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Abstract 

Steve McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave portrays the oppression and the resilience of the 
black slaves in 19th-century, offering a critique of slavery’s brutality in terms of the systemic 
hierarchy, dehumanizing treatment, and sexual abuse of female slaves. The central research 
question guiding this study is: How does the movie show oppression based on race and 
gender, and how do the black characters such as Solomon Northup, the protagonist, and 
Patsey, the female slave, survive it? This analysis shows how McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave 
depicts slavery through both psychological and physical oppression. Drawing on critical 
readings by Brown, DiTomaso, Hampshire, Longenberger, Simmons, Stevenson, and 
Wilderson, and on McKittrick’s theory of territorialization and Stauffer’s concept of 
survivalism, this paper examines how Steve McQueen’s film 12 Years a Slave addresses the 
unsolved problems of racial discrimination in 19th century America. 12 Years a Slave depicts 
the American South’s hierarchical social system and the cruelty of the human trafficking that 
took place, in terms of the dehumanizing behaviors of the white slave owners, the rare human 
resilience of the black slaves, and the sexual abuse of the female slaves. 
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