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Abstract 

Since the creation of the film industry, the American Civil War has been a popular topic 

of exploration for writers and directors in an effort to produce its history on-screen for the 

modern   audience. Interpretations of southern life during the antebellum period and into the Civil 

War have often cultivated the mass understanding of the relationships between enslaver and 

enslaved. More importantly, these re-creations of the past encompass, in a variety of ways, an 

important relationship within a slave plantation that has been frequently disregarded in previous 

film analysis literature: The Southern mistress and her enslaved women. Through the lenses of 

motherhood and sexuality, this thesis examines the multidimensional racial and gendered 

relationship between female enslavers and female enslaved on-screen and how the portrayal of 

this complex relationship constantly shifts in popular historical memory. Three major Hollywood 

productions -- Victor Fleming’s 1939 film Gone with the Wind, Alex Haley’s 1977 miniseries 

Roots, and Steven McQueen’s 2013 film 12 Years a Slave -- have brought women, both black 

and white, to the forefront. 
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Process Analysis Statement: 

Throughout my undergraduate career, I have been given the opportunity to discover my 

historical interests and passions through Ball State’s Honors College, Department of History, as 

well as the Women’s and Gender Studies Program. The knowledge, research, and critical 

thinking skills combined with the scholastic discipline of these three departments influenced me 

to analyze popular culture's depictions of southern mistresses and their relationships with their 

enslaved women during the antebellum South. This thesis specifically analyzes three major 

productions: Victor Fleming’s 1939 film Gone with the Wind, Alex Haley’s 1977 miniseries 

Roots, and Steven McQueen’s 2013 film 12 Years a Slave. I chose these works due to the 

similar themes about slavery and plantation life, as well as the commercial success these works 

received at the time of their release. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the shifts in 

cinema's representation of relationships between southern women and their enslaved through the 

critical lenses of motherhood and sexuality. 

I began my research by watching productions in the order they were released. This 

method allowed me to track the changes in relationships and think critically about why those 

changes may have occurred. Moreover, I began looking at a variety of literature over the 

domestic sphere during the antebellum south, the history of the Civil War on screen, as well as 

two major autobiographical works by former enslaved African Americans – Twelve Years a 

Slave (1853) by Solomon Northup and Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) by Harriet 

Jacobs. Very early on in my research I came to realize that historians had not previously 

explored the realm of both the female enslaver and female enslaved through a cinematic 

perspective. Instead, the work I came across focused on these two representations as isolated 

categories, rather than recognizing the complex, reliant, and multidimensional relationship that 
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both white and black women had with one another in the antebellum world. More importantly, I 

was able to explore the deep-rooted effects of sexism and racism within cinematic storytelling of 

the antebellum south. I found myself in new, undiscovered territory that forced me to utilize 

almost every skill I have learned as an aspiring historian. 

Personally, this thesis provided me with more experience on how to properly conduct and 

create a full-length research paper independently, which I will utilize frequently within my 

professional career. As a historian who specializes in modern popular cultural influences on 

women's history, gender relationships, sexuality, and historical narratives, this thesis opened the 

door for me to explore a dimension of history that had been previously untouched. I believe that 

this thesis serves as a prime example of the effects that popular culture has on historical 

representation in the media, as well as showcases the influences that a diverse-cast and 

production crew can have on the creation of the historical on-screen events. 
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From Gone with the Wind to 12 Years A Slave: Free & Enslaved Southern Women and their 

Historical Memory On-Screen 

Between 1861 and 1865, the United States engaged in the one of the most brutal battles 

between its own countrymen – the American Civil War. Following 1865, formerly enslaved 

peoples found themselves free from the shackles of slavery but faced even more hardships with 

the failure of Reconstruction and implementation of Jim Crow laws. For African Americans, 

being black after the Civil War meant racism, lynching and continued marginalization 

throughout society. This ostracism, which effected African American lives daily, was further 

cultivated through popular culture depictions of their complex history under enslavement. The 

United States motion picture industry became fascinated with the war that prompted enormous 

impacts on American society socially and culturally and began to shape the American memory of 

the Civil War through their re-creations on screen. 

The interpretation of southern life before and during the Civil War can be found in a 

variety of popular films and television shows spanning from the 1930s to today. Many of these 

re-creations of the past encompass, in a variety of ways, an important relationship within a slave 

plantation: The Southern mistress and her enslaved women. Whether it is the focal point of the 

plot or a brief glimpse into their world on screen, the multifaceted racial and gendered 

relationship between female enslavers and female enslaved has constantly shifted in popular 

historical memory and plays an important role in the shaping of women’s history during this 

transformative time period. Primarily, three major works have brought women, both black and 

white, to the forefront: Victor Fleming’s 1939 film Gone with the Wind, Alex Haley’s 1977 

miniseries Roots, and Steven McQueen’s 2013 film 12 Years a Slave. 
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Cinematic representations of relationships between white southern women and their 

slaves addresses how popular culture is used to shape societal expectations. Investigating the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries messages to women, encoded culturally on film, leads to 

examining second-wave, third-wave feminism, post-feminism, the change of black feminism and 

intersectionality throughout the decades, as well as the evolution of sexuality. This paper will 

provide a framework for looking at these modern-day concepts in the lens of the American Civil 

War and how today’s influences – like societal expectations, political climates, and current 

activism -- has framed the contemporary representation of their female experience. Additionally, 

incorporating media’s representations with historical analysis of gender expectations shows how 

filmmakers and producers understand the hierarchical nature of plantation relationships, 

representations of African Americans, and glorified Southern life, in an effort to make an 

appealing and commercially successful product. 

Between the seven decades from the production of Gone with the Wind to 12 Years a 

Slave, the on-screen relationship between southern mistresses and their enslaved women has 

dramatically shifted from one of stereotypical representations of reliance and dedication to one 

that incorporates the harsh realities of sexual exploitation, violence, and intersectionality of 

enslaved women on the plantation. The changing representation of these women’s relationships 

can be attributed to the increased inclusion of black voices in the film industry and more 

importantly, the increased focus on autobiographies of enslaved life when crafting Civil War 

films. 

