Harriet Beecher Stowe and the Divided
Heart of Uncle Tom’s Cabin

No one had ever seen anything like it. Five thousand copies flew off the
shelves the week it was published. Three hundred thousand more had
sold in the United States before a year was up, easily eclipsing previous
sales records. The novel was translated into French, German, Spanish,
Polish, and Magyar — and soon global sales exceeded one million. Popular
demand for the book proved so strong, in fact, that the production staff
in the United States worked around the clock. “Three paper mills are
constantly at work, manufacturing the paper, and three power presses
are working twenty-four hours per day, in printing it, and more than one
hundred bookbinders are incessantly plying their trade to bind them, and
still it has been impossible as yet to supply demand,” announced its pub-
lisher John P. Jewitt breathlessly. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s
Cabin: or, Life among the Lowly was the publishing phenomenon of the
nineteenth century.!

Remarkable as these numbers are for the time, they fail to capture the
full impact of Stowe’s first book. Novel reading, after all, was often a
social event in the antebellum period, as whole families would sit down
before a roaring fire to listen to stories read aloud. Contemporaries
reasoned, therefore, that the true size of Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s audience

* Sarah Meer, Uncle Tom Mania: Slavery, Minstrelsy, and Transatlantic Culture in the
1850s (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2005), 4; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword,
126-128; National Era, Apr. 15, 1852. On Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s sales, see Claire Parfait,
Publishing History of ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,’ 1852—2002 (Abingdon, UK: Ashgate, 2008),
esp. 91112 and Michael Winship, ““The Greatest Book of Its Kind’: A Publishing History
of ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,”” Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society 109 (1999):
309-332.
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greatly exceeded the number of copies sold. “Uncle Tom has probably ten
readers to every purchaser,” hazarded the Literary World.> Well before
the advent of modern mass marketing campaigns, the book gained a
level of cultural prominence that would make even a twenty-first century
Madison Avenue advertising executive jealous. One London newspaper
reported that the United States and Great Britain were gripped by “Tom-
Mania” in the years after its 1852 publication. Stowe’s characters and
plotlines surfaced in songs, plays, and unauthorized novels as well as
merchandise ranging from paintings, puzzles, and cards to ornaments,
board games, and dolls. Dry goods shops and creameries in London were
named “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” while one could buy Uncle Tom’s Candy in
Parisian stores.?

Abolitionists, no surprise, were thrilled by the spotlight Stowe shined
on slavery’s human costs. At an 1853 Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society
meeting, Theodore Parker announced that Uncle Tom’s Cabin “has
excited more attention than any book since the invention of printing.”
Wendell Philips went a step further, calling it “rather an event than a
book.”+ Estimations of the novel’s influence eventually reached dizzying
heights. Poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow judged it “one of the great-
est triumphs recorded in literary history, to say nothing of the higher
triumph of its moral effect,” while Higginson maintained that “of all the
blows which slavery received, none was so great as that delivered by this
tale of ‘life among the lowly.’”s

Countless Americans attributed the coming of the Civil War to Stowe’s
work. Basking in the glory of victory, Northern voices tended to celebrate
the novel’s role in galvanizing antislavery forces. Uncle Tom marched “all
through the conflict, up and down,” declared Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.
in a poem he wrote for Stowe’s seventy-first birthday celebration. Some
southerners also viewed the war as the logical outcome of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, but, in the wake of defeat, they heaped scorn upon Stowe. An
editorial in the Montgomery Advertiser called her “an unchristian, an
unfeminine creature,” who “so fatally contributed to all the dire con-
sequences of civil war in this country.” More positively and famously,
Abraham Lincoln, on meeting Stowe in 1862, was supposed to have said,

= Literary World, Dec. 4, 1852, quoted in Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 12.8.

5 Meer, Uncle Tom Mania, 1-2; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 136.

+ Liberator, Feb. 25, 1853; Liberator, Feb. 18, 1853.

5 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, quoted in LHBS, 161; TWH and William MacDonald,
History of the United States from 986 to 1905 (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1905), 489.
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“So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that started this great
war!” Whether Lincoln ever used these words — and recent research sug-
gests that the anecdote merits a hefty grain of salt — they nonetheless
reflect a broadly shared sentiment in the nineteenth century: Stowe’s
book changed the young nation.¢

But why? What accounts for the unprecedented popularity and impact
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin? Stowe believed that it was the novel’s divine inspi-
ration; scholars offer secular explanations. David Reynolds explicates
how Uncle Tom’s Cabin drew on the diverse forms of popular culture
that prevailed in antebellum America, including “visionary fiction, bib-
lical narratives, pro- and anti-Catholicism, gender issues, temperance,
moral reform, [and] minstrelsy.” Meanwhile, Ronald Walters highlights
the ease with which Stowe’s “vivid characters, comic interludes, and
melodramatic storytelling” could be divorced from her antislavery mes-
sage, thereby enabling people who cared little for the cause of the slave
to appreciate the book and its many imitations. Finally, James Brewer
Stewart focuses on the ways in which the novel “satisfied every antislav-
ery taste.” Nonresistants gravitated toward the pious, pacifist Uncle Tom,
just as militants found the armed George Harris attractive. And racist
Free Soilers, for their part, simultaneously laughed at Stowe’s racial ste-
reotypes and nodded approvingly at her free labor critiques of plantation
life and gestures toward colonization.”

Like most popular works of art, then, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was influ-
enced by the cultural modes and tropes that were fashionable in its day.
Nowhere is this more evident than in Stowe’s imaginative combination
and reconfiguration of different types of high and popular romanticism.
The major romantic chord struck by Stowe was her sentimental appeal.
As Parker insisted in 1853, the “triumph” of Uncle Tom’s Cabin “is not
due alone to the intellectual genius and culture of the writer; it is due
to a quality far higher and nobler than mere intellect.... She has won
this audience because she has appealed to their Conscience, because she

EN

Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., quoted in LHBS, 504; Montgomery Advertiser, quoted in
Moulton [Alabama] Advertiser, Oct. 15, 1869, http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/proslav/pra-
rr8rat.html; HBS, quoted in Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, vii; Daniel R. Vollaro,
“Lincoln, Stowe, and the ‘Little Woman/Great War’ Story: The Making, and Breaking,
of a Great American Anecdote,” Journal of the Abraham Lincoln Association 30 (Winter
2009): 18-34; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, x.

Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 87-88; Ronald Walters, “Stowe and the American
Reform Tradition, “ in The Cambridge Companion to Harriet Beecher Stowe, ed.
Cindy Weinstein (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 177; Stewart, Holy
Warriors, 161.
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has touched their Hearts, because she has awakened their Souls. She
has brought justice, love and piety to bear the burden which her genius
imposed upon them.”® Stowe artfully repackaged the antislavery tactic
most associated with early romantic reform (moral suasion) into what
had become, by the 1850s, a wildly popular form of expression in the
United States: the sentimental novel.

Like Garrisonians, Stowe aimed to convert her readers to the cause of
the enslaved. But Stowe’s appeal to the hearts and minds of America dis-
carded much of the vitriol that characterized the writing of first-generation
romantic reformers. Emphasizing the shared humanity of white and black
Americans rather than the wickedness of slaveholding, Stowe wove a stir-
ring moral drama about slavery out of the familiar threads of a sentimen-
tal literature. Even more, by placing pious and suffering Uncle Tom and
Eva at the center of her novel, Stowe hitched pacifist moral suasion to
other romantic points of emphasis, including sentimental identification,
romantic racialism, and the idealization of childhood.

Stowe counterbalanced Tom and Eva’s tragic stories with the daring
and more traditionally heroic exploits of George and Eliza Harris. These
resistant rebels prove themselves unwilling to submit to bondage, even
in the face of death. Their stories, in turn, prove Stowe’s unwillingness
to settle on a single answer to the problem of slavery. Tom and Eva’s
suffering lights an antislavery fire in the hearts of several of the charac-
ters, a response Stowe hoped to provoke in her readers, helping them,
as she put it, “feel right.”? The failure of these conversions to topple the
institution of slavery within the novel, however, highlights the fact that
Stowe herself was uncertain about whether moral suasion could bring
slavery to a close. In contrast, George and Eliza Harris — who not only
escape to the North but also forcefully resist those who would return
them to bondage — suggest that the novelist had an open mind when it
came to what to do about slavery. Reluctant to sacrifice themselves, the
Harrises force Stowe’s readers to wrestle with the question of whether
opponents of slavery should concentrate on moral suasion or take the
fight more directly to the institution’s supporters. Taken together, these
heroic archetypes — the sentimental martyr and the resistant rebel —
reveal Stowe’s ambivalent, multilayered, antislavery thinking.

8 Liberator, Feb. 25, 1853.
> HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Or, Life Among the Lowly (1852; repr., New York: Viking,
1981), 624.
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Ambivalence, to be sure, was not unreasonable in a tumultuous age.
But Stowe had a particularly acute case. The daughter of Lyman Beecher,
perhaps the most influential preacher of the early nineteenth century, she
was, on the one hand, the product of her father’s modified Calvinism.
Quick to minimize her own agency, Stowe gave credit to a higher source
for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. On the other hand, her novel stressed not the awe-
some power of God but rather the ways in which Christians who opened
their hearts to Jesus Christ could almost become divine themselves. This
message reflected an altogether different context — what Emerson called
“the age of the first person singular” — in which somber Calvinist notions
of original sin and a limited elect seemed anachronistic holdovers from
a bygone era.” Viewed this way, Uncle Tom’s Cabin spoke directly to
perfectionist America.

Unlike her fellow New Romantics, however, Stowe had doubts about
the demands of perfectionist striving as well as the likelihood of achiev-
ing a state of spiritual perfection. She had misgivings as well about her
lifelong interest in popular and elite romantic currents. As a young girl,
Stowe had plowed through the works of Byron and Scott, which both
tantalized and disturbed her. After befriending Byron’s widow, she wrote
a scathing essay to excoriate the English poet for his incestuous infi-
delity.” In similar fashion, Stowe was drawn to — and repelled by — the
religious theories of German Romantics such as Schleiermacher and
Schelling and their Transcendentalist counterparts. She appreciated the
weight that romantic theology attached to intuition and feeling, though
she had significant reservations about the liberal hermeneutics of min-
isters like Parker. As was the case with so much in her life, Stowe wres-
tled with romantic modes and ideas, accepting parts, rejecting others.
In these struggles, she proved herself to be, if anything, a representative
New Romantic.

Growing Up Calvinist in the Age of Byron

Born on June 14, 1811 in Litchfield, Connecticut, Harriet Beecher
Stowe was the seventh child of Lyman and Roxana Beecher. Stowe’s

o HBS, in SLL, 377; HBS, in LHBS, 156; Emerson, Journal, Jan.-Feb. 1827, in JMN,
3: 70.

= HBS, “The True Story of Lady Byron’s Life,” Atlantic Monthly 24 (Sept. 1869): 295-313.
See also HBS, Lady Byron Vindicated: A History of the Byron Controversy (Boston:
Fields, Osgood, 1870).
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mother died from tuberculosis when she was just five years old, leaving
her imposing father Lyman the central influence in the novelist’s early
life.™

Among the nation’s most influential clergymen, Beecher preached a
modified version of New England Calvinism. As a young minister, he
clung tightly to the doctrine of original sin, telling his parishioners and
family that unless touched by God they were doomed to damnation.
Beecher dispensed similarly stern sentiments at home. “Henry, do you
know that every breath you breathe is sin?” he asked Stowe’s younger
brother when he was just a toddler. “Well, it is — every breath.”*3

Yet Beecher also softened Calvinism’s sharpest edges. His alteration
of the catechism, “No mere man since the fall is able perfectly to keep
the commandments of God” to “No man since the fall is willing to
keep the commandments of God,” demonstrates the distance between
John Edwards’s austere Calvinism and Beecher’s more hopeful stance.
While Edwards thought all men shared Adam’s original sin, Beecher
stressed humankind’s vast, if largely unrealized, potential.*+

Although Beecher’s theology tacitly undermined the absolute sover-
eignty of God, he did not go as far along this line as liberal Christians,
who were gaining a foothold in New England, not to mention radicals
like Parker. Indeed, in the mid-1820s he moved his family from Litchfield
to Boston in hope of saving a city that he believed was under siege from
within. “Calvinism or orthodoxy was the despised and persecuted form
of faith” in Boston, Stowe explained decades later. “All the literary men of
Massachusetts were Unitarian. All the trustees and professors of Harvard
College were Unitarians. All the élite of wealth and fashion crowded
Unitarian churches. The judges on the bench were Unitarians.” Her father
hoped to prevent this liberal tide from engulfing the symbolic seat of New
England Puritanism.s

> LHBS, 2; Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 7—9; HBS, SSL, 9.

Caskey, Chariot of Fire, 38—42; Samuel A. Schreiner Jr., The Passionate Beechers: A Family

Saga of Sanctity and Scandal That Changed America (New York: Wiley and Sons, 2003),

23; Lyman Beecher, quoted in Debby Applegate, The Most Famous Man in America: The

Biography of Henry Ward Beecher (New York: Random House, 2006), 37.

