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Lecture 9
Slave Narratives
1. Introduction
· Slave narratives are autobiographical accounts written by enslaved or formerly enslaved African Americans during the 18th and 19th centuries.
· The system of transatlantic slavery began in the early 17th century and lasted until the late 19th century, shaping the social, economic, and cultural landscape of the Atlantic world.
· Most were published with the support of abolitionist societies in the United States and Britain, who helped authenticate, promote, and circulate these texts.
· Collectively, slave narratives constitute the earliest major body of African American literature and form a foundational pillar of the African American literary and cultural tradition.Top of Form
Bottom of Form
2. Historical Context
The emergence of slave narratives in the late 18th century was closely linked to a set of intellectual, religious, and political movements that created both the demand and the framework for these texts.
1. Enlightenment Philosophy (17th–18th centuries)
· Philosophers such as John Locke (1632–1704, England) and Montesquieu (1689–1755, France) promoted humanitarian principles, natural rights, and the idea that all humans are rational and moral beings.
2. Sentimentalism and Moral Reform (mid-18th century)
· The literary movement of sentimentalism encouraged emotional engagement with stories of suffering and virtue.
3. Revolutionary and Rights-Based Ideals (late 18th century, global influence: American Revolution 1776, French Revolution 1789)
· The American (1775–1783) and French (1789–1799) revolutions propagated ideas of equality, liberty, and natural rights.
4. Transatlantic Religious and Abolitionist Movements (1770s–1830s, Britain and North America)
· Evangelical Protestantism (Methodists, Baptists, Quakers) played a crucial role in publishing and supporting early slave narratives.
· Abolitionist societies in Britain (e.g., Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 1787) and the United States (e.g., American Anti-Slavery Society, 1833) promoted narratives as both moral testimony and political advocacy, giving these texts a platform and audience.
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Major Characteristics of Slave Narratives
1. Oral/Oratorical Quality
2. Political Message and Partiality: Strong political overtones advocating abolition.
3. Models of Narrative
· Evangelical Model: Emphasis on emotional intensity, religious conversion, and personal truth.
· Legalistic Model: Focus on objective truth, factual accuracy, and testimony.
4. Collective Representation
5. Autobiographical voice
6. Journey from slavery to freedom: Bondage → suffering → resistance → liberation.
7. Scenes of violence and cruelty: Whippings, family separations, dehumanization.
8. Literacy as empowerment: Learning to read/write symbolizes freedom and humanity.
9. Religion and Identity Formation
· Religious conversion became a defining feature of early slave narratives
10. Appeal to emotion and morality: Designed to awaken empathy and outrage in readers.
9. Themes and Concerns
· Freedom vs. Bondage: Central theme across all narratives.
· Identity: Reclaiming humanity through literacy and storytelling.
· Resistance: Physical (escape, rebellion) and intellectual (education, authorship).
· Family and Community: Focus on disrupted kinship and communal bonds.
· Intersection of Race and Gender: Women’s narratives emphasize sexual exploitation and maternal struggles.

