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deal more than you do.” Her comment is uncomfortably close to what
advocates of slavery had said earlier. One of the chief defenses of
slavery had been that the blacks are constitutionally a happy, jolly race
and therefore the rights which white people would find necessary to
their happiness were neither necessary nor even important to the blacks,
When she went on to speak of “the faults of the coloured people,” she
did not enumerate them. She did not have to, since there was a vast
folklore on that subject.

When the Civil War was over, Stowe did not have much that was
significant to say concerning the new status of blacks. By the time the
new civil rights won by the blacks during Reconstruction began to be
destroyed in the South in the 1890s, Stowe had lapsed into senility. In
the last years of her life—she died in 1896—she became like a little
child, except for occasional intervals of lucidity. Quite aside from her
physical and mental decline, however, there was something else which
indicates the defects of Stowe’s attitudes toward the blacks. In the 1850s
she had accepted some of the racist ideas of the time, but she had none-
theless forged a powerful weapon in Uncle Tom's Cabin against slavery.
Wrong and inadequate as many of her ideas of race now seem to us, they
were at least superior to those of nearly all the other white people of
the time. These ideas of race could not be changed sufficiently, however,
to serve as a basis for the idea of full equality for all blacks. Her ob-
jections to giving the right to vote to the newly freed blacks after the
wat was essentially a matter of timing. She was uneasily aware, as more
insistent reformers were not, that there was only so much “reform” the
white South could absorb all at once. She would soon come to the con-
clusion that blacks should receive the right to vote as well as equality
in all other civil relationships. The weakness of Stowe’s campaign for
the rights of blacks is not to be found in any particular declaration
she made on the subject. The trouble was that she was trapped in the
racial and racist theories of the nineteenth century. While she modified
these theories a good deal, she did not renounce them, but then scarcely
anyone at the time did. She did the best she could, but it was not good
enough. She saw blacks as being so innately different from whites that
her campaign to make them legally and socially equal had an almost
quixotic character. Her ideas of the inherent traits of the blacks would
present many difficulties for emerging black intellectuals. It would not
be long before they would reject them, though a much longer time
would pass before they would reject her as well.
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The Reputation of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin
The Novel
1865 - 1940

FOR A LONG TIME after the Civil War, Uncle Tom’s Cabin remained
popular among readers in the North. One indication that it was widely
read is that as late as 1899 it was still the volume most frequently
checked out of the New York Public Library. Historians and literary
critics often mentioned it, but the emphasis was more often on its status
as a great humanitarian document rather than strictly as a novel. On
the other hand, there were some critics—most of them novelists them-
selves—who recognized that with all its faults, Uncle Tom's Cabin also
had merit as a work of literature. In addition, they sometimes thought
that it was at least a promising beginning of a body of literature Wl"liCh
would explore the relationships between blacks and whites in the United
States as well as relationships between the North and the South.’

One of the enthusiastic admirers of the book was John W. De Forest.
A Union officer during the Civil War and a novelist who had himself
treated the theme of the contrast between the North and South,
De Forest admired Stowe, especially for her ability to portray aspects of
life in this country which he thought nearly all the other writers had
neglected. He recognized that Uncle Tom's Cabin had weaknesses, some
of them serious. He went so far as to say that parts of the novel were
no more than “village twaddle.” He disliked the sentimentality of the
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portrayal of little Eva and he had serious reservations about the “im-
peccable Uncle Tom.” In spite of the faults of the novel, however, he
wrote in 1868 that it was impressive in its “picture of American life,
drawn with a few strong and passionate strokes, not filled in thoroughly,
but still a portrait.”” No other novel in American literature, he said, had
portrayed the nation’s “life so broadly, truly and sympathetically.,” He
thought that Stowe had depicted American life in a way which could be
compared with what Dickens, Thackeray, and Anthony Trollope had
done for England and Victor Hugo had done for France, Fourteen years
later, in 1882, De Forest had even higher praise for her: “I put Mrs,
Stowe at the head of all living novelists [he probably meant all living
American novelists}], especially in the characteristics of power and sin-
cerity, both of feeling and style.”*

De Forest expressed his dissatisfaction with the character Uncle Tom
when he created a similar character in one of his own novels. “Major”
Scott is a former black slave in Miss Ravenel's Conversion from Seces-
séon to Loyalty (1867). He is employed by the Union Army of occupa-
tion in Louisiana during the Civil War as the overseer of a work crew
composed of other recently freed slaves. The omniscient narrator of the
novel specifically compares Scott to Uncle Tom. “In pious conversation,
venerable air, grand physique, superb bass voice, musical ear, perfection
of teeth, and shining white of the eye,” the narrator says, Scott “was a
counterpart of Mrs. Stowe’s immortal idealism, Uncle Tom.” Scott does
have virtues—he is, for example, a courageous and able soldier, as he
proves later in his participation with the Union army in a battle against
the Confederates. On the other hand, he is also considerably different
from Uncle Tom. Like “some white Christians,” the narrator says, “this
tolerably exemplary black had not yet arrived at the ability to keep the
whole Decalogue. He sometimes got a fall in his wrestlings with the
sin of lying, and in regard to the Seventh Commandment he was even
more liable to be overthrown than King David.” What De Forest was
apparently attempting to do was to portray a black with some heroic

qualities but not with what he regarded as impossible ones.’

Henry James might seem, perhaps, an unlikely writer to have ad-
mired Stowe, but he did. Toward the end of his life he remembered
the great impression that Uncle Tom’s Cabin had made upon the nation
when he himself was only a child of nine. Though he recognized the
power of the novel, he was rather uncertain about the source of jt. He
said that in 1852 Uncle Tom’s Cabin
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made a book, and here given to the stage a drama which will live as long
as the English tongue shall live.” And yet Twain had almost nothing to
say—either at this occasion or at any other time—about Uncle Tom’s
Cabin except that it was a great book. The only character in Stowe’s
fiction which Twain mentioned was Sam Lawson, the village philosopher
in some of her New England novels and stories. The narrator of Twain’s
story, “The Man Who Corrupted Hadleyburg,” praised Lawson as an
effectively drawn character.®

Though they were more cautious than some of the famous literary

names of the period, some of the writers of American literary histories
for a long time frequently found merit in Stowe’s writings, and especially
in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In his A Lizerary History of America (1900),
Barrett Wendell, professor of English at Harvard, acknowledged that
parts of Uncle Tom’s Cabin had been “written carelessly” and that the
novel contained many “crudities,” but even with these defects it was “a
remarkable piece of fiction.” He did not care for its “conventional and
rambling” plot. On the other hand, he was impressed with its delineation
of characters, finding them “though little studied in detail,” nevertheless
with “a pervasive vitality which no study can achieve; you unhesitatingly
accept them as real.” He also thought that Stowe was able to make
“convincing the backgrounds in which her action and her characters
move.” She had sufficient talent, he thought, that “if circumstances had
permitted its development, might have given her a distinguished place
in English fiction.””

