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American writer Ishmael Reed defends literature as a mechanism for effective 

protest and a form of comment on American politics. In his early works, Reed used 

postmodern aesthetics to destabilize common assumptions about race and politics. Today, 

Reed continues to grapple with racial inequality, but he has shifted away from 

postmodern fiction producing mostly essays and reviews. Reed’s use of various mediums 

to protest political injustice blurs the line between politics and literature. In this thesis, I 

will use a textual analysis of Reed’s novel Flight to Canada, interviews with Reed, and 

literary criticism to argue that Reed utilizes the concept of multiplicity (the state of being 

various) to impart a political message that adapts to changing political climates. In turn, 

Reed’s work is intended to influence the reader’s sense of political efficacy by 

emphasizing the political power of the individual.  
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Introduction 

Ishmael Reed is an essayist, dramatist, novelist, and poet whose work often 

comments on American politics and race. Reed became well-known toward the end of the 

Civil Rights movement for his works, which critique not only the injustice of racial 

inequality leading up to the Civil Rights Movement, but also the ways in which racial 

problems persist despite the massive sociopolitical changes of the 1950s and 1960s. Reed 

has continued to evaluate political discourses throughout the 21st century by 

concentrating on the election and presidency of Barack Obama. Subsequently, Reed’s 

work has often been considered protest literature.  

This thesis focuses on Reed’s novel Flight to Canada (1976) because it provides a 

useful framework for discussing the overlap between literature and politics. In the novel, 

Reed revises Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) using it as a way to 

critique historical and political representations of African-Americans. The novel follows 

the exploits of protagonist Raven Quickskill, a runaway slave who evades slavery by 

taking a jumbo jet north to Canada. He is followed by his friends Leechfield and 40s.  

Reed describes how Raven and his two accomplices react to their newfound freedom, as 

well as their master’s response to their escape. Reed blends fact with fiction and the past 

with the present to show how slavery continues to impact American politics. As a result, 

many scholars assess Reed’s work from a political perspective.  

Scholars have also considered how Reed functions as a political actor. For 

instance, Professor Patrick McGee prefaces Ishmael Reed and the Ends of Race with an 

anecdote about Ishmael Reed’s guest lecture at the author’s university. McGee explains 
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that many of his colleagues were opposed to Reed’s appearance because they found his 

work to be misogynistic. Consequently, they decided to organize a boycott of the talk. 

McGee reflects on this experience pondering how an author so interested in race and 

equality could be so demeaning to women. He concludes that Reed’s texts illustrate the 

historical contradictions that compose American society. He suggests that Reed’s writing 

is a symbolic reply to the historical contradictions pertaining to the formation of race in 

the culture of modernity (3). The reader plays an important role in exposing Reed’s 

political response because “…art [is] a symptom of history that can be made to reveal its 

historical truth only through a critical intervention that lays bare the context of the text” 

(3). McGee implies that a reader can understand the way history informs Reed’s 

perspective by analyzing the text, essentially becoming a receptor.  

While McGee discusses Reed as a political actor and the reader’s role in receiving 

Reed’s political message, he fails to acknowledge the potential for Reed’s work to elicit a 

political response from the reader. In this thesis, I argue that Flight to Canada provides a 

useful framework for examining the ways in which a literary text can provoke a political 

response. The novel reflects, as McGee suggests, the historical perspectives that have 

shaped both Reed’s views and contemporary politics. This directly impacts the reader’s 

sense of efficacy, or the belief that he or she can understand and influence political 

affairs. Yet, the reader can also approach the text from many other different perspectives. 

For example, a reader can derive meaning from the genre of the text or by using political 

theory as a framework for approaching the text or from both perspectives. In other words, 

I contend that Flight to Canada is a product of postmodern multiplicity. 
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This term can be used in a variety of ways.  However, in this project it is used in 

reference to the idea that identity is in itself multiple as all identities are constructed by 

the individual and also by society. Intrinsically, identity is continually undergoing 

change. The fluidity of identity and the interrelation of the author, the text, the genre, and 

political theory cause Flight to Canada to have more than one meaning and allow the 

reader to feel a sense of politically efficacy that can lead to a political response. 

 I address my topic in three chapters. In “Flight to Canada as Historiographic 

Metafiction and a Neo-Slave Narrative,” I use the postmodern genre, historiographic 

metafiction and neo-slave narratives as a framework for approaching Reed’s 

understanding of the impact of history on contemporary racial and political issues in 

Flight to Canada. The term “historiographic metafiction” was introduced by Linda 

Hucheon and refers to texts “that assert an interpretation of the past but are also intensely 

self-reflexive” (Poetics, 122-123). In The Politics of Postmodernism, Hucheon writes, “it 

seems reasonable to say that the postmodern’s initial concern is to de-naturalize some of 

the dominant features of our way of life; to point out that those entities that we 

unthinkingly experience as ‘natural’…are in fact ‘cultural’; made by us, not given to us” 

(2). It is appropriate to consider postmodern ideas of history because Reed is interested in 

breaking down and understanding the way historical representation has helped create 

current misperceptions of race to show that many current racial and political injustices 

stem from misrepresentation. Reed uses the same form as the writers he blames for 

constructing racial inequality such as Stowe, and then exaggerates it to de-naturalize it 

and force the reader to grapple with injustice and perhaps take action to amend it. 
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Neo-slave narratives are modern fictional works set in the slavery era by 

contemporary authors often concerned with depicting the effects of enslavement in the 

New World (Rushdy 43). This is apparent in Flight to Canada because Reed draws from 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s appropriation of Josiah Henson’s narrative and how the story of 

African-Americans has continued to be imagined as consumerist product. He also 

discusses how the stereotypes such as Uncle Toms and tragic mulattos emerged in the 

19th century and continue to exist in the 20th century.  

 I argue that Reed’s interest the time between the early 19th century and the 1960s 

shows how slavery and racism can have an illimitable impact on the future. By 

connecting the past, present, and undeterminable future, Reed suggests that the neo-slave 

is a timeless extension of the slave narratives of the 19th century. I show how Reed 

complements the idea of connectivity through the uses of anachronisms and colloquial 

language to force the reader to see the relationship between the past and the present and 

recognize that he or she can change the way the future relates to the past. Reed continues 

to engage the reader by posing a series of rhetorical questions that reader can respond to 

by altering their perception or engaging in overt political action. Additionally, Reed fails 

to provide resolutions to the racial problems he presents through the text, which allows 

the reader to formulate their own unique solutions.  

 While I concentrate on Hucheon’s idea of historiographic metafiction and the 

concept of the neo-slave narrative, I also incorporate the ideas of other literary scholars 

such as Sherryl Vint. In her article, “‘Only by Experience’: Embodiment and the 

Limitations of Realism in Neo-Slave Narratives,” she suggests that there are three kinds 
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of neo-slave narratives. She claims there are third-person historical novels about slavery, 

the first-person narration of the life-story of a slave, and the recounting of the traumatic 

legacy of slavery on later generations (241). She uses these categories to argue that neo-

slave narratives resist and revise the tropes of 19th century slave narratives to articulate 

the traumatic effects of slavery that have not been reconciled. Flight to Canada does not 

easily fit into any of these categories. The idea that it is a third-person historical novel 

that is also conscious of the way slavery continues to influence later generations 

demonstrates the way the text has more than one meaning intended to have more than one 

effect on the reader.  

 Correspondingly, in “‘Who’s the Fool?’: The Dialectic of Violence and Property,” 

Ashraf Rushdy comments on the relationship between Reed’s Uncle Robin character and 

Stowe’s representation of Uncle Tom. He argues that both speak to myths about African-

American docility, which he contends is an image used to soothe anxieties about African-

Americans engaging in radical political activity and revolution (103-104). I use Rushdy’s 

argument to claim that Reed communicates with other neo-slave narratives through his 

novels to reveal the limitations of overgeneralizations and the threat of the 

commercialization of the slave experience. Ultimately, this chapter analyzes the literary 

meanings of the text and how aesthetic techniques and genre can influence the reader’s 

response to the political and racial problems presented in Flight to Canada. 

 In my second chapter, “Identity Politics and Flight to Canada,” I analyze Reed’s 

presentation of freedom using identity politics. Identity politics is a tenet of postmodern 

political theory. It rests on the principle that “individuals construct their cultural and 
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political identities through engaging in struggles or associations that advance the interests 

of the groups with which they identify” (Best and Kellner 1). Reed reflects the 

individuality of identity and its relationship to social and ethnic groups through the three 

runaway slaves, Quickskill, Leechfield, and 40s. He accomplishes this depicting each 

character as having a different conception of freedom; Quickskill has writing, Leechfield 

has women, and 40s has property. Each version is unique and relates to the fact that the 

individual runaway slaves acknowledge their relationship to African-American culture as 

a whole defying the idea of a universal experience. I argue that by emphasizing the 

fluidity of identity, Reed devalues the power attributed by society to racial hierarchies. 

This impacts the reader’s consciousness and creates the potential for them to react by 

acknowledging that race is a construct.  

