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Series Editor’s Preface

In literary criticism the last twenty-five years have been particu-
larly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text itself —
apart from history, biography, and society ~ there has emerged a
wide variety of critical methods which have brought to literary
works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical, political,
psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical. While at-
tention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics, remains at
the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely shared as-
sumption that works of art generate many different kinds of in-
terpretation has opened up possibilities for new readings and new
meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many American novels had come
to be taken for granted by earlier generations of readers as having
an established set of recognized interpretations. There was a sense
among many students that the canon was established and that the
larger thematic and interpretative issues had been decided. The
task of the new reader was to examine the ways in which elements
such as structure, style, and imagery contributed to each novel's
acknowledged purpose. But recent criticism has brought these old
assumptions into question and has thereby generated a wide vari-
ety of original, and often quite surprising, interpretations of the
classics, as well as of rediscovered novels such as Kate Chopin’s
The Awakening, which has only recently entered the canon of
works that scholars and critics study and that teachers assign their
students.

The aim of The American Novel Series is to provide students of
American literature and culture with introductory critical guides to
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American novels now widely read and studied. Each volume is
devoted to a single novel and begins with an introduction by the
volume editor, a distinguished authority on the text. The introduc-
tion presents details of the novel’s composition, publication histo-
ry, and contemporary reception, as well as a survey of the major
critical trends and readings from first publication to the present.
This overview is followed by four or five original essays, specifical-
ly commissioned from senior scholars of established reputation
and from outstanding younger critics. Each essay presents a dis-
tinct point of view, and together they constitute a forum of in-
terpretative methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each
text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new insights
and excitement for students of the American novel, and inspire
new respect for and new perspectives upon these major literary
texts.

Emory Elliott
Princeton University
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Introduction
ERIC J. SUNDQUIST

LEAR judgments of the merits of Uncle Tom's Cabin will never

be easy to make. Even though the Civil War novelist John De
Forest, inaugurating the search for ““The Great American Novel”
in an 1868 essay in The Nation, thought Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
novel the best candidate to date, the book’s phenomenal popu-
larity in its own day and in the century following the Civil War has
served to cast suspicion on it among those who define the artifacts
of high culture by excluding works that seem to cater to the tastes
of the masses. The novel’s characterization of black Americans,
whether slave or free, has often rendered it objectionable to mod-
ern sensibilities. Even Stowe’s broad depiction of the role of wom-
en in society, because it appears to restrict their moral influence to
the circumscribed arena of home and family, has struck some
feminist readers as constrained or demeaning. Despite such prob-
lems, redefinitions of the place of popular literature, of blacks, and
of women in American political and cultural history witnessed
over the last several decades have focused new attention on
Stowe’s masterpiece, illuminating again its complicated and some-
times contradictory powers.

Like any great work of literature, Uncle Tom’'s Cabin may well
transcend the issues and events of its own era but must nonethe-
less be seen to be firmly anchored in them. This is emphatically
true of Stowe’s novel, which is so deeply political in nature —
despite seeming at times oblivious to crucial realities in America’s
great debate over slavery — that it has often been considered a
strange hybrid of polemic and sentimental melodrama, a work
that helped instigate the Civil War and then ceased to have value
once its purpose had been accomplished. But it is also a sign of
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prevailing twentieth-century notions of literature in America that
both polemicism and sentimentality, especially in the heated
union of the two forged by Stowe, could discredit the novel. Many
major critical studies of American literature in this century have
found no place for Stowe, and only recently has she been consid-
ered at all central to the great flowering of native literature before
the Civil War known as the American Renaissance. The early
assessment of Carl Van Doren in The American Novel is perhaps
typical of most modern critical response: ““Leave out the merely
domestic elements of the book — slave families broken up by sale,
ailing and dying children, negro women at the mercy of their
masters, white households which at the best are slovenly and
extravagant by reason of irresponsible servants and at the worst
are abodes of brutality and license — and little remains.”"!

One might as well say of Moby-Dick (as some readers have),
“leave out the whales and little remains.” The comparison is not
entirely idle. Both Stowe and Herman Melville, at almost exactly
the same time, wrote epic novels that drove to the heart of Ameri-
can democracy by infusing everyday materials with highly charged
political purpose. Melville’s novel went largely unrecognized by
readers and critics until this century; Stowe’s novel, although re-
taining a popular audience, was progressively lowered in scholarly
estimation almost in exact proportion to Melville's ascent — in part
because it lacks the complex philosophical intent and dense liter-
ary allusiveness of Moby-Dick and in part because it is in direct
opposition to the rich American tradition of masculine confronta-
tion with nature (the frontier tradition of the *"American Adam’’)
that Melville helped to define. Add to this Nathaniel Hawthorne’s
condemnation of popular female writers as a ““damned mob of
scribbling women,” along with the influential novelistic canon
opening out of The Scarlet Letter, based on the narrative introspec-
tion and nuanced dramatic plotting found, for example, in the
works of William Dean Howells, Henry James, and Edith Wharton,
and the main terms by which Stowe has been excluded are
evident.?