Among literary historians, especially among those writing before
the strong black rejection of Uncle Tom's Cabin, a movement which
occurred in great force only after World War II, opinions similar to
those of Wendell were fairly common. One of the most enthusiastic of
the favorable accounts was that of Constance Rourke in her Trampets
of Jubilee (1927). In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, said Rourke, Stowe had
“command of structure—for carelessly combined as it seems, the book has
a structure, with a free flow of narrative, and a wealth of invention.”
Unlike those critics who criticized Stowe for her lack of direct knowl-
edge of slavery, Rourke commended her for using the knowledge which
she had in such a way as to present a convincing portrait. Rourke
thoughe that Stowe “used every touch” of experience, “acquiring the
basic gift of the creative artist, that of deriving the essential from the
fragmentary, of judging the whole piece by the small bit of pattern.”
Rourke disagreed with those critics who “belittle Uncle Tom’s Cabin as
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a work which was always over-colored, which never had a place 0\.1ts1de
¢he turbid sphere of propaganda.” It was not propaganda, .Sh.? said, or
at least it was not “propaganda soul and simple.” Thouigl-x it ”lacks the
hardiness and purity of view which belong to great writings,” still the
“unbroken force” of its “emotion produced breadth . . - the story at
least brings to mind what is meant by the epical scale; it has ab_ove all
that affecting movement toward unknown goals over l'on% dxs.tances
which becomes the irresistible theme of the greater narrative. Wlt}.l .all
its faults, Uncle Tom’s Cabin “presents an elementary h'uman cc?ndmon
with all its stark humiliations and compulsions the straits of mind and
body and feeling to which man can reduce man.” Thus?, the book was
“something of a miracle, a greater miracle than was realized by an enor-
mous public.” '
Unlike literary critics and literary historians in the years followm’g
the Civil War, most of the historians had little to say about Uncle fljom )
Cabin. Probably the major reason they neglected it was tl.lat the discus-
sion of effects of works of literature upon the events of I:ustoFy, or even
the discussion of social history at all, was rare among historians of the
time. Those historians who did mention the novel u51.1a.ll.y contented
themselves by saying that it had a strong influence in. mobilizing northern
opinion against slavery. In his History of the United Stzz.te: fr_om tb‘e
Compromise of 1850 (1893), James Ford Rhodes broke with this tradi-
tion. He discussed in detail the political and social effects of the novel
from the time of its publication in 1851-52 to the Civil War. Uncle
Tom’s Cabin was, he said, “an outburst of passion agains't the wrong
done to a race, and it was written with an intensity of feeling that left
no room for care in the artistic construction of the story. The‘ style is
commonplace, the language is often trite and .inelegant, sometimes de-
generating into slang, and the humor is stra1ne<.1." Rhodes may hz.we
been making concessions to some of his literary friends, l.)‘ut hfz had high
praise for the novel as an accurate portrayal of slavery. thlf she h.ad
not the facts which a critical historian would have collected,” he said,
“she used with the intuition of genius the materials gained through
personal observation.” Rhodes gave a full account, more so t}}an any other
historian until the present time, of the political and social e‘ﬂec'ts ?f
Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the years immediately following its pubh'ce.mon.
Opinions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the South after the Civil War
were less ambivalent, of course, than they were in the North. In the
minds and hearts of many white southerners, Stowe herself became one
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of the chief symbols of the perfidy of the North. The comment which
Lincoln had apparently made to her, “So you are the little lady who
made this great war,” did not become publicly known until 1897 when
Annie Fields edited The Life and Letters of Harriet Beecher Stowe and
included an account of it in her notes. Long before then, however, many
white southerners had decided that Stowe was one of the chief causes
of the defeat of the Confederacy and that she had acted out of a calcu-
lated malice. In 1870, William Hand Browne, the editor of Southern
Magazine, published in Baltimore, wrote to Paul Hamilton Hayne in
South Carolina expressing his disgust with northern pretensions: “I look
forward to the threatening Y ankeeisation of the South with unspeakable
dread and abhorrence. It would not matter so much if the prospect were
of being Anglicized, Gallicized, Teutonised or Freejeeised. But to be in-
fected with the Yankee soul—the Yankee spirit—great heavens!” In
another letter to Hayne, Browne said, “I rage internally when I see
our Southern people—my brothers and yours—meekly admitting the
Yankees’ claim to have all the culture, all the talent, all the genius of
the country. . . . And I rage tenfold when I see our people, aye, our
women and maidens—taught to hanker after the works of Mrs, Stowe,
that Pythoness of foulness.”

In 1885, Paul Hamilton Hayne wrote a letter to Charles Gayarré
expressing his anger on reading of a birthday party arranged for Stowe
by her publisher. The affair had been gotten up, he said, “to burn in-
cense upon the altar of her enormous vanity!” He was particularly out-
raged that his fellow southerner George Washington Cable had written
a letter to Stowe, to be read at the party. Cable had “absolutely gushed
over her ‘Uncle Tom,”” said Hayne, “drivelled about his love, reverence,
and admiration for New England.” Hayne wrote a highly emotional
poem directed at some unnamed person. Entitled “A Character,” the
poem spoke of the “bluff manners” of a certain woman. She had “the
Devil’s own art in veiling . . . infinite gulfs of guile.” It was she who
was chiefly responsible for the fact that many a southern soldier “rots,
festering, vile, loathsome, in burial shrouds of shame.” Such evil could
only be adequately punished by God himself:

Beware! by the God above us, who parteth the false from the true.
There's a Curse in the Future, somewhere, an ambushed Curse for you.
It will break from the way-side fiercely, when least you dream of a blow;
A tigerish fate in its fury, to rend and lay you low: ,
And "ere it hath sucked your heart’s blood, & stifled your latest breath,
The thought of your victims, Woman! will sharpen the sting of death!™
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About the year 1888, Grace King, the Louisiana writer, visited for
several days in the home of Charles Dudley Warner in Hartford. Very
early in the morning she saw from her bedroom window a woman out
in the garden walking quickly about and talking to herself. Later at
breakfast, she asked Mrs. Warner about the strange visitor. “Oh, that
was Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe,” Mrs. Warner said. “She is always
running around the neighborhood of a morning. You will see her often.
No one pays any attention to her!” Mrs. Warner went on to explain
that Stowe was now senile and in a second childhood. Of her reaction
to this announcement, Grace King wrote in her autobiography, published
in 1932, “A cannon ball could not have astounded me more. Harriet
Beecher Stowe! She who had brought the war upon us, as I had been
taught, and all our misfortunes! That was Harriet Beecher Stowe! The
full realization of where I was came upon me.”

“You have read her book?” asked Mrs. Warner.

“No, indeed! It was not allowed to be even spoken of in our house!”
Some sympathy for the mental condition of Stowe is implied in the
account of King, but she could only insist that whatever sympathy she
felt was “in spite of her {Stowe’s} hideous, black, dragonlike book that
hovered on the horizon of every Southern child.””

In the 1890s, William Lyon Phelps assigned Uncle Tom’s Cabin to
his literature classes at Yale and asked his students to write a “critical
theme” on it. Among his students there were several southerners and
in their themes he found some “vigorous denunciations.” As late as 1924,
he still remembered the theme of “one warm-hearted young gentleman
from a Southern State.” “After I had finished this book,” the student
wrote, “I kicked it out of the room, kicked it down stairs, kicked it out
of the dormitory, and shall never read it again.” A rather similar event
happened about 1905 at Harvard. In his Lanterns on the Levee (1941),
William Alexander Percy remembered how as a student from Mississippi
he was teased by his Harvard classmates: “It would cross someone’s
mind that I had been less than appreciative of . . . Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”
Percy was “pinned to the floor and sat on by rowdy well-wishers while
others would read aloud Mrs. Stowe’s more sadistic and blood-boiling
passages, with Simon Legree gestures.” Percy was amused by these inci-
dents in retrospect, but he might have felt differently about them when
they happened.”