 I engage scholars Harold Zapf and James Clifford in dialogue about the political 

aspects of Reed’s works. In “Ishmael Reed’s Rooted Cosmopolitanism: American ‘ 

Patriotism’ and Global Writing,” Zapf argues that Reed transcends political identity by 

hybridizing nationality. In The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-century Ethnography, 

Literature, and Art, James Clifford highlights the difficulty of representing ethnicity and 

race. He is equally interested in whether or not any author can represent a cultural 

experience authentically. I suggest that Reed doesn’t necessarily transcend political and 

racial identity, but illuminates the ways in which it causes essentialization. Yet, without 

identity constructs, society would be homogenized. There are many instance in Flight to 

Canada and Writin’ is Fightin’: Thirty-Seven Years of Boxing on Paper that suggest that 

Reed attempts breaking down the boundaries of race and societal constructs underlying 
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race, which would create a homogeneous society. However, Reed’s inability to foresee 

how Flight to Canada may be perceived and used as social norms continue to change is 

what gives the novel an amorphous nature that the reader can interpret in multiple ways. 

 In my third chapter, “Protest Literature and Ishmael Reed in the 21st Century,” I 

analyze Reed’s shift in style from postmodern novels like Flight to Canada in the 1970s 

to overtly political essays and online posts in the 21st century. I provide a brief overview 

of the Black Arts Movement to contextualize the effectiveness poetry and fiction as 

protest literature in the 20th century. I then analyze several essays from Reed’s latest work 

Barack Obama and the Jim Crow Media: The Return of the Nigger Breakers including, 

“‘Going Old South on Obama: Ma and Pa Clinton Flog Uppity Black Man” and “The Big 

Let Down: Obama Scolds Black Fathers Gets Bounce in Polls” to indicate the ways in 

which Reed has altered his method of communication so that he can convey his message 

to a wider audience. Reed’s acceptance of the tools of mass media such as the Internet 

seems contradictory to his earlier concerns with the commercialization of the black 

experience and “selling out,” but he argues that he uses these outlets to combat 

mainstream forces. I also use the post-postmodern theories of Linda Hucheon and Alan 

Kirby to emphasize the role of technology in effectively communicating through protest 

literature and articulate the ways by which changing theoretical structures indicate a new 

political climate. 

I conclude this thesis by comparing Reed’s treatment of contemporary neo-slave 

narratives such as Quentin Tarantino’s Django Unchained, and suggest a direction for 

current political and racial discourses. For instance, in his review of Django Unchained, 
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Reed suggests that Tarantino simply uses the neo-slave narrative to accrue commercial 

success and that it has many underlying racist conventions. However, the style of Django 

Unchained and its content share similarities with Flight to Canada. This begs the 

question as to who should be allowed to represent the sociopolitical issues stemming 

from race and whether or not there is still room for the reader or viewer to feel politically 

efficacious.  

While approaching Flight to Canada from an interdisciplinary perspective to 

discern how politically motivated literature can operate through a multiplicity of methods 

to impact the reader’s sense of political efficacy may seem irrelevant, it actually reveals 

the complexity of Reed’s work and the inextricable relationship between both literature 

and political science. In Writin’ is Fightin’: Thirty-Seven Years of Boxing on Paper, Reed 

writes, “I don’t have a predictable, computerized approach to political and social issues in 

a society in which you’re either for it or agin’ it…there are issues worth fighting about. 

Issues that require fresh point of view” (6). Reed imagines the text as a way to change 

social norms. He sees the political power of the pen, and uses it to elicit a reaction from 

the reader. Ultimately, the idea that Reed leaves space for the reader to respond, react, or 

revise Flight to Canada means that Reed exceeds Patrick McGee’s assumption in 

Ishmael Reed and the Ends of Race; reading is form of taking political action, but it is not 

the only way in which that action is elicited. The narrative, the subgenre and genre, and 

the complementary political theory governing the novel all inspire a sense of political 

efficacy, which then allows the potential for political action to occur.  
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Chapter One: Flight to Canada as Historiographic Metafiction and a Neo-Slave Narrative 

Flight to Canada is often classified as a postmodern work because of its aesthetic 

qualities, such as Ishmael Reed’s use of a disjointed narrative structure, reflexivity, and 

subjectivity. While these textual elements help establish the plot of the novel, they also 

contribute to the political nature of the narrative by articulating its relationship to history 

and politics. Postmodern theorist, Linda Hucheon would argue that the aesthetic qualities 

of Flight to Canada are features of a specific type of postmodern novel, historiographic 

metafiction. As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, historiographic metafiction is 

a term coined by Hucheon, which refers to novels that contest the boundaries between 

history and fiction through self-reflexivity and the re-articulation of historical events. In 

the case of Flight to Canada, Reed is overtly concerned with the representation of slavery 

in other literary works like Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and in political 

history. For example, Reed reconstructs an image of Abraham Lincoln by subverting 

what he perceives of as universal assumptions about Lincoln’s altruistic role as the 

emancipator of slaves by developing him as a foolish and self-interested character. In 

Reed’s work, the reimagining of significant historical events in the narrative setting has 

implicit political significance as he equates history with fiction by destabilizing 

assumptions about history and politics forcing the reader to reevaluate not only the past, 

but also how the artifice of the past has impacted the present. Although Reed wrote Flight 

to Canada in 1976 and is undoubtedly examining the relationship between 19th century 

racial injustice, the Civil Rights Movement, and the years immediately after 
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desegregation, Reed’s commentary subtly encourages the reader to consider a future far 

beyond the 60s and 70s by revealing how patterns of racial injustice originating in the 

past underlie modern social mechanisms and have the potential to continuously impact 

America instead of offering a solution. The absence of an alternative puts the reader in a 

position to construct an efficacious solution. Instead of imposing his own solution for 

persistent racism, Reed creates a democratic space for the reader to respond. 

The space for the reader to respond instead of react is more pronounced given that 

Flight to Canada is also a neo-slave narrative. This term was invented by a scholar 

named Bernard Bell who first used the term in his book, The Afro-American Novel and 

Its Tradition (1987). Bell identifies neo-slave narratives as novels that “combine elements 

of fable, legend and slave narrative to protest racism and justify the deeds, struggles, and 

migrations, and spirit of black people” (285). This definition was revisited and revised by 

Ashraf Rushdy in his book Neo-slave Narratives: Studies in the Social Logic of a 

Literary Form (1999). Rushdy asserts that neo-slave narratives are “contemporary novels 

that assume the form, adopt the conventions, and take on the first-person voice of the 

antebellum slave narrative” often in response to the social conditions of the 60s (3). In his 

book, Rushdy examines Flight to Canada alongside a number of other neo-slave 

narratives to explore the logic and cultural politics governing these texts. Rushdy claims 

that Reed and the other authors “collectively revisit the moment of origin for the neo-

slave narrative in the sixties while also engaging in dialogue with the contemporary 

politics of the seventies and eighties” (228).  While Rushdy recognizes the intrinsic 

connection between the narrative form of Flight to Canada and politics, he limits his 
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discussion to the 60s and the following two decades. He fails to identify the potential for 

Reed’s work to contribute to elicit a political response from the 21st century reader. In 

“‘Only by Experience’: Embodiment and the Limitations of Realism in Neo-Slave 

Narratives,” Sherryl Vint responds to Rushdy’s ideas. She contends that Rushdy 

“separates historical novels from those that trace the continued effects of slavery into the 

present” (241). She focuses more on the postmodern aspects of neo-slave narratives to 

suggest that neo-slave narratives are intrinsically invested in destabilizing the idea of a 

realistic portrayal of slavery. While Vint does not specifically discuss Reed, she draws 

from Reed’s contemporaries like Toni Morrison. Vint’s criticism is relevant to Flight to 

Canada because it refers to aesthetic qualities contained in Reed’s novels as well.  

In this chapter, I use the relationship between historiographic metafiction and the 

neo-slave narrative as a framework for tracing Reed’s perception of the discursive 

interaction of historical actors and their actions on contemporary issues in Flight to 

Canada. I argue that while Reed is interested in a specific part of the past (the time 

between the early 19th century and the 1960s), he shows how this small component of 

history has boundless influence on the future. The connectivity between the past, present, 

and undeterminable future renders the neo-slave narrative a timeless extension of the 

slave narratives of the 19th century. While scholars like Rushdy and Vint perceive of 

Flight to Canada as a critical interpretation of Black Power politics or the Civil Rights 

Movement, Reed’s work is more than political commentary; it merges the incendiary 

spirit of 19th century protest literature like Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin with the aesthetics 

of an authentic slave narrative. Reed liberates the form of the slave narrative by giving it 
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the power to elicit a response. For example, Stowe explains the goal of her work in the 

preface to Uncle Tom’s Cabin writing, “The object of these sketches is to awaken 

sympathy and feeling for the African race, as they exist among us” (xxviii). It is evident 

that her work did elicit a political response from readers. In a letter to Stowe, vocalist 

Jenny Goldschmidt wrote, “You must feel and know what deep impression ‘Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin’ has made upon every heart that can feel for the dignity of human existence” and “I 

have the feeling about ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ that great changes will take place by and by 

from the impression people receive out of it” (Stowe xxii). The reception of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin has changed greatly between the 20th and 21st century as many scholars and 

readers now perceive the book to be paternalistic and to harbor racist stereotypes. 

However, Reed subverts these elements of Stowe’s work creating a finished product that 

elicits a response based on thinking instead of feeling by using the more objective 

aesthetics of a slave narrative. This includes Reed’s focus on African-American identity 

and his interest in the internal thoughts of characters. Ultimately, Reed demonstrates that 

the aesthetic qualities of Flight to Canada create the potential for a political response.  

Reed first introduces the significance of history and its relation to the political and 

racial problems of the 1960s and 70s in Quickskill’s autobiographical introduction to the 

first chapter of Flight to Canada entitled “Dirty Harriet.” Reed begins by listing 

significant historical figures in the Civil War and 19th century, such as Abraham Lincoln, 

Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frederick Douglass alongside the novel’s fictional characters. 

