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ABSTRACT 
 

The overall aim of the study is to investigate how a social and collective memory is 

mobilized by the directors’ depiction of ethnicity and gender roles from a post-

colonial and gender perspective. The thesis focuses on how ethnicity and gender roles 

are depicted in each movie and how this results in a mobilization of a social and 

collective memory. The results show that Django Unchained mobilizes a memory by 

its use of the invective nigger and iconic acts of slavery, such as whipping and cotton 

picking. From a gender perspective, the results show that men worked with jobs that 

required more strength, compared to the jobs of women and thus mobilizes a memory 

of how we remember the gender roles of slaves. Nevertheless, these memories can 

result in traumas and to recover from them, memories must be revisited. 

Similarly, yet differently, the results show that 12 Years a Slave mobilizes a memory 

by its use of the invective nigger and by the use of songs that solidified the hierarchy 

present during slavery. In other words, these songs were used to exhibit the level of 

supremacy Caucasians possessed from a post-colonial perspective. 

The conclusion drawn in the study is that 12 Years a Slave, as a historical source, 

provides audiences with considerably more authenticity compared to Django 

Unchained. Therefore an individual might feel as if he or she has lived the life of 

Solomon Northup and experienced and endured everything he did. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Background 

In 2012 and 2013 we were introduced to two movies depicting slavery in the USA out 

of several others after 9/11, one directed and produced by Quentin Tarantino and the 

other by film director Steve McQueen.  

The reason for choosing these movies and this subject is due to the fact that slavery 

has shaped many aspects of our current values about African-Americans and black 

people in general, and slavery is one of the reasons racism towards African-

Americans and people of the black community still exists. 

The first movie, Django Unchained, swung into action with a big budget and received 

much attention and controversy because of its use of history. The movie was accused 

of being historically inaccurate because of its use of dynamite, the Ku Klux Klan, the 

world famous Nefertiti Bust (an old painted limestone bust) and the Mandingo fights 

(vicious and bloody fights between slaves). 

Consequently, according to associate professor in film studies Mats Jönsson, 

historians have criticized historical movies’ lack of focus on accuracy, especially 

when it comes to pop culture, and historians have engaged in a myriad of fierce 

debates partially around Hollywood movies’ inaccuracies. Moreover, the accuracy of 

a movie is dependent on how long ago the event or era took place; the wider the gap is 

in time between the event and the present, the more discussions will arise about its 

inaccuracy.
1
 

Django Unchained contains several elements of slavery such as the setting and how 

slaves were treated and have the potential of educating us something, even if limited, 

about slavery and groupings of ethnicities. There is a potential among movies of 

Django Unchained’s caliber to mobilize a social and collective memory about the 

depicted events taking place and this is achieved through our own interpretations as 

individuals and as a group. 

 

                                                 
1
 M. Jönsson, 2004, p. 1. 
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Unlike the first movie, the second one, 12 Years a Slave, is based on a true story: a 

book written by the enslaved Solomon Northup and how he is tricked, kidnapped and 

sold into slavery in Washington D.C. 

Since the book is based on his time as a slave, records of his life have been used as 

material to portray the years of slavery prior to the American Civil War. For example, 

in the beginning we are introduced to Northup’s life as a free man and later as a 

captured slave, seeing how other slaves on the plantations were brutally beaten with a 

whip, and thus creating a feeling of disgust and sympathy among the viewers of the 

movie. 

 

1.2 Aim and research questions 

The overall aim of this study is to investigate how a social and collective memory is 

mobilized through the directors’ depiction of ethnicity and gender roles. This will be 

executed by using the post-colonial theory and the gender theory. 

The terms social memory and collective memory, as well as post-colonial theory and 

gender theory will be clarified in the theoretical background and these terms will be 

used as tools during the analysis of both movies. 

The following research questions will be addressed: 

 

 How is a social and collective memory mobilized by the directors’ depiction 

of ethnicity from a post-colonial perspective? 

 

 How is a social and collective memory mobilized by the directors’ depiction 

of gender roles of African-Americans from a gender perspective? 

 

1.3 Outline of the thesis 

The first chapter of the thesis serves as an introduction to the study, providing a 

general background about the movies, the overall aim and the specific research 

questions. Also, the plot of both of Django Unchained and 12 Years a Slave will be 

the introduction to the movies and an aid to help the reader comprehend the results 

and analysis. The following chapter offers a description of the theories used in the 

thesis. Chapter 3 gives an overview of how the study is conducted, the material used 
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and also the scope and limitations of the investigation. Chapter 4 presents the results 

and analysis of the study with the theories of Chapter 2 included.  

In the last chapter, conclusions will be drawn about both movies and suggestions for 

further research will be presented. Finally, from a didactical standpoint, a discussion 

on how to implement the movies in classrooms serves as the ending of the thesis. 

 

1.4 The plots of Django Unchained and 12 Years a Slave  

A brief summary of the plots of Django Unchained and 12 Years a Slave will be 

presented in this section, making it easier for the reader to understand the results and 

analysis. 

 

1.4.1 Django Unchained 

The story starts in 1858 somewhere in Texas with the slave Django and other slaves 

being dragged through the forest with chains tied to their feet. Dragged by two slave 

traders they encounter a man on a horse by the name of Dr. King Schultz, a German 

bounty hunter disguising himself as a dentist. During the encounter he states that he is 

looking for the Speck brothers and asks the slave traders about their inventory of 

slaves and where they have been purchased. As he openly asks the slaves if anyone of 

them was formerly a resident of the Caruccan plantation, Django responds: “I’m from 

the Caruccan plantation.”
2
 

When approached by Dr. Schultz, Django finally reveals his name and his awareness 

of the Brittle brothers, who had initial ownership of Django and are the men 

responsible for the pain he has endured. During the interaction they are interrupted by 

the slave traders and threatened but luckily, Dr. Schultz shoots both traders before the 

situation escalates. After the shooting he is very calm and facetious as he mocks one 

of the brothers lying down on the ground. Afterwards he returns to Django to finish 

their inquiry and ends up buying him. Once Django is released, they begin their 

journey of finding the men responsible for Django’s scars.  

When they arrive in front of a big mansion where supposedly the Brittle brothers 

reside, they find the owner of the mansion standing on a balcony. 

                                                 
2
 5:27 - Django Unchained, 2012, [movie]. 
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Whilst Dr. Schultz converses with the owner, Django is escorted by a slave and 

explores the property. As they reach the backyard the slave reveals the location of the 

brothers, the first standing next to a tree, preparing to whip a slave. With rage he starts 

to walk towards the villain John Brittle and shots him, picks up the whip and uses it to 

attack Brittle’s companion and finishes by shooting him as well. When Dr. Schultz 

arrives, he shoots the last brother located in the plantations nearby as the owner 

reaches them. Once again as in the previous encounter with the law enforcement; they 

present a warrant and are rewarded for the arrest of the brothers. 