For about fifty years after the Civil War, examples of hatred ex-
pressed in the South toward Stowe and Unmcle Tom’s Cabin are not



{346} UNCLE TOM'S CABIN, THE NOVEL: 1865-1940

difficult to find. Perhaps the strongest example of hatred was that of
Thomas Dixon, the North Carolina novelist, who was unwilling to admit
any merit in the novel or any kindly motive on Stowe’s part. In his
early manhood he had been a clergyman as well as a state legislator,
His career as a writer began, he said, when he attended a performance
of Uncle Tom's Cabin. Outraged by what he regarded as its injustice
to the white South and its misconception of the racial traits of the
blacks, Dixon left the theater vowing to tell the South’s “true story.”
The true story was, apparently, that because of the innate defects of
the blacks as a race, the white southerners had been obliged to enslave
them. His novels are appallingly crude. Usually what happens in them
is that the white southern characters endure pillage and rape by the
blacks during the Reconstruction period. Eventually the whites rebel
and wrest control of local and state governments from carpetbaggers,
scalawags, and black politicians. The novels sold millions of copies. It
was Dixon’s The Clansman (1905) that was made into the famous
movie Birth of a Nation (1915), directed by D. W. Griffith.**

“One drop of Negro blood makes a Negro,” declares the narrator
of Dixon’s novel, The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the W hite Man's
Burden, 1865-1900 (1902). “It kinks the hair, flattens the nose, thickens
the lips, puts out the light of the intellect, and lights the fire of brutal
passions. The beginning of Negro equality as a vital fact is the begin-
ning of the end of this nation’s life.” Dixon explored the theme of the
inherent evil of the blacks over and over again in his novels. No black
is trustworthy, he argued. To be a black is to be a thief, a rapist, or a
murderer—sometimes all three. If a black has white intermixture, he
is especially dangerous. White intermixture, Dixon thought, improved
the intellect of blacks without changing their morals. In order to demon-
strate this particular point, Dixon took some of the characters in Uncle
Tom’s Cabin and changed them to fit in with his theories of race. Tim
Shelby, one of Dixon’s characters, had formerly been a black slave on
the plantation of Mr. Shelby of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Now he has been
freed and has become an official in the Freedmen’s Bureau in the South.
A southern white girl, driven by necessity, applies for a teaching posi-
tion in one of the Bureau’s black schools. Tim Shelby tells her that she
can have the position if she will kiss him. She tells white men of the
community what he has said and he is lynched. When he is found, “His
neck was broken and his body was hanging low—scarcely three feet from
the ground. His thick lips had been split with a sharp knife and from
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his teeth hung this placard: “The answer of the Anglo-Saxon race to
Negro lips that dare pollute with words the womanhood of the South.
s 915
K.Kx.gthough Dixon had no use whatever for blacks, he subscribed to
some of the reformist ideas of the muckrakers in the ea?rly years of 'the
twentieth century. He was aware of widespread ﬁnanf:lal‘ and political
corruption and championed the cause of the poor white if not that of
the poor black. In The Leopard’s Spots, he introduced the clzharacter
Simon Legree. This man was meant to be the same charac‘ter 1,n anle
Tom’s Cabin, but his career has been brought up to date. D].XOII s S@on
Legree had avoided military service during the war by disguising hm.l-
self as a German immigrant woman, working on an obscu.re f'arm in
Louisiana tending cows. After the war he abandoned his disguise and
moved to North Carolina where he was unknown. Now he is a scalawag,
helping the northern carpetbaggers to fleece the whites o_f the- South.
Since only a few southern whites can vote, Simon Legree in this novel
spends much of his time stirring up the black voters. “It was a spectacle
for gods and men,” says the narrator of the novel, “to see him parangue
that Union League [the northern political party] in the platitudes c?f
loyalty to the Union, and to watch the crowd of negroes hang on hxs,
every word as the inspired Gospel of God.” “You are to rule this land',
Legree says in one speech to the blacks. “Your old masters are to”dlg
in the fields and you are to sit under the shade and be gentlemen. .In
reply, an “old negro” shouts, “Glory to God!” Eventually the white
southerners regain political control of the state. Toward the .end of the
novel, Legree is obliged to flee to the North. In New York City, he buys
a seat on the stock exchange with the money he has stolen as a c.om.lpt
politician in the South, and he makes additional millions b.y issuing
watered stock and by crushing the unions in northern factories. Thus,
in some respects, the novels of Dixon were similar to the northern muck-
raking novels of the time." . .
Though many southerners continued for a long time to react w1fh
hatred to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, others would have a better opinion of it
They would see the novel not as a deliberately false portrait of the _South
and of slavery. Because of her lack of knowledge, Stowe had simply
misunderstood the actual workings of slavery. Uncle Tom, for exampk.e,
was no longer necessarily seen in the South as an unreal character. His
virtues were admitted but their meaning came, these white southerners
thought, from the virtues of slavery itself. In 1887, James Lane Allen,
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the Kentucky novelist, wrote an article in which he argued that Uncle
Tom owed his integrity and kindliness to the fact that he had been
reared as a slave. Nearly every small white boy in the South, even after
the war, said Allen, was likely to have known at some time an aged
black man who was his particular friend and who was more or less like
Uncle Tom. This elderly black was “the greatest of all the Negroes,
greater even than the cook.” Perhaps he had given the white boy a
squirrel to tame. Often the boy would slip out of his own home to have a
meal in a Negro cabin. There he would hear folk stories which would
leave him with “a wondering look in his eyes and a vague hush of spirit.”
The chief error which Stowe had made in her novel, thought Allen, was
ker failure to recognize that Uncle Tom’s virtues were virtues which
slavery had given him."”

“For of all races,” said Allen, “the African—superstitious, indolent,
singing and dancing, most impressionable creature—depended upon
others for enlightenment, training, and happiness.” There was no ques-
tion about the source of Uncle Tom’s virtues in the novel:

If, therefore, you find him so intelligent that he may be sent on important
business commissions, so honest that he may be trusted with money, house,
and home, so loyal that he will not seize opportunity to become free: if you
find him endowed with the manly virtues of dignity and self-respect united
to the Christian virtues of humility, long-suffering, and forgiveness, then
do not, in marveling at him on these accounts, quite forget his master and
his mistress—they made him what he was, and it is something to be said
on their behalf, that in their household was developed a type of slave that

could be set upon a sublime moral pinnacle to attract the admiration of the
world.

In an argument like this, one can see an almost complete reversal of
southern white opinion of Uncle Tom since the time the novel was first
published. In the 1850s, southern white readers had generally agreed
that Uncle Tom was an impossibility, a mere figment of Stowe’s imagina-
tion; now he is wholly real but his virtues are to be explained by the
fact that he was owned by moral, conscientious slaveholders."

Joel Chandler Harris carried the new southern revisionist version of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin even further than Allen. In 1904, Harris declared
that while Stowe had believed herself to be writing an indictment of
slavery, any reader who actually understood the institution in the South
would recognize that she had unconsciously shown it to be beneficent.
Unknown to herself, Stowe had written “a defense of the system that
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she intended to attack.” She had had the “genius” to see the characters
and situations of slavery truly and

nius she surtendered herself against her moral purpose. . . . She
sasﬂli?rtlpgeelzled by the demands of her art, to set forth tl:le facts as she .foxilnd
them. And so, as it turns out, all the worthy and beautiful characters in ;r
book—Uncle Tom, little Eva, and the beloved Master, ':md the rest—are the
products of the system the text of the book, is all the time condemning.

