UNCLE TOM'S CABIN | HISTORICAL CONTEXT INVESTIGATION

ADVANCED LITERARY INQUIRY

Uncle Tom's Cabin

Historical & Cultural Context Investigation Packet

DRIVING QUESTION

How can a novel oppose slavery while still relying on racial, religious, gender, and sentimental
conventions that modern readers must question?

What This Packet Does

Provides verified historical context for the complete 1852 novel.

Centers Black testimony, resistance, family life, and abolitionist leadership.

Explains the Fugitive Slave Act, domestic slave trade, and family separation.
Distinguishes Stowe's novel from later stage, minstrel, film, and popular stereotypes.

Supports literary claims without treating fiction as a complete history of slavery.

SCOPE AND CARE

The packet discusses enslavement, sale, family separation, violence, racist law, blackface
performance, and dehumanizing stereotypes. It does not reproduce racial slurs or require students to
role-play enslaved people, enslavers, auctions, escapes, or violence.

Packet Contents

Orientation * 10 source files ¢ investigation sheets ¢ synthesis matrix < inquiry pathways ¢ source-analysis
organizer ¢ verified bibliography
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How to Use Historical Context Responsibly

Context Is Evidence—Not an Excuse

Responsible move Unreliable move

Compare fiction with laws, records, and Black-authored
testimony.

Treat the novel as a complete or neutral history of
slavery.

Analyze Stowe's antislavery purpose and the limits of
her representation.

Assume good intentions remove racial harm.

Distinguish the 1852 novel from later adaptations and
stereotypes.

Use the modern insult as if it precisely describes
Stowe's Tom.

Name agency, resistance, family, intellect, and
community.

Represent enslaved people only through suffering or
dependence.

Question who speaks, who is heard, and who controls
the ending.

Ask Black students to explain racism or defend a racial
group.

Source Reading Routine

Infer: What conclusion is supported?
Limit: What can the source not prove?

ook wWwN =

LANGUAGE PROTOCOL
Students may refer to “the racial slur,

” .

Revise: How should your literary claim change?

Observe: Identify facts, language, numbers, or visual features.
Source: Who created this, when, for whom, and why?

Connect: Which scene, character, or concept does it complicate?

the dehumanizing label,” or “the stereotype” instead of

repeating harmful language. Never stage an auction, forced escape, whipping, or slave-catching

simulation.
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Orientation: A Novel in a National Crisis

THREE CONTEXTS

The novel was serialized in 1851-1852, published in two volumes in 1852, and rapidly adapted for
stage and later film. Its original argument and its cultural afterlife are related—but not identical.

Date Historical marker Why it matters

1787 The C 0 nstitution includes a fugitive-slave Federal power becomes involved in recapture.
provision.

1808 International importation is prohibited. Slavery and the domestic trade continue.

1849 Josiah Henson publishes his life narrative. E::Ig; testimony predates and informs Stowe's

1850 Congress passes a stronger Fugitive Slave Act. Feqeral law expands recapture and punishes

assistance.

1851 The novel begins serialization in the National Era. CRr?;gerS encounter it in installments during political

1852 The two-volume book is published and stage The story rapidly reaches national and international
versions appear. audiences.

1853-1854 | Stowe publishes A Key to Uncle Tom's Cabin. fgﬁrjgsswers critics by identifying documentary

Essential Distinction

Abolitionist fiction can expose injustice and still reflect paternalism, sentimentality, racial hierarchy,
and assumptions about whose moral transformation matters most.
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. Why might serialization shape suspense, repetition, and emotional appeal?

2. What is the difference between an antislavery purpose and a fully accurate representation
of Black life?
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Source File A: Harriet Beecher Stowe and Publication

SOURCE RECORD

Harriet Beecher Stowe | National Park Service
Historical biography | NPS educational resource | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

Stowe published the novel first as a weekly serial in the National Era beginning in 1851 and as a
two-volume book in 1852. The NPS describes its focus on slavery's cruelty and family separation, its
enormous sales, and its reliance on first-person narratives and other records.

The same NPS account also states that the novel used widespread and offensive racial stereotypes.
Stowe later published A Key to Uncle Tom's Cabin to identify materials behind what she called a
collection or mosaic of facts.

Authorship Lens

Stowe was a white woman writing for a broad reading public.
Her religious and domestic appeals could reach readers excluded from formal politics.
Access to publication gave her influence that many Black witnesses were denied.

Source use does not make fictional characterization neutral or complete.
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. How can an author use social privilege against an unjust system while still reproducing
parts of that system's thinking?

