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More slavery movies came out from 2011 to 2015 than during any other 

analogous span of years: Lincoln (2012), Django Unchained (2012), Tula: The Revolt 

(2013), Savannah (2013), Paradesi (2013) Something Whispered (2013), Belle (2013), 12 

Years a Slave (2013), The Keeping Room (2014), The Book of Negroes (2015). 

This is not even mentioning three films in 2010 or the more recent The Birth of a Nation 

(2016) or Free State of Jones (2016), or TV shows like the new Roots (2016) miniseries 

or Underground (2016). If you were to look at a full list, slavery movies tend to come out 

every 5 to 10 years, give or take, with the exception being 2011 to 2015— ten slavery 

films in three years, years that happened to coincide with the two terms of the first Black 

president in the U.S. It can’t only be a coincidence. But for what reason? Why during this 

time; what’s so special about this span of years?  Hopefully, the work of two very 

different critical theorists of history: pre-war Walter Benjamin and post-Civil Rights 

Barbara J. Fields, together will help to first locate these films in their times and then to 

pinpoint key moments, parallel scenes in some of the films where their debates over their 

times are updated for the present. 

Barbara J. Fields’ “Slavery, Race, and Ideology in the U.S.A.” (1990) posits race 

as an ideology that developed out of the practical application of white, indentured 

servitude dying out and finding a (yet) unjustified means, by way of African and Afro-

West Indians in coordination with racial violence, to replace them (Fields 107). As a 

Marxist historian grounded in locating the material origins of social institutions such as 

race-slavery, Fields, with her emphasis on the applied enactment in daily life of 

ideological constellations that stretch back to the historical past, points to Walter 

Benjamin’s work on historical time. His “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (1940) 
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describes simultaneous time as one in which the past and present interact, producing a 

debt to the past that can be redeemed only by the present. It’s the idea that these 

“image[s] of the past” (Benjamin 262) confront what does not fit into our “Universal 

History” (Benjamin 262), challenging the history of the victors he calls “historicism” 

(Benjamin, On the Concept of History, 1940). In his conception of the debt we in the 

present owe to the past, Benjamin provides a critical lens with which to approach the 

history of American slavery.  He suggests how and why images of slavery continue to 

erupt, seemingly out of place, in the present.  

Both Fields and Benjamin understand ideology as a means of labeling and 

avoiding responsibility of the present for the past: “the tradition of the oppressed teaches 

us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule” 

(Benjamin 257). Fields insists on race-slavery as a specific event, not only to confront it 

but to also take active responsibility for it. Racism still exists today not “because we 

inherited it,” as Fields would say, or because it has been re-kindled but because “we still 

continue to create it today” (Fields 117). Benjamin would agree that like fascism, slavery 

still exists because “in the name of progress its opponents treat it as historical norm” 

(Benjamin 257). In other words, it’s not just the  

“killing of a young African American… or the people who join the Klan or White 

Order…[, but also] the academic writers… and academic ‘liberals’ and 

‘progressives’ [whose] self propelling ‘attitudes’ and tragic flaws [assign] 

Africans and their descendants to a special category, … in a world exclusively 

theirs.” (Fields 118).  
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Essentially, our ideology enforces our participation in recreating and reinventing racism 

and race-relations in the present day—that words like “difference and diversity replace 

words like slavery, injustice, oppression, and exploitation, diverting attention from 

anything-but-neutral history” (Fields 118).  

Benjamin’s concept of the flashpoint, the idea of events and histories—images—

that “[flash] up at a moment of danger” (225), suggests that slavery movies could be 

considered our Benjaminian “images of the past” (262). If this is so, perhaps our present 

danger is the racism still present, reimagined and seemingly buried, that had resurfaced in 

light of America’s first Black president. In the light of this speculation, Fields would 

question how that cluster of films  perpetuates our current racial ideology or if they work 

to change or reshape that terrain and thus the ideology that suits it?  The very presence of 

the slavery films of 2011-15 may suggest that the present moment, with all the national 

debates over reparations and the names of slaveholders enshrined on buildings in schools 

and universities, is a time to recognize those images of the past, to “blast open the 

continuum of history” (Benjamin 262).  