Stowe had shown slavery as a truly evil system only when it was a
portherner who had come south and bought slaves. She had demon-
strated this truth in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, said Harris, when she made the
cruel Simon Legree a native of Vermont.” -

A defense of slavery similar to that of Allen and' Ha.ms is fou:nd
in the writings of Thomas Nelson Page, especially in his plantation
fiction. Red Rock (1898) was accurately described by Jay B Hubb:c}l,
a historian and critic of southern literature, as a novel which was “in
effect a belated reply to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” Page at.temp.ted to show
the master-slave, and especially the mistress-slave, relationship as one of
deep feeling and attachment on both sides. Th? roles of slav?owner and
slave, as Page saw them, were rooted in tradition but more unportan.tly
they were a matter of the two races—the white and the blacl::—ha_vmg
worked out a relationship in which the supposedly more intelligent
whites would take care of the supposedly less intelligent blacks. In re-
turn, the blacks offered their labor and their unswerving loyalty.. It h'ad
taken the South nearly 250 years to work out this ideal relatxonsln;:,
but the southern Eden had been destroyed by the Yankee serpent in
the Civil War. Page recognized the cruelties of slavery more clearly than
Allen and Harris; at least, on the surface, he seemed to be more aware.of
them. On the other hand, his explanation for these cruelties was too in-
genious, for he attributed them mainly to the overseers. For some reason
that Page never adequately explained, the overseers were able to mistreat
the slaves in spite of the best efforts of the slaveholders to prevent them

ing s0.”

fmnll=’i;)e gid not advocate a return to slavery even .though he thought
that it had been the ideal relationship between whites and blacks. .He
was even willing to concede that abolition was probftbly a goc.ad tExng.
On the subject of the abstract wrong of slavery, he said, the nation was
indebted to a work of genius produced by a woman, a romance which
touched the heart of Christendom. ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ overn'lled. thf
Supreme Court of the United States, and abrogated the Constitution.
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On the other hand, it contained “the general sentiment of the world
against slavery” and had “contributed more than any other one thing
to its abolition in that generation.” For Page, however, the end of slavery
did not mean that blacks should enjoy equal rights. He was particularly
opposed to their being granted the right to vote.”

The idea that slavery was a much better institution than white
northerners or blacks generally thought is scattered through the writings
of white southern writers down to the time of World War II. In 1933,
Stark Young, the southern novelist and drama critic, read the novel.
At the time, he was fifty-two years old. Growing up in Mississippi, he
said, he had had no earlier inclination to read the novel, and none of
the people he had known at the time had ever mentioned to him that
they had read it. “It was anathema; it had affected the question of slavery
and helped the abolitionists,” he said; “it was lies, or so we should think.”
Nor had he ever seen the play. In 1933, the play was produced in New
York. In preparation for his review in the New Republic, Young read
the novel. He did not like it. Its effect was a “complete poverty of the
execution. The scenes are poor, the characters are clumsily done. There
are heavy underscorings and typifications that get along with the theme;
but the book scene by scene is appalling, very.” It was “mere period
trash,””

It was not merely its literary deficiencies, however, which caused
Stark Young to reject Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He thought that Stowe did
not understand, for example, the “African past” of the blacks, and thus
she had failed to realize that separation of black families under slavery
was not the evil she thought it was. In the novel, he said, she “appears
to picture African families as living hearths of devotion to their families,
despite the fact that [in Africa] many slaves were sold to the traders
by their own kin and tribesmen.” In addition, he thought that Stowe
had not understood the racial traits of even the “good” blacks. “The
special goodness characteristic of his kind,” Young said of Uncle Tom,
“with its own spontaneity, simplicity, innocence, animality and beauty,
eludes her. All she can do with her material is to superimpose her own
ideas.” Uncle Tom is not a “true” black. She had succeeded better,
Young thought, in creating the character George Harris, because Harris
had white intermixture and she understood whites better than she did
blacks. She understood that “through miscegenation a man with the
characteristics and nervous system of the white man might find himself
enslaved.” A statement like this one is an example of how long the old
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stereotypes of racism could persist among otherwise cultivated and in-
telligent people. Young sometimes tried to express a different idea about
Uncle Tom's Cabin, one which he dimly felt but could not clearly
formulate. In 1936, he viewed a musical version of it in New York.
Though he still thought that Stowe “was not an artist,” he added the
enigmatic comment that she was “a good deal of a genius.” Unfortu-
nately, he did not explain what he meant by the distinction.”

In general, the political leaders and historians of the South after the
Civil War denounced Uncle Tom's Cabin at least as strongly as its
writers and literary historians. In 1885, Jefferson Davis condemned it,
repeating some of the southern arguments which had been expressed at
the time of its first publication. “Among the less-informed persons at
the North,” he said, “there exists an opinion that the negro slave at the
South was a mere chattel, having neither rights nor immunities protected
by law or public opinion.” This was the mistake, he thought, upon
which “the lauded story of ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ was founded.” He found
it “strange that a utilitarian and shrewd people did not ask why a slave,
especially valuable, was the object of privation and abuse.” If the novel
had had as its subject a horse instead of a slave, said Davis, northern
readers “would have been better able to judge, and would most probably
have rejected the story for its improbability.”**

Even many years later, southerners—sometimes those who were sensi-
tive to other social issues—were likely to dismiss Uncle Tom's Cabin
as an unfair portrait of slavery. In his histories of the United States
written in the last years of the nineteenth century and in the early years
of the twentieth, Woodrow Wilson admitted that slavery was some-
times a cruel institution. “Domestic slaves were almost uniformly dealt
with indulgently and affectionately by their masters,” he wrote, but
field slaves were frequently not so well treated. “They had to be driven,
they could not be individually directed,” he explained. “The rigorous
drill of an army had to be preserved.” Yet Uncle Tom's Cabin “was not
a true picture of slavery. It was a romance sprung out of the sympathetic
imagination of a refined and sensitive woman, whose pity kindled at
every thought of the blacks at the South.” Stowe had been right in
believing that slavery had “terrible possibilities” and sometimes even
“terrible realities” because “of the master's power and the slave’s subjec-
tion,” said Wilson, but instances of cruelty were not typical. “No one
could read in it [Uncle Tom’s Cabin] the real life of the negro or take
from it any just conception of southern masters. Those who read it,
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nevertheless, knew no other picture than this, and were filled with pity
and deep horror. Politicians had presently good reason to know what this
new engine of agitation meant.” Elsewhere, Wilson put the matter more
definitely. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, he said, “played no small part in creating
the anti-slavery party.”*

In 1893, Francis A. Shoup, who had been a brigadier general in
the Confederate Army, wrote an extended critique of Uncle Tom’s Cabin
in the Sewance Review. His place of birth was Indiana and he had
grown up there, but as a young man he came to the South, and when
the Civil War began he joined the Confederate army. In his article, he
argued that having lived in both the North and the South he under-
stood better than most people how both regions felt about slavery. Stowe,
in his opinion, had “genius” as a writer; he was particularly impressed
by the accuracy and fairness of her description in her novel of the
Shelby plantation in Kentucky. On the other hand, he thought much
less of her depiction of Simon Legree’s plantation in Louisiana. Like
Woodrow Wilson, Shoup believed that the fact of her being a2 woman
had caused Stowe to have a distorted judgment on the subject of slavery:

She did what most women are wont to do—she took counsel of her emo-
tions—she translated herself in fancy to the cottonfields of the South as a
slave, and then interrogated herself as to how she felt. . . . In her transmigra-
tion she carried with her all her intellectual vigor—all of her refined sensi-
bilities and rugged New England love of freedom; the supposititious per-
sonality of the cotton-field was no longer poor Sambo, but the high-strung
highly cultured Mrs. Stowe. It is not wonderful that she did not like her
hypothetical situation, nor that she should feel an intense desire to tear into
shreds any instrument which kept her there. Thus it was that her war . . .
was upon the Constitution from the beginning*

Even more strongly than Stowe identified with Uncle Tom in the
novel, she—Shoup was convinced—shared the outlook of one of the
other characters, that of Ophelia. “A spinster and a typical native of
Vermont,” who spoke “for the author throughout the book,” Ophelia
so strongly suggested the character of Stowe herself that “one cannot
but think of . . . [her] as Mrs. Stowe’s sister.” Both Stowe and Opbhelia,
he believed, theoretically had a high regard for the welfare of blacks but
also a personal distaste for them. More serious, however, he regarded
as “fact” that neither the author nor the character in the novel had
any comprehension of the innate traits of blacks. It is impossible to
reason with blacks, Shoup thought. You have to punish them physically,
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he said, because punishment is all they understand. He argued that
Topsy obviously recognized the nature of her own rafxal traits better
than Ophelia. When Ophelia tells Topsy that she doesn’t know' v‘fhat to
do with her because of her badness, Topsy replies, “Law, Missis, Y.Ol,”l
must whip me; my old Missis allers whipped me. I an’t used to wo.rkm
unless I gits whipped.” Southerners had understood from long experience
the truth of Topsy’s observation, Shoup said. He made no reference to
Ophelia’s later experience with Topsy, of her discovery that force was an
ineffective means of dealing with the child and that only love anczl7 under-
standing could accomplish any permanent change in her conduct.