2. What evidence would you need before calling the novel historically accurate?
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Source File B: The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850

SOURCE RECORD

Fugitive Slaves: Fugitives from Labor | National Archives

Primary-source teaching collection | Federal records and case documents | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 made the federal government responsible for apprehending people
claimed as fugitives from slavery. It criminalized assistance and required federal courts to aid
recapture. Free states did not become safe simply because their own laws rejected slavery.

Power of the Law

Legal mechanism Human consequence

Federal officers and courts participated in

Freedom seekers faced danger across state lines.
capture.

Assistance could lead to prosecution. Allies accepted legal and financial risk.

A person's liberty could depend on institutions built to protect

Claimants used affidavits and property law. .
ownership.

Federal cases labeled resistance as crime. Moral action and legal obedience could conflict.

CORE TENSION

The novel asks readers to decide whether obedience to law is moral when the law itself protects
human bondage.
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. How does the Fugitive Slave Act change the meaning of “free state”?

2. When law and justice conflict, what responsibilities does the novel assign to individuals
and communities?
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Source File C: Population, Scale, and Government Categories

SOURCE RECORD

1850 Census: Statistical View of the United States | U.S. Census Bureau
Official historical census compendium | 1850 data; published 1854 | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

The 1850 census counted more than three million enslaved people in the United States. Its
schedules and tables classified human beings through categories created by a government that
protected slavery. Numbers can establish scale and geographic patterns, but they cannot preserve
complete lives, kinship networks, beliefs, resistance, or aspirations.

SOURCE RECORD

Distribution of enslaved population in the Southern States | Library of Congress
Census-based map | Compiled from 1860 census data | Open verified source

Read Quantitative Evidence Carefully

Can help establish Cannot establish alone

Scale and geographic concentration Individual experience or consent
Patterns across states and counties How families understood separation or survival
Government methods of classification The full humanity of people reduced to categories
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. What can a population table prove more reliably than a novel?

2. What can testimony or narrative reveal that a census cannot?
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Source File D: Domestic Trade and Family Separation

SOURCE RECORD

The Slave Trade | National Archives

Primary-source teaching collection | Manifests, court records, and bills of sale | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

The 1808 ban on international importation did not end slavery or the domestic trade. Enslaved
people continued to be sold and transported within the United States. Federal manifests recorded
people as cargo while attempting to distinguish domestic transport from illegal international
importation.

SOURCE RECORD

The Dent Family and the Domestic Slave Trade | National Park Service
Historical case study | NPS analysis of a surviving bill of sale | Open verified source

Family and Property

The NPS explains that debt, inheritance, profit, and household decisions could trigger sales without
regard for family relationships. Sale could permanently separate partners, parents, children, and
siblings.

INTERPRETIVE CONNECTION

In the novel, family separation is not an accidental failure of an otherwise humane system. The legal
treatment of people as transferable property makes separation structurally possible.

Student Source Packet *« Advanced Literary Inquiry ¢ 11


https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/slave-trade.html
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/the-dent-family-and-the-domestic-slave-trade.htm

UNCLE TOM'S CABIN | HISTORICAL CONTEXT INVESTIGATION

Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. Why is a “kind owner” unable to guarantee safety within a property system?

2. How does the possibility of sale shape every promise made to an enslaved family?
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Source File E: Josiah Henson—Life Beyond the Model

SOURCE RECORD

Josiah Henson | National Park Service
Historical biography | NPS account based on Henson's life and autobiography | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

Josiah Henson was born enslaved in Maryland in 1789. His 1849 autobiography described family
separation, religious leadership, efforts to purchase freedom, escape with his wife and children, and
life in Canada.

Henson founded the Dawn Institute, supported freedom seekers, taught trades, lectured
internationally against slavery, and assisted more than two hundred people in reaching Canada.
Stowe used his narrative as one influence for Tom.

Do Not Collapse a Person into a Character

Josiah Henson Stowe's Tom

Historical person who authored testimony about his own | Fictional character shaped by Stowe's purpose and
life conventions

Escaped with family and built institutions in Canada Follows a different plot and symbolic role
Abolitionist organizer, preacher, educator, and Often remembered through later adaptations rather
community builder than only the novel
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Investigation Notes
EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. What is lost when Henson is remembered mainly as the “model” for a white author's
character?

2. Which parts of Henson's agency challenge simplified ideas about Tom or enslaved people
generally?
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Source File F: Black Abolitionist Print Culture

SOURCE RECORD

Frederick Douglass Newspapers, 1847-1874 | Library of Congress
Digitized newspaper collection | Black-edited abolitionist press | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

Frederick Douglass and collaborators used newspapers to report, argue, organize, review literature,
and speak directly to Black and white readers. Black abolitionists were not merely subjects whose
suffering required a white interpreter; they were authors, editors, lecturers, strategists, and political
thinkers.