When they leave, Django tells the story of his wife Broomhilda and they set out to 

rescue his wife from a ferocious plantation owner residing in Mississippi. However, 

prior to their arrival they work as bounty hunters to earn enough money to be able to 

purchase Broomhilda.  

Once they arrive in Mississippi and are introduced to the brutal Calvin Candie, the 

next day, they are escorted to the Candyland farm where Broomhilda supposedly is 

captured. Dr. Schultz makes a request for the maid Broomhilda to be brought to his 

room and Candie promises to do so without being aware of her connections to 

Django. Once she meets with Dr. Schultz they start to converse in German, restricting 

people from understanding their interaction and he tells her about Django and where 

he is. When Django enters the room she is stunned and consequently faints.  

Later at dinner, Calvin’s dear servant Stephen notices that Django and Broomhilda 

seem to know each other and confronts her, leading to him informing Candie his 

suspicion, while the negotiation regarding Broomhilda is still ongoing. After reaching 

an agreement, Candie proposes to shake hands, but is shot by Dr. Schultzs, resulting 

into a shooting leaving Candie and Dr. Schultz deceased and Django forced to 

surrender.  

Being placed in a designated area, later moved to The LeQuint Dickey Mining Co., he 

manages to kill the slave traders and travels back to the Candyland farm to avenge his 

deceased friend and rescue his wife, which he undoubtedly does.  

Finally, he ignites the dynamite inside the mansion and leaves with Broomhilda, 

watching the mansion explode. 
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1.4.2 12 Years a Slave 

The story begins with a short flashback of Solomon Northup’s (the main character) 

life as a slave and then his life as a free man in Saratoga, NY, in 1941. 

Prior to being enslaved, Solomon spends his time with his family and watches them 

leave home to visit an unknown location. In a park near home he acquaints himself 

with two men, whom he later that night, in Washington, spends time with during 

supper. Without knowing, the two men put something in his wine and it eventually 

leads to the kidnapping and enslavement of Solomon.  

When he wakes up he notices that he is chained and tries to free himself but is 

unsuccessful. Later he is beaten by a brute controlling the prison and after serving 

time in prison, he and several other slaves are transferred by boat across the 

Mississippi river and finally end up in New Orleans, where a man purchases Solomon 

and treats him with dignity. At the owner’s property, all slaves are introduced to two 

brutal men known as John Tibeats and Mr. Chapin.  

While residing here, all slaves work near the swamp by the house and Solomon 

spends his time playing his fiddle and working on a house. One day he ends up in an 

altercation with the rambunctious man Tibeats and surprisingly manages to beat him 

to the ground with rage, but luckily a resident interrupts the altercation. 

Unfortunately, Tibeats later returns with his men and they manage to beat Solomon 

and hang him in a tree and attempt to strangle him, but are interrupted by the overseer 

of the property. Not until later that night is Solomon saved by his owner, who 

removes the rope from his neck and carries him into the house and later sells Solomon 

to a new owner, in order to save his life. 

When Solomon has recovered, he is set to work on the plantations, picking cotton but 

does not manage to pick enough cotton required to avoid punishment. While working 

on the plantations, he acquaints himself with the young lady Patsey, the most diligent 

slave working on the plantations.  

During several occasions, Patsey is raped by the owner and later impregnated and one 

night she asks Solomon to kill her and offers him a piece of coin she has stolen from 

the owner, but Solomon declines the offer.  

One day Patsey disappears, but eventually returns with soap in her hands and is 

confronted by the enraged owner, who drags her to a nearby tree and ties her up. As 

he is about to whip her, he hesitates and forces Solomon to do it instead and he obeys 
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the owner. After several swings with the whip, Solomon is exhausted and with rage 

the owner takes possession on the whip and continues the brutal act. After the beating, 

a few slaves drag Patsey into the house in attempt to heal the wounds and as time 

progresses, the wounds finally heal. 

After a long time of working on the plantations, Solomon eventually resumes his 

work at the house and meets a man by the name of Mr. Bass. He explains his situation 

to Bass and begs him to send a letter to Solomon’s friends up in the north. Surely 

enough, despite hesitating, Bass promises to send the letter and days later, a man 

visits the property and confronts Solomon and tells him to identify a man standing on 

the road next to the plantations. When Solomon sees the man, he enunciates his name 

and runs towards the man, known as Mr. Parker and hugs him. Shortly after, he is 

escorted on a carriage but stops to say goodbye to Patsey and then leaves, as they 

make haste towards Saratoga. 

When he arrives home, he encounters his family for the first time in 12 years and tears 

are shed. However, one thing has definitely changed in Solomon’s life: the birth of a 

grandson. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

2.1 Social memory 

Social memory is the memory of an event a person has experienced and this memory 

is mobilized spontaneously. This memory is created through a traumatic event and 

often lingers for decades and then becomes a collective memory. 

 

In today’s modern society, the rapidly expanding field of social memory studies 

remains a nonparadigmatic, transdisciplinary and centerless enterprise. In spite of this, 

there are several useful surveys of social memory studies in sociology and history. 

According to Michael Rowlinson et al. the study of social memory is primarily 

concerned with the social aspects of remembering and the results of social experience 

– that is, the representation of the past in different ways. This representation could be 

in the form of knowledge, cultural practices, rituals and monuments through which 

people express their feelings or attitudes to the past, creating a relation to the past.
3
 

 

Rebecca J. Fraser points out that the social memory can be seen as a framework for 

understanding how the past intersected with the present and why particular historical 

episodes emerged when and where they did.
4
 Similarly, Jacob J. Climo writes that 

social memory is the means by which information is transmitted among individuals 

and groups and from one generation to another. These transmissions occur in various 

contexts through emotional and practical ties and in relationships among generations 

without individuals being aware of the transmission even occurring. What is more, 

social memory provides us with fundamental measures (ideas, practices, beliefs, 

capabilities, histories) by which social change and spatial transformation are 

evaluated.
5
 

 

Alison Landsberg on the other hand writes about how a child becomes the carrier of a 

memory it did not experience, but rather emotionally feels attached to the event 

through its ancestors and is capable of feeling what they felt and the pain they 

                                                 
3
 M. Rowlinson et al., 2010, p. 71. 

4
 R. J. Fraser, 2008, pp. 287. 

5 J. J. Climo, 2002, pp. 39-40. 
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endured. Furthermore, through encounters with monuments, museums, television, 

music and people, we are introduced to events we perhaps did not experience but 

spiritually and emotionally feel attached to.  

As she mentions, the television series Roots is a great example of how a social 

memory was created that reached African-Americans and Caucasians even if they 

reacted in different ways and developed different feelings towards the main character 

Kunta Kinte and his story. Moreover, this resulted in black people developing a desire 

to explore their heritage but prior to the series African-Americans did not want to 

have anything to do with Africa because of all the reminders of slavery. Surprisingly, 

even in the south, where the most vicious civil rights violence had occurred, Roots 

provoked and dominated conversations due to the fact that for the first time, 

Caucasian people could see slavery through an African-American man’s eyes. 