Gone with the Wind set the precedent for American Civil War films. Based on Margaret 

Mitchell’s novel by the same name, the film follows the life of southern belle Scarlett O’Hara 

before, during, and following the “Lost Cause.” More importantly, the reality of slavery is 
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silenced behind the focus on Scarlett’s hardships and love triangle involving Rhett Butler and 

Ashley Wilkes. Here, the relationship between Scarlett and her enslaved women are represented 

through the eyes of the white, southern woman’s experience. Gone with the Wind’s Scarlett 

O’Hara encapsulates the romanticization of the “Old South.” Through the film’s focus on the 

stereotypical Southern mistress driven mainly by her obsession with her image, her beauty, and 

desire to acquire wealth, the film successfully paints the Confederacy’s failure to maintain a 

slave economy as the loss of an idealized way of life in the antebellum period.1 

GWTW utilizes two clichéd images of enslaved women to re-create the history of the 

black experience in conjunction to white women with the characters of Mammy and Prissy. 

Mammy is caricatured as the dedicated black “mother” to Scarlett. As a result, Mammy’s is 

unafraid to be loud and her overtly feisty nature silences the reality of the loss of black 

motherhood that was frequently coupled with the enslaved experience. Prissy’s inability to 

properly preform her duties paired with her childlike personality and extremely high voice 

represent the white idea that enslaved persons are unable to survive without the guidance of their 

white masters. 

Roots, despite having a fairly large focus on masculinity and men’s voices, symbolizes 

the beginning of a more realistic discussion of women within the planation system. The 1977 

miniseries, based on African American writer Alex Haley’s novel Roots: The Saga of an 

American Family, follows Kunta Kinte and his family’s journey through slavery before, during, 

and after the Civil War. Specifically, Roots briefly showcases the complex dynamic of women 

on the plantation system with the characters of Kunta’s enslaved daughter Kizzy and the 

plantation master’s daughter Missy Anne. Beginning with their relationship as childhood friends, 

 

1 Gone with the Wind, directed by Victor Fleming (1939; Burbank, CA: Warner Bros) HBOMax Stream. 
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Roots follows their story as it transforms from one of youthful innocence to the hierarchal nature 

of the slave plantation. More importantly, Roots marks the beginning of intersectional experience 

of enslaved women through Kizzy’s character. It addresses the loss of motherhood when Kizzy 

is sold away from her parents while simultaneously recognizing the hyper sexualization of black 

women when her new owner, Tom Moore, demonstrates a sexual appetite for enslaved women.2 

More recently, 12 Years a Slave wholeheartedly brings the focus on black narratives of 

slavery in storytelling to the forefront. Based on the 1853 autobiographical account of the same 

name by Solomon Northup, mixed with Harriet Jacob’s 1861 autobiographical novel Incidents in 

the Life of a Slave Girl, the film expertly showcases the realities of the enslaved experience and 

the day-to-day life on the slave plantation through black eyes. Though the film follows enslaved 

man Solomon Northup’s experience as a slave, the relationship between Southern mistresses and 

their enslaved women is wholly felt. With the brief, but significant, scenes involving the 

separation between a mother and her children, 12 Years a Slave addresses the multifaceted 

experience of motherhood in the wake of slavery while simultaneously representing the Southern 

woman’s opinion on black motherhood when it comes to their enslaved. 

Even more pivotal is 12 Years a Slave’s ability to address the sexual exploitation and 

abuse faced by enslaved women and the reactions of Southern mistresses to their husband’s 

infidelity. The film’s character Patsey represents the intersectionality that enslaved women faced 

on the plantation. From her glorification by her master as the fastest cotton picker, to the abuse 

and blame from her Southern mistress for “tempting” her husband to engage with her sexually, 

Patsey faces the challenges of both the dehumanization of the chattel identity and the hyper 

 

2 Roots, directed by Marvin J. Chomsky, written by James Lee and William Blinn, featuring John Amos, Madge 

Sinclair, and Robert Reed. Aired January 25, 1977, on ABC. Warner Home Video, 2001, DVD. 
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sexualization of the Jezebel image. Patsey’s struggles are intensified with Mrs. Epps, Patsey’s 

enslaver, to address the realities of the Southern mistress’s violence and attitude toward African 

American women.3 

1939’s Gone with the Wind 

 
In 1936, Margaret Mitchell’s iconic novel Gone with the Wind was published to a largely 

segregated American society. In a little over 1,000 pages, Mitchell captivated her readers with 

the love triangle between Scarlett O’Hara, Ashley Wilkes and Rhett Butler amidst the Civil War 

in the Old South. Her novel largely follows Scarlett and her enslaved from the beginning of the 

war through Reconstruction. However, behind the façade of a hard-headed and stubborn young 

female main character, Mitchell carefully crafted a narrative of slavery that was suitable for the 

romanticized image of what the Old South represented. This coming-of-age story, coupled with a 

‘historical’ re-telling of the Civil War, won Mitchell the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1937. 

Following the novel’s commercial success, Mitchell and her work became the perfect candidate 

for an on-screen adaptation and in 1939, director Victor Fleming released the four-hour long film 

Gone with the Wind. 

GWTW was an instant triumph, making over a million dollars at the Box Office during its 

opening weekend.4 Film reviews praised the production company’s detailed sets and lavish 

costumes. Reviewers applauded Vivien Leigh for her ability to embody Scarlett O’Hara on 

screen. More importantly, these reviews commended the film’s ability to accurately portray the 

Old South and its Civil War history. On December 20th, 1939, the New York Times claimed that: 

 

 

 
 

3 12 Years a Slave, directed by Steve McQueen (2013; Los Angeles, CA) DVD. 
4 “Gone with the Wind.” IMDb. IMDb.com, January 17, 1940. https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0031381/. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0031381/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0031381/
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Through stunning design, costume and peopling, his [Selznick] film has skillfully and 

absorbingly recreated Miss Mitchell's mural of the South in that bitter decade when 

secession, civil war and reconstruction ripped wide the graceful fabric of the plantation 

age and confronted the men and women who had adorned it with the stern alternative of 

meeting the new era or dying with the old.5 

Only five days later, TIME would echo a similar tone, stating: “Though delighted Georgians 

clapped, cheered, whistled and wept at the historical sequences, Northerners might not…The 

advantage of filming two great legends in one picture was that he had two great pictures a sure- 

fire Rebel-rouser for the South, a sure-fire love story for the rest of the country.”6 The most 

significant aspect of these prominent film reviews is the disregard of the treatment of slavery and 

enslaved representations in the film. 