4+ Lyman Beecher, quoted in Applegate, Most Famous Man in America, 122; Lyman Beecher,
in LBA, 1: 259.

s Mark G. Vasquez, Authority and Reform: Religious and Educational Discourses in
Nineteenth-Century New England Literature (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press,
2003); Howe, What Hath God Wrought, 170; Caskey, Chariot of Fire, 46; Abzug,
Cosmos Crumbling, 51; HBS, in SLL, 57.
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The following decade Beecher opened a western front in his holy war,
taking the presidency of Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati. There,
he battled with the city’s Catholic population and later had a falling
out with — and effectively drove off — evangelical abolitionists led by
Theodore Weld. Beecher reveled in this fight over the spiritual future of
America. “I was built for war,” he boasted.™

Beecher’s heroic self-posturing had as profound an impact on his fam-
ily as did his modified version of Calvinism. Facing the daunting Unitarian
establishment in Boston, he alone seemed to hold up the orthodox man-
tle. “It was the high noon of my father’s manhood,” Stowe wrote, “the
flood-tide of his powers.”'” Her father also described his decision to leave
Boston for Cincinnati in epic terms. “If we gain the West, all is safe,” he
told his daughter Catharine, “if we lose it, all is lost.” Harriet displayed
this sort of romantic affectation too. “The heroic element was strong in
me,” she once noted, “having come down by ordinary generation from a
long line of Puritan ancestry, and just now it made me to do something, I
knew not what: to fight for my country, or to make some declaration on
my own account” (Figure 3.1)."®

European Romantic currents fed the Beechers’ proclivity for heroic
self-posturing. Although poetry and prose were forbidden fruit in many
Calvinist households, Beecher and his children were well versed in the
popular English Romantics. Later in life, Stowe recalled her father telling
her brother George, “You may read Scott’s novels. I have always disap-
proved of novels as trash, but in these is real genius and real culture, and
you may read them.”™ While the more philosophical Romantics, such
as Schelling and Coleridge, held little appeal for the Beecher family, they
reveled in the work of accessible Romantic writers and poets, especially
Scott and Lord Byron.

Stowe discovered Byron’s work in the home of her Aunt Esther,
who lived but a half-minute walk from the Beecher home in Litchfield.
Eventually the English Romantic would become, in the words of literary
critic Alice Crozier, “the single greatest literary and imaginative influence
on the writings of Harriet Beecher Stowe.” Lyman was also smitten with
Byron. “My dear, Byron’s dead — gone,” he said when he learned of the

¢ Lyman Beecher, quoted in Applegate, Most Famous Man in America, 25.

7 HBS, in SLL, 56.

8 Lyman Beecher to Catharine Beecher, July 8, 1830, in LBA, 2: 167; HBS, quoted in
LHBS, 11.

 HBS, “Early Remembrances,” in LBA, 1: 391.
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FIGURE 3.1. Harriet Beecher Stowe, ca. 1880.
Source: Unknown. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs
Division, LC-USZ62-11212.

poet’s passing. “Oh, ’'m sorry that Byron is dead. I did hope he would live
to do something for Christ.”2°

The Beecher family’s exposure to European Romanticism was due
in large part to Roxana’s brother Samuel Foote, a worldly sea captain
who returned from his journeys with the latest continental poetry and
prose. Stowe and her brothers and sisters devoured these exotic morsels.
Catharine Beecher mimicked Sir Walter Scott’s ballads, while her more
famous sister had an entire “Walter Scott bookcase” as an adult. Stowe
was also drawn to Madame de Staél’s Corrine, which she used to plumb
the depths of her dissatisfaction in more despondent moments. She even
ascribed an innate moral sensibility to European Romantics, despite their
ethical failings. “Moore, Byron, Goethe, often speak words more wisely
descriptive of the true religious sentiment, than another man, whose
whole life is governed by it,” she maintained in Uncle Tom’s Cabin.>'

Popular Romantic poetry and prose were but one part of the uncom-
mon education the novelist enjoyed as girl. From an early age the Beecher

* HBS, in SLL, 38; Alice C. Crozier, “Harriet Beecher Stowe and Byron,” in Critical Essays
on Harriet Beecher Stowe, ed. Elizabeth Ammons (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1980), 195-196;
Lyman Beecher, quoted in SLL, 38-39.

* Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 20, 75; Joan D. Hedrick, Introduction to OSR, 2; HBS
to Georgiana May, May 1833, quoted in LHBS, 67; HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 440.
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family recognized her sharp mind and sought to hone it. She studied
mathematics, geography, moral philosophy, and logic at Litchfield Female
Academy. Later, she mastered rhetoric, oratory, history, Latin, and Greek
at her sister’s Hartford Female Seminary, where she spent eight years as
a student, teacher’s assistant, and, finally, an instructor of rhetoric and
composition.**

During these years, Stowe struggled with the implications of a sec-
ond romantic impulse — moral perfectionism — which had roots closer to
home. In the decades before the Civil War, Americans across the country,
from the polished parlors of Boston to frontier towns of the Wisconsin
Territory, sought to make themselves perfect. Perfectionism had a pro-
found impact on social reform in America, fueling the temperance and
abolitionist movements, among many reform efforts, and leading to the
creation of utopian communes like the Oneida Community and Brook
Farm. While Emerson’s essays and Parker’s sermons set a perfection-
ist tone for liberal Christian circles, its most famous exponent among
evangelicals was Charles Grandison Finney, a Second Great Awakening
preacher who fanned the flames of evangelical revival in the United States
and Great Britain like no other. Finney and his followers embraced the
doctrine of sanctification, or Christian perfection, which held that human
beings had the ability — and the duty — to try to purify themselves and live
sin-free lives.*

Lyman Beecher rejected perfectionism outright. Nevertheless, as Joan
Hedrick has written, “his brand of Calvinism, by opening the door for the
exercise of free will, let perfectionism sweep in behind.” And this exacting
ideal, for all its social utility, could wreak havoc on individuals, especially
sensitive souls like Stowe and her brother George, who were already bur-
dened with the demands of Calvinist introspection. Decades after waging
what he called “interminable warfare” with himself in search of “com-
plete and perfect sanctification,” in fact, George shot himself in the head
with a shotgun in his Ohio garden. Although the local coroner concluded
that this 1843 death was an accident, most modern scholars believe that
it was more likely the result of a manic-depressive mind, exacerbated by
the personal toll of the culture’s perfectionist impulse.>

> HBS, “Early Remembrances,” 398; Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 245 4.
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Like her brother George, Stowe strove to make herself perfect while
doubting whether she — or anyone else — could live up to such a standard.
She had difficulty, for one, living up to the demands of the Victorian middle-
class household, in which a woman was expected to provide a haven for
her family from the stresses of the modern world. After marrying Calvin
Stowe, a biblical scholar she met in her father’s Cincinnati seminary, she
complained regularly of the toll of trying to be the ideal wife and mother.
“The arranging of the whole house ... the cleaning etc., the childrens|’]
clothes & the baby often have seemed to press on my mind all at once,” she
wrote Calvin in 1844. “Sometimes it seems as if anxious thoughts has [sic]
become a disease with me from which I could not be free.”*s

Stowe felt this perfectionist angst more acutely when it came to spiri-
tual matters. Her letters to friends and family from the 1820s through the
1840s testify to an abiding desire to find spiritual quiescence. “Religious
feeling ... and social affection seem all to be smothered in the same —
murky vapours,” she wrote George at one point. Stowe admitted that she
felt “no sympathy for others — no desire[,] no wish except to lie down &
lie still forever more.” As an adolescent, she had experienced a spiritual
conversion that she hoped would put to rest her anxiety, but a local pas-
tor convinced the would-be convert that she had deceived herself. Stowe’s
torment returned swiftly. “My whole life is one continual struggle,” Stowe
lamented, “I do nothing right.”2¢

Two decades later, Stowe experienced a second conversion. Having
recently lost George and facing an ill child whom she was unable to
comfort, she felt helpless. Just as Stowe seemed to hit bottom, however,
“when self-despair was final ... then came the long-expected and wished
help,” she wrote in March 1844. “My all changed — Whereas once my
heart ran with a strong current to the world it now runs with a current
the other way.... The will of Christ seems to me the steady pulse of my
being & I go because I cannot help it. Skeptical doubt cannot exist ... I
am calm, but full — everywhere & in all things instructed & find I can do
all things thro Christ.” Reduced to a state of despair, Stowe lost herself in
Christ and, in the process, she finally found spiritual solace. Although her

Barbara A. White, The Beecher Sisters (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003),
41—42.

»s HBS to Calvin E. Stowe, [May—June, 1844], #1, folder 68, Beecher-Stowe Papers (BSP),
Arthur E. and Eliza Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America (SCH),
Radcliffe College, Cambridge, MA.

*6 HBS to George Beecher, February 20, [1830?], Harriet Beecher Stowe Center Library
(HBSCL), Hartford, CT; SLL, so—-51; LHBS, 36; HBS, in LHBS, 36-37.
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religious doubts did not fade entirely after this conversion, Stowe found a
bedrock of faith in a Christ-centered vision of suffering and salvation.>”

Submit to divine guidance, she urged her husband in the months after
the experience, “learn to know Christ & be transformed by him.”** Jesus
was universal and immanent, she believed, enabling individuals to do
his work if only they opened their hearts to him. Stowe developed this
Christocentric theology further in the pages of the New-York Evangelist,
for which she had begun to write after relocating to Cincinnati with her
family. Christians, she held, should resist the temptation to judge others
by their own standards for there are too many different “style[s] of liv-
ing” to isolate a clear set of spiritual guidelines. “We know of but one
safe rule: read the life of Jesus with attention — study it ... live in constant
sympathy and communion with him — and there will be within a kind of
instinctive rule by which to try all things,” she concluded.>

Stowe emerged from despair following George’s suicide by becoming
one with the martyred Christ, whom she styled, “a captain whom suffer-
ing made perfect.” Five years later, she once again found divine strength
through pain when she lost her young son Charley to cholera. “Poor
Charley’s dying cries and sufferings rent my heart,” lamented Stowe.
Yet through “the baptism of sorrow we come to a full knowledge of the
sufferings of God — who has borne for us all that we bear.” To Stowe,
Charley’s death, like George’s suicide, had been “one more great lesson of
humanity which must needs be learned to attain perfection.”3°

Stowe turned repeatedly to the phrase, “the baptism of sorrow,” to
describe the experience of divine grace in the years after Charley’s death.3*
At the same time, she believed that Christians attached too much weight
to dramatic moments of conversion. Do not look for God merely in times
of despair, she advised readers of the New-York Evangelist. Instead, she
counseled them to seek celestial fellowship in everyday events. “To the
Christian that really believes in the agency of God in the smallest events
of life,” Stowe wrote, “the thousand minute cares and perplexities of life

2

3

HBS to Thomas K. Beecher, Mar. 16, 1844, copy in HBSCL, original in Park Church
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New-York Evangelist, Sept. 11, 1845.
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to Delia Bacon, after July 29, 1849, quoted in Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 29.
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become each one a fine affiliating bond between the soul and its God.”
Nearly a decade later, Stowe expanded on this vision in her 1859 novel
The Minister’s Wooing. “There is a ladder to heaven,” she wrote, “whose
base God has placed in human affections, tender instincts, symbolic feel-
ings, sacraments of love, through which the soul rises higher and higher,
refining as she goes, till she outgrows the human, changes as she rises,
into the image of the divine.” In this passage, Stowe seems to break with
her father’s brand of Calvinism and mainstream evangelical thinking,
both of which put great stock in the conversion experience. Her concep-
tion of salvation as the steady growth of the soul toward the divine, in
fact, sounds like something that Parker or Douglass might have said.>*

By the mid-1840s, Stowe had begun to find common ground with these
New Romantics on a variety of fronts. Her husband Calvin had exposed
her to the same German Romantic theology that helped to ignite the
miracles controversy in Boston. The couple sat up late at night discuss-
ing the religious theories of Schleiermacher and Schelling. Like Parker,
Ripley, and their Transcendentalist colleagues, Harriet and her husband
believed that intuition and feeling were the foundation of religious truth.
And these ideas, as the Stowes well knew, were far more heretical in their
conservative circles than they were in liberal Boston. “There is not a soul
that I can say a word to about any of these matters,” Calvin confessed to
his wife in 1842.33

Stowe also shared the Transcendentalists’ vision of a loving deity,
whose divine spirit was immanent in nature. “Do not think of God as a
strict severe Being,” she once told a student at her sister Catharine’s acad-
emy. “Think of him as a Being who means to make you perfect ... who
looks on all you say and do with interest.”3+ When Stowe visited Niagara
Falls, she was moved by its natural splendor and cascading power. “Oh,
it is lovelier than it is great; it is like the Mind that made it: great, but
so veiled in beauty that we gaze without terror,” she wrote. “I felt as if I
could have gone over with the waters; it would be so beautiful a death;
there would be no fear in it. I felt the rock tremble under me with a sort

32 New-York Evangelist, Aug. 1, 1850; HBS, The Minister’s Wooing (1859; repr., Boston:
Ticknor and Fields, 1866), 88; Carolyn A. Haynes, Divine Destiny: Gender and Race
in Nineteenth-Century Protestantism (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1998),
59—60.

