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ABSTRACT

Much has been written about the antebellum South and
the search continues for those overarching themes that have
created a popular conception of the region as particularly
distinctive. As the last slaveholding region in the
Western world, the 0ld Scouth has been invested with many
characteristics that seem to stem from its involvement with
this one defining institution. When antislavery activists
in the North began to focus upon the South denouncing the
slave system and those who perpetuated it as cruel, immoral
and anti-Christian, Southerners felt compelled to speak out
in their own defense. This study deals with the nature of
that response at it was expressed in the literature of the
South in the decade before the Civil War.

In order to learmn more about the Scuth through its
literature, a study was made of the material published in

the antebellum Scuth's most prominent literary journal, the

Southern Literary Messenger. During the 1850's, the
Messenger éublished material that not only denounced
outside interference in the South's domestic affaifs by a
strident antislavery faction in the North but enforced

rather than questioned the section's ideological belief
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system. Slavery was adressed only by indirection and the
South's defense came to rest upon the traditional values
through which Southerners had found validation in the past.

When, in 1852, Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle

Tom's Cabin, an inflamatory antislavey novel that deeply

angered the South, the Messenger came to the defense of its
section. Its response to Stowe's work provided a
significant point of departure for this study as Southern
writers were encouraged to promote their section through
its literature. Thus, the Southern literary imagination
can be seen to reveal recurrent themes, motifs and
situations that not only provide a unique insight into the
workings of the Southern mind when placed on the defensive
but define the relationship between the historical reality
and the literary interpretation of the South.

It becomes clear that the Messenger's contributors
felt the need to defend the concept of slavery rather than
slavery itself. Their work shows the antebellum South to
be a conservative society that placed great emphasis on a
traditional value system that not only provided support for
the section in the face of attack but also provided comfort
and reassurance to its inhabitants. This study, therefore,
shows the role that a Southern journal played in creating a
definitive portrait of Southern life and character in
answer to the calumnies promoted by its enemies in the

North.
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Introduction

In his book, Tell About the South, Fred Hobson lists

the characteristics which he believes have been popularly
assumed to define the "representative" Southerner. He is,
so the definition goes, "conservative, religious, and
suspicious of science and progress, he loves the land, has
a sense of tradition and a sense of place, and he prefers
the concrete to the abstract." While Hobson cautions that
these qualities are not so specifically Southern as
traditional American rural, he feels that Southerners were
indeed different from their fellow Americans.l The idea
of the South as a separate entity with its own self-
conscious brand of sectional peculiarities has been well
explored and freely interpreted in both historical and
popular writing. While there is a general consensus that
certain characteristics and attitudes did exist that were
distinctly Southern in nature, such assumptions have been
questioned, re-evaluated, revised and, in many instances,
discounted. The difficulty in any attempt to explore or
explain the South is to get past the generalizations and
determine if the region was indeed distinctive and what the

nature of that distinctiveness was.

1 Fred Hobson, Tell About the South (Baton Rouge, 1983)
p-13.




C. Vann Woodward, writing in 1960, believed such an
enterprise was, by its very nature, surrounded by
formidable hazards. He argued that any attempts to
substantiate a claim to a distinctive heritage or create a
collective character for a particular grouping of people
would lead to a bewildering variety of results.2 Southern
scholars have accumulated a vast amount of evidence and put
forward a wide range of theories as to the nature and
quality of Southern uniqueness, and, as Woodward believed,
often contributed to a new set of assumptions about the
Southerner as misleading as those already in existence.
Nevertheless, there is something compelling about re-
entering the complex web of mythology from which Southern
history has never quite managed to disentangle itself, not
to attempt another explanation for the South's uniqueness
but rather to gain a deeper and perhaps more revealing
insight into the exact nature of Southern society. In
searching for that revealing insight, however, it is
necessary to understand the themes that have shaped and
defined the images which dominated the historical
perception of the antebellum South.

In 1941, W. J. Cash, a journalist and writer who has
been called the South's foremost mythmaker, published

The Mind of the South. Although the book has been

2 C. Vann Woodward, The Burden of Southern History (Baton
Rouge, 1960) ix.




criticized academically, it presents a definitive view of
the South as a separate culture and has provided a
compelling point of departure for many subsequent enquiries
into the myth versus reality dichotomy that underscores
Southern studies. At its best, Cash felt, the South was
proud, brave, honourable, generous and loyal, and at its
worst was intolerant, violent, suspicious of new ideas,
attached to false values, and sentimental to the point
where it lost track of reality. He believed that
Southerners' sentimentalized view of slavery, their intense
loyalty to home and family, and the cult of honour and
violence they perpetrated in its defense, were in fact
manifestations of a society driven by the need to justify
itself and its institutions while keeping in its "secret
heart" feelings of shame and guilt.3 Such opinions proved
intriguing and provocative. While historical
interpretation has changed over time, the mythology has
responded to and shared in both the continuities and
changes of an on-going dialogue which has not diminished
over the years. Hobson's "representative" Southerner is
part of the myth. The task of the historian has been to
accommodate the myth to what can be interpreted as
historical reality so that both can fit comfortably within

the scope of Southern scholarship.