Representations of history such as Roots have created social memories about events 

we did not experience but feel emotionally attached to and these memories will be the 

remnants we pass on to our descendants. Whether or not these memories are based on 

real life experiences, they will provoke feelings and behaviors.
6
 

 

Tracey Walker talks about social memory, however indirectly, and states how the 

legacy of slavery continues to haunt public memory in African-American societies 

through recollections that are (social) memories passed on through generations and 

retained across various representations and specific discourses. These familial 

discourses form the roots of collective identities and memories shared amongst 

African-American people, but also shared racial memories. Although popular and 

nationalist discourses tend to position slavery as an event from the past and 

unconnected to modernity, its memory is nonetheless a central feature in the lives of 

African-Americans and a residually active social and collective memory in the 

present. The legacy of slavery is cyclically ‘lived and living’; indicating that it once 

was a reality and now is a remnant in the form of racism.
7
 

 

 

                                                 
6
 A. Landsberg, 2004, pp. 101-106. 

7
 T. Walker, 2012, pp. 153-156. 
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2.2 Collective memory 

A collective memory is the memory of an event that people did not experience but 

share together, in this case the days of slavery or the Crusades. This type of memory 

can be in the form of a statue, monument or museum.  

 

In recent years historians have had a harder time differentiating between history and 

collective memory. History is a dead memory, a way of preserving pasts to which we 

no longer have an “organic” experiential relation, whilst collective memory is less 

about “what actually happened in history” and more about “how we remember it”. In 

other words, a collective memory is the shared interpretations of the past as related by 

members of a group or an organization. These collective memories can be acquired 

through brochures and diaries that someone has written or descriptions of events and 

also through monuments.
8
 

According to M. Zeki Duman collective memory has become important in the 

construction of national identity and discovery of the hidden history.
9
 This is due to 

the fact that we as a group share interpretations or memories of events we have 

experienced by being present during an event or hearing about it from our elders or 

reading about stories in diaries written by our ancestors or perhaps other people. 

 

Movies and books can sometimes work as catalysts in a negative way and result in a 

cultural trauma that persists and lingers for a long time, sometimes over several 

generations, preserved in collective memory. A cultural trauma is, in this case, the 

collective memory of slavery, that is, the memory of something we did not experience 

but are traumatized by.  

According to Tracey Walker, bell hooks explains in her book Rock My Soul: Black 

People and Self-esteem, that the legacy of slavery has created an internalization of 

shame for African-American women and affected their self-esteem, as it pertains to 

their hair texture, skin color and body shape.
10

  

                                                 
8
 M. Rowlinson et al., 2010, pp. 72-73, 78. 

9
 M. Z. Duman, pp. 64. 

10
 T. Walker, 2012, pp. 156-157. 
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To recover from this type of trauma, a collective memory must be revisited in order 

for an event to be assimilated, understood and accepted. That is to say, by the 

education of memories, some form of healing begins.
11

 

 

 

In his article Michael Tadman writes about slave traders in the United States and their 

relation to their slaves and how a social memory (and a collective indirectly) exists in 

today’s society about how slave traders were in general, especially in the Old South, 

being cruel traders who used their slaves to become wealthy and gain power. Only 

when a trader found his slave to be valuable, did he care for him. By examining letters 

Tadman was able to find some letters indicating that some slaves were actually 

gratified for how they worked and were not brutally punished. Often, the biggest 

problems with the slave trade were the split of families but this was not the case with 

the slaves who were respected for their work as slaves by their owners. However, the 

majority of slaves could not avoid being whipped and brutally punished and this is 

generally “how we remember it”, even though we were not there to experience the 

break-ups of families, deaths of slaves and the pain of the enslaved.
12

 

 

2.3 Post-colonial theory 

To fully understand pop culture, the sociological perspective on ethnicity needs to be 

included because it exceedingly permeates all aspects of pop culture. This knowledge 

will enable us to understand how stereotypes, prejudices and ideologies about “them” 

arise. According to Simon Lindgren, this theory focuses on the fact that colonialism 

still affects and shapes our society to a high degree, and its legacy is of great 

importance to the origination of cultural identities in multicultural societies in the 

Western world.
13

 

The post-colonial theory encompasses plenty of terms, but probably the most common 

one is the concept of race; a term coined during the era of imperialism. Race was 

about ascribing attributes and qualities to different cultures and ethnicities based on 

the ancestry. In the established racial hierarchy Caucasians were viewed as the 

                                                 
11

 T. Walker, 2012, pp. 156-157. 
12

 M. Tadman, 2007, pp. 264-265. 
13

 S. Lindgren, 2009, pp. 175-177. 
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illustrious race, compared to any other. This position in the hierarchy was exploited to 

legitimize imperialism and its marginalization of other cultures. Postcolonial theorists 

question this premise and view it as completely inaccurate. Instead they imply that our 

differences depend on our cultural adaption.
14

 

 

2.4 Gender theory 

Stereotypical gender roles with clear gender contrasts often occur in various forms of 

pop cultural depictions, such as in movies. These stereotypes are generalized 

depictions of a gender’s skills, interests, behavior and perceptions. A common 

stereotype of women in pop culture is that they are weak, sex objects and housewives. 

In contrast, men are depicted as strong, determined and dominant compared to women 

and therefore a man becomes the subject, whilst a woman, the object.
15

 

Moreover, in pop cultural texts women are often depicted as the object in the eyes of 

the male beholder. A woman is barely given any discretion, due to the male-

dominated gender order and the term male gaze was coined by Laura Mulvey to 

describe this phenomenon.
16

 

In the beginning of gender studies, the focus was on revealing the types of gender 

orders that predominated in historical writing. Critics aspired to focus on the “normal” 

life of a woman and thus emphasize the history of the marginalized women. These 

critics were a part of a radical feminist movement and during the 1960s, focus 

switched to women’s history and society provided marginalized groups with room to 

act.
17

 Researchers started to discuss the concept of gender. Gender became, and is, the 

term to explain the predominant gender orders and structures in society. Masculinity, 

femininity and the expectations society has of each gender reproduce the stereotypical 

gender roles society tries to avoid. These stereotypes are defined by what society 

views as “masculine” and “feminine”, in other words how men behave, dress and 

smell compared to women. However, it is important to state that gender is viewed 

differently in each culture depending on class, ethnicity and culture. Through 

expectations of our society, individual identities are created and by examining the 

                                                 
14

 J. Tosh, 2011, pp. 297-299. 
15

 S. Lindgren, 2009, pp. 170-175. 
16

 Ibid., pp. 173-175. 
17

 J. Tosh, 2011, pp. 284-285. 
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structures responsible for these expectations, we are conducting studies called gender 

studies.
18

 

 