The inability to address the component of slavery in GWTW by outside sources 

resembles the time-period in which the novel and the movie were produced. In the late 1930s and 

early 1940s, American society was segregated with the implementation of Jim Crow laws. 

Racism throughout the country was a predominate experience that African Americans faced 

through violent lynching, criminalization, intimidation, and marginalization. Very rarely was an 

African American cast on-screen and welcome in Hollywood as a main character. This made 

Hattie McDaniel’s casting as Mammy a transformative move by Fleming, which was hinted at 

by the film’s reviews. In the same New York Times review, McDaniel’s ability to play a cartoon 

 

 
 

5 Frank S. Nugent, "THE SCREEN IN REVIEW: David Selznick's 'Gone With the Wind' Has Its Long-Awaited 

Premiere at Astor and Capitol, Recalling Civil War and Plantation Days of South--Seen as Treating Book With 

Great Fidelity," New York Times, December 20, 1939. https://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/20/archives/the-screen-in- 

review-david-selznicks-gone-with-the-wind-has-its.html 
6 TIME.com. 1939. Cinema: Gone With the Wind. [online] Available at: 

http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,762137-7,00.html 

http://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/20/archives/the-screen-in-
http://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/20/archives/the-screen-in-
http://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/20/archives/the-screen-in-
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0%2C9171%2C762137-7%2C00.html
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version of an enslaved woman was praised in a short sentence, with TIME simultaneously stating 

that McDaniel “turns in the most finished acting job of the picture as Mammy.”7 These mentions, 

though relatively brief, of McDaniel’s ability as an actress places her as a token for African 

Americans aspiring to be in the film industry – which was further emphasized when McDaniel 

won an Oscar in 1940 for Best Supporting Actress for her role in GWTW. 

Behind the tokenism of McDaniel’s acting, Mammy’s character represents the cliched 

version of enslaved women during the Civil War. Her motherly role towards Scarlett plays on the 

stereotype of black enslaved women adopting the maternal role over their white enslavers. 

Scarlett’s biological mother is rarely given a voice in the film and dies relatively quickly in the 

plot. The role of motherhood is immediately embraced by Mammy in her treatment towards 

Scarlett. GWTW exhibits a variety of scenes in which Mammy is the voice of reason for Scarlett 

through images of scolding and advice giving. The film utilizes this image to show that Mammy 

is happily content in her dedication to Scarlett despite the liberation from enslavement happening 

around her. In Edward Mapp’s article “Black Women in Film,” the author explains: “As mother, 

surrogate, scapegoat, unpaid servant, the screen mammy is enigmatic perversion. She developed 

a curious habit of administering her private brand of welfare to affluent and needy whites alike.”8 

Mammy’s happy, go-lucky attitude and loyal servitude to her enslaved mistress transformed the 

realities of black enslaved women to one that represented humanity within slavery. 

In Mammy’s relationship with Scarlett, the conventions between enslaver and enslaved 

are expressed. The antebellum south followed strict gendered principles that also intersected 

 

 
7 TIME.com. 1939. Cinema: G With the W. [online] Available at: 

http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,762137-7,00.html 
8 Edward Mapp, “Black Women in Film,” The Black Scholar 13, no.4/5 (1982): 36. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41068067 

http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0%2C9171%2C762137-7%2C00.html
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41068067
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with race and slavery – from “division of labor within the household to fashion, from theology to 

proslavery social thought, and everything in between.”9 The most prestigious models of gender 

conventions promoted the Southern white lady to manifest a character that was gracious and 

delicate and devoted to charm, nurturing personality and southern hospitality.10 GWTW’s Scarlett 

(Vivien Leigh) is the embodiment of these gender conventions in conjunction to Mammy. 

Scarlett is seen attending parties in outlandish Southern fashion, entertaining men, and held 

within the domestic sphere of her home. Even during Reconstruction, when her plantation is 

destroyed and family wealth diminishes, Scarlett’s scenes operate almost entirely within the 

dilapidated walls of her house. Vary rarely is she seen in the public sphere without the 

accompaniment of a man. Mammy, however, is confined strictly inside the Tara plantation and 

never occupies any scene outside of the home. More importantly, Mammy’s is rarely – if ever – 

seen conversing with other enslaved peoples. The lack of mobility and relationships stages her 

role as one that exists solely for Scarlett and those around her. 

The divisions of labor between white women and black women in these gender 

conventions is emphasized in a scene between Scarlett and Rhett Butler (Clark Gable). Scarlett, 

in an effort to woo Rhett into marriage to secure his fortune, visits him in jail following the Civil 

War. Scarlett attempts to hide her hands from his caresses due to the harsh impacts of plantation 

field work on them. However, when Rhett discovers her callused, rough hands, he exclaims: 

“These don’t belong to a lady. You’ve been working with them like a field hand.”11 This short, 

but crucial scene, enforces the labor divisions between Southern white women and enslaved 

black women. Scarlett, has, in a rather desperate move, taken up field work to try and revive her 

 

9 Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South (Chapel 

Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988): 196. 
10 Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: 196. 
11 Gone with the Wind, directed by Victor Fleming (1939; Burbank, CA: Warner Bros) HBOMax Stream. 
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family’s plantation during Reconstruction. Scarlett’s acknowledgment of the unconventional 

work (seen with her actively hiding her hands) and Rhett’s open displeasure towards the effects 

of field work on a “lady’s” hands enforces the gender conventions of white Southern women 

forced into the domestic sphere. Mammy, on the other hand, is seen in a variety of ways taking a 

heavy workload. From cleaning the house, to making meals, and working outside in the field, 

Mammy’s tasks seemingly fit into the everyday life of Scarlett and go unnoticed by the audience. 