3 W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York, 1941),
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C. Vann Woodward, although a critic of Cash, picked up
on his idea that much of the South's intellectual energy
went into the defense of its own self-image of innocence
while, in reality, its experience was one of guilt and
shame. In The Burden of Southern History, he expresses the
belief that the South clung emotionally to its traditional
values and assumed the moral burden of its defining
institution, slavery. As a result, Woodward states, the
region became insecure and intolerant of criticism and the
mythic corollaries of innocence and virtue were born.4
The recurrent themes surrounding sin, slavery, guilt and
innocence, whether real or mythic, appear to provide the
foundation on which all other developments in Southern
ideology can be constructed. The issue of glavery looms
large in the analysis of the Southern experience and is
seen by many as the determining factor in the development
of this ideology in the antebellum years. There is little
doubt it was a vital and dynamic force in the region's
history; however, the degree to which it molded and
influenced the character of the South and affected the
attitudes and habits of its people remains an area open to
debate.

Rethinking the South from a wider perspective has led
historians to question the degree to which slavery and

secession dominated the everyday lives of the Southern

4 Woodward, The Burden of Southern History pp.200-202.
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people. Eugene Genovese clashed with this mode of thought
by concluding that while the guilt-complex theory was not
necessarily wrong, it was irrelevant. He maintained that,
while some planters may have felt guilty about
slaveholding, many did not. For every inwardly torn
slaveholder, he wrote, many went about their business
"reasonably secure in the notion that they did not create
the world... and that their moral worth depended on how
well they discharged their duties and responsibilities
defined by the world in which they, and not someone else,
lived."5 While the guilt-complex theory has not been
totally discounted, it is evident that other interactive
and interdependent factors must be considered if we are to
find the key to the Southerners' perception of their world,
not as the Yankees made it but as they made it.

One by one, the legends of the 0l1ld South have fallen
under the new, broader-based methods of analysis, and as a
result have lost much of their credibility. The 0ld South
as the land of the noble cavalier landowner on his vast
baronial plantation surrounded by his happy Negroes and
supported by his lovely, gentle wife, has been relegated to
the pages of romantic fiction. Cash believed that the
plantation ideal was responsible for the South's most

profound retreat from reality because the acquisition of

5 Eugene D. Genovese, The World the Slaveholders Made
(New York, 1969), p.1l47.




land meant power and having power gave credence to claims
of gentility and honour. While the plantation ideal was
the aspiration of many it was the reality of very few.
Eugene Genovese, in an influential study of the planter
class and their interests, believed them to be a small but
entrenched elite committed at all costs to the maintenance
of their social and political hegemony. He felt that they
were responsible for sustaining the pre-industrial
conditions that continued to exist in the South when the
rest of the nation was moving rapidly into the industrial
age.b6

More recent studies have argued that, after the
1830's, such honour-bound, pre-capitalist aristocrats, if
they ever existed, were no longer in evidence and that
prominent landowners were active, forward-looking
entrepreneurs as interested in the cash nexus as any Yankee
trader. As a result, the focus has switched from an
elitist to a more heterodox view of Southern society in the
belief that, by studying the common man, a more valid, less
stereotypic insight into the mind of the 0ld South would be
found. New questions arose: did the ideology of this
broader group of Southerners in any way support the
existing beliefs; could they be seen as representative of

their section; was there indeed a consolidated thought

6 Eugene Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery
(New York, 1967), pp.3-5. ’



process with which the majority could identify? Southern
whites became sufficiently excited about sectional rivalry
and the Southern cause to support a military defense of
their section. Bruce Collins, a social historian, believed
that they did so not solely to preserve slavery, but
because they endowed Socuthernism with a whole range of
attributes and derived their sense of community and
sectional loyalty from a variety of sources.7 The key to
Southern identity lies in the understanding of these
attributes.

In 1982, Bertram Wyatt-Brown published Southern Honor
in which he argued at great length about ethics and
behaviour in the 014 South. He concluded that the concept
of honour, in all its forms, was the source of Southern
peculiarity linking all levels of society and providing a
framework for handling problems and making life more
meaningful than it might otherwise have been. Southerners,
he argues, conducted their lives by the highest ethical
standards. For the Southerner, true honour combined inner
virtue with the natural order of reason and the innate
desire of man for the good. However, Wyatt-Brown believes
that, by the 1850's, Christian qualities became more

compatible with the idea of an honourable man than just

7 Bruce Collins, White Society in the Antebellum South
(New York, 1985), x.
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gentlemanliness alone.8 Research points to the fact that
religion played an important part in Southern society which
Cash described as "peculiarly Christian." To the
Southerner, he stated, God was an imperious master who had
set every man in his place and ordained everything to be as
it was. As a result, the assurance that virtue and piety
would bring heavenly reward became a necessary and
important element of Southern religious belief.9
Therefore, Hobson's "representative" Southerner would have
found in his religious faith a sense of personal worth and
self-esteem as well as the assurance of a place in heaven.