Associate professor Tommy Gustafsson talks about Laura Mulvey’s theory of the man 

being the subject and the woman the object in a movie. Spectators are introduced to 

the movie in three different ways: through the camera, the audience and the 

protagonist of the movie. The passive woman on the other hand, is controlled by these 

three viewpoints. Consequently, the woman can never positions herself as the 

protagonist because it would result in the man losing control over the three 

viewpoints. In other words, the woman is always in disadvantage and inferior to the 

man and that position is everlasting.
19

 

 

2.5 Previous research 

In a study of a similar topic made by Mats Jönsson, he analyzes Hollywood movies 

from the 1960s to 2000s with the purpose of presenting a new and coherent theory 

regarding a movie’s potential as a contemporary historical source. The reason for his 

periodicity of the time frame presented is due to the fact that during the 1950s, radical 

changes took place in American pop culture, as it pertains to the role and content of 

movies, resulting in major industrial restructuring.
20

 

His investigation is based on different movies such as Rambo: First Blood and Saving 

Private Ryan, and by using different theories applicable to movies; he was able to 

draw conclusions about whether or not movies could be used as contemporary 

historical sources.
21

  

His results showed that Hollywood movies to a great extent use palimpsest narrations 

because of the simple fact that they work, not because of the veracity of Hollywood 

movies. What is more, movies work due to their meticulous production process, by 

using sophisticated techniques in hope of making depictions historically. According to 

Jönsson, it is important for the finished products to be credible as fiction and not 

something else. As a result we are provided with insight into the present age by 

                                                 
18

 Ibid., pp. 286-294. 
19

 T. Gustafsson, 2007, pp. 26-27. 
20

 M. Jönsson, 2004, pp. 10-11. 
21

 Ibid., pp. 10-23, 145-154, 181ff. 
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scrutinizing a historical movie. In other words, American pop culture provides us with 

sources of information regarding reigning values and expectations of the time in 

which they were made. He ends his thesis by stating that the source material of a 

movie always tells us more about the production context than the actual period that is 

depicted.
22

 

 

In an article by Paul Julian Smith, he writes about the movie Pan’s Labyrinth, 

revolving around the director Del Toro’s use of history in the movie, depicting a “tiny 

terrible moment” in Spanish history, specifically Francoist Spain during the Spanish 

Civil War. Furthermore, he writes about the director’s diligent use of historical pieces 

to create and how he translates those pieces into a masterful film with which global 

audiences and prize juries alike clearly will feel a deep and emotional connection.  

By incorporating the main character Ofelia and a Francoist captain in the movie, Del 

Toro has created a catalyst capable of evoking emotions that will reach global 

audiences, but especially affect Spaniards, since according to Smith, they are more 

familiar with the setting of the movie.  

What is more, by incorporating Ofelias newborn brother, the director uses the brother 

as a metaphor for Spain after the Civil War: rejuvenated. In conclusion, Del Toro has 

taken this memory of a tiny terrible moment in Spanish history and incorporated 

historical pieces of this memory (or trauma), as well as fictive pieces and thus created 

a masterpiece.
23

 Accordingly, he has enabled a recovery of the trauma to begin and 

allowed an inception of the mobilization of a memory to transpire for people unaware 

of Francoist Spain. 

 

In his book African Diaspora: Slavery, Modernity and Globilization, Toyin Falola 

writes about how to deal with the issue regarding the legacy of slavery and its 

connection to Africa. He states that the slaves in the past and people in the present 

have several things in common: marginalization, poverty, and difficulty of 

redemption, social domination, and the ownership by a master. In countries such as 

Sudan, violence remains a defining characteristic of slavery even today. The violence 

and criminality of the slave trade era closely resembles contemporary politics. In the 

past, violence was used to capture people; now it is used to suppress the poor and the 

                                                 
22

 M. Jönsson, 2004, pp. 212-213. 
23

 P. J. Smith, 2007, pp. 4-9. 
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marginalized. As Africans complain about slavery and its legacy, we must also 

complain about the corrupt political leadership that promotes cultures of dependence 

and poverty. Those who want to help the oppressed and those in conditions 

resembling slavery may have to ignore the argument that the sovereignty of every 

nation is sacrosanct.
24

  

African governments must stamp out slavery to deal with the legacy of slavery. All 

the ways in which slavery affects democratic institutions must be reformed and many 

governments will deny a connection between contemporary politics and past histories 

of social stratification. As in the case of gender relations and ethnicity, these are 

conspicuous whilst others are obscure, such as the male domination of women, also 

called traditional practices. Traditional practices do affect political ideologies and 

shape politics in ways that empower some traditional aristocracies, but emasculates 

poor families. Conditions that resemble slavery must be eliminated. This includes 

practices such as child trafficking, child labor, and child prostitution, trafficking in 

women, debt bondage and other coercive practices concerning the sex industry. 

Governments have to intervene and release these people from greedy systems by 

providing them with credit and land.
25

  

 The involvement of the West in the slave trade is more than enough justification for 

the obligation to be responsible. The strengthening of nongovernmental organizations 

will contribute to the expanding democratic space, the training of leaders at various 

levels and the empowerment of many people in positive ways. The problems and 

promises of Africa must be included in the global economy in order for Africa to 

recover. By its contribution to other continents, Africa has suffered in the process. If 

Africa marches toward a better future, the memories and effects of the negative legacy 

of slavery and colonialism will disappear. This is possible if conditions of democracy, 

good governance, sound economic management and responsible political leadership 

are created in a sustainable manner.
26

 

 

Thomas McCarthy on the other hand writes that among Caucasians in America, the 

political will to deal with the catastrophic situation of the urban “underclass”, 

particularly the millions of “truly disadvantaged” African-Americans living in inner-
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city ghettos, is evidently too weak to resist the politics of racial resentment waged so 

effectively in recent decades. To strengthen that will, we have to diminish the 

reservoir of racial resentment according to McCarthy. He believes this can be 

achieved through politics of the public memory of slavery and segregation. However, 

there are political-cultural elites who are largely opposed to this view, but if people 

found this important, it could become a significant force for change. In conclusion, 

this may well be the only way that the descendants of the victims will be able to 

breathe freely in the United States of America.
27

   

                                                 
27

 T. McCarthy, 2002, pp. 642-43. 



16 

METHOD AND MATERIAL 
 

3.1 Method 

To conduct this study, two movies are used and analyzed to see how a social and 

collective memory is mobilized and it is important to take into account that the results 

are based on interpretations of the author. By using the post-colonial theory and 

gender theory, this thesis will present how each type of memory is mobilized. If this 

study was to be repeated by another individual, the results might not resemble the 

ones concluded in this investigation. 

The movies are closely analyzed twice, one by one, and the author takes notes during 

the analysis while pausing at different junctures of the movies.  

When the depiction of ethnicity is analyzed, this study focuses on how Caucasians 

acted towards African-American slaves, by looking at physical and non-physical 

actions. Ethnicity in this study viewed as the people who identify with each other 

based on their social and cultural experience. 

To investigate the second research question, this thesis focuses on the chores of 

African-American males and females and why some chores were possibly assigned to 

one gender and not the other. 