Today’s slavery films specifically train the lens on scenes of racial violence: the 

flashpoints for our era of “Black Lives Matter.” Looking backward to their own era, we 

also see that these movies’ release mark the 150th anniversary of Civil War, 1861-1865, 

flashpoints for emancipation, the history of freedom that remains unfinished. For today’s 

audiences these movies serve as both a reminder and a catharsis. Watching the films 

serves to simultaneously re-enact history and live in the present, to both witness how far 

the present has come and relive the supposed triumph of that past. Unfortunately what the 

films portray betrays what they might intend. If these films are made to bring awareness 
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to the imperfections, the uncompleted business of our racial present-time, but they focus 

on the slavery in the Civil War era, they contradict their own intentions by implying these 

are images specifically in, of, and contained to the past. Certainly these films bring to 

mind the racial politics of their times of release, but doubly they reinforce the notion that 

the racism is not as bad as it was. Representing slavery as a specifically violent and 

overtly racist event in the past, these films contain their messages to that specific time, 

and any attempts to battle the present “moment[s] of danger” (Benjamin 255) are 

subdued in those films’ overly violent portrait of slavery. 

Slavery Films and Today’s Flashpoints I: Glory 

Take a not so recent film like Glory (1989) and its famous (or infamous) scene, 

where the Denzel Washington stares down Matthew Broderick, tear stricken and 

viciously whipped in the rain in front of a whole Union battalion. Keep in mind that 

flogging had been banned in the Union Army since March of 18611. The scene takes 

place after Washington’s character, Trip, had deserted the Civil War encampment 

(training around 18632), and they do not yet know that it was to get a pair of shoes to 

better fight the Confederates (the Union soldiers’ outfit and supply is lacking for the 

colored regiment in the beginning of the movie adding great tension between the white 

Union soldiers and the Black soon-to-be troops). Trip’s punishment is to be whipped, as 

is the standard punishment for deserting soldiers as defined by the movie, but Cary 

Elwes’ character, Broderick’s right-hand man and conscious, steps in in front of Robert, 

“not with a whip. Not on them” (Glory 46:38-48:49) This is what the whole audience is 

																																																								
1 https://acws.co.uk/archives-military-discipline 
2 https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/american_originals/54thmass.html, Glory (1989) captions 1862 through 1863	
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thinking, and Elwes voices it. The looming arch of slavery is all too present as a group of 

white men debate the fate of a larger group of African American men.  

Broderick’s character—the main character, Col. Robert Gould Shaw—turns aside 

to Elwes’ character and asks that he not question his authority in front of others, at the 

moment he refers to just the white officer who will commence the flogging, but in the 

distant background stands many Union African American soldiers, still in civilian 

clothes. Elwes’ responds using slave-dialect back at Broderick, saying “ Well, I is sorry, 

massa. You be the boss man now and all us chilluns must learn to obey” (Ibid). Robert 

turns to the other officer and proceeds, with a hint of remorse from him and the audience, 

to commence the punishment. This is the moment the scene changes, not only in camera 

but in tone.  

Previously the camera stayed on medium shot (from chest to head) of the officers, 

full in clear view among themselves, but the next cut turns to a reverse-shot of what is 

known as an American shot (from the mid-thigh to his head) of Trip (Washington) lined 

up against a broken cart with his shirt partially ripped and his suspenders down, 

surrounded by white officers with the rest of the colored regiment in the background. 

Right here is a flashpoint from the movie set to actual history.  