It is only when Rhett denigrates a “field hand,” that the recognition of black labor arises. When 

labor is mentioned, the white characters of the film designate the work by racial barriers, thus 

acknowledging the realities of labor conventions during this time period. White women deemed 

themselves to be too superior to engage in the harder, more grueling work surrounding 

homemaking. Their enslaved women, however, embodied the image of a laborer, and were given 

no thought when undertaking harsher tasks. 

Gone with the Wind incorporates another racial stereotype in the character Prissy 

(Butterfly McQueen). Prissy, another black woman enslaved to Scarlett, emphasizes the image of 

a “picaninny” or a small, unintelligent black child. Although Prissy resembles an adult woman, 

her high voice, immature personality and inability to preform simple tasks personify the nature 

of a small child. Her character represents the idea that the enslaved could not survive without 

their enslaver – an almost mother-child relationship, only now the enslaved is the child who 

needs white care. The infamous birthing scene between Scarlett and Prissy showcases this 

relationship. During the height of the Civil War, Scarlett is stays with her pregnant cousin 

Melanie and enslaved Prissy – who previously claimed to know how to assist in childbirth. 

However, when Melanie is about to give birth, Prissy exclaims to Scarlett, “I don’t know nothin’ 

about birthin’ babies!” This chaotic moment is then accompanied by Scarlett yelling, “You told 
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me you knew everything about it!” followed by a violent slap across Prissy’s face. 12 Here, 

Prissy’s childlike mannerisms are emphasized in her frantic emotions and confession. More 

importantly, the slap from Scarlett resembles the maternal punishment often associated with 

rearing children. In the case of Prissy, Scarlett punishes Prissy for lying by slapping her across 

the face. 

The following scene also enforces the idea that enslaved were seemingly unreliable, lazy, 

and unintelligent. After Scarlett slaps Prissy, she is given the task to fetch the doctor to help 

assist in Melanie’s birth. Scarlett heavily emphasizes for Prissy to be quick – insinuating that she 

moves rather slowly. Her image as lazy is then secured when she is shown leisurely returning to 

the house with no doctor. Scarlett confronts her, rather angrily, saying, “You are as slow as 

molasses in January!” Scarlett berates her for her inability to bring the doctor to the house, and 

Prissy’s overtly whiny, almost unintelligible lines, reenforce the image as a “picaninny.” The 

scene closes with Scarlett leaving to fetch the doctor herself, instructing Prissy to “Go sit by 

Miss Melly, and don’t you be upsetting her or I’ll whip the hide off you!”13 

These two scenes are crucial to the enforcement of the idea that the enslaved were viewed 

as figures, especially by Southern mistresses, that needed constant guidance and control in order 

to survive. These sentiments are also found in the diary of Mary Boykin Miller Chesnut, a 

prominent Southern enslaver. She writes about her enslaved demeanor’s following the Battle of 

Fort Sumter, saying, “Not by one word or look can we detect any change in the demeanor of 

these negro servants… People talk before them as if they were chairs and tables. They make no 

 

 

 

 
12 Gone with the Wind, directed by Victor Fleming (1939; Burbank, CA: Warner Bros) HBOMax Stream. 
13 Gone with the Wind, directed by Victor Fleming (1939; Burbank, CA: Warner Bros) HBOMax Stream 
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sign. Are they stolidly stupid?”14 Here, Mary Chesnut ponders her enslaved people’s ability to 

understand the calamity at Fort Sumter and if they are able to comprehend the weight of the war 

on the enslaved identity. Although Mary Chesnut also asks herself if her enslaved are “wiser 

than we,” her earlier sentiments represent the widespread belief about enslaved intelligence, 

especially before the turmoil of the Civil War. Similar to the character Scarlett, Mary Chesnut 

believes – to an extent -- that her enslaved peoples are unintelligent and unaware of the world 

surrounding them. Without the guidance of the mistress, their enslaved would be lost in the 

turmoil. 

1977’s Roots 

 
The 1960s is arguably one of the most defining periods in new interpretations of 

American History. The Vietnam War was being heavily protested, young adults were 

transforming ideas about sexuality, and the Civil Rights Movement was reaching its peak. This 

era of activism defined the following decade of the 1970s, prompting new on-screen 

visualizations about a variety of concepts, including race relations and sexuality. In 1976, 

African American author Alex Haley published his historical novel Roots: The Saga of an 

American Family. Haley’s novel, loosely based on his own family’s history going back to the era 

of slavery, follows the story of Kunta Kinte who is kidnapped from Africa and sent to America 

via the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Roots details the life of Kinte, his child Kizzy, and later, 

Kinte’s grandchildren. Haley’s novel was a literary success, being published in thirty-seven 

languages and earning him a Pulitzer Prize in 1977. 

 

 

 

 
 

14 Mary Boykin Chesnut, A Diary from Dixie, as Written by Mary Boykin Chesnut, Wife of James Chesnut, Jr., 

United States Senator From South Carolina, 1859-1861, and Afterward an Aide to Jefferson Davis and a Brigadier- 

General in the Confederate Army, ed. by Isabella D. Martin and Myrta Lockett Avary (Chapel Hill: The University 

of North Carolina Press, 1997): 38. 
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With this success, the American Broadcast Company (ABC) produced an adaptation of 

the novel into a miniseries by the same name. In 1977, the TV show Roots garnered 130 million 

viewers. Marked by the defining Civil Rights Movement ten years prior, Roots, according to 

critics, encapsulated a watershed moment in race relations. In February 1977, TIME magazine 

released a cover story titled “Why Roots Hits Home,” stating: “…most observers thought that in 

the long term, Roots would improve race relations, particularly because of the televised version 

of the profound impact on whites.” TIME magazine continues, labeling Roots as a symbol for 

Black history because of its ability to leave “whites with a more sympathetic view of blacks,” 

prompting a greater appreciation of black history.15 

The miniseries’ impact on the history of race on screen is prominent. With the reliance on 

Haley’s voice as an African American, the miniseries addressed issues that had never been 

previously portrayed on screen before. Roots was the first TV program that truly offered a more 

well-rounded representation of the enslaved experience as it recognized white violence, sexual 

exploitation, and the complexity of familial bonds within enslavement that had been previously 

ignored. Roots, however, fails to fully express the accuracy of the enslaved woman’s experience 

alongside the important role that Southern mistresses held within the plantation system, 

portraying both white and African Americans in new, but distorted ways. 