33 Calvin E. Stowe to HBS, May 11, 1842, quoted in Patricia R. Hill, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin
as a Religious Text,” Interpretative Exhibits, Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture:
A Multi-Media Archive, http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/interpret/exhibits/hill/hill.html.

3+ HBS to Elizabeth Phoenix, Dec. 23, 1828, quoted in Reynolds, Mightier than the
Sword, 10.
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of joy.”3s This conception of a benevolent deity, in turn, led Stowe to
question the fire-and-brimstone sermons of orthodox ministers, which
she called the “refined poetry of torture.” Why, she wrote Edward, should
we tell sinners that God hates them? She endorsed an altogether differ-
ent message: “Is it right to say to those who are in deep distress, ‘God is
interested in you; He feels for and loves you?’>3¢

Stowe even turned orthodox Calvinist ideas about original sin and
infant damnation on their head, contrasting the pristine virtue of the
newborn with the wrongs perpetrated by adults. Children, she insisted,
were born pure; it is “the world” that defiles them. Here she seemed to
echo a position outlined by Parker just a few years earlier. In a contro-
versial series of lectures on religion delivered across New England and
later published as A Discourse of Matters Pertaining to Religion, the
Transcendentalist worried that the divine inspiration of youth fades with
time. Too many adults, he maintained, “cease to believe in inspiration,”
counting “it a phantom of their inexperience; the vision of a child’s fancy,
raw and unused to the world.” Age, Parker lamented, does not always
beget wisdom when it comes to spiritual matters.3”

Despite these many affinities, Stowe was no Transcendentalist. She
preferred, for one, a literal interpretation of the Bible to the liberal her-
meneutics of Parker or George Ripley. After carefully reading Parker’s
sermons, Stowe admitted that her “respect & esteem” for the minister
increased. She could not stomach, however, his doubts about the iner-
rancy of the Bible or professions that Jesus Christ was human rather than
divine.’® Stowe also had reservations about the perfectionist impulse.
While Parker and Douglass held that all people had divine potential, she
believed that “saintly elevation” was possible for only the “few selectest
spirits ever on earth.” As such, the quest to make oneself perfect spelled an
endless cycle of spiritual torment for the rest of humanity, leaving some
“to long for death as the end alike of their struggles and their sins!”3°

It took years, but Stowe made her peace with perfectionism, though
only by moving away from the humanist version espoused by liberal per-
fectionists. Christians, she concluded, should put aside their paralyzing
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HBS, 1834, in SLL, 9o.

36 HBS, Minister’s Wooing, 337; HBS to Edward Beecher, 1827, in SLL, 62.

New-York Evangelist, Jan. 15, 1846; Grodzins, American Heretic, 262-294; TP, A
Discourse of Matters Pertaining to Religion (Boston: Little and Brown, 1842), 232.
HBS to William Lloyd Garrison, Nov. 1853, BPL; HBS to Garrison, Dec. 1853, BPL.
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questions about whether “entire perfection” was attainable and rest
assured that, as the New Testament illustrates, a “state of feelings ... high
enough” has — and thus can - be achieved. The solution to the perfection-
ist dilemma was simple: Make yourself one with Jesus, be absorbed by his
love, “say, I am crucified with Christ, yet I live; yet not 1, but Christ liveth
in me.”+ Whereas Parker counseled his parishioners not to love “Christ
better than man,” Stowe believed that the path to personal sanctification
was to surrender to Jesus Christ. Whereas Emerson touted self-reliance,
Stowe put greater weight on the assistance that God could provide to
would-be perfect souls. “God’s existence, his love and care,” she argued,
“seem to us more real than any other source of reliance.”+' Although a
perfectionist, Stowe refused to collapse the distinction between humanity
and the divine.

Nevertheless, it is telling that Stowe could be confused, if only for a
moment, for an Emerson or a Parker. Reared in an orthodox household,
she had broken with her father on a number of fronts by the 1840s.
Stowe formulated a Christocentric religion of the heart, which bore lit-
tle resemblance to Beecher’s theology, not to mention that of his Puritan
forebearers. And her early interest in Byron and Scott — the seeds of
which Lyman himself had helped to plant — had matured into an explo-
ration of new modes and concepts, ranging from evangelical perfec-
tionism to German Romantic theology to Transcendentalist theories of
childhood. The Calvinist’s daughter became a romantic. Soon she would
break with Lyman Beecher on yet another front: What to do about the
problem of slavery.

Moral Suasion, Recast

Stowe believed that her son Charley’s death was a pathway to heaven,
bringing her closer to Christ through “the baptism of sorrow.” This dis-
traught mother was also convinced that she needed to use the trying
experience to effect changes on earth. “There were circumstances about
his death of such peculiar bitterness, of what might seem almost cruel suf-
fering, that I felt I could never be consoled for it, unless it should appear
that this crushing of my own heart might enable me to work out some
great good to others,” Stowe confessed. That “great good,” of course, was

4 New-York Evangelist, June 19, 1845.
4+ TP, “True Idea of a Christian Church,” in WTP, 13: 20; New-York Evangelist, Aug.
1, 1850.
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Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Between her son’s death in 1849 and late 1852, the
novelist wrote the nineteenth century’s most socially impactful novel. As
her book steadily captured the imagination of the Western world, Stowe
insisted that it “had its root in the awful scenes & bitter sorrows of that
summer.” The loss of a child exposed Stowe to what she determined was
the most tragic component of slavery. “It was at his dying bed, and at his
grave,” she wrote of Charley, “that I learned what a poor slave-mother
may feel when ber child is torn away from her.”+* Soon Stowe would help
millions of readers get a glimpse of such loss and pain.

While Charley’s passing helped Stowe forge a common emotional
bond with slave mothers separated from their children, the Fugitive Slave
Law of 1850 provided the political context that compelled her to explore
those emotions on paper. Like her fellow New Romantics, Stowe was
transformed by the measure that put thousands of northern blacks’ free-
dom at risk, while punishing those who assisted them. Despite the new
law’s obvious moral failings, she lamented, ministers — men of God -
flocked to support it. “To me it is incredible, amazing, mournful!!,” wrote
Stowe in December 1850. “I feel as if I should be willing to sink with it,
were all this sin and misery to sink in the sea.”+

Stowe had not always been willing to sacrifice her life if she could take
down slavery with it. Early on, she had followed her father’s more moder-
ate cues. A member of the American Colonization Society (ACS), Lyman
Beecher believed that immediate abolitionists like Garrison went too far.
His refusal to support Theodore Weld and a group of Lane seminarians
who wanted to debate the merits of colonization and immediatism, in
fact, had sparked an exodus from the school in the mid-1830s. By that
point, however, Stowe had begun to drift away from her father on the
slavery question. In the decade that followed, she advocated the creation
of an “intermediate society” between abolitionists and colonizationists
and started writing antislavery essays for periodicals such as the New-
York Evangelist.++

4 HBS to [Eliza Cabot Follen], Dec. 16, 1852, HL. For a slightly different version of this
letter from a London library, see HBS to Eliza Cabot Follen, Dec. 16, 1852, in OSR,
71-76.

4 HBS, Dec. 1850, quoted in SLL, 131.

+ HBS to Wendell Phillips, Feb. 23, 1853, HL; Abzug, Cosmos Crumbling, 30-56, 129~
130, 137-140; Mintz, Moralists and Modernizers, 50-60; HBS to Calvin E. Stowe,
[1836], Beecher Family Papers (BFP), Sterling Memorial Library (SML), Yale University,
New Haven, CT; HBS to Calvin E. Stowe, 1837, in LHBS, 87-88; New-York Evangelist,
Jan. 2, 1845.
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The new fugitive slave law solidified her commitment to the antislav-
ery cause, a point she made clear in a letter to her sister Catharine. “Dear
Sister,” she wrote, “Your last letter was a real good one, it did my heart
good to find somebody in as indignant a state as I am about this miser-
able wicked fugitive slave business.” Overwhelmed by “pent up wrath”
toward northern apologists for the law, Stowe scoffed at the grounds on
which politicians such as Daniel Webster and Henry Clay made their
famous appeals for compromise, writing, “The Union! — Some unions I
think are better broken than kept.” Then Stowe relayed the details of a
recent encounter with Thomas Upham, a professor of mental and moral
philosophy at Bowdoin College and long-time member of the ACS. After
Calvin accepted a faculty appointment at Bowdoin in early 1850, the
Stowe family had moved to Brunswick, Maine. Harriet had befriended
the professor and his wife only to find the relationship strained over the
issue of slavery. Upham, she seethed to her sister Catharine, believes that
the United States “ought to buy [all the slaves] with the public money
& send them off — & until that is done he is for bearing every thing in
silence — stroking & saying ‘pussy pussy’ so as to allay all prejudice &
avoid all agitation!” On one visit to the Upham household, Stowe con-
fronted her host. Would you obey the fugitive slave law, she asked, if a
runaway came knocking on your door? Upham “laughed & ... hemmed
& hawed” without offering a clear response, but his young daughter
Mary announced, “I wouldnt I know.””

As fate — or, more likely, the dictates of a good yarn — would have it, a
fugitive slave headed for Canada was directed to Upham’s doorstep the
very next day. Despite his prior equivocation, the professor promptly
brought the runaway to his study, listened to his story, and gave him a
dollar. After his wife Phebe provided the fugitive with provisions, the
runaway was shuttled off to the Stowe household to spend the night
before moving on to Canada. This story, which not only validates Stowe’s
abiding faith in the innate moral compass of children but also provides
an all-too-timely life lesson for Professor Upham, seems too good to be
true. Apocryphal or not, it highlights a critical theme that Stowe would
shortly develop at length: that individuals’ “hearts are better on this
point than their heads.”+s

On March 9, 1851, Stowe contacted Gamaliel Bailey, editor of the
Washington-based antislavery weekly the National Era, about a story she
had in mind. “Up to this year I have always felt that I had no particular

45 HBS to Catharine Beecher, [1850 or 1851],in OSR, 61-62.
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call to meddle with this subject,” she wrote, “and I dreaded to expose
even my own mind to the full force of its exciting power.” But the Fugitive
Slave Law of 1850 had compelled her to act. “I feel now that the time is
come when even a woman or a child who can speak a word for freedom
and humanity is bound to speak,” she held. According to family legend,
Stowe’s decision to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin was provoked by a letter
she received from her sister-in-law Isabella. “Hattie,” Isabella wrote, “if 1
could use a pen as you can, I would write something to make this whole
nation feel what an accursed thing slavery is.” Stowe, her children later
remembered, read this letter to her family in the parlor of their home
in Brunswick. When Stowe came to the passage urging her to take up
her pen, the matriarch announced, “I would write something that would
make this whole nation feel what an accursed thing slavery is.... I will
write something. I will if T live.” 46

From June 1851 to April 1852, Uncle Tom’s Cabin appeared weekly
in the National Era, earning a book contract before the serialization was
even completed. Stowe attributed the novel’s extraordinary success not to
her own literary efforts and talent but to divine inspiration. In late 1852,
as the novel was breaking global sales records, she wrote a public letter
to a Scottish fan, which was printed in the New York Times. “For myself,
I can claim no merit in that work which has been the cause of this,” she
insisted. “It was an instinctive, irresistible outburst.... I can only say that
this bubble of my mind has risen on the mighty stream of a divine pur-
pose, and even a bubble can go far on such a tide.” In her later years, she
told a neighbor, “I did not write it.... God wrote it.... I merely did his dic-
tation.”#” Whether such gestures reflect her humility or a genuine feeling
that God had worked through her is impossible to know, although the
latter seems likely. Regardless, her stance as a writer reflects the distance
between Stowe and many of her New Romantic counterparts, who pre-
ferred to attribute accomplishments like Uncle Tom’s Cabin to human
potential for greatness rather than God’s grace.

