
SESSION 1N

MCNAIR SESSION - CULTURE
SHIFTS, SOCIAL CHANGE, SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS: PAST AND PRESENT
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Pastiche and Humor in the Neo-Slave Narrative
Alexander (Alex) Catchings, Senior, English (Creative
Writing)

Mary Gates Scholar, McNair Scholar, Presidential
Scholar
Mentor: Sonnet Retman, American Ethnic Studies

The traditional black slave narrative was a political tool used
to document the experience of being subjugated and com-
modified in early America. A revised literature has appeared
in the contemporary, post-Civil Rights moment that takes on
the pretense of the slave narrative: the neo-slave narrative.
Unlike traditional slave narratives, neo-slave narratives’ po-
tency does not hinge on veracity–each neo-slave narrative is
a synthesis of oral history and the author’s imagination. In
this presentation, I investigate how narratives go so far as
to rerender history, and transform the image of the brutal-
ized slave to a determinist, autonomous figure in exceptional
situations using humor. I will close read two neo-slave nar-
ratives: Flight to Canada (1976) by Ishmael Reed and Ox-
herding Tale (1982) by Charles Johnson. Of particular in-
terest to this literary investigation are the novels’ respective
protagonists who, between them, bear atypical Western ed-
ucations, cosmopolitan friends, and traverse the landscape
of the Antebellum South with wit and manner. I highlight
how Johnson and Reed cater to contemporary readers’ pre-
monitions of what ought to happen in a treacherous slave
narrative by creating comical encounters between the sub-
jected and the empowered. I also discuss how Johnson in-
vokes explicit Western and Eastern philosophical concepts to
lend an air of consciousness to slavery’s absurdity, and how
Reed places deeply stereotyped characters in an anachronis-
tic setting–a time structure that often conflates the events of
the Civil Rights moment with the early 19th century–in order

to track how black political progress has and has not changed
in the intermediate time. Ultimately, I unearth how the two
authors use neo-slave narrative humor as a tool to subvert no-
tions of the slave as a stagnant, brutalized subject and foster
discussions of black agency between the signposts of enslave-
ment, emancipation, and progressivism in the black experi-
ence through American history.
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