Reed writes, “[the war] affected us all one way or the other” (7). Reed implies that the 

historical figures are as constructed as the characters of the novel. By including allusions 
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to historical figures who are not only involved with Civil War culture, but also the racial 

issues of the period, Reed connects the war to race. His statement that the Civil War 

affected both the fictional and historical characters connects the past with the present in 

the sense that these characters would not be represented or perhaps created if it were not 

for the role of the war and racial patterns established in the 19th century.  

Reed follows this statement by characterizing Stowe as a gossip and discussing 

her role in spreading rumors about Abraham Lincoln. Reed equates historiography with 

the spreading of rumors or fiction. He concludes the passage by writing, “Strange, 

history. Complicated, too. It will always be a mystery, history…Harriet caught some of it. 

She popularized the American novel and introduced it to Europe. Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 

Writing is strange, though” (8). Reed uses the word “strange” to gesticulate to the 

potentially antagonistic power of history and fiction. Both writing and history are 

characterized as having the capability to influence the perception of others, which is 

evident through Reed’s overt references to Stowe’s malicious gossip. This covertly 

reminds the reader of Stowe’s role in producing a work that has previously been mistaken 

for a realistic depiction of slavery. By emphasizing Stowe’s culpability in 

misrepresenting the horrors of slavery, Reed also highlights the shaky foundation that 

contemporary assumptions about race have been built on. Reed’s use of a fictional 

character’s first person narrative to narrate the beginning of the novel simultaneously 

reflects the subjectivity of Flight to Canada. 

In Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-conscious Fiction, Patricia 

Waugh discusses this narrative technique in the context of metafiction. She explains that 
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metafiction is “fictional writing which self-consciously and systematically draws 

attention to its status as an artifact in order to pose questions about the relationship 

between fiction and reality” (2). Reed specifically poses questions about the relationship 

between fiction and reality in terms of history and race. He explicitly asks “Who is to say 

what is fact and what is fiction?” (7) and “Where does fact leave off and fiction begin?” 

(10). Reed’s use of rhetorical questions to express a certain reluctance to trust history and 

fiction even if it is his own version. He instead puts the reader in a position to propose an 

answer.  

Reed’s use of rhetorical questions to engage the reader is indicative of the power 

of postmodern representation and its influence on the reader that Linda Hucheon 

discusses in The Politics of Postmodernism. She identifies this technique as a major tenet 

of historiographic metafiction writing:  

In challenging the seamless quality of the history/fiction join implied by 
realist narrative, postmodern fiction does not, however, disconnect itself 
from history or the world. It foregrounds and thus contests the 
conventionality and unacknowledged ideology of that assumption of 
seamlessness and asks its readers to question the processes by which we 
represent ourselves and our world to ourselves and to become aware of the 
means by which we make sense of and construct order out of experience 
in our particular culture (53-54).  
 

Hucheon contends that historiographic metafiction identifies the shortcomings of realistic 

historic fiction while remaining conscious of history and the world beyond the text. This 

is evident in Flight to Canada as the text investigates the ways in which Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin diverges from reality. Reed not only uses rhetorical questions to force the 

reader to consider the difference between the reality of slavery in the 19th century and 

Stowe’s depiction of it, but also uses more tacit methods. For instance, Reed describes 
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Abraham Lincoln commenting on the black race in a way that mimics the underlying 

sentiment of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Reed writes, “‘Curious Tribe. There’s something, 

something very human about them, something, something innocent and…Yet I keep 

having the suspicion that they have another mind. A mind kept hidden from us…I never 

even gave spooks much thought, but now that they’ve become a subplot in this war, I 

can’t get these shines off my mind” (46-47). Although Lincoln is not a character in 

Stowe’s novel, he functions as an expression of paternalism in the 19th century. Reed 

deconstructs the rhetoric of figures like Stowe and Lincoln by hyperbolizing the racism 

underlying their statements. For instance, the repeated emphasis on “something” and 

Lincoln’s acknowledgment that he had never thought much of the condition of blacks 

prior to the war suggests that he perceives of his own thoughts as being progressive and 

thoughtful. Whereas the racism in Uncle Tom’s Cabin can be overlooked, Reed presents 

what he considers to be the underlying meaning of 19th century rhetoric in a way that is 

obvious by using racial epithets. As a result, Reed and the reader simultaneously dissect 

the way in which race was discussed in the 19th century.  

While Hucheon would argue that Reed is denaturalizing the natural by preventing 

the reader from fixing their views of history or literature, Reed also seems vested in 

examining how this informs the 1960s and 70s and how this racism could feasibly persist 

indefinitely. Although Flight to Canada seems primarily rooted in 19th century culture, it 

is equally interested in contemporary culture. It is this interest that greatly involves the 

reader and invites a response. For instance, Reed continues to engage the reader by not by 

focusing on the construction of history and how misperceptions inform assumptions 
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about race that are then maintained throughout time, but also by using allusions to 

contemporary technology. The anachronisms in Flight to Canada are often glaringly out 

of place. For instance, Reed refers to Abraham Lincoln flying in a helicopter (22).  This 

is not simply a quirk of postmodern style, but it serves to reaffirm the connectivity 

between the past and the present. When Master Swille hears of Lincoln’s impending 

arrival, “Now, Moe, you tell this Lincoln gentleman that he won’t be able to stay long. 

Before I fly up to Richmond, I have to check on my investments all over the world” (22). 

The jarring juxtaposition of the setting of the Civil War with contemporary details 

prevents the reader from ignoring the ways in which this time period continues to impact 

racial and political relations in America because of proximity. The anachronisms 

essentially connect the 19th century to the 20th century. Reed continues to play with 

connectivity when he describes an exchange between Swille and Lincoln. Swille says, 

“Well, look, Lincoln, I don’t want that war to come up here because, to tell you the truth, 

I’m not the least bit interested in that war. I hate contemporary politics and probably will 

always be a Tory” (23). Although the Revolutionary War is an event that seems far 

removed from the Civil War, Reed suggests that that Swille’s political inclinations are 

still informed by the 1700s. By referring to “contemporary politics,” Reed is referring to 

both the 19th century and 20th century because he speaks with a modern vernacular. Reed 

bounces the reader back and forth throughout history to create a space for thinking about 

the flaws that continue plague American society’s infrastructure.  

Reed continues to examine these flaws and how they have been concealed by the 

20th century media. In an encounter between Quickskill and his love interest Quaw 
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Quaw’s husband, Yankee Jack, Reed characterizes Yankee Jack as a white elitist. He 

presents Yankee Jack as a realist who attempts to take an objective stance on race and 

politics. His views are negative and he questions both the possibility for a place free of 

persecution by discounting Canada as a “white man’s country” (150). However, Reed 

questions Yankee Jack’s assertions by drawing attention to the premises on which his 

beliefs are formed. He writes: 

You try to worm your way out of all situations with your forked tongue. 
You and your graphs and your video charts that show your inventory 
immediately. It’s unearthly, the way you hold sway over the American 
sensibility. They see, read and listen to what you want them to read, see 
and listen to. You decide the top forty, the best-seller list and the Academy 
Awards. Breaking the legs of your rivals, making them offers they can’t 
refuse…though I’m a fugitive slave, I’m still a better man than you. The 
hardships I’ve had to overcome. My mother sold down the river. My 
father broken for spitting into the overseer’s face. The whippings, the 
floggings (150). 
 

This passage attacks the conventions of American media outlets and suggests that they 

are created to support the status quo. By claiming that seemingly objective statistics are 

contrived and that white elites have control over everything that Americans “see, read 

and listen to,” Reed illustrates that everyone is subject to a certain level of bias and that 

Americans are incapable of distinguishing reality from fiction because they are inundated 

with contrived facts. Reed juxtaposes the artifice created in the media with the hardships 

of slavery. Although Quickskill is a fictional character, his plight captures the atrocities 

that Reed claims the media covers up. Reed personifies history to emphasize the 

subjective nature of recording past events to undermine the reader’s preconceptions of 

what constitutes the natural world drawing attention to the artifice of conventions like 

inequality. Yankee Jack responds to Quickskill’s critique by saying, “That’s not what the 
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revisionists are saying. Don’t forget, I read the New Republic” (150). Yankee Jack’s 

reference to the New Republic once again engages the history of the 19th century in a 

commentary with 20th century issues. Reed mocks the popular New Republic by 

insinuating that it is biased and the fact that it claims to be unbiased contributes to a 

societal problem where people believe that they are reading truth. Reed continues, 

“Revisionists. Quantitative historians. What does a computer know? Can a computer 

feel? Make love? Can a computer feel passion…Look at those scars. Look at them! All 

you see is their fruit, but their roots run deep. The roots are in my soul. What does a 

fucking computer know about that?” (150-151). Reed once again juxtaposes the media’s 

depiction of slavery with that of an individual who has experienced suffering first hand. 

Just as Reed condemns Harriet Beecher Stowe for trying to represent something that she 

has not personally experienced, he attacks the media for representing the black 

experience from a similarly biased position. Reed’s emphasis on “look” is a cry to the 

reader to reassess the way he or she perceives race. He does not tell them how to analyze 

or react to what he perceives of as reality, but allows the reader to decide. Reed 

deconstructs the historical underpinnings of race to allow the reader to rebuild something 

new.  