Shoup was willing to concede that Stowe had not meant to do any
harm when she wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The trouble was that she did
not understand what it would lead to. Whatever the ‘evils of slavery,
he thought, the price of righting such wrongs as had existed was wholly
out of proportion to the benefits gained:

Shades of the sweet and peaceful Southern home of older days! Gone fr9m
the face of the earth forever! The price of progress is at the cost of bleedmﬁ
hearts. Bleeding hearts!—has Mrs. Stowe ever tried to think what her'el:‘oo
has been a chief factor of bringing upon the world? Has she ever tried to
weigh the occasional and rare horrors of the cld slave day-s, hard as (ti:hey
were, against the agonies of the million of brave men mutilated and c:lrie
to death in the ranks of the blue and gray? Has she ever reflected upon the
ten—the twenty millions of wives and mothers, sweet?xearts and daughters,
whose hearts have been torn up by the roots of the wild slaughter between
brothers? Truly the indulgence of sentiment is costly.

In addition, Stowe had done great harm to the blacks themselves. Nearly
thirty years after the end of the war, their situation was worse than it
had ever been before:

i eals of laughter, the
That free and open cheerfulness, ready to burst into peals ;
ptoampt and resf;:ctﬁ.\l bow, the song and dance, the jollity at Christmas,
and the expressions of love and loyalty to the w.hxte people are in large
measure gone. Surliness and reserve have taken their place..Cnmes havS-. be-
come ten-fold more numerous, and some never heard of in the old times,
have become common.

Shoup thought that freedom might in time confer at le?.st some benefits
on the blacks, but he added that “it may well be questioned if the. new
state will ever match the Christian fidelity of Uncle Tom,, the fa.lthf:ﬂ
tenderness of Aunt Chloe, and the patience and love of Eva’s mammy.
In 1914, Thomas Pearce Bailey, a southerner, also wrote an extended
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analysis of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Bailey was Dean of the Department of
Education and Professor of Psychology at the University of Mississippi.
At one time he had been superintendent of the public schools in Mem-
phis, Tennessee. In addition, he had formerly been a visiting professor
at the University of Chicago and again at the University of California.
Bailey had been influenced by the Social Darwinists’ ideas of race and
saw blacks as members of a race which had reached a less advanced
stage of evolution than had the whites. Those who espoused this kind
of racism were frequently confident that they could recognize a racial
trait in almost any idiosyncrasy of an individual character. Early in
Uncle Tom's Cabin, Uncle Tom jokingly says that his children are so
“full of tickle” that they cannot always behave themselves properly.
Bailey solemnly concluded that Uncle Tom had unconsciously pointed
out a racial trait in his children. The expression, “full of tickle,” said
Bailey, “is most true to life. The organic sensations of the negro, in-
cluding the sexual sensations, scem to be greatly developed. His imagi-
native, ‘sensual concretism,” love of pleasure, eagerness for excitement,
quick emotion . . . all seem connected with this inside ‘ticklishness.’”
Bailey also thought that the omniscent narrator in the novel had un-
consciously hit upon another racial trait in a description of the dis-
orderly kitchen of Aunt Dinah, the slave cook in the St. Clare house-
bold in New Orleans. Ophelia is dismayed to find that Dinah has no
sense of order or system in cooking or housekeeping. Dinah’s lack of
system was “most significant,” Bailey said, and was “possibly . . . con-
nected with weakness of development of the associative system in the
brain.” He did not mention the narrator’s other point that Dinah turned
out to be a much better cook than Ophelia.”

Stowe had made a serious error, Bailey thought, when she described
mulatto characters in the novel as beautiful or handsome. She had not
recognized the dangers to which she was subjecting the whites. “Sad
experience shows there are types of white men and women,” said Bailey,
“that are strongly attracted by what is unusual in physical attractive-
ness.” Thus the description of the beauty of the mulattoes might have
“a subtle influence that can lead to no good.” He did not believe that
Stowe was indirectly advocating racial amalgamation. She simply had
not had the experience with blacks which most white southerners
acquired as a matter of course. White southerners had come to recognize,
for example, the necessity for racial segregation. The northern whites
would recognize this need also as scon as a substantial number of blacks
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had immigrated to the region. “Kinship by race,” he said, "is a trait im-
bedded in the very genes of all of us.” He was willing to admit that
segregation had an ugly side. “It is humiliation for some of us [wh‘ite
southerners] to have negroes get clear off the sidewalk in order to give
us a superfluity of room,” he said, “and sad for us to see that our chil-
dren seem to take this action as a matter of course, or even to demand
it as a right” On the other hand, he thought that segregation was
necessary.”

Ulrich B. Phillips, a southern white historian, said in 1930 that
Stowe had greatly exaggerated the evils of slavery. He was particularly
disturbed by the portraits of slave traders in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He used
the familiar arguments that both slaveowners and slave traders could
“not have been fiends in human form,” as they were depicted in the
novel. If they had been, they “would speedily have become bankrupt..”
He thought that Stowe had unconsciously recognized the truth of this
observation when she had allowed Haley, a slave trader, to say that he
thought “humanity was the best policy” in dealing with sla.ves. In. mak-
ing this point, Phillips showed himself as blind to the irony in the
novel. Haley shows only a pretense of humanitarianism as a :sla.we
trader. Phillips sometimes seemed to be uneasily aware that determining
how many slaveholders were kindly might be an impossible task. He
admitted, for example, that on some plantations “the whip was as
regularly in evidence as the spur on a horseman’s heel. That cruelties
occurred is never to be denied.” Nonetheless, he thought that Stowe
had “exploited them in Uncle Tom's Cabin and had validated her impli-
cations to her own satisfaction in its Key.”"

At least one southern white historian of the 1930s had words of
praise for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Dumas Malone wrote:

As a Southerner who did not read it until after he was grown may I' say .. .
that it proved to be a far more sympathetic treatment than I had anticipated.
Its author . . . was far more warm-hearted than the great body of the {&bo-
litionists. No mere moralist but a born storyteller, she worked in a r.lch.et
medium. She stands as an example of the Puritan spirit, inveterate in 1ts
reforming tendencies, but liberated and humanized in the West, and with

a distinctive fire and warmth that was inborn.

As if he thought he might have gone too far, Malone expressed some
reservations: “There was about her an endearing lack of practicality and
a certain rich luxuriance.” Perhaps a bit loftily he added that “almost
all the feminine reformers have had recourse to the written word.”
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In the South after the Civil War, most of the people who expressed
opinions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin strongly censured it. Literary historians,
writers, historians, and political leaders often argued that Stowe’s major
purpose in writing the book had been to defame the South. As the
years passed, however, they often changed the basis of their objections.
They became more willing to concede that Stowe had been motivated by
good intentions. She was no longer dismissed as an evil woman, but she
was still seen as a badly mistaken one. What she did not understand,
many southerner observers of the period maintained, was that the laws
regulating slavery were one thing but the institution itself was another.
According to this view, slavemasters and whites were generally much
kinder to the slaves than she had given them credit for being.