Whose Voice Has Authority?

First-person testimony can challenge claims made by enslavers and outside observers.
Editorial control shapes which issues, events, and people become visible.

Black abolitionists debated tactics, politics, emigration, religion, citizenship, and representation.
A literary study should compare Stowe's imagined voices with Black-authored sources.

SOURCE RECORD

People of the Underground Railroad | National Park Service
Biographical collection | Freedom seekers and multiracial abolitionist networks | Open verified source
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Investigation Notes
EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. How does authorship change the power relationship between a person represented and an
audience?

2. Where does the novel give Black characters intellectual and strategic authority, and where
does it redirect authority elsewhere?

Student Source Packet « Advanced Literary Inquiry ° 16



UNCLE TOM'S CABIN | HISTORICAL CONTEXT INVESTIGATION

Source File G: Resistance and the Underground Railroad

SOURCE RECORD

People of the Underground Railroad | National Park Service
Biographical source collection | Freedom seekers, activists, writers, and allies | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

The Underground Railroad was not a single route or organization. It consisted of overlapping
networks, local knowledge, transportation, shelter, money, communication, legal aid, and
courageous decisions by freedom seekers and allies.

Agency Lens

Avoid Use instead

Freedom seekers planning, adapting, protecting families, and

Passive people being “given” freedom accepting risk

One heroic rescuer Networks with unequal risks and many forms of expertise

Uncertainty, surveillance, betrayal, law, geography, and border

A guaranteed path to safety crossing

Document analysis, mapping, decision analysis, and

Role-play simulations of escape . . .
play P evidence-based discussion

INSTRUCTIONAL CARE

Do not turn capture, sale, family separation, or escape into a game. Analyze decisions and systems
without asking students to perform trauma.
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. Which forms of knowledge and courage are required for self-emancipation?

2. How does the novel distribute agency among Eliza, George, Tom, Black communities, and
white allies?
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Source File H: Religion—Resistance, Consolation, and Control

SOURCE RECORD

Longfellow's Abolitionist Network | National Park Service
Historical network study | Religion, literature, law, and antislavery action | Open verified source

Context Snapshot

Christian language was used both to defend slavery and to condemn it. Enslaved and free Black
Christians developed institutions, preaching traditions, interpretations, and resistance practices.
White abolitionists also appealed to religious conscience, though some retained paternalistic racial
assumptions.

Religious Analysis

Question Why it matters

Who interprets scripture? Interpretive authority can reinforce or resist power.

Does faith produce action, endurance,

forgiveness, or submission? The novel assigns different moral roles to different characters.

Who is expected to suffer for another

person's redemption? A sacrificial plot can center the observer's conscience.

What institutions support or betray their

stated beliefs? Religious ideals and social practice may conflict.
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. When does religious conviction become resistance rather than private consolation?

2. Does the novel value Black survival and liberation as strongly as white moral awakening?
Defend a provisional answer.
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Source File I: Stereotype, Sentimentality, and Paternalism

SOURCE RECORD

Popular and Pervasive Stereotypes of African Americans | Smithsonian National Museum of African
American History and Culture
Museum historical analysis | Racial caricature and systems of power | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

Anti-Black stereotypes did more than insult. They supported systems that denied citizenship, justified

u

nequal treatment, and reduced complex people to recognizable caricatures.

Critical Lenses

Sentimentality uses intense emotion to create sympathy and moral urgency.

Paternalism imagines unequal power as benevolent care.

A saintly or suffering character may inspire empathy while limiting anger, self-interest,
complexity, or resistance.

Dialect, physical description, humor, and narrator commentary can direct readers toward
hierarchy.

An antislavery text can challenge ownership while retaining assumptions about white guidance
or Black dependence.

BOTH/AND READING

Students can recognize the novel's antislavery intervention and evaluate the racial limitations of its
characterization. These claims are not mutually exclusive.
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Investigation Notes
EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. When does sympathy humanize a character, and when can it reduce the character to
suffering?

2. Identify one place where the novel challenges paternalism and one place where it may
reproduce it.
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Source File J: From Novel to “Tom Shows” and Stereotype

SOURCE RECORD

Uncle Tom's Cabin film essay | Library of Congress National Film Preservation Board
Scholarly film-history essay | Stage, blackface, silent film, and adaptation | Open verified source

Source Snapshot

The story was repeatedly adapted for stage and film. Touring “Tom Shows” mixed Stowe's plot with
minstrel conventions and racial stereotypes. Many white audiences knew altered stage versions
more strongly than the novel. Early screen versions often cast white performers in blackface.