 Reed’s use of historiographic metafiction functions in numerous ways to draw the 

reader’s attention to the way race and politics have been constructed in America often 

destabilizing common assumptions. He continuously alternates between past and present 

critiques of society. As Quickskill’s comments to Yankee Jack suggest, contemporary 

racial and political issues call for a subjective reimaging of racial injustice because social 
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mechanisms like the media often misconstrue racial issues concealing reality. Reed 

subverts methods of social indoctrination by taking the story telling power out of the 

hands of the biased media and shifting it to a fictional runaway slave narrator. This 

complicates the text’s status historiographic metafiction. Instead of simply questioning 

the lines between fact and fiction and rearticulating historical details, the text moves 

beyond aesthetics and represents a specific voice. The pairing of historiographic 

metafiction and the neo-slave narrative is what allows Flight to Canada to question the 

past while remaining interested in the ways it should be remembered and altered.  

Flight to Canada is both like and unlike a traditional slave narrative. A traditional 

slave narrative is often defined as autobiographical account of a former slave that 

describes his or her emancipation. There is also a tendency for these works to have 

abolitionist undertones. Flight to Canada tells the story of Quickskill describing his 

enslavement, mostly focusing on his escape to freedom. While Flight to Canada adopts 

the formal characteristics of a slave narrative, it deviates from the neo-slave narrative 

because it is narrated in the third-person. Scholars like Ashraf Rushdy and Sherryl Vint 

still consider Reed’s work to be a neo-slave narrative, but they justify Reed’s narrative 

technique in different ways. Rushdy perceives of it as a critique of white hegemony in the 

19th century. He writes, “Partly an act of literary parody and an exemplary performance 

of HoodDoo practice, Reed’s strategic silencing of the first-person narrator is also a 

critique of how slave narratives required the absence of the African-American voice” 

(119). Rushdy argues that the third person narrator preserves the African-American 

voice. Vint contends that it is a way of differentiating between different types of neo-
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slave narratives, but more importantly that the third-person narrative allows a writer to 

stress the historical nature of the work more so than a first-person narrative (Vint 243).  

While both make valid claims, I argue that the Reed uses the third person 

narrative to avoid essentializing slavery; instead of allowing the experience of one slave 

to stand in for all slaves, Reed allocates narrative power to numerous characters both 

black and white who depict various viewpoints. For instance, the reader encounters 

Quickskill, Leechfield, and 40s who all run away and experience freedom in various 

ways through writing, women, and violence. Reed also presents powerful white figures 

like Abraham Lincoln and fictional Master Swille and their perception of race. For 

example, Lincoln is self-interested and hypocritical; he capitalizes on the exploitation of 

black slaves. Swille is overtly racist and a political realist. By highlighting the 

perspectives of so many characters on both sides of the racial divide in the 19th and 

presumably 20th century, Reed allows the reader to calculate which factors are the most 

important and which views seem to be the most productive instead of preventing a 

singular view and voice that guides the reader to a singular conclusion. 

 It could be argued that Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin engages in a similar narrative 

technique as the text describes many characters both black and white. However, Stowe’s 

work is different because she presents characters through simple dichotomies. For 

instance, she depicts good slaves and bad slave and kind slave owners and evil slave 

owners. As a result, the slave experience seems entirely essentialized. Reed subverts 

these dichotomies by creating characters, such as Quickskill that are not easily defined by 

stereotypical characteristics. Quickskill is an important example because while he is the 
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protagonist in many ways, he is never elevated above any his fellow escapees. 

Additionally, Reed describes him as having vices, which further complicates Quickskill’s 

character.  

Although Flight to Canada parodies Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Reed’s use of the third-

person extends beyond simple satire and comments on representation in general. Reed 

describes the “Frederick Douglass Houses,” which are residences to slaves who work 

inside the slave master’s house. He focuses on Uncle Robin and his wife, writing, “They 

know that Harriet Beecher Stowe characterized the worst slave traders as being 

Vermonters. They know a thing or two and are proud of their children. Even though their 

children chastise them about their ‘old ways’ and call them Uncles and Aunts and refer to 

themselves as 1900s people” (56). Reed uses Uncle Robin to comment on flawed 

representations. By placing them in a “Frederick Douglass” house, Reed creates a link 

between abolitionist writing and fiction like Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Reed also examines 

epistemological concerns through these characters by suggesting that they know about 

the world through Stowe and Douglass’ works. Reed problematizes this by describing 

their children teasing them for this. The idea of being a “1900s” person is used as insult. 

However, this epithet encourages the reader to consider how people in the 20th century 

know about race. Although Reed is continuously looking back at the 19th century and 

deconstructing history, he constantly revisits the present and the idea of a black voice or 

voices in the 20th century.  

Reed not only engages in dialogue with Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, but with 

other neo-slave narratives such as William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner 
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(1967). Styron’s novel presents a historicized, first-person account of a 19th century slave 

revolt led by Nat Turner. While critics like James Baldwin have defended Styron’s novel, 

many African-Americans were outraged by Styron’s portrayal. Reed seizes both the 

historical and fictional representations of Nat Turner to comment on Black Power 

Movements in the 1960s and 70s. In a final speech at the end of the novel, Uncle Robin 

muses: 

Yeah, they got down on me an Tom. But who’s the fool? Nat Turner or 
us? Nat said he was going to do this. Was going to do that. Said he had a 
mission. Said his destiny was a divine one. Said that fate had chosen him. 
That the gods were handling him and speaking through him. Now Nat’s 
dead and gone for these many years, and here I am master of a dead man’s 
house. Which one is the fool? One who has been dead for these many 
years or a master in a dead man’s house. I’ll bet they’ll be trying to figure 
that one out for a long, long time (178).  

 
Rushdy addresses Uncle Robin’s question in his essay “‘Who’s the Fool?’: The 

Dialectic of Violence and Property” concluding that Uncle Robin and Uncle Tom 

represent myths about African-American docility and that Nat Turner embodies fears 

about radical political activity and revolution (103-104). He writes, “Uncle Robin seems 

to be suggesting not only that Nat Turner’s insurrection was doomed to failure, but that it 

was flawed primarily because of its revolutionary impetus, because of Nat Turner’s 

unwillingness to respect property ownership and the power accruing to material 

possessions” (106) and “Reed uses that conventional dichotomy of the sixties—Uncle 

Tom and Nat Turner—to show that those who seem to be Uncle Toms in their bourgeois 

values can sometimes turn out to be Nat Turners in their dedication to concerted and 

planned revolutionary action” (110). Rushdy’s summary and analysis is used to support 

the idea of a potential melding of violent and nonviolent revolutions.  However, Rushdy 
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overlooks the critical tone embedded in Uncle Robin’s speech, which suggests that Reed 

is concerned with the simplification of black revolutionaries.  

As Rushdy notes, Reed establishes a dichotomy between the attitudes portrayed in 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the revolutionary nature of Nat Turner and Styron’s Confession 

of Nat Turner. On one side of the divide is Uncle Robin who continues to play the same 

role despite having the ability to obtain freedom. On the other side is Nat Turner who is a 

radical desiring change. However, while Rushdy argues this divide comments solely on 

contemporary politics, it also serves a secondary purpose. Through these two 

perspectives, Reed dissects contemporary and historical ideas about blacks subjected to 

white power. Instead of elevating one viewpoint, Uncle Robin asks “Which one is the 

fool?” followed by the thought that critics will forever be asking this question, which 

Reed subtly critiques as problematic because it reaffirms perceiving racial issues through 

simple dichotomies. Reed identifies the significance of revolution and political action 

through the ways that blacks are perceived and how they represent themselves.  

Ultimately, Flight to Canada is a complex narrative that comments on both the 

19th and 20th century and works to potentially inspire political action. Reed’s novel 

exhibits many of the aesthetic qualities of historiographic metafiction; it is self-reflexive 

and it rearticulates historical events. However, the text is not simply interested in 

contesting the boundaries between fact and fiction because it is also interested in revising 

the voice of the neo-slave narrative. Through the use of historiographic metafiction that is 

also a neo-slave narrative, Reed identifies and deconstructs stereotypes and historical 

misperceptions while maintaining an objective interest in how the present is being 
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constructed and how the future will be impacted. As Reed critiques protest literature like 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The Confessions of Nat Turner and highlights the ways it these 

works misrepresent history, but he does not impose an alternative perspective. Reed 

identifies problematic frameworks, raises questions about epistemology, and invites the 

reader to respond. By examining the mechanisms by which a text can influence a 

decision, this analysis indicates the political value of literature. Flight to Canada is 

political not only because of its focus on particular social and political issues, but also 

because it aims to elicit a response and influence decisions.  
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Chapter Two: Identity Politics and Flight to Canada 

Flight to Canada concludes with a discussion of the various meanings of 

freedom. Uncle Robin muses, “Well, I guess Canada, like freedom, is a state of 

mind…What happened to all they Canadas? Quickskill, 40s, Leechfield, Davis, Swille, 

old Abe?” (178). Ishmael Reed defies the idea of a singular, collective idea of freedom by 

illustrating that freedom is a construct. He accomplishes this by drawing the reader’s 

attention to various characters in the novel and affirming that each has a different 

conception of freedom; Quickskill has writing, Leechfield has women, and 40s has 

property. Each unique version contributes to the idea that freedom is a state of mind as it 

is a product of the individual and is susceptible to revision. While Reed’s identification of 

multiple Canadas contributes to a metaphorical exposition on freedom, it is also distinctly 

political in nature because it raises questions about nationhood and identity as it responds 

to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Stowe’s work has often been criticized 

for having stereotypical characters with singular goals. In Flight to Canada, Reed 

perceives of the entire novel as an oversimplification of the experience of slavery and as 

a faulty political tool. His use of complex characters with the desire for different types of 

freedom subverts the ideas set forth by Stowe and contributes to a more intricate 

conception of identity.   