Notwithstanding her appeals to divine inspiration, Stowe had plenty of
worldly sources from which to craft her tale. While living in Cincinnati,
she had direct exposure to plantation life in the neighboring state of
Kentucky. In 1834, Stowe had visited a nearby plantation, providing her

46 HBS to Gamaliel Bailey, Mar. 9, 1851, BPL; Isabella Beecher, in SLL, 130; HBS, in
SLL, 130.

+ HBS to Dr. Wardlaw, Dec. 4, 1852, reprinted as “Letter from Mrs. Stowe,” New York
Times, Feb. 17, 1853; HBS, quoted in SLL, 377. See also HBS, quoted in LHBS, 156.
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a model for her portrait of slave life in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Escaped slaves,
who found shelter in her Cincinnati and Brunswick homes, proved a rich
resource too. In addition, Stowe solicited the assistance of prominent
runaways like Frederick Douglass. “T am very desirous here to gain infor-
mation from one who has been an actual labourer on one,” she wrote
the black editor, “& it occurs to me that in the circle of your acquain-
tance there might be one who would be able to communicate to me some
such information as I desire.” True to her desire to present as unbiased
a picture as possible, she also gathered evidence from slave owners. “I
have before me an able paper written by a southern planter in which the
details & modus operandi are given from his point of sight,” she admit-
ted to Douglass, “I am anxious to have some now from another stand
point — I wish to be able to make a picture that shall be graphic & true to
nature in its details.”#® In this way, Stowe hoped to both build on — and
transcend — previous efforts to illustrate slavery’s horrors.

More so than most of her fellow New Romantics, Stowe had faith that
the solution to the problem of slavery lay in converting the nation to the
cause of the enslaved. In her 184 5 short story, “Immediate Emancipation,”
she implied that slaveholders need only to be exposed to the destructive
potential of human bondage to be convinced of its immorality. Fifteen
years later, on the cusp of the Civil War, Stowe wrote that slavery in New
England “fell before the force of conscience and moral appeal.” And if
moral suasion was, in historian Ronald Walters’s words, Stowe’s “weapon
of choice,” then Uncle Tom’s Cabin was the most powerful round that
she ever fired.+

Stowe’s novel worked from the arsenal of ideas assembled by a previ-
ous generation of romantic reformers. Garrisonians had pledged them-
selves to non-coercive tactics two decades earlier, while many evangelical
abolitionists likewise embraced moral suasion despite their misgivings
about nonresistance. Consider, for example, the popular 1839 compen-
dium, American Slavery as It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses,
which Theodore Weld produced along with wife Angelina Grimké and
her sister Sarah. By coupling runaway slave advertisements and other
materials from southern newspapers with excerpts from fugitive slave
narratives and first-hand testimonials about the institution, Weld and the

# SLL, 84-85; HBS to Mr. [Edward] and Mrs. Baines, May 24, 1856, HBSCL; HBS to
Henry Ward Beecher, Feb. 1, 1851, in OSR, 635 HBS to Frederick Douglass, July 9, 1851,
in OSR, 59.

# New-York Evangelist, Jan. 2, 1845; HBS, Minister’s Wooing, 568; Walters, “Stowe and
the American Reform Tradition,” 175.
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Grimkés exposed the American public to the brutality of slavery. They let
slaveholders and their former property speak for themselves. Despite the
falling out between Weld and Lyman Beecher at Lane Seminary, the evan-
gelical abolitionist’s moral-suasionist text appears to have had a strong
influence on Stowe. Her 1853 A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in which
she sought to defend her novel against accusations that it misrepresented
slavery, included a good deal of material found in American Slavery as
It Is. The romantic novelist even kept Weld’s compendium “in her work
basket by day, and slept with it under her pillow at night, till its facts crys-
tallized into Uncle Tom,” according to Angelina Grimké.s°

Even so, Stowe was not entirely comfortable with the brand of moral
suasion practiced by nonresistants such as Garrison or evangelicals like
Weld. “With all credit to my good brother Theodore,” she wrote of Weld
in 1853, “I must say that prudence is not his forte.... It seems to me that
it is not necessary always to present a disagreeable subject in the most
disagreeable way possible, and needlessly to shock prejudices which we
must combat at any rate.” Stowe made similar comments about Garrison,
whose confrontational stances and harsh invective put Weld to shame.
The nation’s sins, the impassioned editor believed, merited “an avalanche
of wrath, hurled from the Throne of God, to crush us into annihilation.”
Although Stowe sympathized with Garrison’s positions and admired the
Liberator’s “frankness, fearlessness — truthfulness & independence,” she
worried about the zeal with which he critiqued all who disagreed with
him, whether friend or foe. In an 1853 letter to Garrison, Stowe playfully
called him “the celebrated Wolf of all wolves,” confessing that she “was
exceedingly afraid of being devoured” by the radical abolitionist.s*

In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe set out to recast moral suasion in a less
confrontational fashion. Like many abolitionists, she was frustrated by
the degree to which the South had closed itself off to any discussion of
slavery. “The sensitiveness of the south on this subject is so great that they
have enclosed themselves with a ‘cordon sanitaire’ to keep out all senti-
ments or opinions in favor of freedom,” she observed. Stowe wanted to
write a book that, by presenting the institution of slavery in all its guises,
would attract southern as well as northern readers. “I shall show the

5o Robert H. Abzug, Passionate Liberator: Theodore Dwight Weld and the Dilemma of
Reform (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 210-219; Angelina Grimké, quoted
in Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, 23 1; Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 230-231.

HBS to Wendell Phillips, Feb. 23, 1853, HL; William Lloyd Garrison, quoted in Stewart,
Holy Warriors, 91; HBS to Garrison, Nov. 1853, BPL; HBS to Garrison, [after Feb. 18,
1853], HBSCL.
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best side of the thing, and something faintly approaching the worst,” she
wrote in early 1851.5* In A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1853,
Stowe maintained that the novel was “a very inadequate representation
of slavery” for the institution, “in some of its workings, is too dreadful
for the purposes of art.” In this way, she broke with the pattern set by
Garrisonians, who were infamous for their blanket denunciations of slav-
ery and its proponents. At one point, Garrison called slaveholders “mur-
derers of fathers, and murderers of mothers, and murderers of liberty, and
traffickers in human flesh, and blasphemers against the Almighty.”s3

Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s slave owners, in contrast, run the gamut from
sympathetic yet feckless Augustine St. Clare to cruel and abusive Simon
Legree. While Garrison alienated friend and foe alike, Stowe hoped that
her balanced portrait would open doors to individuals who might other-
wise feel no obligation to the enslaved. “Even earnest and tender-hearted
Christian people seemed to feel it a duty to close their eyes, ears, and
hearts to the harrowing details of slavery,” she wrote in the introduction
that she added to an illustrated version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. “These
people cannot know what slavery is,” she reasoned.s+

Stowe saw herself as an artist, not an agitator. “My vocation is simply
that of painter,” she insisted, “There is no arguing with pictures, and
everybody is impressed by them, whether they mean to be or not.”ss
Certainly her deeply held belief in the inhumanity of slavery informed
this position; slavery was so awful that even a tempered picture of it was
enough to sway the public against the institution. So, too, did prevailing
gender norms, which advised against women taking too strident a public
stance. This is not to say, however, that Stowe lacked the acid tongue of a
Garrison or a Douglass. Indeed, as biographer Joan Hedrick has argued,
“a highly refined and pointed anger” rears its head from time to time
in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. After painstakingly highlighting the horrors of
slave trading, for instance, the New Romantic laid blame not at the feet
of slave traders, like Haley, but rather at those of leading Americans —
particularly politicians — who have created a culture in which human

5> HBS to Sir Arthur Helps, Aug. 22, 1852, HBSCL; HBS to Bailey, Mar. 9, 1851.

HBS, A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin; Presenting the Original Facts and Documents upon
Which the Story is Founded, Together with Corroborative Statements Verifying the Truth
of the Work (1853; repr., Bedford, MA: Applewood Books, 1998), 2; Garrison to G.W.
Benson, Mar. 22, 1842, quoted in Garrison and Garrison, William Lloyd Garrison,
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trafficking thrives. “Who is most to blame?” Stowe asked. “The enlight-
ened, cultivated, intelligent man, who supports the system of which the
trader is the inevitable result, or the poor trader himself?” When the day
of judgment comes, she warned, the elite may pay a greater price than the
coarse and ignorant.s

On the whole, though, Stowe’s indictment of slavery tempered the
immediatist critique of the South by spreading blame for the institu-
tion across the nation. White southern characters, like Emily Shelby and
Augustine St. Clare, express doubts about slavery, while the true villain
of the novel — Simon Legree — is the product of Stowe’s cherished New
England. And even Legree, for all his malevolence, seems almost capable
of salvation when exposed to the saintly Tom. “Legree,” wrote Stowe,
“had had the slumbering moral elements in him roused by his encounters
with Tom.”s7

This lenient treatment drew criticism from some abolitionists. Although
Higginson admired “the extraordinary book,” he initially thought Stowe
sold slavery’s sinfulness short. “I charge upon Mrs. Stowe that she has
softened down the actual evil — that her woman’s fear shrank from it,” he
declared. In later years, however, Higginson put a positive spin on Stowe’s
restraint. Despite his deep admiration for Garrison and his followers, the
Transcendentalist had come to believe that the intolerance they had for
slaveholders was excessive. Garrisonians, Higginson complained, rarely
let the practical barriers that some slaveholders faced — such as state
laws limiting manumission — get in the way of fierce invective. Stowe,
in contrast, “was more discriminating.” Her depiction of St. Clare as a
Byronic figure — tragically stuck between his personal misgivings about
slavery and the reality that he could not do anything about it “because his
slaves belonged really to his wife, who had no such feeling” — rang true to
Higginson in the twilight of the nineteenth century.s®

Still, Stowe faced daunting challenges trying to turn fiction toward
effective social critique. For one, fiction that aimed at social reform had
failed to garner much attention in the United States. Sentimental novels

56 Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 2165 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 212.

57 Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 114; HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 567.

s TWH to Louisa Higginson, 1852, quoted in LTH, 54; TWH, “Lecture on Romance
of Slavery or American Feudalism” (Oct. 9, 1853), 7, HL; TWH “Anti-Slavery Days,”
Outlook 60 (Sept. 3, 1898): 50; Caroline Franklin, “Stowe and the Byronic Heroine,”
in Transatlantic Stowe: Harriet Beecher Stowe and European Culture, ed. Denise Kohn,
Sarah Meer, and Emily B. Todd (Iowa City: University of lowa Press, 2006), 10.
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such as Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World had begun to sell well by
the middle of the century, but antislavery fiction had, to this point, found
readers only among the converted. What is more, many Americans har-
bored doubts about the implications of reading and writing imaginative
literary works. Before Scott’s historical fiction gained popularity in the
United States, nary a novel could be found in the Beecher household. As
an adult, she remembered that in her youth “most serious-minded peo-
ple regarded novel reading as an evil.” Although Stowe was convinced
that fiction was “not merely a matter of amusement, but a high intel-
lectual exercise,” she admitted as late as 1849 that the “doubtful hue of
romance” that attends all imaginative literature was difficult to shake.
Novel readers do not enjoy having “their sympathies enlisted and their
feelings carried away by what, after all, may never have happened.”s°

To make matters worse, although the great authors of her childhood
had produced works of beauty and sophistication, too often they wrote
without “any express moral design.” Stowe saved her sharpest barbs for
Lord Byron. “The evil influence ... exerted by Byron on the minds of
the young and sensitive, is not to be lightly estimated,” she wrote in the
New-York Evangelist in 1842.% Stowe expanded this critique of Byron
in an essay she published the following year. Contrasting Romantics like
Byron with “moral” writers like Dickens, she placed a premium on the
social consciousness stimulated by imaginative literature. Writers such
as Byron, she lamented, tend “to withdraw interest from the common
sympathies, wants, and sufferings of every day human nature, and to
concentrate them on high wrought and unnatural combinations in the
ideal world.”

Dickens was different. He did not dismiss “the joys and sorrows of
ordinary life as decidedly coarse and vulgar,” but rather used “the warmth
of poetic coloring” to illuminate “the every day walks and ways of men.”
Stowe believed that Dickens, unlike Byron or Scott, had performed a

59 Walters, “Stowe and the Reform Tradition,” 177; HBS, “Early Remembrances,” 3971;
Mary Kelley, Learning to Stand and Speak: Women, Education, and Public Life in
America’s Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 182; New-
York Evangelist, July 28, 1842; Barbara Hochman, Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Reading
Revolution: Race, Literacy, Childhood, and Fiction, 1851-1911 (Amherst: University
of Massachusetts Press, 2011), 28-31; HBS, “Introductory Essay” to Charles Beecher,
The Incarnation; or, Pictures of the Virgin and Her Son, reproduced with introduction
by Barbara Hochman in PMLA 118 (Oct. 2003): 1323; HBS to the Ladies New Anti-
Slavery Society of Glasgow, in the Liberator, Jan. 6, 1854.