SOURCE RECORD

Broadside for an 1852 performance of Uncle Tom's Cabin | Smithsonian National Museum of
American History
Museum object record | London performance advertisement, October 1852 | Open verified source

The Modern Phrase

The later insult “Uncle Tom” commonly suggests racial betrayal or excessive submission to white
power. That meaning developed through cultural repetition and distortion. It should not be projected
backward as a complete description of Stowe's Tom, who refuses to betray other enslaved people
and resists Legree's commands at great cost.

KEY DISTINCTION

Analyze the character in the verified novel, the adaptations in their own contexts, and the modern
phrase as three related but distinct objects.
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Investigation Notes

EVIDENCE ROUTINE

Answer from the source file you just read. Distinguish observation from inference, and identify a
limitation when relevant.

1. How can adaptation change a culture's memory of a character?

2. What evidence from the complete novel supports or complicates the modern meaning of
“Uncle Tom”?

Student Source Packet * Advanced Literary Inquiry ° 24



UNCLE TOM'S CABIN | HISTORICAL CONTEXT INVESTIGATION

Cross-Source Synthesis Matrix

Use brief notes. Combine sources instead of listing them separately.

Concept Historical source(s) Novel evidence Revised insight

Law / justice

Family / property

Freedom / resistance

Faith / moral action

Voice / authorship

Stereotype / sympathy
Synthesis Stems
e Source __ establishes _ ; however, it cannot prove .
e Stowe presents _ as ___, while Black-authored evidence complicates this by .
e The novel and the law both reveal ___, but from different positions of power.
e My original claimwas ;I nowreviseitto _ because .
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Revised Claim and Evidence

Write a claim that uses at least two historical files and evidence from nonadjacent chapters.

Evidence Plan

Historical file 1 and relevant detail:

Historical file 2 and relevant detail:

Nonadjacent novel evidence and chapter locations:
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Historical Inquiry Tasks

Choose One

Pathway

Law and conscience

Challenge

Evaluate how the novel constructs moral responsibility
under the Fugitive Slave Act.

Required evidence

law source + 3 chapter groups

Family and property

Trace how sale, debt, inheritance, and protection affect
family security.

trade sources + complete novel

Voice audit

Compare Stowe's narration with Black-authored testimony
and abolitionist print culture.

2 Black-authored sources + novel

Tom reconsidered

Evaluate resistance, sacrifice, agency, and the later
stereotype without collapsing them.

complete novel + adaptation
source

Sentiment and
power

Determine when emotional appeal exposes slavery and
when it limits characterization.

3 source files + nonadjacent
scenes

DOK 4 Success Criteria

Sustained question rather than a fact report

Evidence from the complete novel and multiple verified sources
Black testimony or scholarship included as evidence

A meaningful counterclaim or competing interpretation

A revised conclusion that explains what changed

COMPLETE-NOVEL REQUIREMENT

Every pathway on this page is a culminating investigation and requires the complete novel. Verify
chapter numbering against the selected unabridged edition.
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Primary-Source Analysis Organizer

Source title:

Creator / institution: Date:

Observe

List details before interpreting.

Source

Who created this? For what audience or purpose? What type of source is it?

Infer and Limit

What does it support? What can it not prove?
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Source-to-Novel Connection

Connect and Revise

Which literary claim does it deepen, challenge, or complicate?

Relevant chapter or scene:

My revised claim:
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Verified Source List

National Park Service. Harriet Beecher Stowe. Source link

National Archives. Fugitive Slaves: Fugitives from Labor. Source link

U.S. Census Bureau. 1850 Census Statistical View. Source link

Library of Congress. Distribution of enslaved population map. Source link

National Archives. The Slave Trade. Source link

National Park Service. The Dent Family and the Domestic Slave Trade. Source link

National Park Service. Josiah Henson. Source link

Library of Congress. Frederick Douglass Newspapers. Source link

National Park Service. People of the Underground Railroad. Source link

Smithsonian NMAAHC. Popular and Pervasive Stereotypes of African Americans. Source link

Library of Congress. Uncle Tom's Cabin film-history essay. Source link

Smithsonian NMAH. Broadside for 1852 stage performance. Source link

VERIFICATION NOTE

Facts were checked against the linked institutional sources. The packet paraphrases source content
and does not reproduce racial slurs or unverified quotations.
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