DOCUMENT 11.2 | HARRIET BEECHER STOWE, Uncle Tom’s Cabin
1852

Harriet Beecher Stowe's (1811-1896) novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin: or, L‘ife among the o,
sold over 300,000 copies during its first year of publication. Its strongly antislavery ther. "

: : mES
vivid characters, and sentimentalism helped many white readers in the North, “”derstan(;

and feel deeply about the plight of slaves. In the following passage, soythem slave gy, ar
Augustine St. Clare discusses the institution with his Northern abolitionist cousin, Opheha

Miss Ophelia stopped her knitting, and looked surprised; and St. Clare,
ently enjoying her astonishment, went on.

“You seem to wonder; but if you will get me fairly at it, T'll make a clean bregg,
of it. This cursed business, accursed of God and man, what is it? Strip it of al
its ornament, run it down to the root and nucleus of the whole, and whgt is it?
Why, because my brother Quashy is ignorant and weak, and I am intelligent and
strong—because I know how, and can do it—therefore, I may steal all he has, keep
it, and give him only such and so much as suits my fancy. Whatever is too harg,
too dirty, too disagreeable for me, I may set Quashy to doing. Because I dopt like
work, Quashy shall work. Because the sun burns me, Quashy shall stay in the gy,
Quashy shall earn the money, and I will spend it. Quashy shall lie down ip every
puddle, that I may walk over dryshod. Quashy shall do my will, and not his, al]
the days of his mortal life, and have such a chance of getting to heaven at last as |
find convenient. This I take to be about what slavery is. I defy anybody on earth
to read our slave-code, as it stands in our law-books, and make anything else of it.
Talk of the abuses of slavery! Humbug! The thing itself is the essence of all abuse!
And the only reason why the land don’t sink under it, like Sodom and Gomorrah,
is because it is used in a way infinitely better than it is. For pity’s sake, for shame’s
sake, because we are men born of women, and not savage beasts, many of us do
not, and dare not—we would scorn to use the fy]] power which our savage laws

put into our hands. And he who goes the furthest, and does the worst, only uses
within limits the power that the law gives him”

St. Clare had started up, and, as his manner was when excited, was walking
with hurried steps, up and down the floor. His fine face, classic as that of a Greek
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statue: seemed actually to burn witp, the fervour of his feel
eelin

flashed, and h‘.a gestured with an Unconscious eagery .
seen him in this mood before, and she sa o oS

“I declare to you,” said he, sudden]y «rrm.:
1€ Y stopping bef; ' in—“jt’
of use to talk t(})1r to f}'c::l -?n hthls subject—byt | geclgareetc()) ryeo}Llllst}i::Lr;_ ll)ts n‘;_sort
, ve
Jhen I haveitr Oui 1’-1 ht e whole country would sink, and hide al] thi e?n' H'?es
and mlserYdrom the lig lt; I'would willingly sink with it. When I have b;em]tus lCle
- s n travel-
ing Up and Own On our boats, or about o my collecting tours, and reflected th
every brutal, disgusting, mean, low-live , e

d fellow I met was all
5 owed by our 1 t
become abSOI[;llte ctespotafias Many men, women, and children, as heycou;di:‘;xz:a‘(t)
steal, or gamble money enough to buy—when I have seen such men in actuai

ng girls and women Ih
—I have been ready to
curse my country, to curse the human race!” ¢

“Alfgustinfe! Augustine!” said Miss Ophelia, “'m sure you've said enough. I
never, in my life, heard anything like this; even at the North?”
“At the North!” said St. Clare, with a sudden ch .

ing something of his habitual careless tone. “Pog

blooded; you are cool in everything! You can'’t be
we can when we get fairly at it”

“Well, but the question is—” said Miss Ophelia,

“O, yes, to be sure, the question is—and a deuce of a question it is'—How came
you in this state of sin and misery? Well, I shall answer in the good old words you
used to teach me, Sundays. I came so by ordinary generation. My servants were
my father’s, and, what is more, my mother’s; and now they are mine, they and
their increase, which bids fair to be a pretty considerable item. My father, you
know, came first from New England; and he was just such another man as your
father—a regular old Roman; upright, energetic, noble-minded, with an iron will.
Your father settled down in New England, to rule over rocks and stones, and to
force an existence out of Nature; and mine settled in Louisiana, to rule over men
and women, and force existence out of them. . . .

“Now, an aristocrat, you know, the world over, has no human sympathies,
beyond a certain line in society. In England the line is in one place, in Burmah in
another, and in America in another; but the aristocrat of all these countries never
goes over it. What would be hardship and distress and injustice in his own class, is
a cool matter of course in another one. My father’s dividing line was that of colour.
Among his equals, never was a man more just and generous; but he considered the
negro, through all possible gradations of colour, as an intermediate link between
man and animals, and graded all his ideas of justice or generosity on this hypothe-
sis. I suppose, to be sure, if anybody had asked him, plump and fair, whetber ‘the)i
had human immortal souls, he might have hemmed and hawec.l, .and sa@ Yes.
But my father was not a man much troubled with spiritualism; religious sentiment

hle had none, beyond a veneration for God, as decidedly the head of the upper
Classes” , | | : ‘

ange of expression, and resum-
h! you northern folks are cold-
gin to curse up hill and down, as
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St. Clare rested his head on his hands, and did not speak for som, Min
After a while, he looked up, and went on:— tes,
“What poor, mean trash this whole business of human virtue is! A y,
ter, for the most part, of latitude and longitude, and geographical Positiop ,
ing with natural temperament. The greater part is nothing but an accident_’YOC -
father, for example, settles in Vermont, in a town where all are, in fact, fye, a;l;
equal; becomes a regular church member and deacon, and in due time joip, "
Abolitionist society, and thinks us all little better than heathens. Yet he i5 ,, al
the world, in constitution and habit, a duplicate of my father. I can see it 1eaking
out in fifty different ways—just that same strong, overbearing, dominant irit
You know very well how impossible it is to persuade some of the folks in your
village that Squire Sinclair does not feel above them. The fact is, though he 1y,
fallen on democratic times, and embraced a democratic theory, he is to the heart
an aristocrat, as much as my father, who ruled over five or six hundred slaves”

Cre my;.

Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin: or, Life among the Lowly (London: Ingram, Cooke,
1852), 175-180.

PRACTICING Historical Thinking

Identify: What is the contrast between the two fathers described in this excerpt?

Analyze: Why might St. Clare state that many slave owners “would scorn to use
the full power which our savage laws put into our hands”?

Evaluate: In what ways does Stowe present the issue of slavery as a moral one?
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