% New-York Evangelist, July 28, 1842.
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great service to “the cause of humanity” by depicting “the whole class
of the oppressed, the neglected, and forgotten, the sinning and suffering,
within the pale of sympathy and interest.” Indeed, Stowe made precisely
this point in a letter she wrote to Dickens just as Uncle Tom’s Cabin was
becoming an international sensation. “There is a moral bearing” in your
work, confided Stowe, “that far outweighs the amusement of a passing
hour. If I may hope to do only something like the same, for a class equally
ignored and despised by the fastidious and refined of my country, I shall
be happy.”¢*

The New Romantic, in fact, aimed to do more than Dickens because
the British novelist had one glaring flaw in the eyes of his American coun-
terpart: he did not provide positive representations of the Christian faith.
Stowe, in contrast, would attend to both social and spiritual concerns.
She imagined a literary concoction that combined Dickens’s gritty real-
ism, Byron’s soaring prose, and her own deep piety — all in equal parts.
She would serve this drink in the reassuring glass of antebellum sentimen-
tal literature. Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s domestic setting, its keepsake imagery,
and Eva’s deathbed scene no doubt proved familiar to millions of con-
sumers weaned on sentimental fiction.5

Stowe was richly rewarded for these efforts as people across the
Western world rushed like never before to buy her book. Abolitionists
toasted it, while white southerners and not a few northerners vilified it.
Nonetheless, everyone was talking about Uncle Tom’s Cabin after its
publication in early 1852. This singular achievement was not lost on her
fellow New Romantics. “To have written at once the most powerful of
contemporary fictions and the most efficient of anti-slavery tracts,” wrote
Higginson, “is a double triumph in literature and philanthropy, to which
this country has heretofore seen no parallel.” Stowe had repackaged
moral suasion in a less confrontational and more approachable narrative,
a fact that she herself highlighted. Responding to a letter from an admir-
ing English lord, she counted among the book’s most important effects
the conversion “to abolitionist views many whom” had been alienated by
antislavery “bitterness.” %3

¢ New-York Evangelist, July 13, 1843; HBS to Charles Dickens, n.d., in introduction to
Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly (Boston: Houghton, Osgood and Co.,
1879), XVil.

¢ New-York Evangelist, July 13, 1843; Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 156-157.

% Frederick Douglass’ Paper, Jan. 21, 1853; Unsigned, Southern Press Review, 1852, http://
utc.iath.virginia.edu/reviews/rere27at.html; Frederick Douglass’ Paper, Mar. 4, 1853;
TWH, in LHBS, 162; HBS to Lord Carlisle, n.d., in LHBS, 169.
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Tom and Eva as Sentimental Martyrs

Frederick Douglass visited Stowe at her home in Andover, Massachusetts,
in early 1853, not long after she and Calvin had relocated there. He came
away thinking how easily the five-foot tall author — who had been an
early North Star subscriber — could get lost in a crowd. “Sitting at the
window of a milliner’s shop, no one would ever suspect her of being the
splendid genius that she is! She would be passed and repassed, attract-
ing no more attention than ordinary ladies,” observed the editor in his
newspaper. But, he continued, once one engaged Stowe in conversation,
she revealed herself to have “that deep insight into human character, that
melting pathos, keen and quiet wit, powers of argumentation, exalted
sense of justice, and enlightened and comprehensive philosophy, so emi-
nently exemplified in the master book of the nineteenth century.” ¢4

His former partner Delany begged to differ. In a series of letters that he
sent Douglass not long after the editor had visited Stowe in Andover, this
New Romantic laid his misgivings bare. White abolitionists like Stowe,
insisted Delany, knew nothing about blacks and must not be allowed
to take the lead in their liberation. He also objected to Stowe’s seeming
advocacy of colonization toward the end of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Finally,
the black abolitionist took issue with Stowe’s positive portrayal of Tom
as a pacifist martyr.*s

Delany was not alone in this final critique. Indeed, the passivity of
Stowe’s titular character has been denounced time and again by critics
of the novel in the century and a half since it was published. To many
readers — white and black, radical and conservative, old and young —
the figure of Uncle Tom epitomizes meek submission. Although this
characterization’s durability has something to do with stage adapta-
tions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which often depicted Tom as little more
than a passive, happy-go-lucky figure, the fact remains that even care-
ful readers of the novel have interpreted Stowe’s titular hero as an
“Uncle Tom.”5¢

6 FD, “A Day and A Night in ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,’” Frederick Douglass’ Paper, Mar. 4,
1853, in DLW, 2: 227; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, x.

6 MRD to FD, Mar. 20, Apr. 13, 15, 18, 1863 in Frederick Douglass’ Paper, Apr. 1, 22, 29,
May 6, 1853. These letters, along with brief responses by Douglass, are republished in
MDR, 224-238.

6 James M. McPherson, “Tom on the Cross,” in his Drawn with the Sword: Reflections
on the American Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 34; Meer, Uncle
Tom Mania, 253-256; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 255-260.
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This representation, however, simultaneously elides Tom’s moral res-
olution and the purpose for which Stowe sought to use it in her novel.
Instead of centering her story on a martial hero like Madison Washington,
Stowe focused, first and foremost, on the experiences of a different type
of romantic hero: the sentimental martyr. Tom’s myriad personal sac-
rifices, especially his tragic demise (as well as that of his symbolic soul
mate Eva), rather than the more conventionally heroic escapades of run-
aways George and Eliza, provide the emotional foundation of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin. In making Tom a sentimental martyr, in other words, Stowe
did not craft a timid character. Instead, from start to finish, she paints
Tom using bold colors. “The hero of our story,” she writes, “was a large,
broad-chested, powerfully-made man.” Though gentle, pious, and unwill-
ing to escape his bondage, he is strong, courageous, and principled. While
barely literate, Tom has an admirable work ethic and sharp business acu-
men, qualities recognized by all of his masters. Moreover, while Tom ulti-
mately accepts death at the hands of his master and his henchmen, all of
his decisions are guided by his conscience rather than his owners’ orders.
In the novel’s early stages, he agrees to be sold down the river in order to
save the rest of the Shelby slaves from the same fate. Likewise, he refuses
to whip Lucy, despite Legree’s threats, explaining, “I’'m willin’ to work,
night and day, and work while there’s life and breath in me; but this yer
thing I can’t feel it right to do’ — and Mas’r, I never shall do it, never!”¢

Thus, Tom follows his own moral compass, a fact that angers Legree
enough to kill him. And when Tom refuses to beg his master’s forgiveness
and take up the whip against his fellow slaves, Stowe suggests that his for-
bearance trumps the brutal master’s physical might: “Tom stood perfectly
submissive; and yet, Legree could not hide from himself that his power
over his bond thrall was somehow gone.” Tom’s refusal to reveal Cassy
and Emmeline’s hideout ultimately provokes Legree to beat him savagely
and then to turn him over to Sambo and Quimbo to finish the job. Even
in death, Tom acts of his own volition, if not in his own best interests.
Feeling “strong in God to meet death,” Tom admits to Legree that he
knows Cassy and Emmeline’s whereabouts, but he refuses to betray them.
“I can’t tell anything,” insists the martyr, “I can die.” Although rooted in
his deep Christian faith, this self-sacrifice was not motivated simply by his
desire for salvation in heaven but also his concern for fellow bondspeople

7 Beatrice A. Anderson, “Uncle Tom: A Hero at Last,” American Transcendental Quarterly
5 (June 1991): 95-108; Elizabeth Ammons, “Heroines in Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” American
Literature 49 (May 1977): 161-179; HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 68, 507.
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on earth. “Tom in various ways manifested a tenderness of feeling, a com-
miseration for his fellow-sufferers,” writes Stowe. Epitomizing the reli-
gion of the heart that the New Romantic had come to embrace a decade
earlier, Tom was, to Stowe, a hero in the mold of Jesus Christ. Or, to put
the matter in another way, he was anything but an “Uncle Tom.”¢®

Some scholars argue that it would be more accurate, if oddly put,
to call Tom “the supreme heroine of the book.” After all, Stowe’s cen-
tral character embodied the qualities that nineteenth-century Americans
associated with true womanhood — submission, piety, and self-sacrifice —
qualities that Stowe put at the core of the Christocentric theology she
developed in the 1840s. The novelist, in fact, viewed Jesus Christ as the
natural offspring of God and Mary, whose miraculous conception “was
the union of the divine nature with the nature of a pure woman,” con-
cluding that “there was in Jesus more of the pure feminine element than
in any other man.”%

If no living man could rival Jesus in his feminine characteristics, she
created a fictional character who seemed equal to the task. Like any true
woman, Uncle Tom is dutiful, pious, and altruistic. He puts the inter-
ests of family and hearth and home ahead of all else. After accepting
his fate of being sold down the river rather than jeopardizing his family,
Tom sobs uncontrollably over his sleeping children. He then urges young
George Shelby — his owner’s son — to respect his parents in what Stowe
describes as “a voice as tender as a woman’s.”7° Later, as Eva lies dying,
Tom becomes a surrogate mother of sorts. As her own mother Marie
spends Eva’s final days absorbed in her own suffering — a model of what
a true woman would not do — Tom dutifully dotes on the young girl. In
the meantime, Eva plays the role of good mother herself, reaching out
and inspiring the abused and motherless Topsy.

Exemplars of feminine and maternal values, Uncle Tom and Evangeline
St. Clare were Christ-like figures for Stowe. After describing Legree’s bru-
tal beating of Tom, she writes, “But, of old, there was on One who suf-
fering changed an instrument of torture, degradation and shame, into a

¢ HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 558, 581582, 500—501; Anderson, “Uncle Tom,” 99; Paul F.
Boller, Not So! Popular Myths About America from Columbus to Clinton (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 66.

% Ammons, “Heroines,” 173; Isabelle White, “Sentimentality and the Uses of Death,” in
The Stowe Debate: Rhetorical Strategies in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, ed. Mason 1. Lowance
Jr., Ellen E. Westbrook, and R. C. De Prospo (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts
Press, 1994), 108; HBS, Religious Studies, in The Writings of Harriet Beecher Stowe
(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1896), 15: 36.

7o HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 172.
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symbol of glory, honor, and immortal life; and, where His spirit is, neither
degrading stripes, nor blood, nor insults, can make the Christian’s last
struggle less than glorious.” Tom, like Christ, sacrifices his life not only
to save Cassy and Emmeline but, more generally, as a moral lesson — and
a path to salvation — for others. The same can be said of Eva. “She’s no
more than Christ-like,” admits Miss Ophelia once she sees Eva’s effect on
Topsy. “I wish I were like her. She might teach me a lesson.”7"

Tom’s martyrdom, of course, follows the pattern that Stowe had set
earlier in the book with Eva, who seems to be physically and emotionally
consumed by exposure to slavery. In a conversation she has with Tom
not long before her death, Eva foreshadows her fate as well as its pur-
pose. “I can understand why Jesus wanted to die for us,” she said to Tom,
acknowledging that she had “felt so, too.” When Tom expresses confu-
sion, Eva explains that watching slaves who have been separated from
their mother and fathers, wives and husbands, got her thinking about
what she could do. “T would be glad to die, if my dying could stop all this
misery,” she concluded. “T would die for them, Tom, if I could.””*

Stowe’s saintly portrait of Tom and Eva amounts to a creative combi-
nation of her Christocentric theology with three other romantic currents:
romantic racialism, the idealization of childhood, and sentimentalism.
Like so many of her contemporaries, she embraced the romantic racial-
ist assumption that African Americans were inherently meek, pious, and
emotional. Stowe’s racial imagination was most likely shaped by the work
of Alexander Kinmont, a Swedenborgian educator who offered a series of
influential ethnographical lectures in Cincinnati in 1837 and 1838. Born
in Scotland, Kinmont had converted to Swedenborgianism — a Christian
sect that followed the teachings of eighteenth-century Swedish mystic
Emmanuel Swedenborg — after moving to the United States in the 1820s.
He settled in Cincinnati, where he founded Kinmont’s Boys Academy, a
school that offered students a classical and scientific education as well as
a thorough grounding in Swedenborgianism. Although Swedenborgian
converts were few and far between, his “doctrine of correspondence,”
which posited a direct connection between the objects of the physical
world and truths of the spiritual world, influenced Transcendentalists like
Emerson and Higginson.73

7t HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 583, 411; McPherson, “Tom on the Cross,” 32-36.

7+ Ammons, “Heroines,” 156-157; HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 400-40r1.