 

Figure 1 - Trip stands before the Regiment, Glory 1989	
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Since none of the regiment have uniforms, the familiar plantation color-scape of browns 

starts a growing picture. When Gould (Broderick) gives the signal, Trip turns in defiance 

against Gould submitting but he doesn’t let the officers rip off his shirt, but instead he 

rips off his own shirt and takes hold of the wheel. In this moment, Trip controls the scene, 

his predicament, his body. As he stares down Gould almost unblinking, the white officers 

flog him till he breaks crying only a single-tear tear.  

When the camera cuts in for a close-up on Trip’s horribly scarred back, the next 

cut shows a reaction of Thomas, a free black man amongst the rest of his now-freed 

comrades, in a med-close up. Thomas looks down unable to bare the sight, the 

connotation of history. The camera cuts to a med close up of Trip staring and the 

wrenched look of the white officer pleading with Gould, then back to Gould in a full-

close up with Elwes in the background, who looks down and then back up, still allowing 

the violence and making everyone, including the audience, watch. When the camera 

returns to the medium of Trip and the officer with the blurred crowd of the rest of the 

colored regiment behind them, that is the moment, Robert becomes no different than any 

other white master they’ve all had and the plantation imagery returns in full scale: the 

white man over of the black man.  

Figure 2 - 
African 
American slaves 
on plantation 
owned by J.J. 
Smith in 
Beaufort, South 
Carolina. Photo 
by: T.H. 
O'Sullivan. 
(Public 
Domain). 
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 This scene re-enacts history doubly, through the movie and the flashpoint the 

movie inspires. This film “brushes history against the grain” (Benjamin 257) glossing 

over the details to emphasize the violence, the difference between the past and present 

racial times—remember that flogging was an outlawed punishment from 1861. By 

showcasing the history of slavery within a seemingly progressive concept (the 54th 

Massachusetts) in the historical setting of the Civil War background (i.e., the need to end 

slavery to unite the country), the movie implies an erroneous conclusion: that ending 

slavery ends racism—reinforcing what Fields notes as an “absurd assumption” (97), that 

slavery is synonymous with racism.  

 Part of the reason for making the violence so visceral is that it allows the audience 

to confirm that their present as not so violent. Glory even ends with an epithet that 

explains the rest of the history and further divides the past from the present. It reads that 

events concerning the 54th helped “turn the tide of the [Civil War]” (1:54:55-1:55:25). 

The black card fades out to reveal the statue that commemorates the men portrayed in the 

film: Robert Gould Shaw riding his horse amongst his colored regiment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Statue of the 54th Massachusetts, Glory 1989	
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 Roll the credits, the audience leaves the theater or turns off their TV feeling sorry 

for the history, as they pick up their phones and see the latest on Facebook. The problem 

is that the epithet and the use of slavery as a catalyst for the overall film still brushes 

these events off as the past, contained to the past, and only slightly relevant to the 

present. This is not to state that slavery was not that violent or that this representation is 

inaccurate (inaccuracy is a whole separate debate), but merely to point our that movies 

made in this vein are only concerned with the violence, and it’s this singular obsession 

that counteracts what these movies are trying to warn us about in our present moment of 

danger.  

Slavery Films and Today’s Flashpoints II: 12 Years a Slave 

 Granted Glory in 1989 is still a dated example, the scene is still set in the past, but 

the argument still applies to movies in the 21st century. Take a more recent film like 12 

Years a Slave (2013); this film directly addresses slavery instead of using it as a rolling 

action like in Glory, yet the film still reinforces the ideology that slavery and violent 

racism ended. The same tactics are employed to “blast history of continuum” (Benjamin 

262) yet once again, that blast is blocked again by the aims of the movie.  

 The scene is set when a slave-hand takes a young female, slave worker, Patsey 

(played by Lupita Nyong'o), to be whipped after having run off to find soap to clean 

herself with—notice already the similarities between the two movies, how both Trip and 

Patsey run off not to desert their work but to find something to better themselves in order 

to continue it.   