The movies will be compared in the discussion of the thesis and the invective nigger 

will be addressed. These observations are based on the directors’ depiction of 

ethnicity and gender roles of African-Americans in the movies by conducting a 

qualitative study. 

 

3.1.1 Analyzing pop culture 

Professional historians have come to the realization that the value of movies needs to 

be assessed through different premises and therefore it is important to analyze pop 

culture. The textual analysis of miscellaneous pop culture is one example of an 

analysis that historians focus on. Furthermore, pop culture has an indisputably greater 

impact on our society than what historical science has, because of its ability to make 

history interesting. For this reason, it has become a field of interest to historians and 
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people in general.
28

 Simon Lindgren talks about how our knowledge about the world 

to a great extent is built on representations acquired through types of pop culture. Pop 

culture affects society on all levels, from music to film and different television 

programs. The average consumer is affected by pop culture to a great deal and shaped 

by its representations of reality.
29

  

As in the case of Django Unchained and 12 Years a Slave, the memory of slavery 

becomes a part of the spectator’s reality. 

In his book Populärkultur – Teorier, metoder och analyser, Lindgren mentions three 

different ways of analyzing pop culture: on a textual, contextual or socio-historical 

level. On the textual level, the director encodes a text (the content of the movie), 

whilst the consumer or recipient decodes it. The director adapts the content based on 

the preferences of a consumer and this because of economical and political reasons. 

The contextual level is about putting a text (the content) into a context pertaining to 

the subject involved, in this case slavery. The text is the core, surrounded by the 

context and finally by the socio-historical level. By putting the context into a socio-

historical context, the third level is initiated.
30

 Furthermore, this study will focus on 

the contextual and socio-historical analyses, using post-colonial and gender theory. 

According to Pelle Snickars and Cecilia Trenter, movies have a great ability of 

creating feelings of living history, as if you actually experienced the history depicted 

in a movie.
31

 

 

 

3.2 Material 

This thesis is based on two movies depicting slavery and the reason for initially 

choosing these movies is that they both depict slavery, although in different ways, and 

are interesting from the standpoint of “how we remember slavery”. These movies also 

take place roughly around the same time and they have great potential of evoking 

positive and negative emotions. These emotions are worth studying and comparing to 

see how they differentiate from each other in each movie.  

                                                 
28

 U. Zander, 2006, p. 15. 
29

 S. Lindgren, 2009, pp. 55-56. 
30

 S. Lindgren, 2009, pp. 61ff, each level is a chapter. 
31

 P. Snickars and C. Trenter, 2004, p. 14. 



18 

One book analyzing Hollywood movies was found and used in this study and the 

overall aim of the book was to see if movies could be used as contemporary historical 

sources. Similarly, in some respects, these two movies are used to see how a social 

and collective memory is mobilized by the depiction of history in Django Unchained 

and 12 Years a Slave. 

Articles are used as resources to define the theories presented in the theoretical 

background and these theories are connected to the results as a part of the analysis. 

Two books regarding post-colonial theory and gender theory are used in this study. 

 

3.3 Scope and limitations 

Observations regarding the depiction of ethnicity and gender roles are gathered to see 

how these two aspects of the movies mobilize a social and collective memory. The 

study covers everything surrounding the aspects of ethnicity and gender roles by 

focusing on how the directors differentiate between African-Americans and 

Caucasians and what type of chores each gender of the African-American community 

is occupied with in the movies. 

It will not, however, cover the gender roles of Caucasians, since they are not the focal 

point of the study. Nor will it cover the economical and religious aspects of the 

movies. 
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RESULTS 

In this part of the thesis, the results and the analysis sections will be merged and the 

theories in Chapter 2 will be presented with the results, solidifying the analyses. 

When presented, the mobilization of social memory will be analyzed first and the 

collective memory second.  

 

4.1 The depiction of ethnicity in Django Unchained 

Despite being more of a fictional story partially containing fictional components, 

Django Unchained’s setting provides spectators and analysts with plenty of 

information regarding slavery, with some degree of historical accuracy.  

In the beginning of the movie, we are introduced to several slaves, including Django, 

being dragged through a forest with chains attached to their feet. The liberation of 

Django is unprecedented in the history of slavery since it is in fact true that slaves 

were liberated by their owners or others and became free men as Solomon Northup 

did in 12 Years a Slave.  This heroic act corroborates the fact that some Caucasians 

actually saw African-Americans as equals. In comparison to Solomon, Django was 

still referred to as a nigger, despite being a free man.
32

 

The invective nigger is used in the movie to an abundance to display the level of 

cruelty taking place during this era, as it relates to how Caucasians perceived African-

Americans as animals.  

By degrading slaves, owners and masters displayed superiority and thus disabled 

slaves’ access to love and instead enabled fear to breed. Using the invective in 

different situations in the movie provides us with a unique depiction of what role 

ethnicity had during this era.
33

 Female slaves were referred to as sugars and male 

slaves as boys. On the contrary, Caucasians such as Calvin were referred to as 

“Monsieur” or “Sir”. When a slave received a directive, he or she replied with a “Yes 

Sir”.
34
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The iconic act of slavery in the movie is displayed in the scene where Django 

reminisces about when Broomhilda is whipped by one of the Brittle brothers. The 

issue of ethnicity is evident due to the fact that she is beaten as if she was worth 

nothing, without any regards for human life. Consequently this leads to the deaths of 

the Brittle brothers as Django avenges his wife and himself for the pain they endured. 

This was truly an iconic act of brutality during the days of slavery and the director 

uses this to depict the issue of ethnicity during this era.
35

  

 

Django Unchained has several components that could undoubtedly mobilize a social 

and collective memory. A social memory might be mobilized when the invective 

nigger occurs in the movie and when we experience the brutality of the whipping in 

the movie. We might emotionally feel attached to what slaves endured and 

sympathize with them, making their story a memory of ours. This social memory has 

the possibility to be the remnant we pass on to our descendants.
36

 

This representation of violence during slavery might become a collective memory and 

this could be “how we remember it”, as opposed to “how it really was”. In addition, 

our collective memory could help us to discover the uncharted parts of slavery 

through movies of this caliber. 

Nevertheless, these collective memories of brutality can cause trauma according to 

Tracey Walker and lingers for a long time. To recover from this brutal experience, 

one must revisit the collective memory in order for the healing to begin.
37

 

By the use of scenes depicting jobs African-Americans had, the invective nigger and 

other names in the movie, it is evident how Quentin Tarantino has used the post-

colonial theory to depict Caucasians as an illustrious race. What is more, he depicted 

their exploitation of the hierarchy and its marginalization of African-Americans to 

legitimize their supremacy.
38
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4.2 The depiction of gender roles Django Unchained 

In Django Unchained, male slaves were obliged to do work in mining, but if they 

dared to disobey their master, they were whipped, leaving tender scars on slaves’ 

backs, as displayed in the introduction of the movie. Moreover, they worked on 

plantations, picking cotton and while working they were whipped by their master if he 

noticed some degree of unwillingness. If they did not execute their work properly, 

they were tied to a tree and whipped.
39

 

Slaves could also work as butlers or servants inside their owner’s house; serving food, 

cleaning the house and doing dishes. If a slave showed signs of diligence, the owner 

would treat him well and with respect and that is how Calvin treated Stephen.
40

 

In comparison, the majority of female slaves worked inside houses; doing dishes, 

preparing bedrooms for guests or their owners, cleaning and cooking and serving 

food, but some worked on the plantations or the property of their owner or as servants 

to escort guests to their bedrooms or around the property.
41

 

By observing the chores of slaves in the movie, we might emotionally feel attached to 

them and sympathize with their characters because of the brutality they endured. 

