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    HARRIET BEECHER STOWE


    AMERICAN AUTHOR


    
      	Born in Connecticut on 14June 1811.


      	Died in Connecticut on 1July 1896.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Minister’s Wooing (1859), novel


          	Little Pussy Willow (1870), novel


          	Six of One by Half a Dozen of the Other (1872), novel

        

      

    


    Harriet Beecher Stowe was born into a religious family. Her father, Lyman Beecher, was a Presbyterian minister and her mother was a devout woman, who sadly died when Stowe was only five years old. She was one of 13 children, many of whom went on to be social reformers who believed in the abolition of slavery just like Stowe herself.


    Although she lived in an era when academia was mainly the domain of higher-class males, Stowe received a thorough education under the tuition of her older sister Catharine, who set up the Hartford Female Seminary in 1823. Stowe later taught at this school alongside her sister.


    In 1836 Harriet Beecher married Calvin Ellis Stowe, an author and professor who shared in her condemnation of slavery. She began writing her novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1850, and it was published in serial form in 1851 and 1852, and then as a novel in March 1852. This is Stowe’s best-known work; however, she wrote many other literary pieces after this.


    Harriet Beecher Stowe died in the year 1896, after a deterioration in her health which started soon after the death of her husband in 1886.

  


  
    UNCLE TOM’S CABIN


    SLAVE NARRATIVE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Beecher Stowe, H. (1995) Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics.


      	1st edition: 1852


      	Themes: slavery, cruelty and humanity, religion

    


    Stowe declared in the preface to the first edition of the novel that “The object of these sketches is to awaken sympathy 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.” (pp.xxxv-xxxvi). This statement is referring to the Fugitive Slave Law passed in America in 1850, which built on the law passed in 1793 allowing for the hunting and recapture of runaway slaves even in the free states of America (a number of Northern states which had abolished slavery), and the punishment of any who tried to help them. The law of 1850 increased the punishment for aiding a runaway slave to include jail time.


    It has been speculated that the passing of this law in 1850, in tandem with the loss of Stowe’s own young child and the news that reached her through friends and acquaintances of the tragic sufferings of slaves in the South, prompted her to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin.


    The book created a sensation, both positively and negatively. With the Northern states being home to many more abolitionists, the text was mainly well received there and served to escalate and enlarge the support for the abolition of slavery in all of America. By contrast, in the South, slave owners and those who championed pro-slavery sentiments were enraged by the negative attention drawn to the culture of slavery and the attempts to elicit sympathy for the slaves.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The novel seems to unfold alongside three phases of Uncle Tom’s life which correspond to changes in his ownership. This summary is therefore sectioned accordingly.


    1.


    The story begins on the Shelby homestead, in the home of Mr Shelby. The first chapter introduces the reader to the character of Dan Haley – a slave trader. Mr Shelby is obviously in Haley’s debt, and Haley presses this advantage by persuading him to sell his most trusted farm hand and slave, Tom, and a beautiful young boy named Harry who is the son of Mrs Shelby’s maid, Eliza. Eliza hears of what is to happen and runs away with her child in the night, despite the fact that the Shelby’s home has been her own home since childhood and she had been treated extremely well there. When Haley finds that Eliza has taken off with the child, who he is now in possession of ownership papers for, he pursues her. Eliza narrowly escapes into Ohio and is helped by a number of kind people throughout the earlier chapters of the novel, until she is delivered into a Quaker settlement, whose inhabitants shelter her and intend to help her get to Canada. In the meantime, Tom leaves his home on the Shelby farm and begins his travels with the slave trader Haley.


    2.


    Haley is on a boat heading South with the group of slaves he has gathered to sell on to plantation owners, when an angelic young child on board the boat takes a shine to Uncle Tom and persuades her father to buy him. This commences the second phase of Tom’s story. The child’s name is Evangeline, or Eva for short, and she is portrayed as an angel on earth. She is devoutly religious and kind and loving to her core. It is for this reason that she and Tom make such good companions. Eva’s father, Augustine St Clare, is also a kind man and he adores and idolises his young daughter. St Clare is a kind owner to Tom, and he has a good life while he is under his care. Eva grows sick and eventually dies. Her father takes this hard, but eventually resolves to try and make a difference on earth in her place, and he begins by taking the initial steps in giving Tom his freedom. Shortly after St Clare makes this decision, he is fatally wounded when he tries to break up a fight and dies before he can grant Tom his status as a free man. St Clare’s estate, including all the slaves, are transferred to his wife. Mrs St Clare contrasts with her husband and daughter both in her character and in her views on slavery. Consequently, any slaves that she does not decide to keep for herself are sold at auction. Also in this phase of the novel, Eliza is reunited with her husband and they make an attempt to reach Canada together. They are hunted, and narrowly escape, but eventually succeed in escaping the life of slavery that they have been so tormented by.


