If only 12 Years a Slave (or Roots, or any other wrenching American slave narrative) could move audiences beyond those already eager for a dose of feel-good shame. 
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The black British artist turned director Steve McQueen has tried harder than anyone else in commercial filmmaking to convey the physical barbarity of slavery along with its perverse racial, economic, sexual, and Christian trappings. All that’s missing in the extended lashing scenes is 3-D. His movie is grueling in a naturalistic way that the equally violent Django Unchained didn’t aspire to, and, like Quentin Tarantino’s operatic fantasia, it’s never preachy or boring. There are naysayers, of course—the reliably dyspeptic African-American critic Armond White has accused McQueen of hawking “torture porn”—and the movie is not without its flaws. 
As is de rigueur in American films on this subject, a white star (Brad Pitt as an abolitionist) arrives to save the day—although, as Courtland Milloy, a black columnist at the Washington Post, has helpfully calculated, at least we see “fewer good whites than usual.” They don’t upstage the movie’s real-life hero—Solomon Northup, a free black man of Saratoga Springs, New York, who was kidnapped in 1841 while visiting Washington, D.C., and spent the next twelve years in bondage in the fetid hell of antebellum Louisiana.
Still, as I fought back tears at the end of the film, I questioned why I was crying. Like many, if not most, of the white and black adults you’d expect to turn out for 12 Years a Slave on opening weekend in downtown Manhattan, I arrived at the theater knowledgeable about the history on tap. Was I crying because I was moved all over again by the movie’s lucid take on America’s primal sin? No doubt. But then what? Art has no responsibility to promote political action, but surely there has to be some connection between the deluge of movies about African-American history—along with Django and Lincoln, this is the third A-list movie about slavery in two years—and the real world we are living in today. 
After taking in 12 Years a Slave, I found myself recalling James Baldwin’s indictment of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and its modern literary offspring in his famous 1949 essay “Everybody’s Protest Novel.” Baldwin decreed that “the novels of Negro oppression written in our own, more enlightened day,” however worthy, were pointless because they added nothing to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s moral of a century earlier, as voiced by the abolitionist character Miss Ophelia: “This is perfectly horrible! You ought to be ashamed of yourselves!” And let’s be honest: However elegantly rendered, that is the message of 12 Years a Slave to a white audience. It’s the message we knew going in.

What should also matter to a contemporary audience seeing a movie about the evils of slavery are the intractable vestiges of slavery’s legacy that persist even now. There are more than a few, the most explicit of which may be the push by politicians in states like Texas and North Carolina, with the blessing of the John Roberts Supreme Court, to enact new Jim Crow laws that deter minority voting. Up north, we have our own issues: It’s but a short subway ride from a Manhattan multi​plex exhibiting12 Years a Slave to Barneys New York and Macy’s, which have been accused of racially profiling black customers, with consequences that have included false detentions and other humiliations. Tears shed about the past in a movie theater don’t cost anything. Better that they lead to a renewed civic engagement with such present ills once we’re back on the street.

Which leads to the more important question: Could this film possibly preach to the unconverted? Could it reach Americans who at this late date, in the 21st century, still haven’t gotten Stowe’s message?  This question might be asked of all the recent movies that touch upon America’s unfinished racial business: Lee Daniels’ The Butler, the Jackie Robinson biopic 42, and Fruitvale Station, as well as Django and Lincoln.