73 History of Cincinnati and Hamilton County, Ohio; Their Past and Present.... (Cincinnati:
S.B. Nelson & Co., 1894), 1o1-102; Gura, American Transcendentalism, 59—64; Packer,
Transcendentalists, 48; Frederickson, Black Image in the White Mind, to4nt3.
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Kinmont, in turn, popularized Swedenborg’s more obscure racial the-
ories. In several minor works, the Swedish visionary had insisted that
Africans have the innate ability to communicate with God in a more
direct, unmediated fashion than other races. Hence, he concluded, they
“are more receptive of the Heavenly Doctrines than most others on this
earth, because they readily accept the Doctrine.” Kinmont expanded
upon this idea in his Twelve Lectures on the Natural History of Man,
which depicted Africans as inherently spiritual, feminine, and childlike.
He insisted that Caucasians were, in contrast, naturally rational, mas-
culine, and aggressive, so much so that “all the sweeter graces of the
Christian religion appear almost too tropical, and tender plants, to grow
in the soil of the Caucasian mind.”7+

No conclusive evidence has been found confirming that Stowe, in fact,
heard Kinmont deliver these lectures. We do know, however, that she too
was an educator, lived in Cincinnati in the years in which he gave his lec-
tures, and followed cultural happenings closely. Stowe even took note of
Kinmont’s death in late 1838. We can imagine that the well-read author
was at least exposed to Kinmont’s ideas after his lectures were published
to much fanfare in Cincinnati the following year.”s

In any case, one thing is certain: the romantic racialist vision that
emerged in the budding abolitionist’s public and private writing in the
early 1850s aligned precisely with the theories Kinmont had laid out a
decade earlier in Cincinnati. Stowe, too, judged people of African descent
as inferior to whites in terms of their intellectual capacity and fighting
spirit, but superior in terms of religious and emotional capacities. As she
wrote of African Americans in 1851: “I have seen the strength of their
instinctive and domestic attachments in which as a race they excel the
anglo saxon.”?¢ In Uncle Tom’s Cabin she repeatedly associated simplic-
ity, religiosity, and meekness with African ancestry. Tom, wrote Stowe,
had “the soft, impressible nature of his kindly race, ever yearning toward
the simple and child-like.” Lacking in the “daring and enterprising”
qualities that both Stowe and Kinmont associated with whites, African
Americans, she insisted, were domestic, affectionate, and pious by nature.

7+ Emmanuel Swedenborg, quoted in Josephine Donovan, “A Source for Stowe’s Ideas on
Race,” NWSA Journal 78 (Autumn 1995): 29; Alexander Kinmont, Twelve Lectures on
the Natural History of Man, and the Rise and Progress of Philosophy (Cincinnati: U.P.
James, 1839), 218; Fredrickson, Black Image in the White Mind, 103-111.

7s Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 209-210, 437n31; Donovan, “A Source for Stowe’s
Ideas on Race,” 26—28.

76 HBS to Henry Ward Beecher, Feb. 1, 1851, in OSR, 65.
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She concluded in A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin that “the divine graces of
love and faith, when in-breathed by the Holy Spirit, find in their nat-
ural temperament a more congenial atmosphere” among blacks “than
any other races.” Uncle Tom, of course, epitomized this innate black
spirituality.””

If, in Stowe’s mind, Tom derived his Christ-like qualities from his
black ancestry, then Eva’s divine nature was similarly conditioned by her
youth. Like many romantics across the Western world, Stowe thought
children were oracles of divine wisdom who could teach as much as they
could learn. Transcendentalist Bronson Alcott called the child “a Type
of Divinity,” who revealed the “nature” of man, “despoiled of none of
its glory.” Emerson opined that “infancy is the perpetual Messiah, which
comes into the arms of fallen men, and pleads with them to return to
paradise” in his widely read essay, “Nature.” Closer to nature, children
seemed closer to God. Stowe likewise believed that children had much
to “teach us,” especially insofar as morality and spirituality were con-
cerned. “Wouldst thou know, O parent, what is that faith which unlocks
heaven?” she asked in an 1846 essay. “Go not to wrangling polemics, or
creeds and forms of theology, but draw to thy bosom thy little one, and
read in that clear, trusting eye, the lesson of eternal life.”7*

No character in American literature better exemplifies the divine inter-
pretation of childhood than Little Eva. Stowe renders her as a romantic,
otherworldly figure. When Tom first catches a glimpse of her aboard a
Mississippi steamboat, Eva “seemed something almost divine.” Blonde-
haired, blue-eyed, and “always dressed in white,” she has “an undulating
and aérial grace, such as one might dream of for some mythic and alle-
gorical being.” In her purity, selflessness, and deep piety, Eva reflected
Stowe’s faith that children were the spiritual foundation of the nation
(Figure 3.2).7

77 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 2531, 164; HBS, Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 25; Donovan, “A
Source for Stowe’s Ideas on Race,” 2.8.

78 Susan J. Pearson, The Rights of the Defenseless: Protecting Animals and Children in
Gilded Age America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 30-32; Packer,
The Transcendentalists, 43, 55—58; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 26-28; Gura,
American Transcendentalism, 8 5—90; Bronson Alcott, quoted in Steven Mintz, Huck’s
Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 2004), 76; Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature: Addresses and Lectures, in
The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin, 1903), 1: 71; New-York Evangelist, Jan. 15, 1846.

79 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 231, 230; Ammons, “Heroines,” 156-158; White,
“Sentimentality and the Uses of Death,” 108-109.
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FIGURE 3.2. Lithograph of Eva ascending to heaven (1899) captures Stowe’s
romanticized portrayal of her sentimental martyr.

Source: Courier Litho. Co, Buffalo, NY, 1899. Courtesy of the Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-50215.
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Stowe’s saintly characterization of Eva, especially her overwrought
death scene, has provoked almost as much critical opprobrium as the
image of Uncle Tom. “Little Eva gains her force not through what she
does, not even through what she is, but through what she does and is
to us, the readers,” Ann Douglas argued in the most forceful critique
of the scene. Eva is little more than a “decorative” character, she wrote,
whose “sainthood is there to precipitate our nostalgia and our narcis-
sism.” Her death typifies the larger problem that Douglas identified in
works of Victorian sentimentalism like Uncle Tom’s Cabin: the betrayal
of the seriousness and artistry of elite culture in favor of “sentimental
peddling of Christian belief for its nostalgic value.” Contrasting senti-
mental literature with the work of such European Romantics as Goethe,
Keats, Shelley, and Coleridge, Douglas insisted that the former lacks
the latter’s “political and historical sense,” its “spirit of critical protest.”
Instead, sentimentalism encourages “self-absorption, a commercializa-
tion of the inner life.” Yet Douglas’s test for whether a work of literature
is romantic or sentimental has more to do with aesthetics than its social
or political import. Romanticism, she held, “no matter how strained or
foreign to modern ears, has not — to use Hemingway’s phrase — ‘gone
bad.’” Sentimental literature, in contrast, sounds sappy and dated. The
eminent black novelist James Baldwin agreed. As he wrote in a scathing
1949 essay, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a very bad novel, having, in its self-
righteous, virtuous sentimentality, much in common with Little Women.”
Baldwin called “sentimentality ... the ostentatious parading of excessive
and spurious emotion” — “the mark of dishonesty.”*°

While Douglas’s and Baldwin’s interpretations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s
aesthetic shortcomings are on target, they miss the mark in other ways.
First of all, as scholars like Jane Tompkins have ably demonstrated, senti-
mentalists like Stowe did not retreat “from the world into self-absorption
and idle reverie.” Quite the contrary, by positing the transformation of
America into a more just republic at the hands of “Christian women,”
they put the seemingly conservative values of sentimentalism and domes-
ticity to work in the service of radical social reform. Secondly, sentimen-
talism was far from a dishonest or intellectually bankrupt body of ideas.
Instead, it had deep philosophical roots, some of which could be found in
the romantic soil that Douglas valued so highly.®r

8o Douglas, The Feminization of American, 3, 4, 6, 255; James Baldwin, “Everybody’s
Protest Novel,” in Critical Essays on Harriet Beecher Stowe, 92.

8t Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 143-144; Carolyn Haynes, “Domesticity and
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Sentimental literature reached its apogee in the nineteenth century, but
arguments for the centrality of emotion and feeling date back to the early
modern period. Responding to the perceived ethical shortcomings of
Lockean empiricism, Scottish Common Sense philosophers like Francis
Hutcheson and Adam Smith posited an internal moral sense by which to
guide all individual action. In his influential 1759 The Theory of Moral
Sentiments, Smith stressed the use of imagination in the process of identi-
fication with another. “By the imagination we place ourselves in his situ-
ation,” he wrote, “we conceive ourselves enduring all the same torments,
we enter as it were into his body, and become in some measure the same
person with him.”$>

Stowe was likely exposed to Common Sense theories by such writers
as Hugh Blair and Archibald Alison, whom she read as a young girl. Her
sister Catharine, who developed an education theory based on awakening
“affection in the human mind” at the Hartford Seminary, reinforced this
early interest in Common Sense philosophy. Drawing directly on Smith’s
theories, Catharine wrote that instructors could help students develop
their faculty of “Sympathy” — “the power the mind possesses of experi-
encing such emotions as ... exist in another mind.”*

Stowe also found intellectual support for sentimentalism in the con-
temporary arguments of romantics in the United States and Europe.
Since the 1840s, Stowe and her husband had been reading the work of
Schleiermacher, who maintained that “religion’s essence is neither thinking

Sentimentalism,” in the Encyclopedia of American Cultural and Intellectual History, ed.
Mary Kupiec Cayton and Peter W. Williams (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2001),
1: 450—451. In the preface to the 1988 edition of Feminization of American Culture,
Douglas admitted that she “underrated” the “long-term efficacy” of the “social goals
and methods” of sentimental authors like Stowe. Douglas, Feminization of American
Culture, xii-xiii.
82 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759; repr., Indianapolis: Liberty Fund,
1984), 9; R.S. Crane, “Suggestions Toward a Genealogy of the ‘Man of Feeling,’” English
Literary History 1 (Dec. 1934): 205—230; Norman Fiering, “Irresistible Compassion:
An Aspect of Eighteenth-Century Sympathy and Humanitarianism,” Journal of the
History of Ideas 37 (Apr.-June 1976): 195-218; Gregg Camfield, The Moral Aesthetics
of Sentimentality: A Missing Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” Nineteenth-Century Literature
43 (Dec. 1988): 319-345; Karen Halttunen, “Humanitarianism and the Pornography
of Pain in Anglo-American Culture,” American Historical Review 100 (Apr. 1995):
303—334; Elizabeth B. Clark, ““The Sacred Rights of the Weak’: Pain, Sympathy, and the
Culture of Individual Rights in Antebellum America,” Journal of American History 82
(Sept. 1995): 478-79.
Catharine Beecher, quoted in Maurice S. Lee, Slavery, Philosophy, and American
Literature, 1830-1860 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 73; Camfield,
“The Moral Aesthetics of Sentimentality,” 328-332.
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nor acting, but intuition and feeling.” Her fellow New Romantics like-
wise identified sentiment as the wellspring of humanity. “A man without
large power of feeling is not good for much as a man,” wrote Parker.
“He may be a good mathematician, a very respectable lawyer, or a doc-
tor of divinity, but he is not capable of the high and beautiful and holy
things of manhood.”#+ Douglass believed that mankind’s “affinities” were
so powerful that even the institution of slavery could not sunder them.
On the anniversary celebration of West Indian emancipation in 1848,
he confidently announced that “the magic power of human sympathy is
rapidly healing national divisions, and bringing mankind into the har-
monious bonds of a common brotherhood.” Fourteen years later, while
serving in South Carolina as a commander of a regiment of ex-slaves,
Higginson also invoked the bonds of sympathy that unite all people. In
a journal passage in which he explored the elements that set his African
American soldiers apart from their white counterparts, he wrote, “As for
sugar, no white man can drink coffee after they have sweetened it — per-
haps I could, T never tried it — & perhaps this sympathy of sweetness is
the real bond between us.” Even the simple act of tasting his soldiers’
coffee, Higginson implied in Smithian fashion, had the potential to foster
sympathetic identification with another.s

As Stowe formulated her unique brand of reform fiction, she drew
on both romantic and Common Sense theories of sentimentalism. Like
Smith, Parker, Schleiermacher, and countless others, she highlighted
the extraordinary power of “the faculty of the imagination,” which,
she insisted in 1849, exists “burning and God-given, in many a youth-
ful soul.”®¢ As she would later illustrate with her evocative “ladder to
heaven” metaphor, Stowe believed the foundation of society and indi-
vidual salvation lay “in human affections, tender instincts, symbolic
feelings, [and] sacraments of love,” which transcended all races and
cultures. Indeed, at one point in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe posited

84 Friedrich Schleiermacher, quoted in Richard Crouter, Friedrich Schleiermacher: Between
Enlightenment and Romanticism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 54n68;
TP, “Traits and Illustrations of Human Character and Conduct,” in WTP, 5: 136.

FD, “The Anti-Slavery Movement: An Address Delivered in Rochester, New York, on
19 March 1855,” in FDP, 3: 49; FD, “A Day, A Deed, an Event, Glorious in the Annals
of Philanthropy: An Address Delivered in Rochester, New York, on 1 August 1848,”
in FDP, 2: 136; Dan McKanan, Identifying the Image of God: Radical Christians and
Nonviolent Power in the Antebellum United States (New York: Oxford University Press,
2002), 6-7; TWH, Journal, Dec. 2, 1862, in CWJ, 26; Looby, introduction to CWJ,
26-27.