    3.


    Tom’s final owner buys him at auction. He is everything a slave dreads in a master: he is cruel and merciless, spurns all religion, and sees his slaves purely as a means to generate profit – a resource that he must get the utmost use from before it is discarded and replaced. Tom resigns himself to a life on Simon Legree’s plantation, and comforts himself with the fact that he still has his religion. Legree sees Tom’s devotion to Christianity and the Lord as a hindrance to his use as a submissive and conquerable slave. He makes life for Tom hell on earth in an effort to make him abandon his beliefs, and it seems like he may succeed. However, Tom rises above his suffering and pledges his soul to the Lord, and in doing so he sets an example to the other slaves on the plantation who have either lost their faith, or never had one to begin with due to their hard life in the South. When two female slaves are believed to have escaped Legree, Tom is punished for knowing something of their plans and whereabouts but refusing to give them up. The beating that Tom receives is what kills him in the last chapters of the novel, but before he takes his last breath, the son of his former master, Mr Shelby, arrives on the plantation. Master George Shelby has sought out the whereabouts of his beloved Tom, but tragically arrives as he takes his final breaths and finally ascends to Heaven. George buries Tom and heads back to his home in Kentucky as Legree suffers increasingly for the wrongs he has committed through the plague of a guilty conscience. The novel ends with George delivering free papers into the hands of each slave on the Shelby farm, and telling them that they have Uncle Tom to thank for their freedom.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    UNCLE TOM


    Tom is described by his first owner, Mr Shelby, as “an uncommon fellow” (p.3), “steady, honest, capable” and “a good, steady, sensible, pious fellow” (p.4). Uncle Tom was a slave in the Shelby family since his own childhood, and served Mr Shelby since his birth. It is for this reason that Tom shows an unwavering loyalty and devotion to his master, which earns him his unquestioning trust and the freedom to come and go as he pleases. Tom is a role model to the rest of the slaves on the Shelby farm, and he maintains the respect and admiration of almost all those he encounters in the story. Tom’s kindness towards others stems from his devout Christian beliefs, which guide him and keep him strong throughout the trials and suffering he experiences. Stowe herself calls him “the hero of our story” (p.21). In Chapter40 of the novel Tom is beaten and tortured by Legree and his overseers for refusing to give up the two slave women who have run away from the plantation. This chapter is entitled ‘The Martyr’, and through Tom’s suffering of brutal physical pain and the unwavering strength of his faith until the end he converts even the brute-like overseers to religion and is likened to Christ for the souls he has saved through his punishment and death at the hands of evil Simon Legree.


    EVA


    Eva matches Uncle Tom in terms of her devout religiosity. Although she is only a small child, she believes wholeheartedly in the word of the Bible. Eva is represented as an angelic being, and when she dies so young many characters believe it is because she was too good for the earth and marked out by God to be one of his angels. Her short time on earth, however, affords her the opportunity to leave behind a legacy of goodness and change the lives of many whom she meets. She is the only one who can change the wicked ways of the young slave Topsy; she persuades her young cousin Henrique to be kinder to his slaves; she encourages her father to find religion and to be a better man after her death; and she teaches her religious and moral cousin Ophelia how to actually love even the young black slaves like Topsy, whom she could not help being disgusted by despite her pity for them.


    AUGUSTINE ST CLARE


    St Clare is a representative of a kind master in the novel, but he is flawed in his soft nature, for in an effort to avoid cruelty he lets his slaves adopt bad habits and abuse his good nature but does nothing to secure their actual freedom or teach them how to use it (as George Shelby does by the end of the novel). St Clare lives for his daughter Eva and tries to please her in everything he does. He is a very philosophical thinker, and believes wholeheartedly that slavery is wrong, for even those with darker skin are humans and deserve to be treated as such. However, St Clare lacks the courage and conviction to do anything about his strong beliefs until his daughter dies and he realises that in her place he has the ability to enact changes for the good of others. Sadly, St Clare dies suddenly before he has the chance to act on his decision, but in his dying moments he finds peace and comfort in Uncle Tom’s prayers.


    LEGREE


    Legree’s character is in direct opposition to Augustine St Clare, and his representation of a cruel and tyrannical Southern slave owner is all the more effective owing to the fact that he takes possession of Uncle Tom when he should have been enjoying the freedom that St Clare had promised him but could not deliver due to his untimely death. Legree sneers at Tom’s devout Christianity and says that it will do him no good on the plantation, for there he is the God that all slaves answer to. Legree does not see his slaves as humans, and therefore sees no need to provide for them beyond what will keep them alive long enough to work productively. No slave has succeeded in defying Legree’s power until Tom arrives on the plantation. Legree is greatly affected in the end by the fact that he could not break Tom and divorce him from his loyalty and devotion to the Lord in order to bring his soul under his own control. The novel shows Legree’s evil ways
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