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Denial, Reparations and the Implications of Slave Literature
Grade Level: 11th Grade English

Time Required: Three (to four) days
Lesson Summary: 

This unit will begin with a discussion on the formation of American identity and the role of ancestral and/or historical memory/legacy coupled with discussion of the literature of slavery and other human trauma. 

It will focus firstly on the notion of “narrative” in terms of form (written and oral) and time period (in this case, 1700 & 1800s). The focus will then be on slave narratives as primary sources as they raise questions of collective, historical memory and moral repercussions for inhumane treatment of humans. Students will then apply that knowledge to an investigation of anti-slavery poetry and even fiction.

Objectives: 

· To provide students with critical literary lenses through which to read documents

· To require students to link American past to American present (and beyond American soil when appropriate, such as in extension assignments for research)

· To model and then require students to ask probing moral questions

· To determine contemporary implications of historical narrative, specifically slave narratives. 

	
	BINARY PAIDEIA
	

	Society
	Time Period
	Society

	The enslaved from 1700-1890
	Politeia/Regime
	The oppressors from 1700-1890

	X
(does not exist per se for slaves)
	Politeuma/Ruling Class
	The oppressors, mainly, Southerners

	Oppression and limited access to rights
	Paideia/What makes a society what it is

	Oppression and limited access to rights

	The ability to regard oneself as human
	Virtue/ The highest moral excellence
	Power and privilege (access to rights)

	
	
	


Key Terms:

Narrative

(n) 
the representation in art of an event or story; also : an example of   

such a representation

Trauma 

(n) 
a disordered or psychic behavioral state resulting from mental or  

emotional stress or physical injury.

PTSD 
(n)
“Post Traumatic Stress Disorder”: a psychological reaction occurring after  experiencing a highly stressing event (as wartime combat, physical violence, or a natural  disaster) that is usually characterized by depression, anxiety, flashbacks, recurrent nightmares, and avoidance of reminders of the event —abbreviation PTSD —called also post-traumatic stress syndrome
Legacy


(n)
something transmitted by or received from an ancestor or  

predecessor or from the past. 

Collective1 vs. 
(adj)
1shared or assumed by all members of the group; 

Individual2  

(adj) 
2 of, relating to,  or distinctively associated with an individual

Reconciliation 
(n)
to restore harmony, settle, resolve, in this instance, efforts to  

amend for an injustice (slavery) through meaningful act or financial effort

Reparations  

(n)
1the act of making amends, offering expiation, or giving,  

satisfaction for a wrong or injury; 2 something done or given as amends or satisfaction; 3 the payment of damages : indemnification; specifically : compensation in money or materials payable by a defeated nation for damages to or expenditures sustained by another nation as a result of hostilities with the defeated nation —usually used in plural 

Intergenerational 
(adj)
carried on between, shared by, involving, more than one generation.

Abolitionist

(n) 
one who fights to end the observance or effect of slavery

Historical Background for the Teachers:

The topic is that of the implications of slavery based on both non-fictional and fictional resources. The goal is to expose students to a variety of narratives and other writings in order to help inform their own understanding of the genres as well as the particular content matter of slave narratives. We will also use the opportunity to examine these pieces and this subject matter through various lenses of literary theory by extension.
Frederick Douglass (1818-1895) was a leading abolitionist born a slave. His autobiography is chronicled in his Narrative of the Life of a Frederick Douglass, an eloquent retelling of his early days through his escape to freedom. Douglass is a well-known figure to students and an inspiration to honor education as a key to freedom. His speeches can be used in the classroom in conjunction with other speeches from other demographical figures. He addresses issues of true freedom, family hardship, necessity of education, and relationships between slaves and masters. 

Francis Ellen Watkins Parker (1825-1911) was a free black from Baltimore who was an avid abolitionist. She wrote about public issues through intellectual essays and poetry. Included in this lesson is her poem entitled “The Slave Mother, a tale of the Ohio”. Parker lived in an underground railroad station and contributed to Wm Lloyd Garrison’s The Liberator. She wrote and published anti-slavery poems which helped to mobilize Northern public opinion. 
The content focus is generated by the narratives listed above, as well as some other resources to be determined/explored upon further research. The resounding truths from these narratives include: the key to freedom (whether figurative or real) is education; finding a way to feel human and dignified is necessary for survival, and, oppression breeds a will to fight, rather than to fall victim to that oppression.
Anticipatory Set:

Remind students through questioning and brief discussion of the Righteous Gentiles, rescuers, survivors of the Holocaust. Ask about commonalities of experience (obstacles, dangers, risks, etc.) and unique figures from the time. The teacher will then introduce the new unit, slavery and slave narratives and ask students to be seek connections between these historical experiences of different time periods. 