These representations of gender roles in the movie are the mobilized memories we 

will pass on to our descendants and they will last for several decades. Whether these 

are historically accurate or not, they will evoke emotions and modify behavior and 

mobilize social memories pertaining to the days of slavery.
42

 

The brutality of slavery in Django Unchained, for example the scenes of whipping, 

has the potential of affecting people in a negative way, resulting into a cultural trauma 

since it depicts the act of atrocity. A trauma of this caliber usually lingers for a long 

time and to recover from it, we need to revisit the collective memory that was 

mobilized by watching this movie. As a result, some sort of healing will begin.
43

 

These roles might differ in other cultures, but the director has certainly created 

stereotypes when it comes to men and women since the male slaves in the movie are 

occupied with mining and fighting and some worked as butlers. By providing Django 
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with the role of a hero, he emphasizes the strong and determined man, on a mission to 

save his weak woman.  

Women on the other hand were depicted as house slaves, doing the dishes and 

preparing rooms for guests. Strangely enough, both genders worked on the plantations 

and this refutes the stereotype of women being weak since this job required 

endurance. Nevertheless, this might not be the case in other cultures according to John 

Tosh.
44

 

 

4.3 The depiction of ethnicity in 12 Years a Slave 

12 Years a Slave is based on a memoir and slave narrative by Solomon Northup, who 

wrote a memoir about his life as a slave; living in Louisiana for 12 years. In the 

introduction of the movie, it is stated that “This film is based on a true story” and 

when watching this movie, we become carriers of Solomon’s memory as a slave. As 

Landsberg suggests, we will emotionally feel attached to his story, the pain he 

endures and therefore sympathize with the character. Consequently, a social memory 

has the potential of being mobilized.
45

 

In the beginning of Solomon’s story, we are introduced to an invective Caucasians 

used to solidify superiority and this invective is used throughout the movie to 

emphasize the differentiation of Caucasians and African-Americans during slavery in 

the South. In this particular scene Solomon and his fellow enslaved are taught how to 

cut and clean straws and in a dialogue their master refers them to as niggers (the 

invective) and boys, accentuating the difference between him and his slaves. In this 

dialogue the master says: 

 

“Rush in boys, rush in.”
46

 

 

Referring to them as boys, he degrades his slaves to the point where they are seen as 

his servants, rather than his equals. Furthermore, he uses the invective niggers in the 

same scene when he calls them “fresh niggers” to emphasize them being grown 

African-Americans ready for work and as a result he disparages his slaves because of 
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their complexion. This differentiation is displayed in another scene where Solomon 

meets his two new masters and they force all slaves to call them masters, Master 

Tibeats and Master Chapin. As in the previous scene, Tibeats refers to the slaves as 

niggers.
47

 On the contrary, however, when Solomon was a free man people never 

used this invective to degrade him, but rather referred to him as Mr. Northup and 

showed no indication of differentiation or any form of contempt towards Solomon.
48

 

This was truly a groundbreaking moment during slavery because he was the only free 

African-American man in the area, making him the trailblazer of this era.  

The movie evidentially illuminates the difference between ethnicities and how 

Solomon experienced it by presenting scenes regarding the punishment slaves 

received when they disobeyed their masters or failed to complete directives. If you 

were African-American, you were tied to a tree and whipped by your owner until he 

was satisfied with the punishment or exhausted by the whipping. On a few occasions 

though, slaves were hanged.  

In the abominable scene where Patsey is brutally beaten, we are introduced to how 

slaves were beaten because of their dark complexion and how slaves were forced to 

whip slaves, whilst Caucasian men received no punishment for their uncompleted 

directives on the plantations.
49

  

There is one exception in the movie, as it pertains to ethnicity and differentiation and 

it is when Solomon meets Mr. Bass and Bass confronts the owner of the farm to tell 

him that African-Americans are human beings and that there is no justice or 

righteousness in slavery.
50

 For some people this may seem as a case that did not 

occur, but it is well documented in this movie, based on Solomon’s memoir. What is 

more, Bass was Canadian and slavery did not occur in the north as it did in the south. 

It is due to visionaries such as Mr. Bass that the American Civil War broke out and 

ended the brutality in the South. 

During this era African-Americans used songs to differentiate themselves from their 

owners and prayed to God in hope of escaping the revolting Caucasian race. In the 

movie, the song Roll, Jordan, Roll is sung during a funeral and at the end of the 

movie: 
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“Went down to the river Jordan,  

Where John baptized three.  

Well I woke the devil in hell,  

Sayin’ John ain’t baptized me.  

I say 

 

Roll, Jordan, roll 

Roll, Jordan, roll 

My soul arise in heaven, Lord 

For the year when Jordan roll. 

 

Well some say John was a Baptist, 

Some say John was a Jew. 

But I say John was a preacher of God 

And my bible says so too. 

I say 

 

Roll, Jordan, roll 

Roll, Jordan, roll 

My soul arise in heaven, Lord 

for the year when Jordan roll.”
51

 

 

Through a song such as this one, they created an atmosphere free of oppression, 

hatred and hierarchy and instead connected with each other as slaves. Slaves were 

using the river Jordan as a metaphor to point out that they saw the river as an escape 

route out of slavery, in hope of something better and thus prayed to the Lord that their 

soul would arise in heaven if they did not manage to escape. 

Slaves were prohibited from learning how to read and write and in the movie it is 

displayed how hard it was for a slave to write a letter without a regular pen. Instead 

slaves used sticks and applied oil to write letters.
52

 On the contrary, owners and 

overseers sang songs to intimidate their slaves while the slaves were working and 

occasionally forced them to clap their hands during the singing. This was used to 
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exhibit the power Caucasians had over African-Americans, especially in the southern 

parts of the United States.  