86 HBS, “Introductory Essay,” 1324.
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sentimental identification as nothing less than the sine qua non of the
human condition. The moment in question takes place on the north-
ern Quaker settlement to which Eliza and her son flee. When Eliza’s
host Rachel Halliday learns that George has, unbeknownst to Eliza,
also found his way to the settlement, she asks her friend Ruth whether
she should tell the runaway immediately. “Now! to be sure, — this very
minute,” replies Ruth. “Why, now, suppose ‘t was my John, how should
I feel?” After Rachel’s husband Simeon applauds her neighborly love,
Ruth asks, “Isn’t it what we are made for?”8%7

The same could be said of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which Stowe deliber-
ately crafted to help her audience feel the suffering of the enslaved. As she
wrote in her first preface, “The object of these sketches is to awaken sym-
pathy and feeling for the African race, as they exist among us; to show
their wrongs and sorrows under a system so necessarily cruel and unjust
as to defeat and do away with the good effects of all that can be attempted
for them, by their best friends, under it.”% Unlike most authors, Stowe
did not limit such direct appeals to her readership to the preface. Instead,
throughout the novel she repeatedly disrupted the flow of the narrative
with authorial interventions that challenge her readers to put themselves
in the shoes of her suffering characters. Describing the scene in which
Tom selflessly submits to Mr. Shelby’s decision to sell him to Haley rather
than see the whole plantation broken up, Stowe explicitly asks her read-
ers to connect it to similar pain that they have suffered: “Sobs, heavy,
hoarse and loud, shook the chair, and great tears fell through his fingers
on the floor; just such tears, sir, as you dropped into the coffin where lay
your first-born son; such tears, woman, as you shed when you heard the
cries of your dying babe.”#?

Having lost her son Charley a few years before writing Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, Stowe urges her readers to identify with Tom and his family’s
plight by drawing on their own emotional reserves. Later, she concludes
a passage in which Eliza debates whether she has the strength necessary
to run away with Harry from being sold down the river with another
direct question to her audience. “If it were your Harry, mother, or your
Willie, that were going to be torn from you by a brutal trader, tomorrow
morning ... how fast could you walk?” she asks. “How many miles could

87 HBS, Minister’s Wooing, 88; Clark, “Sacred Rights of the Weak,” 4925 HBS, Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, 220.

88 HBS, “First Edition Preface,” in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Boston: Jewett & Co., 1852), http://
utc.iath.virginia.edu/uncletom/uteshbsbt.html.

89 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 9o—91.
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you make in those few brief hours, with the darling at your bosom, —
the little sleepy head on your shoulder, — the small, soft arms trustingly
holding on to your neck?” Finally, while Stowe wrestles directly with
the question of what individuals can do to solve the problem of slavery
toward the end of the novel, she makes her classic appeal that “there
is one thing that every individual can do, — they can see to it they feel
right. An atmosphere of sympathetic influence encircles every human
being; and the man or woman who feels strongly, healthily and justly,
on the great interests of humanity, is a constant benefactor to the human
race.” Feeling right and identifying with the tragic victims of slavery, she
implies, can help individuals build a culture where the Toms of the world
do not have to die.”®

At other points, Stowe encourages sympathetic identification
with others with more subtlety. Eva’s death, for example, is largely
conveyed through the experiences of her family members and their
bondspeople. While Eva stoically faces her imminent demise, hand-
ing each of the household “servants” a lock of her curls, they burst
out with “groans, sobs, and lamentations.” Later, Stowe lingers on the
shared anguish of Augustine St. Clare and Tom as Eva is at death’s
door. “O, Tom, my boy, it is killing me!” cries St. Clare as a crying
Tom squeezes “his master’s hand between his own.” Meanwhile, Eva
smiles brightly, sighing as she passes away, “O! love, — joy, — peace!”
Stowe employs a similar dynamic in Tom’s death scene, which is repre-
sented first through the eyes of Sambo and Quimbo and later through
those of George Shelby, the son of his former master. Amid savagely
beating Tom, the two drivers are overcome with the wickedness of
their actions. Shortly thereafter, Shelby arrives, hoping to buy Tom
and return him to his old Kentucky home. Stowe affords the reader a
quick glimpse into the heart of Tom, who is at once overjoyed by the
news that he has not been forgotten by the Shelby plantation, while
nonetheless looking forward — even more than Eva — to his imminent
demise. Yet again Stowe is concerned with the emotional impact of his
death on those who surround him, explicating how his death converts

9o HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 105, 624; Marianne Noble, “Sentimental Epistemologies
in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The House of the Seven Gables,” in Separate Spheres No
More: Gender and Convergence in American Literature, 1830-1930, ed. Monika M.
Elbert (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2000), 268; Laura Hanft Korobkin,
Sentimentality and Nineteenth-Century Legal Stories of Adultery (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1998), 78—80.
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Sambo and Quimbo to Christianity while pushing George to swear
before God that he “will do what one man can to drive out this curse
of slavery from my land!” o

Viewed through the lens of sentimental identification, then, these
death scenes compel Stowe’s readers to put themselves not so much in
the shoes of her martyrs, but rather those of the mere mortals who sur-
round them. By focusing on the emotional toil of Tom and Eva’s deaths
on those who witnessed them as well as their impact on friends, family,
and others, Stowe offered a primer on the tragedy of the institution of
slavery. She did not encourage her audience to strive to live up to Eva and
Tom’s impossibly high example so much as to understand the acute suf-
fering that it inevitably entailed. This tragic thread extended even to the
conversions that resulted from their deaths. On the surface, Eva’s death
scene seems to be a turning point in the novel, after which those close
to her would never be the same. But while Eva helps convert Topsy to
Christianity in her final days, she fails utterly to effect larger changes, not
least of which is the goal for which she died: the liberation of the St. Clare
slaves. Even the promise to free Uncle Tom, which Eva elicits from her
father at her deathbed, comes up empty as Augustine is killed in a fight
before he can finalize the emancipation.

Tom’s martyrdom, too, achieves at best limited practical results
regarding slavery. George pledges himself to the antislavery cause and
knocks brutal Legree to the ground. Yet when the Legree slaves who
bury Tom ask the young master to save them from the “hard times”
on the Red River plantation by buying them, he replies, “I can’t! — I
can’t! ... it’s impossible!” George does play the role of liberator on his
own plantation in Kentucky. But here, too, we are left with a sense of
ambivalence about what Stowe’s sentimental martyr can truly achieve.
After being liberated, the Shelby slaves stay on as wage laborers, declar-
ing, “We don’t want to be no freer than we are. We’s allers had all we
wanted. We don’t want to leave de ole place, and Mas’r and Missis,
and de rest!” Aside from helping Cassy and Emmeline escape, the only
concrete blow against slavery that Tom manages to strike leads to the
creation of a free labor version of the plantation ideal trumpeted by
proslavery apologists like George Fitzhugh. In the end, it is difficult to

ot Glenn Hendler, Public Sentiments: Structures of Feeling in Nineteenth-Century American
Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 4; HBS, Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, 418, 427-428, 585, 593.
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escape the fact that even Christ-like martyrs are no match for the power
of institutionalized slavery in Uncle Tom’s Cabin.>*

George and Eliza as Resistant Rebels

The tragic role played by Tom in Stowe’s sentimental drama raises the
question of whether, indeed, she meant him to serve as a heroic model.
Garrison, for one, had no doubt that she did. “His character is sketched
with great power and rare religious perception,” he wrote. “It trium-
phantly exemplifies the nature, tendency and results of CHRISTIAN
NON-RESISTANCE.” But on this issue the abolitionist editor also chal-
lenged Stowe, wondering whether she believed “in the duty of non-resis-
tance for the white man, under all possible outrage and peril, as well as
for the black man.” Highlighting the gap between the suffering submis-
sion of black Uncle Tom and the heroic journey and fighting spirit of
mixed-race George Harris, he asked, “Is there one law of submission and
non-resistance for the black man, and another law of rebellion and con-
flict for the white man?”9

Garrison’s reading of Uncle Tom’s Cabin underscores a critical point:
Along with Tom the martyr, Stowe proffered an altogether different tale
of heroism. The plotline of runaway slave George Harris, who person-
ified the martial valor that so appealed to her fellow New Romantics,
further reveals Stowe’s ambivalence about the appropriate response to
slavery, at least for those with Anglo-Saxon ancestry.

At the outset of the novel George faces the same dilemma as Tom.
While the latter is to be sent down the river with a slave trader, the
former — a “talented young mulatto man” who had invented a labor-
saving machine, not unlike Eli Whitney’s cotton gin — has to leave his job
in a bagging factory for “a life of toil and drudgery” on his master’s farm.
An autodidact, George shows a “zeal for self-improvement,” which keeps
him from being bogged down in bondage’s “toil and discouragements.”
Whereas Tom feels obligated to honor his duty to obey his master, at least
to a point, George questions the right of another man to own him: “My
master! and who made him my master? ... ’m a man as much as he is.”
When his wife Eliza reminds him that Christianity teaches obedience to

92 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin 593, 616; Douglas, Feminization of American Culture, 4;
Jennifer L. Jenkins, “Failed Mothers and Fallen Heroes: The Uses of Domesticity in
Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” ESQ: A Journal of the American Renaissance 38 (2nd qt. 1992):
1725 McKanan, Identifying the Image of God, 162.

9 Liberator, Mar. 26, 1852.
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one’s master, George replies, “I an’t a Christian like you, Eliza; my heart’s
full of bitterness, I can’t trust in God.” Determined that he cannot remain
a slave, he announces to his wife, “I’ll die first! I’ll be free, or I’ll die!”%+
George Harris, then, follows a different moral compass than Tom, one
more attuned to worldly conditions than to Christian obedience and self-
sacrifice.

Unlike Tom, George does not shrink from violent confrontation with
those who would keep him chained. When Mr. Wilson, a white south-
erner who is sympathetic to his plight, expresses concerns about the
repercussions that the young runaway faces if caught, George opens his
coat to reveal two pistols and a bowie knife, insisting he is prepared to
ensure his success, whatever the cost. Upon hearing Mr. Wilson’s appeal
to the laws of the land, George replies, “My country again! Mr. Wilson,
you have a country; but what country have I, or any one like me, born
of slave mothers? What laws are there for us? We don’t make them, —
we don’t consent to them, — we have nothing to do with them; all they
do for us is to crush us, and keep us down.” In this passage, Stowe may
have consciously been echoing Douglass, who just a few years earlier had
declared, “I have no patriotism, I have no country. What country have 1?”
She later admitted that George was modeled, in part, on the life of her
fellow romantic reformer, who so famously expounded upon this theme
in his Fifth of July jeremiad.®s

In a chapter titled “The Freeman’s Defence,” Stowe pursues the ques-
tion of martial resistance directly. Befriended by a group of pacifist
Quakers, the Harrises are forced to wrestle with the nonresistant beliefs
that animate characters like Uncle Tom. Though George says that he
is not looking for a fight, preferring to leave the United States peace-
fully, he refuses to allow either himself or his family to return to bond-
age. Reflecting on the fact that his sister had been auctioned off in New
Orleans, he remarks, “I know what they are sold for; and am I going to
stand by and see them take my wife and sell her, when God has given me
a pair of strong arms to defend her?” Hearing this, one of his Quaker
companions wonders whether this situation is the exception that proves
the nonresistant rule. “If man should ever resist evil,” he states, “then

9+ HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 54, 57, 604, 60, 62, 64.

95 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 185; FD, “The Right to Criticize American Institutions, speech
before the American Anti-Slavery Society, May 11, 1847, in LWFD, 1: 236; William
B. Allen, Rethinking Uncle Tom: The Political Philosophy of Harriet Beecher Stowe
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009), tos5ng9; HBS, Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
16-17.
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George should feel free to do it now: but the leaders of our people taught
a more excellent way; for the wrath of man worketh not the righteous-
ness of God; but it goes sorely against the corrupt will of man, and none
can receive it save they to whom it is given. Let us pray to the Lord that
we be not tempted.”?¢

Not long after, when slave catchers chase down the Harrises and their
Quaker companions, George takes his stand, issuing what Stowe calls
“his declaration of independence.” “I am George Harris,” he announces.
“A Mr. Harris, of Kentucky, did call me his property. But now I’'m a
free man, standing of God’s free soil; and my wife and my child I claim
as mine.... You can come up, if you like; but the first one of you that
comes within the range of our bullets is a dead man, and the next, and
the next; and so on till the last.” After one of the slave catchers replies,
“We’ve got the law on our side, and the power, and so forth,” George,
having already thrown off the shackles of slavery, rejects the laws and
the country that helped put him in bondage in the first place. “We don’t
own your laws; we don’t own your country,” he says. “We stand here
as free, under God’s sky, as you are; and, by the great God that made
us, we’ll fight for our liberty till we die.” 7 In classic New Romantic
fashion, George strikes his martial pose on higher law grounds. Shortly
thereafter, he proves true to his word, shooting a burly slave catcher
with his pistol.