Against the standards defined by Hawthorne and Melville {and
despite the fact that both Howells and James found the novel
something of a landmark in American fiction), Uncle Tom's Cabin
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has appeared to be awkwardly plotted, overly melodramatic, and
naively visionary — a book for children and (what could be
thought to amount to the same thing) those women readers who,
from Stowe’s day on into the twentieth century, have formed the
largest part of the popular reading public. It literally wallows in
tears,” writes one critic. ““There is no subterfuge and no artistry
about appealing to the simplest emotions of the reader.””* At the
same time, however, Edmund Wilson wrote in an important reas-
sessment in 1962 that Stowe’s work is comparable to that of
Dickens and Zola (as readers in her own day recognized); and the
novel has often been read in Europe, both in the original and in
numerous translations, as the masterpiece of social realism George
Sand, George Eliot, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Hugo, and Heine found it
to be.# Moreover, contemporary scholars have begun to see in the
novel’s astute manipulation of the strategies of sentimentality a
careful artistry and an engagement of striking, if neglected, politi-
cal powers. The tradition of the domestic novel to which Uncle
Tom's Cabin belongs, writes Jane Tompkins, “‘represents a monu-
mental effort to reorganize culture from the woman’s point of
view,”” an effort that is “‘remarkable for its intellectual complexity,
ambition, and resourcefulness” and that “‘offers a critique of
American society far more devastating than any delivered by bet-
ter-known critics such as Hawthorne and Melville.” In this view,
the novel’s “tearful episodes and frequent violations of probability
[are] invested with a structure of meanings” that draw on impor-
tant nineteenth-century patterns of individual emotion, social
equality, and religious belief in order to fix the work, “‘not in the
realm of fairy tale or escapist fantasy, but in the very bedrock of
reality.””>

The redefinition of the canon of classical American literature
that has accompanied the rise of feminist scholarship in the last
twenty years has had to confront a stiil greater, and less easily
resolved, problem in the case of Uncle Tom's Cabin. 1t is a problem
defined with abrupt succinctness in the title of J. C. Furnas’s book,
Goodbye to Uncle Tom. Appearing in 1956, Furnas’s thorough study
of the novel’s relationship to the realities of slavery, its popularized
versions, and its derivative cultural stereotypes revealed in great
detail what he saw to be Stowe’s role in perpetuating ‘‘the miscon-
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ceptions, Southern and Northern, the wrongheadednesses, the
distortions and wishful thinkings about Negroes in general and
American Negroes in particular that still plague us today.” What
Furnas wrote then is without doubt true, perhaps more true, thirty
years later: Many black Americans “‘have made her titular hero a
hissing and a byword,” such a hated epithet connoting meek ser-
vility and offensive minstrel-like traits that many of them “would
rather be called ‘nigger’ than ‘Uncle Tom.” "¢

Although Tom'’s appellation, ““Uncle,” is a conventional sign of
kinship and familiarity in slave life, and although he is portrayed
by Stowe as a young, broad-chested, powerful man, his passive
martyrdom at the hands of Simon Legree has become an unfortu-
nate image for the entire novel. In the same vein, James Baldwin’s
famous claim that the novel is activated by a “theological terror”
in which "black equates with evil and white with grace” tren-
chantly defined the appeal to a race-prejudiced Calvinism latent
within Stowe’s best intentions.” Like the attempts by black indi-
viduals or groups such as the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People (NAACP) to proscribe the novel or
ban its dramatizations, the brilliant critiques by Baldwin and Fur-
nas recognized disturbing elements in the novel that cannot be
explained away. Any reformation of the canon of American liter-
ature that sets out to give Uncle Tom's Cabin the central place it
deserves cannot afford to take lightly, much less ignore altogether,
such problems in the book itself or in the cultural images it has
engendered.