 In a medium shot on both the slave-hand and Patsey, the camera follows them 

from behind as he handles her onto a wooden poll, ripping the dress from her back down 
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her body. Patsey, unlike Trip from Glory, holds no power. As her back is revealed to see 

past scars, her chest is revealed by the time the camera has moved to a 3/4ths frontal view 

(view of most of her front), and the slave-hand has moved to tie her hands, leaving frame.  

 

                                                  Figure 4 - Patsey tied, 12 Years a Slave (2013) 

 All the while Patsey sobs resigned to her fate, as the camera presses in shakily 

framing a close-up on her face as her Master Epps (played by Michael Fassbender) closes 

in behind her in a medium shot. He’s larger and looms over her.  She doesn’t move but 

stares at him, their relationship laid bare for all to see. Patsey fears him; Epps loves her 

but also clearly doesn’t feel she’s his equal, still belonging to him—which is half the real 

reason for her beating. Epps whispers to her that it’s her fault, leaning in ever so slightly, 

the guilt starting. Briskly he turns on heel and walks past her a few paces before turning a 

around, the camera follows framing him in a medium shot. It’s plain on his face that his 

guilt is starting to best him. It’s here in this moment, that as with Shaw in Glory (1989), 

the audience starts to feel bad for him and remorseful for it.  

Figure 5 - Side by side, 

left to right: Epps 

(Fassbender) in 12 Years 

a Slave (2013) and Shaw 

(Broderick) in Glory 

(1989). 
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 Here in this moment, as the audience watches, they are instigating the crime in 

their participatory gaze. This, however, is also where Glory and 12 Years a Slave start to 

differ. Due to the nature of filming in a long take, the audience is more involved in the 

presentation of the moment in 12 Years a Slave—it feels more real and more current in 

time. 

Off-screen we hear Epps’ mistress (played by Sarah Paulson), a real villain in the 

film, she bullies and presses for the whipping—something she’s wanted the whole time. 

As we hear her words, the camera presses in for a close up on Epps. He is alone amongst 

his plantation, holding back his tears until he buckles, cowers, and orders Platt, his 

newest slave and the main character of the film, to do it for him. In a swift yet jarring 

turn, the camera whips around Epps framing him in a 3/4ths view from behind (viewing 

mostly his back—see Figure 6) with the focus on Platt in an American shot. At this 

moment in the film, Platt is resigned to his own fate as a slave, and he is framed amidst 

other slaves, the plantation in the background, and dominated by the blurry Epps—clearly 

in this moment Epps’ character isn’t important, the only thing that is, is that he’s the 

largest and brightest, whitest thing on screen and he’s barking the orders:  

the white master.  

	

                                            Figure 6 - Epps offering the whip to Platt, 12 Years a Slave (2013) 
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 The camera stays shaky as Platt deliberates, then he walks forward into a medium 

shot to accept the whip.  We hear Patsey encourage him. Her choice of Platt over himself 

makes Epps madder, though it grants her little power. He stomps off behind Platt, 

granting him the screen presence and power. Platt is now the largest character on screen. 

As Platt gets ready and Epps walks away, the camera backs out framing all three 

characters of power in the scene, the largest and most powerful at the moment being Platt 

with the whip. To his right (left side of screen) Epps plants himself breathless, fidgety 

and jeering at Platt. Between them is Epps’ mistress, who stands calm and ready to 

watch. She’s clearly the puppeteer, and though she physically carries the least weight, her 

presence is the heaviest. As Platt starts whipping Patsey, the slaves in the background 

amongst the plantation are more visible. The camera starts shakily stepping back and 

around the poll Patsey is tied to. Platt disappears behind it, the poll shakes, the whip 

sounds, and Patsey groans.  