In the North during the same period, there was a shift of opinion
going on which was in some respects similar to that in the white South.
By the year 1900, a good many northern critics and scholars were ex-
pressing something like embarrassment with regard to the novel. There
was, first of all, the question of its sentimentality. Perhaps more im-
portantly, there was a falling away in the North from the old abolitionist
faith thar the blacks are inherently capable of taking on full citizenship in
a free society. Though white northern and white southern critics still had
different opinions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, they had moved closer to one
another. What the white southern writers increasingly had come to say
was that Stowe had had good intentions but she had been wrong about
the nature of slavery. On the other hand, white northern writers were
saying more frequently that Stowe was probably right about the evils
of slavery, but she was wrong in having too high an opinion of the
innate character of the blacks. They thought she had idealized a number
of her black characters. Uncle Tom in particular was seen as far too
noble to be a credible character, and especially a credible black.

Among influential critics, Stowe’s literary reputation suffered a de-
cline in 1869 when she decided to publish what she said Lady Byron
had told her of the sexual relationship between Lord Byron and his
half-sister, Augusta Leigh. Stowe had met Lady Byron in England in
1853 and the two had become close friends. In telling Stowe about
Byron's sexual transgressions, Lady Byron had given them as her reason
for leaving him. Nine years after the death of Lady Byron, Stowe pub-
lished charges against Byron in an article in the Atlantic Monthly. The
resulting shock and denunciation was said to have caused the magazine
to lose 15,000 subscribers. What horrified many people was not whether
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the charges were true; it was the fact that a subject like this should be
brought up at all. In 1905, nine years after Stowe’s death, Byron’s in-
cestuous relationship with his half-sister was confirmed by one of his
descendants who had access to the family papers. What the modern
reader is likely to wonder is whether the reasons Stowe gave for writing
the article adequately explain her motives. Stowe wrote a passionate
defense ostensibly to defend the character of Lady Byron from detractors
who held her responsible for the break with her husband. Since the
principals were dead, it is the passion which might be questioned. Was
it an attempt on her part to produce a new sensation which would rival
that caused by Uncle Tom’s Cabin?™

Even George Eliot, a friendly critic of Stowe, thought that the article
on Byron was a serious mistake. Charles Dickens was frankly hostile,
writing to James T. Fields, his Amertican publisher, that he wished “Mrs.
Stowe in the pillory.” Algernon Charles Swinburne in a letter to Paul
Hamilton Hayne referred to Stowe as “Mis. Bitcher Spew” and dismissed
Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a novel about “a nigger of the clerical order.”
After the widespread criticism of Stowe because of her indictment of
Byron, a number of critics began to wonder publicly whether the great
success of Uncle Tom’s Cabin might have had less to do with its literary
merit than with the excitement of public feeling over slavery.™

In a history of American literature published in 1891, Julian Haw-
thorne, the son of Nathaniel Hawthorne, dismissed Uncle Tom’s Cabin
both as a bad novel and as an unreliable portrait of slavery. “From the
literary point of view,” he said, “its merit is small, both as to style and
characterization.” The “girlish imagination” of Stowe, “already attuned
to a key of transcendental morality, was influenced by the cruelties and
injustices of which she had heard many sensational reports, and some
of which, perhaps, she saw.” The result was that “[a} more emotional,
impassioned, one-sided book was never written. . . . There was enough
truth in the details . . . of the story to render it plausible.” To most of
the readers of the time, “it seemed a confirmation, in telling and read-
able form, of the most reckless charges of the Abolitionists.” In 1892,
Agnes Repplier said that she had read it as a girl “from cover to cover
with the innocent credulity of youth.” Now she was skeptical of it. She
was especially critical of its “noble” black characters. She said archly that
the blacks she herself had known in actual life were not like the black
characters of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. They were, in fact, “very little better
than white people.” Slavery must have been a beneficent institution,
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she concluded, if its result “was to produce a race so infinitely superior
to common humanity,”*

Beginning in the 1890s, both northern and southern critics sometimes
applied the principles of Social Darwinism and literary naturalism to
Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The racism implicit in these movements led to a
revival and sometimes even an intensification of all the old pre-Civil
War arguments over the supposed inherent differences of races. Based
upon biology rather than upon the Bible, the new racism frequently
condemned nonwhite races, and especially the blacks, to a position of
inferiority. In 1910, John Erskine examined Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the
light of the new racism and thought he could detect in it a portrayal
of black racial traits of which Stowe herself had been unconscious.
“To her mind slavery was responsible for practically everything except
color that distinguished the black man from the white,” said Erskine;
“yet, her accuracy of observation resulted in a portrait easily recognized
as true, though it might be explained by other causes than slavery.

In portraying Simon Legree's slaves, Sambo and Quimbo, men who
took an obvious delight in tracking down their fellow slaves with
fierce dogs, Stowe was unwittingly describing “the volatile childishness
of the race, for which slavery perhaps is not wholly responsible.” Uncle
Tom’s willingness to suffer uncomplainingly might be a racial rather
than strictly a personal trait. “It is significant that the slave who does
not run away, but submits even to torture with a quixotic patience,”
said Erskine, “is the full-blooded negro, Uncle Tom.” It was Topsy,
however, who Erskine thought most clearly represented Stowe’s uncon-
scious insight into the inherent traits of the blacks. The contrast of
Topsy and Ophelia was “one of the best of the story.” It was “typical of
the paralyzing astonishment that overtakes the Anglo-Saxon nature on
its first experience of negro ways.” Stowe had attempted to convince
the reader that Topsy was capable of reformation, but Erskine could not
share her optimism. “There is little in . . . [Topsy’s] nature but per-
versity, and the depth of her affection for Eva does not convince the
reader as it does Mrs. Stowe that she ever became a useful member of
society.”

One result of the unfavorable criticism of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the
North was a movement in New York City in 1903 to restrict the circula-
tion of the novel in public school libraries. The debate was not pre-
cisely on the issue of censorship. A committee of the board of education
had prepared a list of sixty outstanding books which it required for
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purchase in every school library, and Uncle Tom's Cabin was one of
these books. A good many white southerners had moved into New York
and it was they, apparently, who most objected to the novel’s presence
in the school libraries. Their protests in turn activated defenders of the
novel, and the board of education affirmed the decision of its subcom-
mittee to include the book on the list.™

After World War I, northern literary critics often dismissed Uncle
Tom’s Cabin as a bad novel, but they were less likely than earlier critics
to complain that it had too favorable a view of blacks. Though he
admired the social purpose of the novel, Vernon L. Parrington, in his
Muain Currents in American Thought (1927), said that it was “noble
propaganda” rather than a work of art. Stowe had had a “New England
conscience” and an “ardent nature.” On the other hand, she had “never
trained herself in craftsmanship, never learned restraints, but suffered
her pen to range freely as her emotions directed.” The “creative instinct
was strong in her but the critical was wholly lacking.” Thus, her work
had suffered “the fate that pursues those who forget that beauty alone
survives after emotion subsides.” In 1934, Norman Foerster said that
the novel had caused great controversy when it was first published and
was greeted as an important literary work, but now “we can see that . . .
[it] was merely another expression of romantic revolt and humanitarian-
ism—the struggle for freedom and the blind desire to better the lot of
mankind.” Occasionally a northern critic in the 1920s and 1930s would
agree with some of the earlier southern objections to the novel. In 1935,
Fred Lewis Pattee said the notion that

Mrs. Stowe wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin to placate the South, that she made
Simon Legree a2 Northern Yankee to forestall their objections, that she .had
no thought of any purpose save that of bringing North agd South into
harmony on the question that was bringing them to the brink of war is
disproved by the novel.