Roots showcases two prominent enslaved female figures – Kunta Kinte’s wife Belle 

(Madge Sinclair) and their daughter Kizzy (Leslie Uggams) – who operate in relation with white 

enslaver Missy Anne. The show’s narrative utilizes these women to amplify the showcasing of 

the man’s experience with slavery – both enslaved and enslaver. In Kathryn M. Silva’s article 

 

 

15 “WHY 'ROOTS' HIT HOME,” Time (Time Inc., February 14, 1977), 

http://content.time.com/time/subscriber/article/0,33009,914824-1,00.html. 

http://content.time.com/time/subscriber/article/0%2C33009%2C914824-1%2C00.html
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“Daughters and Sons of the Dust: The Challenges of Accuracy in African American Historical 

Film,” she explains that frequently African American history on screen has largely focused on 

masculinity and male characters with “interpretations of slavery as a black male experience and 

emancipation as the endpoint of discussions of systemic racism.”16 In Roots, Belle and Kizzy 

embody Kunta Kinte’s agency and motivators on the plantation system. He suppresses his 

runaway tendencies to protect Belle and his daughter, symbolizing the centuries’ old view that 

women need protection at the hands of men. Missy Anne (Sandy Duncan) is hardly given agency 

in her small role as a southern white woman on a slave plantation – the only sphere in which 

white women truly had any stronghold. More importantly, Roots does little to recognize Kizzy’s 

experiences after she is sold away from her parents to focus on her life with her son, diminishing 

her chances as a sole female lead. Though Kizzy’s son, Chicken George, is the result of her 

master’s sexual exploitation of her body, the mental and emotional effects of this reality is never 

fully addressed, taking away Kizzy’s voice as an enslaved woman. Above all, Kizzy’s scenes are 

frequently shared with her son, Chicken George, in relation to his own experiences with being a 

slave. The audience is never shown Kizzy’s life as she struggles through pregnancy and early 

motherhood on the plantation. 

Despite its faults, Roots symbolizes the beginning of the on-screen female experience 

within the plantation community gaining more focus. Haley, the original creator of Roots, drew 

on slave studies historiography and methodology which reflected increasing recognition of the 

female experience on the plantation. The lives of enslaved women are exhibited more accurately, 

despite lacking on-screen focus. With the character Belle, enslaved motherhood is recognized as 

 

 
 

16 Kathryn M. Silva, "Daughters and Sons of the Dust: The Challenges of Accuracy in African American Historical 

Film." The History Teacher 51, no. 2 (2018): 250, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44817448. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/44817448
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one that is complex, heartbreaking, and reliant on their owner’s every decision. In episode three, 

Kunta Kinte, following another attempt at becoming a runaway slave and escaping north, 

develops his romantic relationship with Belle and eventually they marry. Kunta Kinte, after 

discovering there is another chance for escape, urges his new wife to run away with him. In this 

moment, Belle reveals her secret as to why she cannot risk escaping. In a strong and emotional 

monologue, Belle explains to Kunta: 

Before I come here, I was on another plantation. You ain’t my first man. The first was 

when I was just a girl. We was married Christian – our master didn’t believe in Jesus for 

n****. But I loved that man. His name was Ben. We had two little baby girls. One night, 

he run off. I helped him. He was gon’ get free, then fetch me and the babies. And we all 

be free. But they catched him. They catched him and they hanged him. And they sold off 

my babies. They sold off my babies and I never seen those sweet babies for the rest of my 

whole life.17 

This three-minute scene offers a glimpse into the realities of enslaved motherhood. Belle’s 

monologue showcases the experiences of how enslaved women could not guarantee the safety of 

their own enslaved children, unlike their white mistresses. Their children were disposable and 

could be sold at any moment. Unlike GWTW where Mammy’s maternal love is devoted to the 

white enslaver, Roots recognizes the harsh realities of African American motherhood. 

Similar sentiments are echoed in the autobiography of Harriet Ann Jacobs, a formerly 

enslaved woman, in her 1861 work Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. She explains that Black 

 

 
 

17 Roots, season 1, episode 3, “Part III,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky, written by James Lee and William Blinn, 

featuring John Amos, Madge Sinclair, and Robert Reed. Aired January 25, 1977, on ABC. Warner Home Video, 

2001, DVD. 
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motherhood was a privilege that was solely based on one’s master. Jacobs states, “I shuddered to 

think of being the mother of children that should be owned by my old tyrant. I knew that as soon 

as a new fancy took him, his victims were sold far off to get rid of them; especially if they had 

children. I saw several women sold, with babies at the breast.”18 The parallels between Root’s 

Belle and Jacobs’ own personal experience are crucial. This scene brings, for the first time on- 

screen, an accurate representation of enslaved womanhood that encompasses the juxtaposition of 

entrapment and reliance on their enslaver to survive on the plantation – both personally and for 

their children. This is further emphasized with the selling of Kizzy later on in Roots. In episode 

four, Kizzy is sold by her master Dr. Reynolds, despite Belle’s pleas, as a form of punishment 

for helping aid another slave’s escape. 19 This tragic scene shows Kizzy and Belle begging for 

forgiveness, however nothing could be done, further highlighting the short-lived experience of 

motherhood as an enslaved woman. 

Kizzy represents another vital facet of enslavement in her relationship with Missy Anne. 

This relationship, despite its short on-screen time, presents to the audience a different perspective 

between the relationship of enslaved women and their mistresses that was previously ignored. 

