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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In this chapter, there are background of the study, statements of the 

problems, objectives of the study, scope and limitation, significance of the study, 

and definition of the key terms are discussed. 

 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Literature as a product of human creativity in the form of written or oral work is 

a reflection of the authors‟ point of view. They use literary works as a media of 

expressing their idea, thought and life experience. They may also express what they see 

or feel in their surrounding. Glickberg in Endraswara‟s book states that all literature, 

however fantastic or mystic in content, is animated by a profound social concern and 

this is true of even the most flagrant nihilistic work (2003).  

Furthermore, Levin, in Endraswara (2003), states that literature is not only 

the effect of social causes but also the cause of social effect. It shows that society 

or social condition has an influence in many aspects including a literary work. 

Therefore, literary work will be effective if it can reflect even change social issues 

in any communities around the world. 

Among hundreds of social phenomena and problems, racism is the most common 

issue discussed not only by sociologists and anthropologists, but also by biologists to the 

artists (Judith, 1999). It means racism appears as the outstanding social- topic discussed not 

only in social study but also in literature. The differences between black as the minorities 

and white as superiorities always appear as the dominant topic in racism. 
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In political domain, Hess (1985) gives opinion that the blacks are less 

likely to vote than the whites. He also mentions that the blacks also get lower 

income and other aspects including education, employment, occupation and 

wealth. For instance, the blacks remain disadvantaged compared to the whites. 

The blacks are also likely to have less valuable homes and less housing equality 

and to pay higher landing rates for home mortgages. It is generally assumed that 

the lowest kind of white man is still better than the highest kind of black man. 

Based on those problems, The experts give very much attention to 

criticize, deconstruct and reformulate the concept of racism. Facing the social 

problem above, some artists are also motivated to respond to the social issues. 

Many works of art, including literature are produced to criticize and respond to 

the social problem especially in racism (Judith, 1999). Some literary works 

especially written by black writer have an attempt to equalize and against racism. 

In this case, literary plays its real function to the world in order to reflect the 

social phenomenon and becomes an effective tool to absorb and transform the 

reality of human life. Most of their works have great contribution to the struggle 

of American blacks to establish the new world which is free from enslavement, 

oppression, injustice, inequality, discrimination, exploitation and all racism. 

In this case, there are one popular American black movie; „12 Years a 

Slave‟. The main reason, the writer chooses this movie as the object of  thesis is 

caused by a powerful story of this movie. This movie tells about racial relation 

between blacks as minorities and whites as the dominant group.  

„12 Years a Slave‟ is a 2013 British-American historical drama film and an 

adaptation of the 1853 slave narrative memoir Twelve Years a Slave by Solomon 
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Northup, a New York State-born free African-American man who was kidnapped in 

Washington, D.C. in 1841 and sold into slavery. Northup worked on plantations in the 

state of Louisiana for twelve years before his release. The first scholarly edition of 

Northup's memoir, co-edited in 1968 by Sue Eakin and Joseph Logsdon, carefully 

retraced and validated the account and concluded it to be accurate. 

In 1841, black man Solomon Northup lives as a free man in Saratoga, New 

York with his wife and two children, he earning a living as a violinist. On what he 

believes will be an out of town music gig, he is instead drugged and sold into slavery in 

the deep south under the name Platt as that is for who the slave trader has papers. In the 

middle of his confusedness he decides that cooperation is the best way to 

survive.Solomon Northup sees few others in the same situation as him, but slowly he is 

separated from those with who he has built support. This process continues over his life 

as a slave, as he is at the mercy of whoever his master at the time and his master's 

associates who work on their own priorities. He finds that cooperation generally gets 

one nowhere and sometimes can get one into further trouble due to jealousy. At times, 

he cannot take the emotional abuse, his actions which lead to physical abuse. There are 

also times where he thinks he can trust someone to get himself out of his plight only to 

be turned upon instead. But as bad as his situation is, he finds that others are in much 

more dire straits, they who will do anything to get themselves out of a life they feel is 

not worth living. 

There are great potentials which make this movie more attractive not only from 

the intrinsic element such as theme, setting and characterization, but also from the 

extrinsic element such as the sociological aspect including racism, race relation between 

black and white, and American black efforts to reduce racism and gain equality. 
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Based on the explanation above, the writer wants to investigate more detail 

about the study especially one aspect of racism entitled “Racism against American 

Black as Portrayed in „12 Years a Slave‟”. 

 

1.2 Statements of the Problems 

Based on the background of the study above, this study is intended to 

answer the following problems: 

1. What are the forms of racial attitude against American blacks as revealed 

in „12 Years a Slave‟? 

2. What are the efforts of American black to reduce racism and gain equality? 

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

In relation to the previous statement of problems, the objectives of this 

study are formulated as follows: 

1. To describe the forms of racial attitude undergone by American black as 

portrayed in „12 Years a Slave‟. 

2. To describe the efforts of American black to reduce racism and gain equality. 

 

1.4 Scope and Limitation 

In order to answer the formulated problems appropriately, the writer needs 

to emphasize its scope and limitation. This research is focused on the exploration 

of racism as the social phenomenon which is reflected in „12 Years a Slave‟. 

These attitudes might appear in the forms of racial attitude and the efforts of 

American black such as through education, communication and movement. 
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Furthermore, the researcher focused on the study on genetic structuralism 

literary criticism related to the social phenomenon happened in society as 

described in the movie.Due to the fact that social phenomenon has so many 

categories such as violence, religion conflict and society‟s crime. The researcher 

only focused on form of racial attitude and the effort of American black. 

 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

There are two functions for conducting the study. This study is significant 

to conduct due to its theoretical and practical function. Theoretically, it is hoped 

that it can be a contribution for literary study which is especially related to the 

genetic structuralism analysis. 

Practically, the findings of the study are expected to provide useful 

information for the English lecturers, learners and future writer. Firstly, for 

lectures, this study becomes a lesson material and useful information about 

genetic structuralism literary criticism. Secondly, for the learners this study helps 

the student to know and understand literary work of a „12 Years a Slave‟. Thirdly, 

for the future writer, this study would be useful references for those who have an 

interest in analyzing movie especially focusing on genetic structuralism literary 

criticism related to the social phenomenon. 

 

1.6 Definition of the Key Terms 

In order to avoid a different of perceptive between the readers and writer 

in understanding this study, it is important to give some operational definitions of 

the key term applied in the study: 
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1. Race : category of people whom we treat as distinct on account of physical 

characteristic to which we have assigned social importance (Larson 1991). 

2. Racism : originally refers to the organizing principle, which divided a society 

based on physical traits, but the daily use of the term ”racism” has changed, 

from biological to a broader social context. In this study, racism is defined as 

the value, norms, and beliefs that allege the superiority of some people and 

legalize the domination upon the inferior minority (Thio, 1991). 

3. American blacks : the heredities of African ancestors, with their biological 

characteristics Negroid race, which settled in the United States and become 

minority groups whose position is inferior toward the whites (Hess, et.al., 

1985). 

4. Slave : someone who is legally owned by another person and is forced to works 

extremely hard  for that person which strongly controlled without pay (Zanden, 

1990).  

5. Genetic structuralism : the term literary critics which applied to the analysis, 

interpretation and evaluation of literary work (Peck and Coyle, 1984). 

6. Attitude : position or posture of the body appropriate to or expressive of an 

action, emotion that affects a person‟s behaviour (International Encyclopedia 

of the Social Sciences, 1972). 

 