A number of scholars have addressed the political undertones of Flight to 

Canada. For instance, in “Ishmael Reed’s Rooted Cosmopolitanism: American 

‘Patriotism’ and Global Writing” Harald Zapf argues that Reed transcends political 

identity by hybridizing nationality. Additionally, in “‘A Man’s Story is his Gris-Gris’: 
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Cultural Slavery, Literary Emancipation and Ishmael Reed’s Flight to Canada,” Richard 

Walsh argues that Reed defies the idea of a universal black aesthetic and makes a 

comment on the limitations of Black Nationalism. Approaching Reed’s work through the 

use of concepts like cosmopolitanism to analyze Reed’s representation of the blending or 

breakdown of ethnic groups addresses how globalization impacts a contemporary reading 

of race, but it is also useful to apply identity politics to Flight to Canada because of 

Reed’s interest in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Identity politics refers to the ways by which 

members of certain groups represent shared experiences of injustice and how they 

attempt to secure their freedom (Heyes 1). Often members of an oppressed group 

challenge oppressive characterizations in order to promote autonomy (Heyes 1). While 

Reed certainly seems interested in breaking down racial constructs, he is also invested in 

promoting African-American autonomy. In a conversation between Uncle Robin and 

Leechfield, Reed writes, “The old way taught that man could be the host for God. Not 

one man. All men. That was the conflict between you and Swille. You, 40s and 

Quickskill threatened to give the god in the slave breath” (177). Reed emphasizes the 

autonomy of the three slaves and their inherent power. In this chapter, I argue that Reed’s 

writing can be conceptualized through identity politics as it promotes the breakdown of 

boundaries while still articulating African-American political concerns. I analyze how the 

limitations of authorship, self-reflexivity, and the political nature of words contribute to 

the perception of identity in Flight to Canada. Through the enmeshment of these factors, 

Flight to Canada becomes an amorphous novel that addresses the past and present, but 

does not ignore that the future may hold change. Ultimately, Reed expresses an overlap 
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between historical experience, identity, politics, and power, which reveals how identity is 

constructed and also how words can be used to reconstruct identity.  

Identity politics is a broad term. In her article on the topic of identity politics, 

Mary Bernstein describes the origins of the area of study. She writes that it emerged in 

the 1970s and was used to “describe (a) ethnicity as a contemporary form of politics; (b) 

a form of critical pedagogy that links social structure with the insights of 

poststructualism…and (c) general efforts by status-based movements to foster and 

explore the cultural identity of members” (47). Bernstein captures the broad scope of 

identity politics. While it may seem that the term simply refers to political mobilization 

related to politics and identity, it is useful to consider how this can be represented in 

literature and how this contributes to the political climate of the late 20th century while 

reflecting on the way it is constructed. The scope of identity politics and the undefinable 

nature of postmodernism allow Flight to Canada to express distinctly political literary 

ideas without being limited by conventions. In his autobiographical collection of essays 

Writin’ is Fightin’: Thirty-Seven Years of Boxing on Paper, Ishmael Reed writes, “I don’t 

have a predictable, computerized approach to political and social issues in a society in 

which you’re either for it or agin’ it. Life is more complex” (5). Reed defies what he sees 

as an overly simplified political culture by representing societal issues through the lens of 

autonomous, runaway slaves, slaves, slaveholders and their Canadas. He acknowledges a 

certain democratic equality to perception. Instead of purporting one version of freedom or 

one meaning for his novel is sufficient, Reed instills a balance between the various 

conceptions of Canada. Reed’s view is conscientious of the role of history, but also 
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leaves a space for the individual to actively shape his or her own perspective. The 

blending of social indoctrination and freewill in Flight to Canada ultimately reflects the 

underlying indefiniteness and complexity of identity politics. 

Raven Quickskill, the novel’s primary protagonist, is characterized by his love for 

writing and his subversive tactics. Reed writes, “Raven was the first one of Swille’s 

slaves to read, the first to write and the first to run away” (14). Quickskill’s use of writing 

in a rebellious fashion is reminiscent to Reed’s ideas in Writin’ is Fightin’: Thirty-Seven 

Years of Boxing on Paper. Reed writes, “…I think it’s important to maintain a prolific 

writing jab, as long as my literary legs hold up, because even during these bland and 

yuppie times, there are issues worth fighting about. Issues that require a fresh point of 

view” (6). For both Quickskill and Reed, writing becomes a political tactic and a vehicle 

for freedom. However, one of the most critical questions raised by identity politics is: 

who has the authority to speak for a group’s identity or authenticity? In The Predicament 

of Culture: Twentieth-century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, James Clifford writes, 

“Intervening in an interconnected world, one is always, to varying degrees, ‘inauthentic’: 

caught between cultures, implicated in others. Because discourse in global power systems 

is elaborated vis-à-vis, a sense of difference or distinctness can never be located solely in 

the continuity of a culture or tradition. Identity is conjunctural, not essential” (11).  

Clifford pinpoints the difficulty of representing ethnicity and race. Both Reed and 

Quickskill face the challenges of identity politics as they attempt to authenticate 

narratives about race and correct the mistakes of writers like Harriet Beecher Stowe. 

However, Reed and Quickskill are also products of interconnected cultures. The two 
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authors are informed by their own societies as much as they are by their individuality. 

Although Reed attempts to defy what he perceives of as overly simplified political views, 

he still tackles the prominent issues of the 1960s and 70s in Flight to Canada. He does so 

in a unique way, through the use of postmodern literature, but he still draws from 

mainstream issues. It is the overlap between mainstream politics and identity politics that 

forms the political message of Flight to Canada. This overlap makes the novel both 

authentic and inauthentic. The inability for either author to truly create an authentic 

representation of the political and racial issues is an inevitable result of attempting to 

translate experience into textual form. However, Reed’s treatment of Canada as a 

construct of freedom counteracts the difficulties of authenticating a text because he 

contends that Canada/freedom is a state of mind that is entirely subjective. As a result, 

Reed proposes that it is impossible to produce an authenticated perspective because this 

would suggest a degree of finality that would be an oversimplification. The idea of 

various representations having equal value in Flight to Canada allows the reader a degree 

of freedom in deciding how to approach the text from a political perspective. This is 

unlike texts such as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which has a singular 

political aim.  

 Quickskill’s view of Canada is characterized by writing. This is evident as Flight 

to Canada begins with a poem signed by Quickskill and then a discussion about Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s appropriation of Josiah Henson’s slave narrative. Quickskill muses, 

“The Life of Josiah Henson, Formerly A Slave. Seventy-seven pages long. It was short, 

but it was his. It was all he had. His story. A man’s story is his gris-gris, you know. 
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Taking his story is like taking his gris-gris” (8). This idea of autonomy and freedom 

becomes entwined with the written word. Quickskill’s freedom is signaled by Ishmael 

Reed’s inclusion of his poem at the beginning of the novel, while Henson’s lack of 

freedom is associated with Stowe’s use of his story for her own personal gain. In "A 

Man's Story Is His Gris-Gris": Cultural Slavery, Literary Emancipation and Ishmael 

Reed's Flight to Canada," Richard Walsh contends that Reed uses his novel on behalf of 

his own liberation as well. Walsh writes, “Such a rigidly defined black aesthetic, [Reed] 

argued, merely confirmed the white liberal establishment’s sub-literary expectations of 

Afro-American writing. Black writing should be free to explore its own cultural sources 

and define its own forms, that act itself being the affirmation of a black aesthetic” (58). 

While Walsh’s assertion is validated by the text in many ways, Walsh ignores the self-

reflexive nature of the text that identifies ethnicity as a component of identity politics and 

prevents the novel from simply responding to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  

 The self-reflexive nature of the novel is particularly evident in Chapter 12. In this 

chapter, Reed explores the power of words and the ways in which words can evoke 

multiple meanings. Reed focuses on the impact of words on racial issues. For instance, at 

the beginning of the chapter, Quickskill visits 40s to discuss fellow runaway Leechfield 

and the men Swille has sent to find them. 40s greets Quickskill with a rifle. Quickskill 

says, “Aw, 40s, put it away. We’re not in Virginia no more.” 40s responds, “That’s what 

you think Shit. Virginia everywhere. Virginia outside. You might be Virginia” (76). 

While Reed suggests that freedom can be represented in a multitude of ways, he also 

posits that oppression operates in a similar fashion. Through 40s statement, Reed 
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proposes that oppression has many forms and that even that which does not appear or 

intend to oppress may have despotic qualities. This idea stems from the relationship 

between Flight to Canada and Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In Flight to Canada, Reed draws the 

reader’s attention to how novels can fit into political discourse about race by parodying 

his work after Uncle Tom’s Cabin. While Stowe overtly claims that her novel intends to 

show readers that slavery is wrong, Reed contends that Stowe affirms racial hierarchies 

of the 19th century and causes them to shape many of the racial problems of the 20th 

century. Reed maintains that literature can have a political impact beyond its intended 

purpose toward the end of Chapter 12. 40s inquires as to how Swille found out they ran to 

Canada. After Quickskill reveals that it was his poem “Flight to Canada” that revealed 

their location, 40s retorts, “You got to be kiddin. Words. What good is words?” to which 

Quickskill replies, “Words built the world and words can destroy the world” (81). Reed 

claims that words have a multitude of indirect and direct powers. The fact that the author 

does not necessarily have control over the political nature of the text liberates the work 

from having a singular meaning that is only relevant during a specific historical period. 