Do Now Activity: 

“K-W-L”

1. Students will write what they know and what they want to know about the literature of the slave experience.

2. The teacher will write responses collectively on the board in a chart. She will suggest genres and how poetry may differ from narrative, and how nonfiction differs from fiction in light of this subject matter.

3. Students will keep their charts and return to them throughout the unit to complete “what I have learned”. Meanwhile, the teacher will introduce them to a collection of audio recorded and visual transcripts of slave narratives available online.
Day One Lesson

Procedures:

I.  Introduction to new resource: American Slave Narratives: An Online Anthology http
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a. The teacher will project the website on the screen and demonstrate the interact audio recordings and transcripts of the slave testimony. 

b. 
As a class, the students will listen to and read the transcript to two of the testimonies.

c. 
Discuss the genre:

i. What is the importance of having the oral testimony? 

ii. Are the transcripts helpful? 
iii. What are some of the possible challenges to creating transcripts to these testimonies? (Some of the words are slang and do not exist in the language. Some are simply difficult to hear (many of the slaves are around 100 years old according to their testimony). 
iv. For interested students, there will be an extension activity for this website which the teacher will briefly mention so that they can anticipate it in a few days.

II. Frederick Douglass: 

a. The teacher will then distribute the selected chapters from Frederick Douglass’s narrative 

b. The teacher will ask for prior knowledge of this historical figure, noting and correcting where needed on the board.

c. The teacher will assign the reading for tomorrow, including the study questions.

d. As a class, the students will read aloud the beginning of Chapter I. The teacher will begin, modeling reading skills and articulation. 

1. Stopping periodically, the teacher will ask questions such as “why might this be important?” or “what are you noting about his writing style?” “How is this narrative different from the two testimonies? 

2. The teacher will have students read aloud and pause for times when a study question can be answered. 
3. The students will finish for homework independently

Day Two Lesson 

I. Review the Binary Paideia with the students. 
II. Begin with a review of answers to questions from Previous Night’s Homework. Answer all study questions and any remaining questions.
III.  “Quaker Reading” 

a. After all of the “so what happens here in the narrative” questions are answered, the students will transition to a “Quaker Reading”. They are familiar with this practice of reading lines directly from the text at random. 

b. They look for particularly poignant/powerful/moving/significant lines or portions of lines. It ends up sounding like a chorus of echoes of Douglass’s words. Students may repeat a phrase that they or another student has said already. They may read as many as they wish. The teacher will stop the reading once everyone has had a chance to say a few phrases from the text. There is no other talking during this time. 

c. This activity serves to reinforce the emotional and literary aspects of the reading without worrying about explaining a thing.)

IV. Journaling

a. Students write responses in their journals: Now that you have heard and read testimony and personal narrative, what are some of the thoughts, questions and feelings going through your head? Feel free to build on your KWL chart during this time.

b. Students share in groups of three, listening to each peer’s writing in turn.

IV. The teacher will project the paideia once again. 

a. The students will consider the position of the oppressors. They will write:

i. Why was slavery able to happen? 

ii. What questions would you ask of both slave owner and slave if you could ask questions today. 

b. Share in groups.

c. These questions will become the basis for a possible extension activity in which students can research testimony, narrative or other writings focusing on the point of view of slave owners.

V. Homework: Read the next selection of chapters from Frederick Douglass with study questions.

Day 3 Lesson 

Anticipatory Set: 

Remind students through questioning and a brief discussion of the Holocaust experiences of the challenges and dangers faced by victims and survivors.  Consider the universal as well as the particular traits of these experiences. The teacher will then introduce today’s lesson on poetry and trauma as it relates to the slave experience. Tell students to look for connections between the responses of Holocaust survivors and slaves to their travails.