Missy Anne, the niece of Dr. Reynolds, forms a bond with Kizzy early on in their childhood.20 

Kizzy even considers Missy Anne her best friend. In episode four, Kizzy recounts how they used 

to play games for hours on the plantation, and how Missy Anne even taught her how to read and 

 

 

 

 
 

18 Harriet Ann Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: An Autobiographical Account of an Escaped Slave and 

Abolitionist (1861; New York, 2015), 59. 
19 Roots, season 1, episode 4, “Part IV,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky, written by James Lee and William Blinn, 

featuring John Amos, Madge Sinclair, and Robert Reed. Aired January 26, 1977, on ABC. Warner Home Video, 

2001, DVD. 
20 It is suggested throughout Roots that Missy Anne is actually the daughter of Dr. Reynolds and his sister-in-law, 

resulting in Missy Anne’s frequent visits to the plantation and Dr. Reynold’s father-like relationship to her. 
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write.21 Friendships between enslaved girls and the white children of their enslaver were not 

uncommon. Historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese explains in her book Within the Plantation 

Household: Black and White Women of the Old South that this relationship was often used to 

simultaneously mold young, enslaved girls and their future mistresses into their household 

duties. Fox-Genovese states that “the slave girl spent her earliest years in play, but the play 

gradually yielded to training for her future responsibilities,” and “for slave as for slave holding 

girls, the mixed play of early childhood gave way, by early adolescence at the latest, to 

preparation for their adult roles…”22 

This dynamic holds true in Roots when Missy Anne returns for the first time in a few 

years to visit her uncle. In a quick, but transformative, scene between Kizzy and Missy Anne – 

who are now young teenagers -- Missy Anne discloses to Kizzy that she has come to convince 

her uncle to give her Kizzy as her own personal slave.23 Missy Anne’s dialogue in this moment 

emphasizes her role as a woman taking on the role of mistress. Missy Anne’s insistence on 

inheriting Kizzy embodies Fox-Genovese’s sentiments that young, enslaved girls were brought 

up, in partnership with white girls to uphold domestic duties. More importantly, Missy Anne 

referring to Kizzy as something that can be “gifted” to her stresses the belief that enslaved 

women were commodities. 

Missy Anne further reinstates Kizzy’s image as a commodity when Kizzy is sold off to 

another plantation. When it is revealed that Kizzy aided another slave to run away from the 

plantation, Dr. Reynolds sells her to another plantation owner as punishment. This scene not only 

 
21 Roots, season 1, episode 4, “Part IV,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky. Aired January 26, 1977, on ABC. Warner 

Home Video, 2001, DVD. 
22 Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: 147; 155. 
23 Roots, season 1, episode 4, “Part IV,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky. Aired January 26, 1977, on ABC. Warner 

Home Video, 2001, DVD. 
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encompasses Black motherhood, as explained previously, but Missy Anne’s transformative role 

into a Southern mistress. Kizzy screams for Missy Anne to “stop this” because “I’m your friend” 

as she is bound together and carried off in a cart. The audience is shown Missy Anne watching 

the moment unfold with a look of disgust. She says to Dr. Reynolds: “I swear, Uncle William, in 

all my life, I have never been made such a fool of. To choose that young buck when she could 

have had such an opportunity. She’s no different. She’s as stupid as all the rest of them. What a 

shame.”24 In this moment, Missy Anne solidifies her elite status as mistress. Kizzy no longer is 

labeled as Missy Anne’s friend, but rather something that is disposable. This relationship is 

further highlighted in the next episode when Kizzy is faced with Missy Anne once again. Kizzy, 

in her old age, is still working on the plantation of the man Dr. Reynolds sold her to when a 

carriage driver pulls over to ask for directions and a cup of water for his mistress. This mistress 

is revealed to be Missy Anne. Kizzy asks Missy Anne if she remembers her, to which Missy 

Anne replies, “I’m sorry, but I don’t recollect knowing any darkie by the name of Kizzy.”25 Once 

again, Kizzy is simultaneously reminded of her disposable identity in relation to her enslaver, as 

well as the realities that friendship between white and black women on the plantation could not 

exist without a clear power dynamic. This dynamic is further recognized when Kizzy retrieves 

another cup of water for Missy Anne. Here, Kizzy understands that she cannot blatantly 

challenge Missy Anne’s authority without receiving brutal punishment. Instead, Kizzy secretly 

pushes against this power dynamic by spitting into Missy Anne’s cup. Here, Kizzy is given a 

small moment of agency against the slave system. 

 

 

 
 

24 Roots, season 1, episode 4, “Part IV,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky. Aired January 26, 1977, on ABC. Warner 

Home Video, 2001, DVD. 
25 Roots, season 1, episode 5, “Part V,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky, written by James Lee, featuring Leslie 

Uggams, Ben Vereen Lynne Moody. Aired January 27, 1977, on ABC. Warner Home Video, 2001, DVD 
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The most important representation of Kizzy on-screen is the sexual exploitation which 

enslaved women faced. Immediately after Kizzy is sold, her new owner, Tom Moore, comes to 

her cabin and rapes her.26 This scene is extremely short – Tom Moore states that Kizzy is “his 

property now” and since she “cost a fair price,” he was going to get his money’s worth before he 

begins to strip down. The scene abruptly ends with the two in an embrace after Kizzy struggles 

against his advances, but the acknowledgment of this reality is transformative in relation to the 

portrayal of the black female experience on the plantation. Roots demonstrates, on-screen, the 

cycle of enslaved women being subjected to their masters, often resulting in bonded children. In 

turn, these children – especially young girls -- would be exploited to violence and labor while 

simultaneously being hypersexualized like their mothers.27 In this moment, Roots opened the 

door for writers and directors to explore the realm of sexual exploitation within the plantation 

system and showcased the ugly truths of enslavement to a global audience. 