To argue that its purpose had been to conciliate the South, Pattee
thought, was “to confess to not having read the book.” Stowe had flung
“a stone from a sling.” The novel was “a war document,” written “when
the nation, North and South, was boiling with passion.” In 1927, Sin-
clair Lewis said that Uncle Tom’s Cabin was “the first evidence to
America that no hurricane can be as disastrous to a country as a ruth-
lessly humanitarian woman.”*

Like the northern literary critics, northetn white historians after
World War I often found Uncle Tom’s Cabin bad as a novel and even
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worse in its effect on the debate over slavery. In 1934, James Truslow
Adams said:

Painting the evils {of slavery] in the most lurid colors, there was no single
incident in it which could not have been duplicated in real life, but sweep-
ing all the possible horrors into one gripping story the impression was
profoundly misleading. The effect was to indict an entire people for the
crimes and cruelty of a small minority, and the South went up in a flame
of passion. In the North the recital was taken as a true picture of slavery
as it existed in daily life in all the slave States. Thus the novel unquestion-
ably contributed to the state of mind which brought about the Civil War.

In The Civil War and Reconstruction (1937), J. G. Randall said that
Uncle Tom’s Cabin showed “the potency of literature in the governance
of men’s minds.” It was “a work of popular fiction which set up a Chris-
tian martyr in a black skin as a hero, idealized the Negro, exaggerated
his unhappiness in the South, and presented a harrowing picture of
brutality.” Soon many historians would become less confident than
Randall that they could distinguish between the “real” and the “ideal-
ized” black. In addition, they were less certain about the degree of un-
happiness which blacks had experienced under slavery.*

The absent party in the opinions so far discussed in this chapter has
been that of the blacks. What did they think of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in
the period after the Civil War? There is almost no evidence of what
former slaves thought of the novel, but there is some. Examples of the
opinions of ex-slaves are found in an article written by Albion W.
Tourgée and published soon after Stowe’s death in 1896, Tourgée was
a native of Ohio and a Union officer in the Civil War who came to
live in North Carolina after the war. During the time of Reconstruction,
Tourgée campaigned for the rights of blacks and wrote novels which
dealt with the South both before and after the war. The most famous
of these novels are A Fool's Errand (1879) and Bricks without Stramw
(1880), dealing with the status of the blacks in North Carolina during
and after Reconstruction. Tourgée greatly admired Stowe, but he thought
she had misinterpreted both her black and white characters in Uncle
Tom’s Cabin. Her principal error, he thought, had been to transfer the
New England tradition of logical debate to the South where it was
almost wholly unknown. Because the white southern characters in the
novel so insistently debated the moral issues of slavery, Tourgée be-
lieved them to be “essentially New Englanders.”
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More surprisingly, Tourgée thought that the black characters m
the novel were also New Englanders or, as he put it, “blacke'd Yankc?es.

It was Uncle Tom himself who chiefly represented this trait, especially
in his willingness to engage in debate with his masters, even the crv:el
Simon Legree. Uncle Tom’s “predilection for casuistry,” said Tourgée,
was wholly uncharacteristic of the southern slave:

As a matter of fact the slave was not given to subtle t}.xeorizing. His past
had effectually repressed any tendency he might otherwise have developed
to discuss his hopes and fears, rights and wrongs—and men do not argue
with those who have the power of life and death over them. Thrf)ugh all
the book there is a freedom of expression, an effusive interchange of ideas be-
tween master and servant which is quite foreign to the conditions of slavery
and which, no doubt, goes far to account for the fact that .the man who has
been a slave and comes afterward to read it, is rarely impressed, as the
one who has been a free man all his life is sure to be. Perhaps the most
striking characteristic of slavery was the secretiveness it imposed upon the
slave nature with regard to himself, his thoughts, desires and purposes. To
the slave, language became in very truth an instrument for the concea.ln.lent
of thought, rather than its expression. Only in moments of rapt religious
excitement did he fully unbosom himself and then only in figures but half
intelligible to those not kindred in experience. Uncle Tom was not only a
Yankee in his love of speculation but a Quaker in meek _se:lf-surrendex:. It
is doubtful slavery ever produced exactly this type of re.hgxous enthusiast,
Those it did bring forth were not cool casuists, but either silent, self-.absorbed
dreamers, or flaming zealots; but Uncle Tom, like Eva, was potential rather
than actual.”

In the article, Tourgée told of an experiment he had conduct.:ed
over a period of fifteen years while he was living in North Carolina
after the Civil War. He either read Uncle Tom's Cabin to a number of
ex-slaves himself or he had it read to them for the purpose of deter-
mining to what extent they thought it was an accurate portrait of south-
ern slavery. He made an effort to choose “the most inte!hgent, color?d
people” he could find. None of them thought the portrait of slavery in
the novel was accurate, he said, and their objections centered on the
character of Uncle Tom:

Almost every one of them noted the freedom of speech between master and
servant. Said one of the shrewdest and most thoughtful: i
“Seems like that Uncle Tom must have been raised up North.
“Mrs. Stowe didn’t know much about niggets, that’s shore,” said a_nother.
A blind man, whose daughter read the book to him, gave as his com-

ment: .
“She didn’t know what slavery was, and so left out the worst of it.
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Tourgée did not quote the words of this ex-slave as to what the “worsy”
of slavery was. Instead, he gave his own version of what the slave was
robably .trying to say. “He meant,” Tourgée said, “that it destroyed
h.ope, aspiration, desite for betterment of individual or collective coxfdi
thflS.". The evidence of what former slaves might have thought of Uncl-
Tom is slight, but it is nonetheless instructive. They did not think o;
Uncle Tom as too meek, as later generations of black activists would
frnstead tﬁey thought of him as unrealistically critical of his masters.
om spoke out more frankl - '
would v, o e fr2 ¥, the ex-slaves thought, than a real slave
Black intellectuals said little after the Civil War about Stowe or
about Uncle Tom’s Cabin. They were confronted with a dilemma. On
Fhe one .hax}d, they were obliged to recognize that Stowe had been greatly
influential in ending slavery. They also probably knew that white critics
even those who professed to admire her, nonetheless sometimes thought’
tl.lat her opinion of the innate character and ability of blacks was too
high. In ad(.Iition, most of the attacks upon her wete accompanied by
the assumption, expressed or implied, that blacks are inherently inferior
to whites. It is not surprising, then, that blacks were seldom critical of
Stowe or of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. What reservations they may have had
about the novel they understandably kept to themselves,

The blacks who did mention Stowe nearly always spoke of the power
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in enlisting popular opinion against slavery
.Frederick Douglass attended the party for Stowe’s seventy-first birthda -
in 1882. He was glad to be present, he said, “for to no one person hacyl’
it been given to move so many minds and hearts in behalf of the lately
ex.uslaved as to Mrs. Stowe. Hers was the word for the hour, and jt was
given with skill, force, and effect.”* ,

Booker T. Washington praised Stowe in his biography of Frederick
Douglass which was published in 1907. She had “so stirred the hearts
of the N<?rthern people that a large part of them wete ready either to
vote, or, in the last extremity, to fight for the suppression of slavery
Th? value of Uncle Tom’s Cabin to the cause of Abolition can nevez:
be justly estimated.” In 1898, Paul Laurence Dunbar published a poem
entitled “Harriet Beecher Stowe”:

She told the story and the whole world wept
At wrongs and cruelties it had not known
But for this fearless woman’s voice alone,
She spoke to consciences that long had slept;
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Her message, Freedom’s clear reveille, swept;
From heedless hovel to complacent throne.
Command and prophecy were in the tone,
And from its sheath the sword of justice leapt.
Around two peoples swelled a fiery wave,
But both came forth transfigured from the flame.
Blest be the hand that dared by strong to save,
And blest be she who in our weakness came—
Prophet and priestess! At one stroke she gave
A race 1o freedom, and herself to fame.*

It is not surprising that nonmilitant blacks like Booker T. Washing-

ton and Paul Laurence Dunbar praised Stowe. It may be more sig-

nificant, however, that other blacks more critical of racism and discrimi-

nation in the United States than these two men also praised her. In

addition to Frederick Douglass, Charles W. Chesnutt, the black novelist,

referred briefly to Stowe in his own biography of Douglass published

in 1899, as the author of “that wonderful book” which “set the wortld
on fire over the wrongs of the slave.” In 1911, W. E. B. DuBois wrote
a review of Charles E. and Lyman Beecher Stowe’s Life of Harriet
Beecher Stowe. Like other blacks of the period, DuBois emphasized
chiefly the influence of Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a work which had helped
end slavery; he said relatively little about the black characters in the
novel. “Those of us who as children wept over ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’
and wondered if it could be ‘really true,’” he said, “are both pleased and
saddened to learn the stories of the real Legree, Eliza and Topsy.” He
was also interested in the life of Stowe herself and especially in those
events which “aroused in her the burning indignation against ‘man’s in-
humanity to man’ which could not rest until it had written itself down
in an epoch-making protest against the institution of chattel slavery.”
At the end of his review, he said, “Thus to a frail overburdened Yankee
woman with a steadfast moral purpose we Americans, both black and
white, owe our gratitude for the freedom and union that exist to-day
in these United States.”