At the Toronto film festival in September, the producer Harvey Weinstein, a Barack Obama supporter who has released three recent movies with ​African-American protagonists, said that the sheer quantity of these movies is in itself a sign of racial progress. It’s a “renaissance” he attributes to what he calls “the Obama effect”: The first black president is “erasing racial lines.” But in truth, the uglier events of the past five years, reinforced by polling that finds a resurgence of pessimism about racial progress among both whites and blacks, suggest that the net effect of Obama’s White House tenure has been to draw new racial lines, not erase the old ones. If anything, you could argue that the current flood of movies about black America is shadowed by a rise in racial animosities during the period of their release. Just as 12 Years a Slave was opening to ecstatic praise, a GOP precinct chair from North Carolina named Don ​Yelton could be found on The Daily Show, itself a booster of McQueen’s film, unashamedly defending his state’s new law imposing voting restrictions. “If it hurts a bunch of lazy blacks that want the government to give them everything,” Yelton said, “so be it.” He has since been forced to resign, but he’s taken back nothing and is probably on his way to coronation as a right-wing folk hero. It’s hard to imagine that he and the constituency he represents will be moved to change their views—or, more to the point, their actions—should the tale of a Louisiana slave or a White House butler triumph on Oscar Night.
In our digitized and far more diverse America, where the idea of a national cultural event seems an oxymoron, no work in any medium could have the vast audience or impact of any of these lodestars: Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Birth of a Nation, Gone With the Wind, or even Roots. Movies about race and politics—movies that aspire to art and sophistication, period—have long since become a boutique niche of the film industry, just as the high-end television series that have largely usurped such movies play to a fraction of the audience that tuned in for network-television hits in the analog era.
The best hope for 12 Years a Slave, The Butler, and their peers is that they touch young viewers who happen to see them, even if such films never get a hearing with the tea-party brigade. In that context, the ​African-American critic Wesley Morris’s response to 12 Years a Slave in Grantland is particularly arresting when he recounts the horrific scene where the sociopathic owner of the Louisiana plantation, Mr. Epps, awakens Solomon and his fellow slaves in the middle of the night, ordering them to come to the big house to dance in their nightgowns for their masters’ entertainment. “I watched the joyless look on all those black faces and the amusement on the faces of their white owners,” Morris writes, “and I thought about last August 25. I thought of the handful of black burlesque dancers who jiggled and bounced in animal costumes for Miley Cyrus at the MTV Video Music Awards. Cyrus couldn’t have known the uncomfortable history she had reached into, what it means for black people to perform this sexually, this anonymously for a white woman, but there she was traipsing, like Mrs. Epps, among her fine beasts.”

There’s always the chance—or at least the hope—that some of Cyrus’s audience will stumble on one of the recent movies about our tortured racial history and make some kind of connection. As I tried to get a fix on my own conflicted response to the emotional clout of 12 Years a Slave, I thought back to the first dramatic treatment of race I was exposed to, the original stage version of Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, which I saw at age 11 in my hometown of Washington, D.C., in 1961. At that point in its history, the nation’s capital and the public schools I attended there had officially been ​desegregated. Raisin was a first step toward disabusing myself of that illusion. My “integrated” school was essentially white. So was my neighborhood. I finally began to notice the huge gap that separated my Washington—as well as the official Washington visited by tourists—from the racially divided southern town whose black population, much of it in poverty, supplied “the help” for middle-class households like my own.
There’s a moment early on in 12 Years a Slave that reminded me of the revelatory effect Raisin had on me back then: As the newly kidnapped Solomon cries, “Help me! Help me!” and wrestles impotently with his chains in a cell in Washington, McQueen’s camera cranes upward to capture the alabaster city on the hill, the Capitol glinting in the sunlight and indifferent to the rank injustice at its doorstep. It’s a harrowing juxtaposition that might make any teenager look twice at today’s Washington, where, incredibly enough, one of our two major political parties is still essentially all-white, and where white legislators in both parties have responded to the Supreme Court’s recent castration of the landmark Voting Rights Act of 1965 largely with apathy, not urgency.
If the days when an Uncle Tom’s Cabin could sway an entire nation are gone with the wind, we can still hope that some young person somewhere is being moved—whether in front of a screen or while cradling a book or in a theater—by a piece of art that wants to make a difference in the world. But while such small victories still count, they shouldn’t be confused with the real-life battles that will have to be fought tooth and nail by adults if they are to be won. Reflecting on the Obama era in a symposium on 12 Years a Slave in the Times, McQueen said, “The problem is: When he’s not the president anymore, will these films still exist?” That’s hardly the problem. The problem comes when we go to these movies, have a good cry, and imagine that, through some kind of Hollywood magic, they will bring about change.