In the movie, Master Tibeats forces his slaves to clap their hands as he sings a 

particular song to them, using the invective nigger to solidify the subordination of 

African-Americans. While the slaves clapped, Tibeats sang: 

 

“Nigger run, nigger flew 

Nigger tore his shirt in two 

 

Run, run, the paddy roller will get you 

Run, nigger run, well you better get away 

 

Nigger run, run so fast 

Stoved his head in a hornets nest 

 

Run, run, the paddy roller will get you 

Run, nigger run, well you better get away 

 

Run nigger, run, the paddy roller will get you 

Run, nigger run, well you better get away […].”
53

 

 

This song demonstrates how owners and overseers used songs to intimidate slaves by 

mentioning how paddy rollers would catch them if they tried to escape or steal 

anything from the plantations. Paddy rollers were individuals who traveled the 

countryside to find runaway slaves. If a slave was caught, the slave was brutally 

beaten, raped or murdered. 

 

This movie is a masterpiece and undeniably a representation of the past and people 

will express their feelings towards how slaves were beaten, how different invectives 

are used in our society and for this reason create a relation to the past by watching a 

free man being enslaved by con artists. Moreover, people will understand how the 

past intersects with the present by the director’s use of invectives that still, in today’s 
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society, are used and can be seen as remnants of slavery and suggest that the legacy of 

slavery is still alive.  

By experiencing the days of slavery through this movie, people’s interpretations of 

slavery might result in social change and change of their negative attitudes towards 

slavery as it positively did with the television series Roots. Some might even strive to 

explore their heritage to find out if their predecessors were slaves during this time or 

if they lived their lives as free men.  

The horrific scenes of abuse in the movie might affect African-American societies and 

traumatize its individuals with images of their predecessors being tortured and 

murdered because of their color. Instead these scenes could mobilize racial, as well as 

social and collective memories. Caucasian people, one the other hand, might change 

their perceptions of or attitudes towards African-Americans and understand what they 

endured during this time period.
54

 It is important to remember that this is not the only 

way collective memories are mobilized. These types of memories can, for example, 

be mobilized through books, monuments and museums. 

McQueen has created a movie of the highest order by using ethnicity as the focal 

point of the movie to depict the days of slavery. Whether it is through Solomon, other 

minor characters, the abuse of slaves or the use of words such as nigger or boy to 

emphasize differentiation, a mobilization of social memory might occur. 

As a source of information, the movie is a collective memory, since it is based on a 

true story told by Solomon Northup in his memoir. This memoir tells us about the 

days of slavery from a slave’s narrative and provides us with information that could 

contribute to the knowledge of slavery.
55

 

Horrific scenes in the movie might traumatize people and these types of trauma 

usually linger for a long time, sometimes over several generations. Songs such as 

“Roll, Jordan, roll” could work as aids to recover from a trauma, since it was used 

during Solomon’s time to pray to God, in hope of escaping slavery, but also to create 

a single moment of peace. By watching these types of movies, we enable the healing 
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to begin. Similarly, “Run nigger, run” could help people recover from a trauma of 

how slaves were caught, beaten, raped or murdered by paddy rollers.
56

 

As Tadman suggested in the case of slave traders, not all slave owners were brutal and 

malign and this was the case with Solomon’s first owner, who actually treated 

Solomon with respect and dignity, even though he never saw him as an equal.  

The groundbreaking, yet astonishing, part of the movie is when Solomon, for the first 

time, meets Mr. Bass; a man who perceives slaves as his equals. This would suggest 

that Tadman’s theory is accurate and that some slave traders or owners showed 

solicitude for their slaves.  

Even though people in today’s society were not present during the slavery in the 

South, it is something that has occurred and it is how Solomon remembers it and as a 

result, it will be “how we remember it” and that is the collective memory we will 

carry with us as a group of individuals.
57

 

The post-colonial perspective permeates the majority of this movie due to Steve 

McQueen’s use of racist songs and brutal scenes such as rape and whipping to 

delineate Caucasians’ exploitation of unmerited power to legitimize their 

sovereignty.
58

  

 

4.4 The depiction of gender roles in 12 Years a Slave 

As a male slave you worked out in the fields cutting canes, removing shucks from 

canes and then piling the finished products on the carriages and everything had to be 

rapidly executed. If you were stagnant, the master would whip you. While working, 

slaves sang songs to maintain the same pace and these songs were often directed to 

God, praying to survive.
59

 

They cut trees and used wood for the construction of houses that they had to build for 

their owners. If the owner disliked the work of a slave, he would simply kick the 

planks out of its position and tell the slave to start over. In Solomon’s case however, 

he disobeyed his master who had instructed him to work with several slaves, but 

instead followed the instructions of construction of the house. When his master started 
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beating him, Solomon showed courage and retaliated, ending the brawl, with his 

master lying on the ground. Occasionally, he would work as an entertainer and a 

courier, saving money to buy his own freedom.
60

 

The most common chore for male slaves was working on plantations, picking cotton 

and you had to pick a certain amount of cotton each day to avoid punishment as a 

slave. Usually, on the plantations, you would see young slaves because according to 

masters, they were fresh niggers and had the potential of working perpetually due to 

their durability.
61

 In comparison, female slaves were used as house servants, cleaning 

the house or washing the clothes of their owners due to their lack of strength and 

durability.  

Female slaves were also sexually abused by their owners and sometimes impregnated 

and neither gender could disobey their owners.
62

 Nevertheless, the most common 

chore was working on plantations with male slaves and strangely enough, women 

managed to pick more cotton then men on a regular basis.
63

 

 

By observing Steve McQueen’s depictions of gender roles, it is evident that a 

mobilization of a collective memory will have occurred, since according to Rowlinson 

et al. a collective memory is mobilized or acquired through brochures and diaries 

someone has written or descriptions of events and also through monuments. Since this 

movie is based on a true story written by Solomon Northup, a collective memory will 

naturally be mobilized.
64

 

Despite these roles, men were depicted as the strong and dominant gender by cutting 

trees and canes and building houses in the movie. In comparison, women were 

occupied with washing clothes and cleaning houses; jobs that required a considerably 

less amount of strength to execute.
65

 Women were in the background of the movie 

because of the protagonist’s (Solomon’s) narration, him being in the center, 

controlling all three viewpoints. Thus, the women are controlled by Solomon and his 

narration and therefore inferior to him and other male characters in the movie.
66
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In spite of this, these types of chores might differ in other cultures, due to the fact that 

every culture views the gender perspective in a different way.
67
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CONCLUSION 
 

After several hours of analysis, it is safe to say that Quentin Tarantino has used the 

concept of slavery in a diligent way and incorporated his interpretations of slavery, 

mixed with fictive pieces, similar to Del Toro’s work of Pan’s Labyrinth. 

The revolutionary part about the movie is the fact that Django, from a post-colonial 

perspective, is not subordinated to Caucasians, after Dr. Schultz unchains him, 

compared to other African-American slaves in the movie. Tarantino provides the 

character Django with the role of a trailblazer of that era, living the life as a free man. 