2013’s 12 Years a Slave 

 
In July of 2013, the decentralized social movement #BlackLivesMatter (#BLM) exploded 

into activism following the acquittal of George Zimmerman, who shot and killed seventeen-year- 

old African American Trayvon Martin while he was walking home, unarmed. What began as a 

hashtag on Twitter, #BLM sparked nation-wide street demonstrations, outcry, and political 

conversations about racial relations in the U.S., the history of police brutality and criminality 

towards African Americans, and how to spark change. That same year, director Steven McQueen 

released the award-winning film 12 Years a Slave. 12 Years a Slave, based on the 

 

 
26 Roots, season 1, episode 4, “Part IV,” directed by Marvin J. Chomsky. Aired January 26, 1977, on ABC. Warner 

Home Video, 2001, DVD. 
27 Brenda E. Stevenson, “Filming Black Voices and Stories: Slavery on America's Screens." Journal of the Civil 

War Era 8, no. 3 (2018): 504. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26483636. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/26483636
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26483636
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autobiographical book by the same name, follows freed man Solomon Northup’s (Chiwetel 

Ejiofor) journey when he is abducted and sold into slavery. Through utilizing Northup’s 

autobiographical account to provide on-screen visualizations of the realities of slavery, coupled 

with the emergence of a fresh political movement about racial relations in the U.S., McQueen’s 

film was an instant success, earning $187.7 million globally. The film won three major academy 

awards, including Best Motion Picture of the Year, marking McQueen as the first black director 

to ever receive the award.28 

Reviews of the film were quick to attribute its success to its ability to portray the realism 

of the enslaved experience and the day-to-day workings on the slave plantation. The New York 

Times claimed that 12 Years a Slave “may be the one that finally makes it impossible for 

American cinema to continue to sell the ugly lies it’s been hawking for more than a century.”29 

Similarly, the Guardian claimed that the film’s purpose served “to elevate, educate and 

ultimately ennoble the viewer by presenting them with something that is visceral, truthful and 

electrifyingly ‘real.’”30 The modern American audience was finally able to see, quite literally, the 

hardships that enslaved peoples faced for generations. 

12 Years a Slave, however, is undeniably masculine in its narrative of the enslaved 

experience. Like Roots, 12 Years a Slave follows the narrative of black enslaved men and their 

experiences of the enslaved women around them. Nonetheless, 12 Years a Slave stages the 

relationship between Southern mistresses and their enslaved women more accurately than ever 

 

 
 

28 “12 Years a Slave.” IMDb. IMDb.com, November 8, 2013. https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2024544/ 
29 Manohla Dargis, “The Blood and Tears, Not the Magnolias,” The New York Times (The New York Times, 

October 17, 2013), https://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/18/movies/12-years-a-slave-holds-nothing-back-in-show-of- 

suffering.html?auth=login-google. 
30 Mark Kermode, “12 Years a Slave – Review,” The Guardian (Guardian News and Media, January 12, 2014), 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/jan/12/12-years-a-slave-review. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2024544/
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http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/18/movies/12-years-a-slave-holds-nothing-back-in-show-of-
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before. Unlike Roots, 12 Years a Slave highlights the intersectionality of an enslaved woman’s 

body – as a working and sexual entity – with its on-screen visualizations and dialogue, while 

simultaneously bringing the Southern mistress’s role to the forefront in explaining the female 

enslaved experience. 

The intricacy of enslaved black motherhood is found in the film very early on with the 

character Eliza (Adepero Oduye). When she and her children are taken to be sold as slaves, her 

children are sold away from her. Eliza becomes enslaved to a man named Master Ford (Benedict 

Cumberbatch) along with Solomon. Frequently, the audience is shown Eliza grieving the loss of 

her children through explicitly loud crying. A short-lived, but essential, scene takes place shortly 

after Eliza is separated from her children. Eliza is seen openly wailing at the loss of her children 

when her new mistress suggests that “food and a night’s rest” will help her forget about the loss 

of her children.31 This small line gives the audience a glimpse into the truth between Southern 

white women’s ideas about black motherhood, while at once acknowledging the juxtaposing 

images of the enslaved female body. 

Motherhood on the slave plantation was essential in continuing the reproduction of new 

slaves. Enslavers viewed their enslaved as a means of production – both in the fields or 

household and within the slave economy through reproduction. More importantly, the institution 

of slavery disrupted the relationship between mother and child by “not only allowing each to be 

sold to different masters, but by positing a figure of authority and allegiance that takes 

precedence over a child’s love and responsibility over his or her parent.”32 As the audience saw 

in Roots, and is further emphasized in 12 Years a Slave, motherhood was reliant on their enslaver 

 

31 12 Years a Slave, directed by Steve McQueen (2013; Los Angeles, CA) DVD. 
32 Stephanie Li, "Motherhood as Resistance in Harriet Jacobs's Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl." Legacy 23, no. 

1 (2006): 15. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25684492. 
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and could be a fleeting experience. These ideas and social structures surrounding black 

motherhood fostered the southern white woman’s understanding about their slave’s ability to 

actually raise their own children. Eliza’s new mistress disregards her emotions as a grieving 

mother because she is not seen as one. Instead, Eliza represented both a laboring body and 

reproductive machine for more bonded workers. At the same time, the mistress sets herself above 

Eliza by suggesting that Eliza will be fine after a night’s rest, alluding to the idea that enslaved 

mothers could not fully form emotional attachments to their children, which was key to 

womanhood during this time. Unlike GWTW and Roots, 12 Years a Slave highlights the 

intersectional identities of black motherhood and enslavement through white slaveholding 

women’s ideals. By portraying the widespread notion that motherhood and enslavement could 

not intersect, the audience is forced to empathize with the Eliza and recognize the challenges that 

black mothers faced within the slave system. 

The most pivotal aspect of McQueen’s film is the conversation about the sexual 

exploitation of enslaved women in the antebellum period. In 1977, Roots alludes to the abuse 

without bringing the totality of the enslaved female experience to the forefront. Instead, Roots 

isolates the incidents of sexual exploitation. However, 12 Years a Slave develops, on-screen, the 

complexity of enslaved sexual abuse. Using Solomon Northup’s 1853 memoir combined with 

Harriet Jacob’s 1861 autobiography, the film visually encapsulates the intersectional identity as a 

sexual, yet dehumanized being. 12 Years a Slave also addresses the challenging – and at times, 

abusive -- relationship between the Southern mistress and her enslaved when it comes to 

sexuality and sexual abuse. In Roots, Kizzy is sexually abused by an unmarried man, thus 

diminishing the complex role of the Southern mistress within the power dynamic and isolating 

the incidents all together. 12 Years a Slave, however, uses the Southern mistress as a driving 
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force to emphasize – and more importantly, acknowledge -- that the sexual abuse towards 

enslaved women was continuous, even when it is not happening on screen. 

