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The historical phenomenon of physical enslavement of Blacks by
Whites functions significantly in many twentieth-century novels, among
them Mary Johnston’s The Slave Ship (1924), Arna Bontemps’ Black
Thunder (1936), Frances Gaither’s The Red Cock Crows (1944), William
Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner (1967), Andre’ Brink’s A Chain
of Voices (1982) and Michelle Cliff’s Abeng (1984). These works use slavery,
focusing on the fact and idea of slave revolt in the United States, South
Africa and Jamaica, in a way quite different from their nineteenth-century
predecessors whose political concerns were at once more specific and less
ambitious.

Earlier, in such popular novels as Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1851) and Dred
(1856) and in lesser known works such as Richard Hildreth’s The Slave
(1836), William Wells Brown’s Clotel (1853), G.P.R. James’ The Old
Dominion (1856) and Martin Delany’s Blake (1859-1862), the examination
of slavery and slave insurrections served to address current topical issues
of immediate importance to the writers and their audiences.

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s works clearly reveal a Northern white female
abolitionist response to slavery in the American South. Vacillating between
romantic plots dominated by the vicissitudes that separate pairs of lovers
and by the protracted death scenes of young maidens, Uncle Tom’s Cabin
and Dred often use slavery merely as a sensational background whose
dynamics pale when set against the main action. When the author does focus
on slavery as a system of racial, economic and sexual oppression, her ends
are philosophical only in terms of a New England Protestantism growing
increasingly bland and feminine in the 1850’s and 1860’s.' Stowe’s central
purposes--entertainment, moral instruction, and the abolition of
slavery in America--are finally admirable but limited because her specific
political end was an unavoidable economic necessity while she addressed
it in moral and emotional terms.

Other pre-Civil War novels suffer some of the same limitations.
Hildreth’s The Slave purports to be Archy Moore’s autobiographical ac-
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