Through other Caucasian characters, the exploitation of hierarchy was truly 

conspicuous because of how African-Americans were treated when they were brutally 

beaten and forced to use specific nouns such as “Monsieur”, when referring to their 

owners. Moreover, from a gender perspective it is evident how Django is depicted as 

a strong and determined man, on a journey to find his wife and avenge her.
68

 

By showing us scenes of Django retaliating against the Brittle Brothers, he stabilizes 

the emotions evoked from the abominable scenes in the movie and instead evokes 

edifying emotions that might heal the trauma caused by a social and collective 

memory.
69

 

This would imply that some parts of the movie would definitely mobilize a social and 

collective memory, whilst other parts would not. It is important to remember that this 

movie depicts “how we remember” slavery and not “how it actually happened”, 

because of the time span between the event and the present.
70

  

Django Unchained is a Western film and does not primarily focus on slavery, but 

more so uses slavery as one of several themes to create a movie about a slave, 

eventually a free man, rescuing his woman. Therefore, the mobilized social and 

collective memory about slavery might not evoke as strong emotions because it is not 

as brutal as 12 Years a Slave. Instead Tarantino’s purpose might be to create a movie 

about a hero, who saves his woman from the perpetrator Candie. 
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In comparison to Quentin Tarantino, Steve McQueen used historical materials to 

recreate a story told by Solomon Northup and thus ensured its potential as a 

contemporary historical source.  

By using iconic acts of slavery such as cotton picking and whipping of slaves, 

McQueen introduces us to the story of an enslaved man, forced to live a life filled 

with brutality and injustice. From a post-colonial point of view, Solomon is definitely 

subordinated once he is deceived into slavery and treated as all the other African-

Americans in the movie. However, towards the end when he acquaints himself with 

Mr. Bass, he realizes that there is some hope in humanity and at that point, the 

exploitation of a hierarchy diminishes, due to the fact that Mr. Bass perceives 

African-Americans as his equals.
71

  

This would suggest that some Caucasians actually saw African-American slaves as 

their equals and treated them well, which is accounted for in the movie, as it pertains 

to Solomon’s first owner. It was evident how valuable Solomon was to the owner 

because of how he treated Solomon. As Tadman pointed out, some slave traders 

showed gratitude towards their slaves if they found them valuable and in this case, 

this movie’s portrayal of this was accurate.
72

 

The exploitation of the hierarchy was truly evident in this movie because of 

McQueen’s use of songs that solidified supremacy, such as the song “Run nigger, 

run”. This song has the potential to act as a tool for recovery from a trauma regarding 

slavery in the sense that it introduces us fully to the supremacy of the Caucasians. In 

order for a recovery to begin, the social and collective memory mobilized from this 

movie, must be revisited.
73

 

The movie also introduces us to the gender roles of slaves and how men, compared to 

women, cut trees and canes, thus ensuring the position as the strong and dominant 

gender. The scene where Patsey is whipped depicts women as weak and subordinate 

to men because later Patsey asks Solomon to kill her, but he refuses.
74

 Finally, this 

movie is a special masterpiece because of its authenticity and use of history, resulting 

in a mobilization of a social and collective memory that, not only will affect us, but 

also our descendants.  
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By recreating a story based on real events, McQueen has enabled the audience of this 

movie to remember slavery and to understand how the past intersects with the present, 

why particular historical episodes emerged when and where they did and why current 

values exist.
75

 

 

As a historical source, 12 Years a Slave provides audiences with more authenticity 

than Django Unchained and is more likely to evoke emotions in audiences because its 

brutality and the fact that it is based on a true story. Therefore, the mobilization of a 

social and collective memory in the movies might differ. Consequently, the memory 

mobilized from 12 Years a Slave might feel more “realistic”, as if you actually lived 

the life of Solomon. 

From a post-colonial perspective, these movies present us with stereotypes of words 

(e.g. nigger), and roles of genders that still exist today, as in the case of child labor. 

Occupations such as these exist today because of the legacy of slavery and by using 

the post-colonial theory, this thesis have presented what types of stereotypes have 

arisen about African-Americans after the days of slavery.  

From a gender perspective, it has provided us with stereotypes of male and female 

African-Americans during this era and clarified that men were considered strong as 

opposed to women and that the stereotypes Lindgren suggested, actually existed and 

still exist today. In conclusion, this study has presented how the past intersects with 

the present on various levels, pertaining to the post-colonial and gender perspective.
76

 

Both theories have provided us with stereotypes that can tell us something about how 

the days of slavery may be related to issues in contemporary societies. 

McQueen’s movie is more of a drama and biography, focusing on the history of 

slavery and presents us with several parts of Solomon Northup’s life as a slave. It 

seems as if McQueen’s primary goal is to depict the days of slavery through 

Solomon’s story and does so in a dramatic way. By watching this movie, people can 

deal with the cultural trauma, established through the social and collective memory of 

slavery. It can serve as an aid to heal from the trauma pertaining the days of slavery. 

The mobilized social memory about slavery in these movies will eventually disappear 

since it is not self-experienced. However it might linger in the close descendants of 

slaves and slave owners, but eventually it might disappear.  
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The collective memory, however, will remain as a memory or codified in the form of 

various texts, for example scientific works, factual literature or textbooks. When the 

memory is no longer a part of people’s everyday lives it will disappear. 

 

5.1 Further research 

It would be interesting to investigate how Solomon Northup’s memoir, compared to 

the movie, mobilizes a social and collective memory from a post-colonial and gender 

perspective. The investigation would also show how the movie is permeated by the 

memoir and how Steve McQueen uses the memoir to create a representation of a 

historical event. 

Furthermore, it would be interesting to compare 12 Years a Slave or Django 

Unchained to movies such as The Butler and 42 to see how slavery affected the 

United States in beginning of the 20
th

 century, leading to the suppression of African-

Americans from a post-colonial perspective. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



34 

MOVIES AS EDUCATIONAL TOOLS 

 

12 Years a Slave and Django Unchained can be used in various ways in classrooms, 

either as the focal point of lectures or as a tool to emphasize the main material of 

lectures.  

If used as the focal point of a lecture, multiple scenes could be used to display how 

slaves were treated, what they were occupied with and the differences between 

African-American and Caucasian people from a postcolonial perspective to start a 

discussion regarding students’ emotions towards the scenes. Moreover, these scenes 

will work as catalysts to evoke emotions in pupils that are worth discussing.  

On the other hand, if used as a tool to conclude a theme, the weeks prior to the final 

lecture might have less of an impact on the pupils because they could solely rely on 

the scenes. That is to say, even if they would not pay attention to the previous 

lectures, the final lecture would provide them with sufficient information to 

thoroughly understand the days of slavery.  

However, this all depends on how many scenes you choose to use as a teacher during 

the lecture to emphasize the atrocious and abhorrent treatments of slaves. Moreover, it 

is important to take into consideration that students might not be susceptible to the 

scenes you choose. This is due to the fact that they could contain horrific acts that 

might affect your students in a negative way. On the contrary, they can provide 

students with information that will explain our society in the present, for example the 

racism towards African-American people. Also, they can illuminate the invectives 

people have inherited from their predecessors and still use today to label ethnic 

groups in a negative manner and therefore explain the continuation of differentiation 

in today’s society.  
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