The character Patsey (Lupita Nyong’o) embodies the enslaved woman’s struggle 

between the chattel identity and the hyper-sexualization of the Jezebel image. In the film, there is 

a specific scene involving Patsey, Solomon and their master, Master Epps (Michael Fassbender) 

in which it is revealed that Patsey is the fastest cotton picker. This scene is pivotal in casting 

Patsey as a praised laborer, yet her identity is complicated by Master Epps simultaneously 

sexualizing her. Master Epps states, rather bluntly, while gripping Patsey’s shoulders and 

touching her face, “Do you know what it means to luxuriate on the work that Patsey’s done? 

Damn queen, born, bred to the fields. N***** among n*****. God gave her to me.”33 Through 

this uncomfortable scene, the intersectional nature of enslaved womanhood is brought to the 

surface. Master Epps hails her for being the fastest worker, but sexualizes her as he caresses her 

shoulders, lowers his voice when addressing her, and gazes intensely at her face and body. 

Patsey, on the other hand, is seen standing uncomfortably and unable to meet his stare. Enslaved 

women faced two conflicting images – one of dehumanized laborer and one of sexualized 

deviance which is seen as Master Epps praises her cotton-picking abilities but marks this praise 

through his longing for her body. 

The complexity of this dynamic between Master Epps and Patsey is amplified by the 

character of Mistress Epps (Sarah Paulson). 12 Years a Slave expertly incorporates the reality of 

Southern mistresses’ attitudes in the relationship between the Master, her husband, and the – 

often forced – infidelity involving enslaved women. It is made clear throughout the film that 

Mistress Epps is outwardly abusive to Patsey due to her husband’s favor towards her. Mistress 

 

33 12 Years a Slave, directed by Steve McQueen (2013; Los Angeles, CA) DVD. 



25 
 

Epps is well aware of the coerced sexual relationship between the two, and jealousy ensues. 

Mistress Epps is shown violently throwing furniture at Patsey, degrading her, and shaming her 

husband for his desires. This treatment of Patsey on screen was frequently the life for many 

enslaved women during the Antebellum period. In Harriet Jacob’s autobiography, she explains 

the complexity of the sexual violence brought by white men, and the reaction of their white 

wives: 

No matter whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress, in either 

case, there is no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or even from 

death … the mistress, who ought to protect the helpless victim, has no other feeling 

towards her but those of jealousy and rage.34 

Within the patriarchal society of the antebellum South, white and black women were bound 

together by the discriminations against their gender. However, for black women, they were 

further separated by their white enslaver through race, making them the target of jealousy and 

abuse for the sexual exploitation of their master that they could not avoid. 

The sexual abuse from Master Epps and the jealousy-driven abuse from Mistress Epps 

comes together in one crucial scene to place Patsey’s character as the embodiment of physical 

sufferings in 12 Years a Slave. In this climatic scene, Patsey is stripped naked and whipped for 

leaving the plantation without the Epps’ knowledge. This action was undertaken on one simple 

desire to acquire a bar of soap from a neighboring plantation – soap that had been previously 

denied by Mistress Epps out of jealousy.35 In this moment, as Patsey is whipped by the reluctant 

Solomon and Master Epps, her bare back “becomes the foundations on which to comprehend 

 

34 Harriet Ann Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: 25-26 
35 12 Years a Slave, directed by Steve McQueen (2013; Los Angeles, CA) DVD 
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black suffering.”36 The reality of enslaved women’s sufferings – and slavery in general -- shine 

through this violent scene and sets 12 Years a Slave apart from Gone with the Wind and Roots. 

Despite the violent nature of the abuse, Patsey’s narrative is given agency as an enslaved woman. 

She “magnificently represents” the silenced voices of thousands of enslaved women and girls 

who were “sexually harassed and abused by their overseers and, as a result, relentlessly 

tormented by jealous plantation mistresses.”37 Despite the film’s focus on the black man’s 

narrative, 12 Years a Slave expertly uncovers the intricacies of the enslaved female identity 

while bringing their previously silenced on-screen voices to the forefront. 

Concluding Remarks 

 
On-screen visual representations of the antebellum South’s slave society on both the big 

and small screen can play a critical role in understanding the experience of previously silenced 

voices. This is the case with both white slaveholding women and their enslaved women. The 

slave plantation relied, almost exclusively, on labor of both white and black women to ensure 

smooth and successful functioning. Both white southern mistresses and black enslaved women 

encompass multidimensional racial and gendered relationships that have constantly shifted in 

popular historical memory. More importantly, understanding this dynamic, especially on-screen, 

highlights the forever shifting historiography shaping women’s history. 

In 1939, Gone with the Wind displayed to the world the façade of complacent 

enslavement, dedication, and stereotyped ideas of enslaved black women in unification with their 

mistress. 1977’s Roots transformed the narrative of black enslaved women to one that 

 
 

36 Janell Hobson. “This Film Called My Back: Black Pain and Painful History in 12 Years a Slave.” In Celluloid 

Chains: Slavery in the Americas through Film, ed. Rudyard K, Alcocer, Kristen Block, and Dawn Duke (Knoxville: 

The University of Tennessee Press, 2018): 269. 
37 Brenda E. Stevenson, "Filming Black Voices and Stories.”: 510. 
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encompassed the loss of motherhood and their disposable identity as an enslaved individual 

through the Southern mistress, while introducing the sexualization of black women by white men 

through behind-the-scenes gestures. More recently, 12 Years a Slave passionately brings the 

voices of the enslaved black women on-screen, while incorporating the complexity of white 

southern women’s attitudes towards black women’s motherhood and sexuality to highlight the 

intersectionality of the enslaved female identity. 

Though Hollywood’s interpretations of the antebellum South’s white and black southern 

women have come far, many of these representations are overshadowed by the white experience, 

male narratives, or both. GWTW, through the focus on white narratives of the Civil War, white 

washes the accuracies of the history and hinders enslaved women and their roles through 

stereotypes on screen. Both Roots and 12 Years a Slave, produced by black men, focus their 

narratives on the enslaved man’s experience, with the women on-screen becoming a sub-plot or 

playing roles that ultimately highlight the man’s struggles. The visual representations of the 

female experience – both white and black – will only be truly embodied when women are the 

lead on screen. 
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