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With the changing social and political roles of black Americans throughout history, discussions 

of race in American literature have examined not only how black authors view themselves but 

also how the larger black community is perceived. And while literature today reveals much about 

this culture, the literature of the past is arguably undermined by the limited portrayal of the true 

black struggle—one of identity and legitimization. This approach is particularly evident in the 

pro-slavery antebellum fiction of authors from John Pendleton Kennedy to Washington Irving, 

whose works embrace antebellum stereotypes both romanticized and inconsistent with the 

surrounding world.  

 

In her 1988 lecture entitled, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in 

American Literature,” presented at the University of Michigan, Toni Morrison explores this 

absent discussion of race and the silences in literary canon to call attention to the fact that there is 

an informative yet often ignored sector in American literature, the black presence. She writes, 

“the instances where and means by which [Afro-American culture] has shaped Western culture 

are poorly recognized or understood” (Morrison 3). Under this lens, race becomes a virtually 

unspeakable thing in early American literature, resulting in what can be considered a skewed 

portrait of the racial and social dynamics at work throughout the United States.  

 

Works that challenge these existing absences, foregrounding discussions of race, are therefore 

considered transgressive in a negative sense, trespassing upon established racial boundaries and 

violating established social norms. Abolitionist literature such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet 

Beecher Stowe and Clotel; or the President’s Daughter by William Wells Brown are examples 

of such works that speak those previously unspeakable things, trespassing in order to affect 

socio-political change at a time when the pro-slavery/abolitionist divide was growing in the 

United States. This proposed paper will examine how these works are intentional political and 

intellectual projects aimed at confronting those absences (or misrepresentations) in American 

discussions of race. 
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