Clifford writes, “The [writing] process is complicated by the action of multiple 

subjectivities and political constrains beyond the control of the writer” (25). While 

Clifford is interested in how authors strategically respond to these forces, it seems to be 

the inability to control these forces that leaves room for a historical novel like Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin to be revised by Reed in the 1970s. The political nature of words is 

persistently changing and responding to the political climate. In the case of Flight to 

Canada, it is the politics of words that engages the text with the politics of identity.  
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 Reed also comments on the political power of words through a discussion of the 

nature of book titles. While the title is not necessarily a component of the narrative, Reed 

suggests that titles often indicate the political climate of a time. In Chapter 17, Reed 

writes: 

Book titles tell the story. The original subtitle for Uncle Tom’s Cabin was 
‘The Man Who Was a Thing.’ In 1910 appeared a book by Mary White 
Ovington called Half a Man. Over one hundred years after the appearance 
of the Stowe book, The Man Who Cried I Am, by John A. Williams, was 
published. Quickskill thought of all of the changes that would happen to 
make a ‘Thing’ into an ‘I Am.’ Tons of paper. An Atlantic of blood. 
Repressed energy of anger that would form enough sun to light a solar 
system. A burnt-out black hold. A cosmic slave hole (82). 
 

In this passage, Reed illustrates the power of the title by considering how titles capture 

conceptions of race over the century following the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. By 

discussing the original subtitle for Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Reed reveals the attitudes of the 

19th century in regards to race. He conjures an image of a time in which people could be 

considered effects. By acknowledging Ovington’s work, Reed shows a shift from 

addressing African-Americans as “things” to partially human. The last book Reed 

mentions, The Man Who Cried I Am, reflects a time period in which African-Americans 

are acknowledged as men and have the political power to recognize their own autonomy. 

Reed uses book titles as a way to gauge how times have changed, but he also proposes 

that social norms are continuing to change. He concludes the passage by addressing the 

repressed anger that has resulted from years of oppression and suggests the relationship 

between historical racism and the contemporary political climate of more covert racism 

has created void in which it becomes difficult for African-Americans to detach 
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themselves from the social and political constraints that have marred the 19th and 20th 

centuries.  

 In Flight to Canada, Reed uses history, politics, and self-reflexivity to comment 

on race, but also leaves space for his novel to be interpreted and used in different ways as 

political culture continues to change. In Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, Reed writes, 

“What if I write circuses? No one says a novel has to be one thing. It can be anything it 

wants to be” (36). Flight to Canada is an example of a novel that is more than one thing. 

Its political significance extends beyond the narrative and is determined by how it is used 

in a given political climate. In this particular novel, Ishmael Reed uses aesthetics to 

respond to Uncle Tom’s Cabin to reveal how 19th century novels were often singular in 

aim, but have become oppressive symbols, such as Uncle Tom figures, and have entered 

political dialogues in unforeseen ways. While Reed condemns Stowe’s work, he is also 

aware of how his novel could be used in many ways beyond simply a satirical novel. This 

is evident as he devotes many portions of his text to confronting the political nature of 

words and the limitations of authorship. However, the inability for Reed to foresee how 

Flight to Canada may be perceived and used as social norms continue to change is what 

gives the novel its amorphous nature. Reed does not try to define identity; he simply does 

not essentialize it. Reed’s determination to defy a rigid structure allows for an infinite 

number of political possibilities for his work. The amorphous qualities of the novel 

mimics Reed’s conception of undefined identity.  
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Chapter Three: Protest Literature and Ishmael Reed in the 21st Century 

In the 21st century, Ishmael Reed has shifted his focus from overt political issues, 

such as Civil Rights to covert social injustices that underlie racial inequality. In “Mark 

Twain’s Hairball,” Ishmael Reed criticizes the structure of Twain's, Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn (1884). He argues, “The novel is Twain’s hairball, a prescient book 

that lays down patterns of race relations in American life, just as a hairball represents the 

superstitious thinking not only of Twain’s time, but …of ours.” Reed examines how the 

racist undertone of Twain’s depictions of African-Americans is reminiscent of 

contemporary racial depictions in the political sphere. For instance, Reed contends that 

Huckleberry Finn’s father reflects white, mainstream attitudes toward African-Americans 

today. Reed draws from a passage where Huck’s father expresses his disbelief that a 

successful free black man was granted the ability to vote. Reed suggests that this is 

similar to the 21st century where “black voters are not deterred from voting by mobs, as 

was the case during the Confederate restoration, but by identification laws, vote caging, 

and subtler methods (Reed 3). Reed uses Twain’s novel as a framework for addressing 

contemporary political injustices, but he also reveals the negative consequences of 

representation. Reed claims Twain’s work is relevant to contemporary politics because 

his representations of black characters have impacted the way readers have perceived the 

role of black individuals in society. 

Reed’s argument in “Mark Twain’s Hairball” is illustrative of a literary work’s 

potential for political power; using the past as a lens for looking at the present reveals 

lingering patterns of racist behavior. While novels such as Twain’s The Adventures of 
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Huckleberry Finn may not appear consciously political, unforeseen political events such 

as the Civil Rights Movement engage such a text in a contemporary political issue. 

Furthermore, novels with indisputable political implications such as Reed’s Flight to 

Canada can impact political culture in different ways over time. In his latest work Barack 

Obama and Jim Crow Media: The Return of the Nigger Breakers (2010), Reed writes, 

“When my novel Flight to Canada was published in 1976, I could not have imagined that 

I would live to see the time when the points of view of African Americans in the media 

and elsewhere would be so marginalized that I would be in the position of the nineteenth-

century fugitive slave orator. That I would have to take an intellectual Black Rock ferry 

across the river into Canada in order to make my case because, in the words of my agent, 

no American publisher would publish this book” (13). Reed conveys that he could not 

have foreseen an era during which political and racial persecution did not necessarily 

refer to physical action. He contends that political oppression often occurs at an 

intellectual level through media intervention in the 21st century, and supports this stance 

by arguing that the media perpetuates the same social enigmas of the Jim Crow laws. 

Reed also aligns himself with the fugitive slave orators of the 19th century, which renders 

not only the publishing of his new book as political action, but also the purchasing and 

reading of his work.  

Reed’s latest literary endeavor inverts the strategy he used in Flight to Canada. 

While in his novel, Reed uses a postmodern novel to confront the obvious political 

injustices of the 1960s and 70s, he uses a collection of essays to explicitly acknowledge 

the racial injustice that is harbored by 21st century politics and the media. I will argue that 
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Reed’s commentary on 21st century politics illustrates the evolutionary power of 

representation; a political work like Flight to Canada can have various degrees of 

political significance based on context. As readers discern meanings from postmodern 

texts from the 20th century, they inevitably read the text with an awareness of the 21st 

century and how the past has informed or continues to inform the present. As a result, the 

political significance of Flight to Canada immediately after publication in 1976, during 

the aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement, was very different from its political 

significance in the 21st century, a time which is often described as post-race America. As 

Reed suggests in Barack Obama and Jim Crow Media, Flight to Canada becomes a way 

to think about lingering racism in America. Ultimately, the idea of postmodern works 

imparting a multiplicity of meanings that rely on the reader and the political climate does 

not mean that newer meanings detract from the older ones; rather the various meanings 

exist simultaneously, which creates space for numerous political responses. In this 

chapter, I outline the differences between protest literature in the 1970s and today as well 

as the shortcomings of protest literature as a form of communication. I focus on a series 

of essays in Barack Obama and Jim Crow Media that use historical allusions from 1970s 

and the 19th century to comment on today’s society connecting the past and present in a 

new way.  

Before discussing the ways in which Reed’s style has changed to address the 

political climate of the 21st century, it is necessary to consider how his 1976 novel Flight 

to Canada functioned as protest literature. In the 1970s, a novel, a play, or a poem would 

be the ideal outlets for political ideas because artistic expression was a primary 
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mechanism for protest and the diffusion of political messages because of widespread 

interest in the arts. Creative print media became an effective way to communicate with a 

large number of people. In his article “Technologies of Protest: Insurgent Social 

Movements and the First Amendment in the Era of the Internet,” Seth Kreimer discusses 

the ways in which particular social uprisings have been characterized by modes of 

communication. He describes the American colonists’ use of boycotts and pamphlets, 

abolitionists’ use of newspapers and books, the labor movement’s use of strikes and 

boycotts, and the Civil Rights Movement’s use of these tactics with civil disobedience 

and protest marches (119). Although Kreimer does not mention the role of poetry and 

literature, the Civil Rights Movement was complemented by the Black Arts Movement, 

the artistic component of the Black Power Movement.  

The Black Arts Movement is characterized by an influx of African-American 

literature and art into the mainstream culture in the 1960s. The literary work of this 

movement typically functioned as protest literature and often contended with issues of 

equality, identity, and American nationalism. Many critics argue that the Black Arts 

Movement produced the Black Aesthetic, or art that conveys ideologies and perspectives 

of black life. Ishmael Reed is often associated with the movement. In a 1995 interview 

for the African American Literature Book Club, Ishmael Reed reflected on the Black Arts 

Movement saying “I think what Black Arts did was inspire a whole lot of Black people to 

write. Moreover, there would be no multiculturalism movement without Black Arts. 