Upon its publication, the novel immediately produced a flood of
imitative drama, poctry, and songs that capitalized upon its most
saccharine scenes. The melodramatic apotheosis of Eva and bowd-
lerized scenes of minstrel humor appeared in consumable artifacts
— dioramas, engravings, gift books, card games, figurines, plates,
silverware, and needlepoint. Stage versions and the traveling
““Tom troupes’’ that performed them purged any radical messages
from the blackface drama: Topsy became a star, singing “'I'se So
Wicked” and ““Topsy’s Song: I am but a Little Nigger Gal”’; the
famous minstrel performer T. D. Rice “jumped Jim Crow™ in the
role of Uncle Tom; the South appeared as an arcna of light-hearted
fun (in the P. T. Barnum version, Tom was rescued from Legree by
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George Shelby); Tom and Eva were reunited in cardboard heav-
ens; and abolitionism itself was attacked in such songs as ‘“Happy
Are We, Darkies So Gay.” The increased popularity of Tom troupes
following the Civil War — some 400 by 1899 in one estimate — was
not diminished by the fact that blacks finally played a few leading
roles. Blackface white actors returned again in the earliest of many
film depictions, beginning with a twelve-minute version in 1903;
but Sam Lucas starred as Tom in the first black film lead in 1914.
Harry Pollard’s monumental 1927 remake had a $2 miilion budget
($20,000 for real bloodhounds, a staple of stage versions); an
animated Uncle Tom starred Felix the Cat; Shirley Temple per-
formed as the Eva of a Tom troupe in Dimples (1936) and was
paired with Bill ““Bojangles’” Robinson as Tom in The Littlest Rebel
{1935); Judy Garland was Topsy in Everybody Sing (1938); Betty
Grable and June Hoover were twin Topsies (also a tradition on
stage) in The Dolly Sisters (1945); and Abbott and Costello mas-
queraded as Simon Legree and Eva in The Naughty Nineties
(1945).8

Given this extraordinary record of cultural abuse, it is little won-
der that Richard Wright satirically entitled his collection of stories
about black life in the Jim Crow South Uncle Tom's Children (1940)
or that Ishmael Reed has burlesqued Stowe’s novel and its fictive
descendents in Flight to Canada (1976). Uncle Tom’s Cabin can now
barely be read with an open mind. Leaving aside the post—Civil War
versions of Stowe’s melodrama (which belong to the continued
history of American racism in popular culture epitomized by films
like The Birth of a Nation or Gone With the Wind and the novels that
spawned them), one might note that the popular reaction of the
1850s may well have concealed the novel’s guarded subversive
power by containing it within ostentatiously marketable forms that
would reaffirm the basic prejudices of Stowe’s audience. The author
herself wrote a dramatic version entitled ‘*The Christian Slave” that
was never staged; and she too derived crude sentimental verse from
her own fiction (based on such themes as “Eliza Crossing the
River,” “Eva Putting Flowers Round Tom'’s Neck,”” and ““Topsy at
the Looking Glass’").® However, these efforts keep central what the
minstrel versions either suppressed or rendered irrelevantly comic
or absurdly pious: namely, that in its most fundamental sense, the
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novel (as Stowe later put it) was “written by God,” that its message
was an apocalyptic judgment upon America’s worst continuing sin.

Underlying Stowe's porirayal of women in society and her de-
pictions of black character is an acceptance of the power of Chris-
tianity that may seem equally alien to modern readers. The model
of Christian virtue that Stowe — like the vast majority of her read-
ers — grew up with underwent important changes between the
American Revolution and the Civil War. The separation of sacred
and sccular realms of experience that accompanied the rise of
liberal ideology (which asserted the primacy of man’s own capaci-
ty to define the just nature of society, and valued individual con-
science and democratic political ideals above the community of
God defined by institutional religion) accounts to a great degree
for the book’s unusual combination of effects. As a recent critic has
noted, “the radical democracy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin is at once
liberal and conservative — liberal in its determination to extend
humanity into the excluded slave population, and conservative in
its direct insistence upon reasserting the sacred as the essence of
social justice.””!0 Because abolitionists had to override the histor-
ical justification of slavery on the basis of biblical scripture and the
Calvinistic claim that all human institutions were forms of bond-
age to the “darkness” of sin, while at the same time retaining a
clear sense of chattel slavery as particularly cvil, they often sought
to fuse the rhetoric of human depravity and the rhetoric of re-
generation according to enlightened liberal ideals. Stowe’s novel is
itself revolutionary in demanding that the sacred and sccular
realms be reunited, that the role of God be reinserted into an
American political system that paid lip service to Christian ideals
and constantly invoked them in its discourse but failed to act upon
them seriously.

What might thus be termed the “‘radical conservatism’ of Uncle
Tom's Cabin can be seen to lic behind its clevation of domestic,
Christian virtues associated with women over the failed political,
secular virtues associated with a patriarchal society. It also helps to
clarify the fact that Stowe could contemplate a potentially revolu-
tionary assault on American social institutions — epitomized by a
legal form of slavery that became emblematic for her of other
forms of enslavement — while adopting simplistic or reactionary