Perhaps the comment of a black which most clearly indicated some
of the criticisms which Uncle Tom’s Cabin would later encounter was
that of George W. Williams. In his History of the Negro Race in
America from 1619 to 1880 (1883), Williams gave high praise to the
novel as a landmark in the progress of blacks in this country. He even
shared, to some extent, Stowe’s beliefs with regard to the innate racial
traits of the blacks. He said that the novel “illustrated the power of
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the Gospel of Love, the gentleness of Negro character, and the powers
and possibilities of the race.” He thought that Stowe had “written more
and written better about the American Negro than any other person
during the present century.” And yet, as he reflected on her conceptions
of black character, he wondered if she had not made a serious error in
her assessment of Uncle Tom. He “is too goodish, too lamb-like, too
obsequious. He is a child of full growth, yet lacks the elements of an
enlarged manhood. His mind is feeble, body strong—too strong for the
conspicuous absence of spirit and passion.” It had been a mistake for
Stowe to ascribe “to the Negro a peculiarly religious character and dis-
position,” Williams thought. “The Negro is not, as she supposes, the
most religious being in the world. He has more religion and less religion
than any other of the races, in one sense. And yet, divorced from the
circumstances by which he has been surrounded in this country, he is not
so very religious. Mrs. Stowe seizes upon a characteristic that belongs to
mankind wherever mankind is enslaved and gently binds it about the
neck of the Negro. All races of men become religious when oppressed.”™
In 1912, James Weldon Johnson, the black writer, published a novel,
The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man. Its unnamed protagonist
has enough white intermixture to enable him to “pass” as a white. He
has been reared in Connecticut but his mother was originally from the
South. She had had a liaison with a white man there and he had sent
her to Connecticut along with their child when he decided to marry a
white woman. The narrator /protagonist only gradually becomes aware
of his mixed racial heritage. In his early years his mother had not
spoken to him about it. One day when he was about twelve years old he
“drew from the circulating library a book that cleared the whole mystery,
a book that I read with the same feverish intensity with which I had
read the old Bible stories, a book that gave me my first perspective of
the life I was entering; that book was Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” Writing as
an adult, the narrator says that he has never lost the conviction that
Stowe’s novel was “a fair and truthful panorama of slavery.” He feels
greatly indebted to it because “it opened my eyes as to who and what I
was and what my country considered me; in fact, it gave me my bearing.”
On the other hand, his enthusiasm for the novel has nothing to do with
Uncle Tom. “For my part, I was never an admirer of Uncle Tom,” he
says, “nor of his type of goodness.”*
Between World War I and World War II black intellectuals made
very few comments on Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The idea that it was im-
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portant because it had helped to end slavery was no longer expressed.
On the other hand, the novel was not really attacked by the blacks;
there was nothing like the widespread criticism and rejection which
would come at the end of World War I It is probably not possible to
indicate at all precisely when Uncle Tom became for many blacks the
stereotype of the subservient, “handkerchief head” black who was too
cowardly to stand up for his own rights or for those of other blacks.
In fact, sometimes the stereotype of Uncle Tom would come to mean a
black who actively worked against the welfare of black people generally.
It is almost certain that the stereotyped Uncle Tom of this new con-
ception circulated privately among blacks a good many years before it
surfaced in print. The first modern reference I have found to the term
“Uncle Tom” as a description of a class of blacks who lack self-respect
and courage was printed in 1920. At a convention of the Universal
Negro Improvement Association, an organization which was led by
Marcus Garvey, one of the unnamed delegates made a militant speech.
He said, “It takes 1,000 white men to lick one Negro,” and he called for
a new brand of aggressive leadership among the blacks. “The Uncle
Tom Nigger has got to go,” he said, “and his place must be taken by
the new leader of the Negro race. That man will not be 2 white man
with a black heart.” Though the speaker did not specifically indicate the
Uncle Tom of the novel and may possibly not even have had him in
mind, it was this association which would determine the opinion a great
many blacks would have of Stowe and of Uncle Tom’s Cabin for a long
time.”

From 1865 to 1940, the opinions of Stowe and of Uncle Tom’s Cabin
had varied widely. By the year 1940, white readers in the United States
were often not very far apart in their opinions of it. In the North, white
critics and historians had, for the most part, rejected Uncle Tom’s Cabin
both for its literary defects and for its supposed weaknesses in its por-
trayal of slavery. The novel was condemned as sentimental, and one of
the signs of its sentimentality was thought to be its portrayal of black
characters. It showed them as better than blacks “really” were. Among
historians there was a rather similar criticism. White historians frequently
expressed the idea that Stowe had had an inadequate knowledge of
slavery and that her portrait of it in the novel was thus defective. Chiefly
what they meant by this criticism was that she had seen slavery as more
cruel than it “really” was. Virtually none of the people who made this
charge made any very searching attempt to show in what ways her views
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of slavery were faulty. White southern critics frequently agreed with the
criticisms of white northern critics of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The main
difference was that white southern critics frequently felt that northern
white critics did not criticize Uncle Tom's Cabin with sufficient severity.
Black critics, by the year 1940, had generally fallen silent. The earlier
praise of the novel and of Stowe herself by black intellectuals had come
to an end, but as yet there was little to replace it. There were few signs
that lively skirmishes between her partisans and opponents would occur
after World War II. There would be savage attacks upon the novel,
especially by black intellectuals, but it would also gain shrewd defenders
among literary critics and historians.

XIX

Uncle Toms Cabin
The Play
1865 - 1940

AFTER THE CIVIL WAR, serious critics of Uncle Tom's Cabin had much
more to say about the novel than they did the play. As a play, it so
frequently pandered to popular taste that its antislavery theme was
weakened and its black characters became increasingly stereotyped. Uncle
Tom himself often became a mete figure of pathos and not a2 man of
dignity who spoke out against oppression. The antics of Topsy and of
other black characters were exaggerated to the point that they could
scarcely be distinguished from those of the blacks of minstrel shows.

A comment by Mark Twain in 1867 when he was visiting in New
York City suggests that Uncle Tom's Cabin as a play was beginning to
have, after the Civil War, audiences different from those of the period
of the 1850s. Twain remembered that before the war, “Everybody went
[to the play} in elegant toilettes and cried over Tom’s griefs. But now,
things are changed. . . . Uncle Tom draws critical, self-possessed groups
of negroes and children at Barnum’s Museum.” It is too bad that Twain
did not tell us what the “critical, self-possessed . . . negroes” said. (It is
unlikely he meant that the children were also critical.)’

It is significant that Twain mentioned the children as an important
part of the audience, because the play would increasingly be designed
in order to appeal to them. Advertisements sometimes urged parents to
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