Latinos, Asian Americans, and others all say they began writing as a result of the 

example of the 1960s” (Andrews, Foster, and Harris). In this interview, Reed 
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acknowledges the power of writing as a political tool by suggesting that it is a mechanism 

by which writers feel political efficacy, and that this has the potential to inspire a 

response from readers. He suggests that the Black Arts Movement created room for 

subsequent campaigns.  

However, Reed simultaneously critiqued the use of the Black Arts Movement to 

produce protest literature. This is apparent through in his critique of the Black Aesthetic. 

In an interview with Jon Goncalves of the Journal of Negro Poetry, Reed referred to the 

Black Aesthetic as a “goon squad aesthetic” suggesting that it is fascistic and self-

limiting (Watts 201). Aside from Reed, numerous literary critics have claimed that the 

Black Aesthetic is restrictive such as David Smith. In his essay “The Black Arts 

Movement and Its Critics,” Smith critiques the movement writing, “The quest for one 

true aesthetic corresponds to the notion of an essential ‘blackness,’ a true nature common 

to all ‘black’ people. This is the logic of race, a logic created to perpetuate oppression and 

not to describe the subtle realities of actual experience” (96). Smith contends that the idea 

of a Black Aesthetic creates oversimplification in the same ways that Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin reduces black experiences to a series of archetypes through 

symbolic and simple characterizations. Both Reed and Smith’s evaluations suggest that 

by producing works like Flight to Canada, Reed contributed to the Black Arts Movement 

while still critiquing it.  

Reed’s balancing of the usefulness of the Black Arts Movement to express 

political thought and his awareness of its limitations is particularly evident in the poem 

that prefaces Flight to Canada of the same title. It is written by the novel’s protagonist, 
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Quickskill. The poem is stylistically similar to poetry produced during the Black Arts 

Movement as it incorporates aspects of free jazz and pairs it with themes of race and 

culture, yet it incorporates a subtle critique of the Black Arts Movement. Quickskill 

describes the events that unfold after he escapes slavery and travels to Canada. He writes, 

“I flew in non-stop/Jumbo jet this A.M. Had/Champagne/Compliments of the Cap’n/Who 

announced that a/Runaway Negro was on the/Plane. Passengers came up/And shook my 

hand/& within 10 min. I had/Signed up for 3 anti-slavery/Lectures. Remind me to get 

an/Agent” (3). In this stanza, Reed utilizes a popular form of protest literature in his 

novel to comment on the commodification of the slave narrative. Suggesting that as soon 

as Quicksill is able to escape the immediate proximity of his oppression, he is instantly 

hounded for his story; it becomes something he can sell and is expected to sell. While the 

poem undoubtedly comments on the 19th century and a massive cultural interest in 

abolitionist writing and slave narratives, it also speaks to the 20th century and Reed’s 

concern that the Black Arts Movement produces stories and art that could just as easily 

be appropriated.  

This double-bind, acknowledging a problem while also contributing to it, is 

inherent to protest in many ways. Protest literature is effective because it aims to 

communicate with as many people as possible. In order to do so, writers must adopt 

particular styles and themes that are recognizable and understandable to a wide variety of 

people. In other words, protest literature has to adhere to certain aesthetic expectations in 

order to be effective. This is problematic for Reed because he perceives of his literature 

as being intrinsically tied to black identity, which he believes is threatened by 
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conformity. His self-reflexive commentary throughout Flight to Canada, such as the 

critique in Quickskill’s poem works as a mitigating factor between preserving authentic 

black identity and supporting communication.  

 In a 2005 panel discussion on protest literature, Professor John Lauter stated, 

“[Protest literature] engages social issues immediate to the moment in order to reshape 

the audience’s consciousness” (Rubin-Willis). In many ways, this appears to be an 

accurate definition. Protest writers desire change and protest literature gives them a way 

to elicit such an action. As a result, protest literature requires and interchange between the 

writer, a text, and a reader. During the same panel, John Stauffer described protest 

literature as “text that not only criticizes and protests society, but that suggests, either 

explicitly or implicitly, a solution to society’s ills” (Rubin-Willis). Because a writer can 

only suggest certain solutions to social problems, the reader has the power to decide how 

to react to this information by either ignoring it or by engaging in political action. 

Additionally, a protest writer’s inability to assume how a given political climate may 

change creates space for the reader to conceive of solutions beyond what a writer may 

suggest or use the writer’s solution for a different political problem. Reed illustrated this 

when he described acting much like Quickskill and traveling to Canada to publish Barack 

Obama and the Jim Crow Media when American publishers were not interested in his 

work.  

It may appear to be easier to analyze protest literature once the political climate 

has shifted. Looking back at the Civil Rights Movement, Reed’s political intent seems 

apparent enough. Yet, thinking about Reed in the 21st century is much more difficult 
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because it is challenging to asses one’s own consciousness in contemporary politics. It 

becomes easy to distance the 1960s and 70s and the struggle for equality to what is often 

called post-race America. In Barack Obama and the Jim Crow Media, Reed is aware of 

the challenges individuals face in analyzing the political climate they participate in. By 

referring back to the Civil Rights Movement and 19th century racist conventions, he 

reminds readers of previous epochs that often overlooked racism or accepted it. Reed 

uses these allusions to remind the reader that they should look beyond the images of 

society that the mass media portrays and to question the reality of 21st century racism and 

politics.  

Reed begins his latest book with an essay entitled, “Going Old South on Obama: 

Ma and Pa Clinton Flog Uppity Black Man.” In this essay, Reed challenges the 

assumption that democrats and liberals are not racist by suggesting that the Clintons ran 

campaigns that were fueled by racist sentiment. The title indicates that Reed imagines the 

Clintons as a manifestation of racist 19th century southerners. By referring to them as 

“ma” and “pa,” Reed suggests that they are paternalistic in the same way as figures such 

as Harriet Beecher Stowe. These epithets function in a secondary way, as well. Reed 

aligns Hillary and Bill Clinton with Miriam and Jim Ferguson, commonly known as “Ma 

and Pa Ferguson.” The Fergusons were another husband and wife duo who both ran for 

political positions. Reed suggests that both Jim Ferguson and Bill Clinton used their 

wives to extend their political power (60). Furthermore, the image of the Clintons Obama 

implies that the Clintons wanted to demonstrate their power through intimidation. The 

title denotes the racism underlying a seemingly progressive campaign.  
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Reed develops these themes throughout the essay. He discusses Bill Clinton’s 

manipulation of black voters suggesting that he used his admiration of jazz a speaking 

styles reminiscent of black preaching to entice black voters (44). Reed contends that 

Clinton mimicked black style to “seduce black audiences, who ignored some of his 

actions that were unfriendly, even hostile to blacks” (44). He then discusses Clinton’s 

disregard for how his administration treated these black supporters, such as a high rate of 

black incarceration, his support for legislation that drastically cut welfare programs and 

his indecision during the Rwandan genocide (44-45). Through these examples, Reed 

demonstrates that much of Clinton’s political actions are similar to the white paternalistic 

actions of the 19th century in that they maintain the status quo under the guise of 

benevolence. However, Reed introduces a divergence from the 19th century by explaining 

that Clinton’s racist rhetoric and political actions were not overlooked by many blacks 

(45). He argues that black voters remembered being outraged at Bill Clinton and this 

made them skeptical to vote for his wife in the 2008 primaries (56-57). Reed highlights 

the role of political efficacy in elections by showing how awareness for underlying 

racism can impact future campaigns.  

 While Reed primarily directs his critique toward white politicians, he also reveals 

ways in which black politicians conform to certain white expectations. For example, in 

“The Big Let Down: Obama Scolds Black Fathers Gets Bounce in Polls,” Reed suggests 

that Obama has suppressed his black identity to adhere to the characteristics of a white 

politicians. He critiques Obama for denigrating blacks in a speech about black fathers and 

their lack of “personal responsibility.” He writes, “It’s obvious by now that Barack 
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Obama is treating black Americans like one treats a demented uncle, brought out from his 

room to be ridiculed and scolded before company from time to time” (103). Through this 

statement, Reed evinces Obama’s tendency to treat black identity as a humorous 

afterthought. This complements Reed’s initial reaction to Obama’s election. Following 

Obama’s electoral victory, Reed told The Oakland Tribune, “I don’t expect drastic and 

radical changes under his administration. But I think it has great symbolic value that 

might trickle down to the black and Hispanic younger generation” (Richman). Although 

Reed is skeptical of Obama’s ability to positively impact racial relations in America, he 

expresses the extent of his doubt in “The Big Let Down: Obama Scolds Black Fathers 

Gets Bounce in Polls.” Reed is particularly bothered by the discursive nature of Obama’s 

plea for black fathers to “shape up.” He writes, “Judging from my reading, American 

men of all races, ethnic groups and classes need to shape up when it comes to the 

treatment of women…blaming black men exclusively for the abuses against women is a 

more profitable infotainment product” (104). In this statement, Reed returns to the ideas 

of the commodification of blackness expressed in Quickskill’s poem in Flight to Canada. 

He demonstrates that American mass culture still desires to profit from blackness and 

suggests that Obama is a sellout. However, Reed also evaluates the role of the black voter 

in allowing Obama to act in such a way. He writes, “…there is such euphoria among 

many African-Americans about the possibility of a black presidency that his dumping of 

a bunch of lazy clichés on them will be forgiven” (108). By stressing the role of a biased 

society, Obama, and voters, Reed avoids allocating blame to one party and shows the 

various factors that contribute to continual racial problems. He emphasizes the role of the 
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voter to show that blind acceptance can be counteracted through the reading of protest 

literature or by questioning the motivations behind politicians’ actions. Reed insinuates 

that the solution to fixing racism, or at least subverting it, resides with the power of 

voters. 