 For moment all that’s visible is the poll in focus with the blood and flesh that 

sprays off it from Patsey, and the Epps, in front of their other slaves. The vision is almost 

too much for the camera, which must watch at all costs, and for the audience, who 

arguably must also watch at all costs or else deny the history of what happened. Mistress 

Epps chides Platt and her husband for being too soft. The camera loses focus of her and 

her husband, and instead takes interest on Patsey, now clear in a painful close-up 

(shoulders to head). To the demands of Mistress Epps, Platt remains blurry in the 

background, as we see Patsey take the steady hand of what Platt’s whip has to offer. It’s 

not enough for Epps, as the camera suddenly whip-pans out of nowhere, grabbing hold of 

Master Epps as he reaches for the slave-hand’s gun, cocking it and storming over to Platt. 
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The camera holds interest in this and follows Epps, as he holds the gun to Platt’s jaw in a 

spinning extreme close-up (viewing just faces). Epps grants a nasty promise to Platt, 

forcing him to be rougher with Patsey. The focus rests on Epps as he screams at him. 

When Epps moves off screen, the camera backs out to a medium on Platt and focus shifts 

to him, but Epps’ absence reveals his wife standing out of focus in the background, 

confirming her dominant puppeteering of the other characters and the scene.  

	

Figure 7 - Epps' wife in centered behind Epps and Platt, 12 Years a Slave (2013) 
	
 The camera repeats the motion around Patsey and the poll but with a new focus 

on Platt. The camera gets closer and closer on Platt, until after a while Epps realizes he’s 

not going to comply anymore. Epps bolts from where he stands, once again the camera 

whipping to his presence and following him as he tries to take the whip from Platt.  

 As Epps takes over and furiously whips at Patsey, the three-shot returns when 

Platt gets up from out of frame and walks in the background between Epps and his wife, 

who still remains fixed at her point. The power dynamic has shifted—Epps now has all 

the power and the whip, Platt seems to be in second, but he bows out of exhaustion. After 

all this time spent with these characters, the pain is still lingering, the scene is still 

continuing. Unlike Glory, which made its the whipping scene as a plot and character 
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point in the movie, 12 Years a Slave uses it as another moment, prolonged in the history 

it tries to portray.  

 When we see Patsey next, her whole body is framed in an American shot. We see 

everything, all the wounds inflicted on it and new ones still coming. The camera moves 

towards Patsey but looks towards Epps once more, Platt regaining his strength. Suddenly 

Platt speaks and the camera changes footing, moving in on Epps. At the mention of sin, 

the extreme close up on Epps is stifling. Sweaty and out of breath, he denies this as a sin 

and the camera backs away from him, as the audience does mentally. As Epps catches his 

breath and regains a bit of himself, he remarks about property over sin, and his pleasure, 

before losing interest in this scene and walks off, spurring the camera towards Platt who 

still stands hunched over next to Mistress Epps. He rises as she leaves.  

 At this moment, the audience is connected with Epps, as we too must catch our 

breath over what we’ve just witnessed. Yet the audience knows that between the angry 

intentions of Epps and Platt’s hope, they identify with Platt.  

 The camera follows Platt walking towards Patsey, as the Epps walk to their 

plantation house in the background. Platt unties Patsey, as the camera presses in. Now 

they are the only ones on screen, but Patsey is mostly blocked by the poll, as she 

collapses and Platt kneels by her. The camera leaves them both behind off screen, 

continuing lower till it frames the soap, which dropped from Patsey’s hands, dirty on the 

ground next to the rope which tied her. For the first time in about 4 minutes (1:48:11-

1:53:08) the camera cuts, and it cuts to a rather bloody and gruesome image of Patsey’s 

back.  

 The power in this scene is what makes the film so modern in its ideas and its 
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filmmaking, the shift in dynamics to the master of the scene (from Epps, to Platt, to 

Mistress Epps, and back to Epps) is what drives this scene and this film apart from 1989. 