Do Now Activity:

Students will write what they know about the terms trauma, traumatic experience, the human condition, and the ineffable.  They will brainstorm responses which the teacher will write on the board; students will record these notes to refer to later in the lesson. Teacher will clarify definitions of the terms. They will then write a sentence or two on the differences between non-fiction, narrative, and poetry to which we will refer later in the lesson.

Procedures:

I.    Previous Night’s Homework

a. Students will review the homework questions on Frederick Douglass.

b. Students will synthesize in a sentence what was the most distinctive point they remember from his narrative.

II.   Day of Lesson Procedure      


a. Review the Binary Paideia with the students.
b. Introduce the biographical information on poet Francis Ellen Watkins Harper.

c. Pass out copies of her poem, “The Slave Mother, a Tale of the Ohio,” a poem about a slave mother who kills her baby daughter to keep from becoming a slave.

i. 
Students will read the poem aloud, each student reading a verse.

ii. 
In small groups, students will respond to several prompts on reading poetry.

1. 
Reading experience

A. 
What feelings did you experience as you read the poem?

B. 
What words, phrases, and details triggered your strongest response?

C. 
How does this poem give form to the ineffable?

2. 
 Interpretation

A. Apply the three general considerations for aspects of poetry:

Tone: what is the author’s attitude toward her audience and subject?

Theme: what is the author’s major idea or meaning?

Dramatic situation: what are the circumstances of the speaker?

B. What concrete phrase, words, and details confused you?

 C. Identify the elements of poetry including rhyme and meter, but  

        particularly figurative language and allusions.

D. What do you think the poet is trying to do in this poem?

3.  Evaluation

A. From your personal experience, do you agree with the poet’s perspective?

B. In reading a poem, you bring your own personal and private world to the work.  How do you respond to this reading experience and poem?

C. How does this poem reflect aspects of the human condition?

III. In large group discussion students will share their responses and reflect upon the meaning of the poem and its relation to the subject of slavery.
IV. Teacher will ask students to return to the terms trauma and traumatic experience 

and reflect on the connections between the terms and this poem.

1. How do we cope with trauma?

2. In what way does writing help us give form to the traumatic experience?

3. Is the writing of this poem redemptive or cathartic for the poet?

V. Teacher will conclude lesson with Professor Lawrence Langer’s description of the experience of the persona of the poem, a “choiceless choice.” In his book, Versions of Survival about Holocaust survivors, he describes these decisions made in “the absence of humanly significant alternative.” Langer believes that normal standards for judging behavior will not apply to the “choices” of victims.

Homework:

1. 
Students will write a paragraph on what distinguishes a “choiceless” choice from other decisions. How do you evaluate this “choice”? What might you have done under these circumstances?

2. 
Research the 1856 historical case of Margaret Garner, the basis for this poem.

Assessment:

Students will synthesize their understanding of the poem in a narrative essay in which they include any of the following considerations:

1. 
How can I understand the pain of the mother in this poem if I have never experienced it?

2. 
What do I know after hearing this poem that I would not know otherwise?

3. 
How do I relate this poem to other lessons of the slave experience?

4. 
How do I relate this poem to my own traumatic experience?

5. 
How might future generations look upon this mother’s “choice” and traumatic experience?

Extension:

a. Read Beloved and research the literature

b. Investigate readings on “PTSS” (post-traumatic slave syndrome) & sociological component
c. Select multiple testimonies from the American Slave Narratives Online Anthology and write a comparison paper

d. Research testimony, narrative or other writings focusing on the point of view of slave owners and write a comparison paper or construct a brief presentation to share your findings with the class.
Resources: 
· Excerpts from Toni Morrison’s “Beloved”

· Excerpts from The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglas
· Axelrod, Steven Gould, Camille Roman, and Thomas Travisano, Eds. The New Anthology of American Poetry
· Bertens, Hans.  Literary Theory: The Basics, 2nd edition. USA: Taylor and Francis, Inc. 2007.  

· Winbush, Raymond, ed. Should America Pay? Slavery and the Raging Debate on Reparations. New  York: Amistad, 2003. 
· American Slave Narratives: An Online Anthology http
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Authors of Lesson:

Perri Geller-Clark and Paige Morgan
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