In his afterword to Barack Obama and the Jim Crow Media, Reed summarizes his 

views touching on white paternalism, biased media, and the commodification of 

blackness, but he also discusses the power of the writer and protest literature. Reed 

discusses the frequency with which he has been asked “what is the role of the writer?” 

and writes, “I’ve been reluctant to hamper any writer’s creativity with any ‘role.’ But 

now I believe that there is a role for a writer whose group is being out-propagandized by 

moneyed opinion, and that is to pay attention” (243). In the 1960s and 70s, racism was 

more obvious and there was a multitude of media outlets that acted as the watchdogs of 

society. Through this book, Reed points out the many ways in which racism exists 

beneath the surface of American society and insinuates that this is a more insidious form 

of racism because it can exist unchecked. Reed suggests the role of the protest writer is to 

now act as a “one-man communication center” (243). Reed’s style has evolved to 

counteract new forms of racism.  

Ultimately, Ishmael Reed’s work Barack Obama and Jim Crow Media forsakes 

postmodern aesthetics for Reed’s subjective voice. In his essays, Reed conveys his 

unfettered opinions about political figures like Bill and Hillary Clinton and Barack 

Obama. He also discusses the power of the media and the voter’s ability to subvert this 

power. While in Flight to Canada Reed’s personal political views are subdued allowing 
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the reader to choose what issues to focus on and respond to, Reed adopts a radically 

different approach to communicating political thought in the 21st century. Reed outlines 

and explains his political feelings in Barack Obama and Jim Crow Media forcing the 

reader to acknowledge specific racial and political problems. The modifications Reed 

makes to his writing style and mediums reflect his consideration of changing modes of 

communication.  
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Conclusion 

The previous three chapters have sought to convey how Ishmael Reed’s novel 

Flight to Canada can be used as a framework to examine the political value of literature. 

In this case, Reed calls for political action at the level of genre, narrative, and beyond 

literature as a political activist. While Flight to Canada has the potential to elicit a 

political response as a result of any of the aforementioned elements, it requires a reader to 

subjectively discern which aspects to respond to. The relationship between the text and 

the reader highlights the political power of the individual illustrating that literature can 

influence a reader’s sense of political efficacy, which may lead to a political response. 

Ultimately, the multifarious meanings of the text and the infinite number of ways a reader 

can synthesize the significance of the text allows it to adapt to changing political 

climates. 

Flight to Canada exhibits many of the aesthetic qualities of historiographic 

metafiction as it is self-reflexive and it rearticulates historical events. For example, 

Reed’s parodies of historical figures like Abraham Lincoln invite the reader to question 

the way we imagine the emancipation of slaves. Additionally, Reed’s inclusion of 

anachronisms such as jumbo jets and his references to political deals being made over the 

phone establishes a link between the 19th century and the 20th century to present an 

overview of persistent patterns of racial injustice.  

However, the novel is not simply interested in reimagining the past; Flight to 

Canada is also a neo-slave narrative. It is similar to the authentic slave narratives of the 

19th century as it follows the life of an escaped slave, a common trope in slave narratives. 
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Reed critiques Stowe’s depiction of slavery and other neo-slave narratives such as 

Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner. Reed shows how misrepresentations of history 

can have deleterious effects on future political eras by discussing how African-Americans 

have been perpetually stereotyped as violent or passive as a result misrepresentations that 

can be reinforced by literature. Reed identifies problematic frameworks, raises questions 

about epistemology, and invites the reader to provide a solution to the problem by 

altering their perspective. Flight to Canada is political not only because of its focus on 

particular social and political issues, but also because it aims to elicit a response and 

influence decisions.  

Furthermore, Reed expresses ideas that promote the breakdown of social 

boundaries while still articulating African-American political concerns. As a result, 

identity politics provides a useful theoretical strategy for reading Flight to Canada. 

Identity politics is a branch of postmodern politics interested in understanding how 

members of an oppressed group challenge hegemonic figures in order to procure a 

defined identity. Identity politics focus on the individual and his or her relationship to a 

collective social group. In Flight to Canada, Reed focuses on African-Americans and 

their relationships to various social factions such as white elitists and other African-

Americans.  

Reed also contends that writing is a powerful way for individuals to express 

autonomy and to prevent a cultural group from being essentialized. He accomplishes this 

by describing how protagonist Quickskill uses writing as a way to achieve freedom. He 

also uses Harriet Beecher Stowe and her novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin to indicate that 
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writing can also be used to oppress a social group by claiming that Stowe’s novel 

negatively impacted black culture by describing black identity in overly simplistic terms.  

While Reed certainly focuses on the power of writing and Quickskill, he also 

describes the way other characters perceive freedom and protest. For instance, 

Quickskill’s fellow runaways 40s and Leechfield consider violence and women to be 

ways to experience freedom and subvert dominant white culture. By suggesting that 

freedom and individual identity cannot be defined by anyone but a singular individual, 

Reed avoids implementing Stowe’s narrative tactics by self-reflexively acknowledging 

the inability of a text to capture a wholly authentic cultural experience of another.  

Flight to Canada also has political value because it is protest literature. It uses 

fiction as a way to communicate with a large audience and elicit a response. While fiction 

was a useful medium for communication in the 1970s, fewer people read in the 21st 

century. As a result, Reed has shifted away from fiction to the Internet. He has started to 

produce mostly nonfiction. For instance, Reed’s latest work Barack Obama and the Jim 

Crow Media: The Return of the Nigger Breakers includes many of his online posts. Reed 

articulates his opinions of contemporary political figures and discusses the power of the 

media to reinforce racism. He claims that the voter has the ability to subvert the media’s 

power. In Flight to Canada Reed subdues his personal political views to allow the reader 

to choose what issues to focus on and respond to.  

This thesis has established a framework for identifying the political value of 

literature, which indicates several directions for future research. Reed’s shift to posting 

his thoughts on online forums, websites, and books compiled from his online work raises 
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questions about how literary trends respond to technology. Alan Kirby, author of “The 

Death of Postmodernism and Beyond” claims that the pressure of new technologies and 

social forces has defeated the need for a narrative. He suggests that readers are dependent 

on an interactive format, such as the internet or television. He writes, “A culture based on 

these things can have no memory – certainly not the burdensome sense of a preceding 

cultural inheritance which informed modernism and postmodernism…these are cultural 

actions in the present moment with no sense of either past or future” (Kirby 2). This is 

applicable to Reed because he seems to subvert the idea of historylessness. Reed is 

concerned that Americans will continue to imagine 19th century racism as a component of 

our past. For example, in the article “Should Mark Twain Be Allowed to Use the N-

Word?,” Ishmael Reed defends Twain’s use of racist epithets. Reed suggests that if racist 

phrases were removed from 19th century literature, there would be no way to stop people 

from removing the word from songs, musicals, and contemporary literature in which the 

word is used to a different effect. Reed writes, “Like [Frederick] Douglass and other 19th 

century authors, Twain uses the words with which he was surrounded and to insist that he 

omit words is not only to put a gag on his characters but also a gag on the Age” (Reed). 

Reed suggests that if such words were omitted, people may forget the extent of 19th 

century racism.   

Additionally, Reed urges readers to pay attention to the manifestation of racism in 

the media. For instance, in his review of Quentin Tarantino’s film Django Unchained 

(2012), Reed suggests that the film reinforces racist conventions under the façade of a 

progressive film. Django Unchained takes place in pre-Civil War America. It is a film 
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about a former slave who is purchased by a white bounty hunter, Dr. Schultz. Schultz 

agrees to grant Django freedom after they form a partnership. Schultz also promises to 

help Django help locate his enslaved wife. Reed criticizes Tarantino for the same reasons 

he criticizes Stowe in Flight to Canada; he is concerned with the commercialization of 

black experiences, he is bothered by stereotypes, and he worries about the effects of such 

representations on mainstream media. Reed writes, “The debate about who should tell the 

black story is an old one” and “I think that some whites do very well when writing 

nonfiction about slavery” (Reed). Reed’s opinion that whites should be excluded from the 

fictionalizing of slavery raises questions about authentic representation that could be 

addressed in future research. It also raises questions about whether or not fiction is still an 

effective medium for communicating with the masses.  

Django Unchained is one of many neo-slave narrative-like films. For instance, 12 

Years a Slave was released in theaters in 2013 and is based off of the 1853 memoir by 

Solomon Northup. It is about a free African-American man who was kidnapped and sold 

into slavery. In the article “Hollywood Finally Catches Up With History,” Salamishah 

Tillet argues that the film 12 Years a Slave is commendable because it is the first 

Hollywood-backed movie about slavery directed by a black filmmaker and it’s the first 

film based on a slave narrative. This article is important because it suggests the effects 

neo-slave narratives have on audiences. Tillet claims that this film retroactively 

represents the horrors of slavery and reminds audiences of the historical union of racism 

and freedom in America. Tillet, like Reed, also question how race impacts representation.  
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Altogether, the idea of literature impacting a reader’s sense of political efficacy 

creating the potential for political action undoubtedly leads to questions about 

representation and race. It is important to continually analyze how fiction and protest 

literature can impact American society. Reed’s Flight to Canada may have been written 

over 30 years ago during the Civil Rights Movement, but it can continue to influence 

readers in the 21st century.   
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