Unlike Glory, where all the power is distributed to the collective fault of the regiment by 

Shaw, the dynamic in 12 Years a Slave proves more complicated. By distributing power 

to multiple individual characters and establishing more clear reasons for the violence, it’s 

almost as if there can be a singular villain. Yet, by passing the blame off to more than one 

character, creates multiple villains and it sort of feels like a collective fault again. 

Perhaps, though that’s the point, there are multiple villains, but having ‘villains’ at all in a 

historical story seems such a plot device, and it suddenly feels like a movie about history. 

And since, Platt gets freed and sent home right after this in a long and tragic-feeling 

scene where he leaves Patsey behind, it feels yet again contained to just this moment, 

these characters, their history, this movie.  

It’s clear to see that in 12 Years a Slave, the dynamic of the camera plays a larger 

role than in Glory. In Glory, in 1989, it’s almost as if the camera and its characters, and 

by proxy, the audience can’t bare the history, as none of them can maintain a gaze on 

neither the whipped nor the ‘master’ in and of the scene. In 2013, it’s almost as if the 

camera must watch, fixated on this past and painful moment, and the audience must 

watch too. Although it is a progress from Glory, using the same tactics to portray and 

almost star the violence of slavery, begets that progress. Maintaining that violence and 

racial slavery are connected and wrapping the ending up with a bow because ‘that’s 

where the story ends’ contains that story and contains it to the past the movie portrays. 

The fixation betrays the meaning. Immediately after this scene, when Platt gains favor 

with a white master in a neighboring plantation and returns home, the the image fades to 
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black to revealing the familiar white letters (2:07:25-2:08:28), foretelling the rest of the 

history of Soloman. Roll credits once more. 

Today’s Flashpoints: Viewers as Redeemers 

Each of the films discussed above end with an epithet, both movies seal the 

history closed in the context of movie made from history, and both contain scenes that put 

the audience right in the action and reactions of the scenes. Perhaps Benjamin would 

argue that we as an audience need to be put into this moment of danger, forced into a 

position, where the flashes of the real past might occur—flashes from the movie set to the 

images of a real, known past. This could be a reason why these films are so important, 

why they were released when they were. Maybe despite the containment of history to the 

past, these films still at least provoke the thought, an image, in the first place.  

It is the idea that this moment is crucial because history now applies to you, the 

viewer, just as it did these characters, those actors, in those moments. Now that the action 

of participating in a confrontation of the past, by force or by choice, is in your face, 

making you bear witness to it, the whole ordeal becomes personal for you.—and that 

personal connection is what makes you a participant. “Nothing from the past could keep 

race alive if we did not constantly reinvent and re-ritualize it to fit our own terrain” 

(Fields 118).  

By witnessing, we re-contextualize it; by filming it, we reinvent it. The choice to 

make slavery films and the choice to watch them grants you the access, the view, and ‘the 

passion and belief’ (Du Bois 725) to understand and perhaps even participate in the 

solution— the undoing of those reinvented scenes, now, in the current present. 

Here for an economical and elegant, short and sweet conclusion: focus only on Du 
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Bois’s Black Reconstruction as a 1935 moment when this American history of slavery 

again flashed up at a moment of danger.  He argues on a field “devastated by passion and 

belief” (Ibid) that this reinvention of history is counterbalanced by the opposing need to 

tell that history so it doesn’t appear as if no one was responsible, revealing the challenges 

opened up by our own decade of the 2010s.   

By foregrounding the moral and political status of slavery in the past, rather than 

the racial thinking that justified it, the films fail to recognize their afterlives in the racial 

present. Even some audiences and critics show signs of wanting to bring this history into 

the present. There are so many articles asking what happened to the real Patsey from 12 

Years a Slave, so many articles about the real 54th Massachusetts, so many debates about 

the historical inaccuracies of both films…  These films do not appear to fill in the gaps of 

history, but flash it forward and we are left, once again, with an open-ended history, a 

series of still unrealized possibilities from the past that may point to alternative possible 

futures. 
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