Although George’s dramatic escape takes a secondary role in the novel
to Tom’s tragic tale, Stowe leaves little doubt about her admiration for the
former’s escapades. In the months before she began to write Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, Stowe had begun revisiting the historical romances of her youth.
“The children study English history in school,” she wrote her sister-in-
law Sarah Buckingham in late 1850, “and I am reading Scott’s historical
novels in their order.” Having just finished The Talisnan, The Abbot,
and Tvanhoe, Stowe must have had medieval knights on the brain. Little
wonder, then, that she counterbalanced Tom’s martyrdom with George’s
tale of martial heroism. In a passage in which her own voice and George’s
combine into a single chorus, Stowe depicts her resistant rebel as no dif-
ferent from a host of European and American freedom fighters. If he
had been “a Hungarian youth,” escaping Austria into America, declares
George, his militant stand would have been interpreted as “sublime hero-
ism.” Yet Americans tended to portray runaway slaves as dangerous

96 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 288.
97 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 298.
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lawbreakers. Since he “was a youth of African descent, defending the
retreat of fugitives through America into Canada, of course we are too
well instructed and patriotic to see any heroism in it; and if any of our
readers do, they must do it on their own personal responsibility.” Later
in the novel, Stowe again highlights the heroic nature of resistance to
bondage. When runaways brave torture and death by escaping and, in
some cases, returning to “that dark land” to save their wives, sisters, and
mothers, she insists, they are performing “deeds of heroism,” not acting
like criminals.?®

Unsurprisingly, Stowe viewed martial heroism through the prism of
nineteenth-century gender mores. Runaway husbands and fathers return
to save their wives and daughters, not the other way around. Even
so, Stowe broke new ground by creating female characters with com-
plex motives. Combining the sort of rebellious heroines one could find
in the pulp novels of the period — fallen women, adventure feminists,
seductresses — with traditional exemplars of morality and chastity that
populated most sentimental novels, she offered what David Reynolds
calls “multilayered heroines.”?® George’s wife Eliza is, at once, a loving,
devoted mother and a brave heroine, who manages to single-handedly
free her child and herself. And, importantly, Eliza is the protagonist in the
book’s most spectacular — if not melodramatic — scene.

On the run from slave trader Haley and his henchmen, Eliza is forced
to flee across the icy Ohio River, “stumbling — leaping — slipping — spring-
ing upwards again” from one ice fragment to the next, ever clutching
young Harry. Stowe’s gendered conception of heroism prevented her
from overtly characterizing this escape as heroic; instead, she called it
“a desperate leap” that was produced by “madness” and “despair.”
Nevertheless, Eliza’s successful jump highlights the degree to which
Stowe was of two minds about the appropriate response to slavery for
men and women alike. While Tom’s pacifist persuasion leaves him at the
mercy of Legree’s brutal hand, Stowe’s runaways (George, Eliza, Henry,
Cassy, and Emmeline) are the characters who emerge not only free and
unscathed but reunited with their loved ones. When we examine George’s
fate — a safe and happy family, Christian conversion, university study in

%8 HBS to Sarah Buckingham, Dec. 17, [1850], in Jeanne Boydston, Mary Kelley, and
Anne Margolis, The Limits of Sisterbood: The Beecher Sisters on Women’s Rights and
Woman’s Sphere (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 79; Kelley,
Learning to Stand and Speak, 249; HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 299, 606.

99 Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 47.
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France — next to Tom’s tragic demise, it is difficult to conclude that non-
resistant moral suasion was her preferred antislavery mode.™°

The central question that remains is whether Stowe meant to delimit
martial heroism to white and mixed-race individuals alone. After all, she
goes to great lengths to associate Harris’s resistance with his white blood.
Born of a white father and slave mother, Harris, writes Stowe, “inher-
ited a set of fine European features, and a high, indomitable spirit” from
his father, while “receiv[ing] only a slight mulatto tinge, amply compen-
sated by its accompanying rich, dark eye,” from his mother.”* In her
A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe further linked George’s enterpris-
ing nature, intelligence, and militancy to his white ancestry. Responding
directly to the critique that “the character of George has been represented
as overdrawn,” she insisted: “In regard to person, it must be remembered
that the half-breeds often inherit, to a great degree, the traits of their
white ancestors.” George’s seemingly remarkable characteristics, Stowe
reminded her readers, can reasonably be attributed to his father’s white
blood. Moreover, as George Fredrickson has pointed out, the only other
characters who actively seek to free themselves in Uncle Tom’s Cabin —
Eliza, Cassy, and Emmeline — are of mixed race. It seems only fair to con-
clude that Stowe had doubts about the capacity of her full-blooded black
characters to overcome what she thought was an inherent passivity.™>

At the same time, Stowe, like the rest of the New Romantics, did not
think that racial difference was entirely fixed. Despite frequently dis-
cussing the “natural” or “innate” characteristics of different races, she
provided conceptual room for environmental factors. When comparing
Eva and Topsy in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for example, she noted that “the
Saxon” was “born of ages of cultivation, command, education, physical
and moral eminence,” while “the Afric” was “born of ages of oppres-
sion, submission, ignorance, toil and vice!” The yawning gap between
Eva and Topsy, implied Stowe, was to a certain extent the result of his-
torical circumstances. She also joined Parker and Douglass in rejecting
pseudo-scientific theories that traced racial difference to separate origins
or bloodlines.

o HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 118, 117, 561; Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 213;
McPherson, “Tom on the Cross,” 28; Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword, 47—48.

ot HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 182.

2 HBS, Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 13; Fredrickson, Black Image in the White
Mind, 117.

3 HBS, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 361-362, 268.
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What is more, by the mid-1850s Stowe seemed to have changed her
mind about the potential of African American men to display the aggres-
sive qualities that racialists usually ascribed only to whites. In her intro-
duction to William Cooper Nell’s The Colored Patriots of the American
Revolution, Stowe wrote of the bravery of black soldiers during the
American battle for independence. “This little collection of interesting
incidents,” she insisted, “made by a colored man, will redeem the char-
acter of the race from this misconception, and show how much injus-
tice there may often be in a generally admitted idea.” Stowe hoped the
book would help to convince white Americans — whether friend or foe
of African Americans — that their black counterparts had demonstrated
patriotism and bravery and deserved equal rights and opportunities. She
also thought that it could serve as a model for black Americans: “Let
them emulate the noble deeds and sentiments of their ancestors, and feel
that the dark skin can never be a badge of disgrace, while it has been
ennobled by such examples.” o4

The protagonist in Stowe’s second antislavery novel further illustrates
her doubts about inherent black passivity. Written just as sectional ten-
sions boiled over into armed conflict on the plains of Kansas and in the
halls of Washington, Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp evokes the
rising tide of violence in the mid-1850s. The first half of Stowe’s novel is
the sentimental story of Nina Gordon, a southern mistress who entertains
a variety of suitors on her plantation. The second half, which unfolds
amid the backdrop of proslavery lynch mobs and the caning of Charles
Sumner, follows the exploits of its titular protagonist, an escaped slave
whom Stowe calls “the hero of the book.”™°s In some ways, Dred closely
resembles Uncle Tom. “A tall black man, of magnificent stature and pro-
portions,” he, too, is devoutly religious. Yet Dred displays other charac-
teristics that align him more closely with such slave rebels as Madison
Washington, George Harris, or Martin Delany’s Henry Blake, whom we
will consider later, than Stowe’s sentimental martyr.

The son of would-be insurrectionist Denmark Vesey, Dred has “the
muscles of a gladiator” and a burning intensity to make him seem like
“one of the wild old warrior prophets of the heroic age.” In a sharply
drawn contrast to Tom’s New Testament pacifism, Dred embraces his

o+ HBS, introduction to William Cooper Nell, The Colored Patriots of the American
Revolution (Boston: Robert F. Wallcut, 1855), 5-6.

s HBS, Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856; repr., Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1999), 613; HBS and Calvin Stowe to Mr. Phillips, June 11,
1856, BPL.

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139860574.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139860574.004

156 Romantic Reformers

father’s Old Testament militancy, carrying a bowie knife, a hatchet, and a
rifle. Retreating to the Great Dismal Swamp after killing an overseer bent
on subduing him, Dred’s “solitary companion” is his father’s Bible, a spir-
itual guide that to him is “not the messenger of peace and good-will, but
the herald of woe and wrath!”¢ Dred, who organizes fellow runaways
into a revolutionary maroon community in the swamp, is killed before he
is able to initiate the slave rebellion he prophesized. Nevertheless, he rep-
resents a prepotent refutation of the assumption that people of African
descent were meek and subservient by nature.

What stands out most to the modern reader about Stowe’s portrait
of Dred are the ways in which she employed elements we associate with
popular romanticism to craft her rebuttal to this key pillar of nineteenth-
century racial theory. Like a classic Byronic hero, Dred is a tortured out-
cast who finds solace not among the rest of humanity but rather in the
wilds of the powerful and untamed natural world. In a vague but telling
passage, she writes, “As the mind, looking on the great volume of nature,
sees there is a reflection of its own internal passions, and seizes on that in
it which sympathizes with itself, — as the fierce and savage soul delights
in the roar of torrents, the thunder of avalanches, and the whirl of ocean
storms, — so is it in the great answering volume of revelation.” Wandering
through the swamp for weeks on end in trance-like states, Dred lives in
complete “sympathy and communion with nature.” “His life passed in a
kind of dream,” explains Stowe.*”

Such passages have led some scholars to insist that the novelist was
incapable of portraying black militancy as anything other than a “spe-
cies of insanity,” but this reading misses the positive elements in Stowe’s
depiction of Dred’s mental state.™® The slave rebel, she maintains, occu-
pies the “twilight-ground between the boundaries of the sane and insane,
which the old Greeks and Romans regarded with a peculiar veneration.”
She contrasts “the hot and positive light of our modern materialism, ...
which searches out and dries every rivulet of romance,” with Dred’s
“state of exaltation and trace, which yet appeared not at all to impede
the exercise of his outward and physical faculties.” Hardships that would
be unbearable to the average person, Stowe continued, are for him “an
ordinary condition.” Indeed, she writes that “the African race are said
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by mesmerists to possess in the fullest degree, that peculiar temperament
which fits them for evolution of mesmeric phenomena.”™® Thus, inso-
far as Dred casts doubt on some romantic racialist conclusions, he also
bespeaks Stowe’s belief in the unique religious gifts of African people.
Stowe’s classic portrait of black militancy, in sum, was as much the prod-
uct of her romantic frame of mind as was Uncle Tom.

Ambivalence, in the end, was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s defining trait. Like
all of her siblings, she worked hard to live up to her father’s expectations.
At the same time, Stowe modified - if not rejected outright — many of the
messages he sought so strenuously to impart. By the 18 50s, she had become
an immediate abolitionist, who publicly advocated a Christocentric the-
ology that was closer to her father’s liberal Boston adversaries than his
modified Calvinism. Nonetheless, Stowe remained nominally committed
to her father’s modified version of Calvinism throughout his life.

In a similar fashion, Stowe stretched the boundaries of the nineteenth-
century gender roles to which she had long subscribed. She agreed with
her sister Catharine that the most important role a woman could play
was to be a mother and caregiver in the home. When Uncle Tom’s Cabin
became a blockbuster, however, Stowe was transformed into a public fig-
ure, assuming a position of international prominence that implicitly chal-
lenged separate spheres ideology. Soon, Stowe assumed an active, though
calibrated, role in the political realm. In response to Stephen Douglas’s
Kansas-Nebraska bill, she insisted that it was the “duty” of American
women to use their “social influence” in the burgeoning sectional crisis.
Stowe then did her best to live up to this admonition, helping to distribute
two anti-Nebraska Act petitions — one to men, the other to women — that
spring. For the rest of the decade she would keep one foot well placed in
the political struggle against slavery.**

Stowe’s characteristic ambiguity was on full display in Uncle Tom’s
Cabin. In contrast to the invective that poured forth each week from the
pages of Garrison’s Liberator, Stowe balanced her trenchant critique of
southern slavery with a sensitive portrayal of the burdens faced by slave-
holders. She embraced — and through sheer popularity, her novel did much
to reinforce — troubling stereotypes about, and caricatures of, African
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Americans. But the broader message of Uncle Tom’s Cabin worked to
undermine racial barriers by convincing her readers that all people, even
the enslaved, shared a common humanity. Unwilling to follow her fellow
New Romantics completely down the perfectionist rabbit hole, she none-
theless created fictional characters that appeared more than human. Tom
and Eva’s tragic deaths and the Harrises’ successful quest for freedom,
in turn, underline the novelist’s mixed feelings about the most effective
means to combat slavery, at least for those with African ancestry. She
held in mind two models of romantic heroism: sentimental martyrs, with
whom her audience could emotionally identify, and resistant rebels, a
more conventionally romantic archetype to which she had been attracted
since childhood. Stowe’s abolitionist masterpiece, in the end, betrayed a
divided heart when it came to solving the problem of slavery.

To its many readers, however, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was nothing if not
clear-cut. Martin Robison Delany, for instance, was convinced that the
novel was a colonizationist manifesto, which was rooted in the white
author’s inability to imagine a future for African Americans in the United
States. Yet, in a telling twist, this New Romantic had his own doubts
about blacks’ place in the nation. Indeed, as we shall see in the next chap-
ter, Delany spent the better part of the 1850s and early 1860s formulating
and promoting a plan to build a black enclave abroad.
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