‘herself’/ ‘himself’

2. Biographical, written by someone else
3. Fictional narratives

4. Oral histories
Background

First appears in 1760; Over 100 are published before the Civil War.
Purpose: Persuade the South that slavery went against the moral and spiritual values of America
Exposed the shared humanity of Africans, thus their equal entitlement to basic rights
Autobiographical narratives of former slaves comprise one of the most extensive and influential traditions in African American literature and culture 

Until the Depression era slave narratives outnumbered novels written by African Americans 

1789: Olaudah Equiano’s narrative becomes the first slave narrative to be an international best seller.
930s: Over 2,500 oral histories collected by the WPA
Directly influenced classic works of American literature

· Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe

· The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain

· Beloved by Toni Morrison

Political Importance of Slave Narratives

Opened dialogue about slavery and freedom in 18th and 19th centuries

Enlightened white readers about

· Realities of slavery

· Humanity of black people as individuals deserving human rights

Dismissed by opponents as anti-slavery propaganda, but VERY widely read--shows their power to provoke reflection and debate about race, social justice, and the meaning of freedom

Slave Narratives as Historical Documents

Chronicle evolution of white supremacy, particularly in the South

Gives evidence from slavery to segregation and disenfranchisement

Evoke the national myth of the American individual’s quest for freedom and for a society based on “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”

Slave Narratives as Autobiography

Gave voice to generations of African Americans otherwise ignored by literature

Usually eye-witness accounts—became “I-witness” accounts that revealed the struggles, sorrows, aspirations, triumphs of the individual

Establishes humanity of the writer as well as arguing against slavery

Typical Features of Slave Narratives

Depiction of slavery as hell on earth

· Physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual deprivation

Personal crisis precipitates decision to escape

· Selling or death of loved one

· Dark night of the soul (hope v. despair battle)

Arduous quest for freedom

· Usually emphasizes faith in God, commitment to liberty similar to Founding Fathers

Freedom includes arrival in free states, renaming of self, commitment to anti-slavery movement

Elements of the Genre

Almost always begins with an introduction written by a white, wealthy editor.
Typically centers on the narrator’s journey from slavery in the South to freedom in the North.
Slavery is documented as a condition of extreme deprivation, necessitating increasingly forceful resistance.
After detailing an escape, the slave’s attainment of freedom is signaled not simply by reaching the “free states” of the North but by taking a new name and dedication to antislavery activism.
Shows a commitment to both physical and intellectual freedoms.
Deals with issues of truth, credibility, reliability
Slave Narratives & The Abolitionist Movement

Slave Narratives became known as a voice of reality in the Abolitionist Movement
Provides an opposition to the pro-slavery arguments and idyllic pictures Northerners were exposed to.
Demonstrated African Americans’ mastery of language and the ability to write their own history.
The narratives also gave Northerners a glimpse into the life of slave communities: the love between family members, the respect for elders, the bonds between friends. They described an enduring, truly African American culture, which was expressed through music, folktales, and religion

Slave Narratives of Note

 Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845)

 Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe (1852)

 Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs (1861)

 Up from Slavery by Booker T. Washington (1901)

 Black Boy by Richard Wright (1945)

 The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965)

 The Confessions of Nat Turner by William Styron (1967)

 The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman by Ernest J. Gaines (1971)

 Beloved by Toni Morrison(1987)

 These modern texts show glimpses of the genre as they explore the origins of psychological as well as social oppression and in their searching critique of the meaning of freedom for 20th-century black and white Americans alike.
Read also: “When Cotton was King”

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/03/26/when-cotton-was-king/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0
Frederick Douglass, 1818-1895 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. 
Written by Himself. Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, 1845. 
· Likely most ‘famous’, best read slave narrative
· Genteel language
· Anti-slavery rhetoric
· Born into slavery, Maryland (MD), 1818
· Escaped to New England
· Resisted brutalization, learned to read, acquired a trade
· Garrison’s encouragement of Douglass
· Antislavery Lecturer
· Loyalty to Garrison but continued role of
“fugitive slave” problematic
· 1847, relocates to Rochester, NY
· North Star (abolitionist newspaper)
· Authors three narratives
Oludah Equiano, (Gustvas Vassa) 1745?-1797 The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself , 1789.
-Kingdom of Benin (modern day Nigeria)
--Captured at 10 years old by local raiders
--Shipped to Barbados; two weeks later sold and another slave
Ship to Virginia
--Miserable and lonely; Sea captain Michael Henry Pascal
Purchases Equiano
--Renames him Gustavas Vassa; Equiano kept this name.
--Travelled extensively; also lived in England; received education
--Employed as “a shipping clerk and amateur navigator”

--Purchases freedom 1766 (40GBP), twenty-one years old
--Tours the world; joined British antislavery movement
--Helped organize British colony of Sierra Leone (1787)
Significant: testimony about Atlantic slave trade; service in antislavery cause; reveals baselessness of white assumptions of African inferiority
Nat Turner, 1800?-1831
The Confessions of Nat Turner, the Leader of the Late Insurrection in Southampton, 1831
Born 1800, Virginia
--Lay preacher and Leader among slaves
--Late 1820s, visions from God
--Freedom through violence
--Planned revolt; 60-70 rebel slaves
--57 whites killed
--Revolt suppressed; hanged for insurrection
--Another 100 AA killed on nearby plantations
--White Southerners accused Garrison and
Abolitionist movement
--Great respect for Nat Turner by AA and white
Abolitionists
Narrative: Interviewed in his jail cell;Thomas Ruffin Gray, a wealthy South Hampton lawyer and slave owner 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life Among the Lowly, 1852
· Melodramatic fiction of slavery
· NOT A SLAVE NARRATIVE
· Stowe: deeply religious background
· 300,000 copies sold in one year
· Sentimentality,19th century literature
Destructive impact on families
Characters:
Little Eliza, babe in arms escaping
Across icy Ohio River
Uncle Tom, noble and devout Christian
Sold to brutal master, Simon Legree
Harriet A. Jacobs 1813-1897
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Written by Herself, 1861. 
· Born in North Carolina, daughter of slaves
· First owner kindly, teaches her to write and sew; wills Harriet to young niece
· Niece’s husband, Dr. Norcom becomes
Dr. Flint in narrative

1825-1842, enslaved property

1835: hides in “little dismal hole” 

1842: escapes North by boat
· Harriet Beecher Stowe not interested in helping
· Discloses the ‘foul secrets’ of slavery; Linda Brent
· Sexual harassment, debasement, misuse, rape. 
· First woman to author fugitive slave narrative in United States
American Slave Narratives 
Oral histories collected between 1936 to 1940
2,300 former slaves interviewed by writers 
and journalists 
Federal Writers’ Project 
(Works Progress Administration,New Deal) 
Mostly white interviewers
Need to read between lines, inconsistencies,
Ambiguous meanings.
Dialect, language, ‘folk’

Memory, 80-90 years old 