Samuel C. Hill, author of several works on Southern
religion, believes that Southern religious faith served a
dual purpose. He states that the South began with an
Anglican notion of ethical responsibility which was
replaced by piety, resulting in the dramatic adaptation of
its religious beliefs to a system that was more compatible
with its social and cultural needs.l10 Southerners
dreamed of heaven and feared hell. Wyatt-Brown, on the
other hand, argues that honour had more influence in the
01d South than either the shame or guilt which may have

resulted from a spiritual or moral conflict. 1In his view,

8 Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior
in the 014 South (New York, 1982), p.22.

9 Cash, Mind of the South p.81l.

10 Samuel C. Hill, The South and North in American
Religion (Athens, 1980) p.1ll1.



inner merit, personal valour, physical appearance, moral
integrity, sexual conduct, familial and legal obligations
and indications of self-worth were all based upon the
concept of honour which, because it gave meaning to life,
was not a myth but a vital code.ll Thus, if we accept
Wyatt-~Brown's portrait of antebellum society in the light
of what historians have told us about Southern religious
concerns, we can argue that the moral burden of proof that
Woodward believed Southerners felt compelled to assume was
not only in defense of slavery but in defense of themselves
as Southerners and all that being Southern implied. To
reach a greater understanding of the formative values of
the 0ld South, it is necessary that the issues of religion,
class, race, honour and slavery be viewed as an intriguing
whole rather than separate concepts. The part that each
played in the formative process of the Southern identity
can best be understood by examining the intellectual
process of the antebellum Southerner as he/she attempted to
define and substantiate the singular qualities of the
South.

I believe that the most efficacious way of reaching
the heart of the South is through its literature. Words,
both spoken and written, were the region's primary means of

intellectual and political expression. Language both

11 Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor p.22.
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explained and defended slavery in the South. In the past,
the use of literary material as an historical tool was
criticized on the grounds that the information it contained
could not really speak for an entire social aggregate.
Writers in the antebellum South are believed to have been
particularly bound by their society's conventions and, as a
result, to have drawn heavily upon the perceived
distinctions between the South and its Northern rivals in
their attempts to promote the growth of a Southern
sectional identity. In her study of the antebellum South's
literati, Drew Gilpin Faust claims that the relationship
between the intellectual and his/her society has always
been problematical. However, she is confident that there
is merit in studying Southern thinkers for an insight into
broader patterns, values and popular expressions as keys to
the ever-elusive Southern mentality. Their work, she feels,
can serve as an example of how belief systems
simultaneously influence and reflect social reality as well
as individual psychological needs.l12

In attempting to establish a relationship between
literature and society, it is necessary to remain
responsive to the established certainties that are brought
into question and distinguish the imaginary life from that

of reality. It is for this reason that I have tried to

12 Drew Gilpin Faust, "The Peculiar South Revisited,"
Interpreting Southern History (Baton Rouge, 1987) p.4.
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give a brief overview of the most dominant historical
interpretations of antebellum society because, as Woodward
cautioned, we do not want to create new myths to replace
the old. Taken in its proper context, I feel that
literature can provide a credible insight into some of the
human and social problems of a time and place that we
cannot know in any other way. Louis D. Rubin, a literary
critic particularly interested in the relationship between
the South and its literature, believes that "one of the
most important roles of imaginative literature is that of
knowledge” because it can instruct us about society in ways
that nothing else can. It is his opinion that the
recognizable constants in human nature can greatly enhance
one's understanding of behaviour. By studying the writer
in and of the South, Rubin argues, we can learn something
about both.13 That is my intention in this study.

Scholars have paid much attention to antebellum
Southern literature and, like the relations and
institutions of the South, have determined it to be
decisively different from the works produced in other areas
of the United States. Literary criticism has confirmed
what some antebellum Southerners felt about the quality and
qgquantity of literature produced by their section. Hinton

Rowan Helper, an ardent Southern polemicist, wrote in 1857

13 Louis D. Rubin Jr & C. Hugh Holman, ed., Southern

Literary Study, Problems and Possibilities
{Chapel Hill, 1975) p.3.
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that the South suffered from a literary pauperism that
could only be blamed upon the institution of slavery which
he felt had extinguished the ability of Southerners to
speak or print their thoughts freely.l14 Henry Timrod, in
1859, stated that, because Southerners were a provincial
rather than an educated people, the opinions and theories
of the last century were still held in reverence. However,
he argued that the purpose of Southern literature was to
portray the social state, manners, moral opinions, passions
and prejudices of the people so that they could reach a
higher truth than was often reached by historians.l1l5
Writing more than a century later, Louis J. Rubin supports
this contention in his belief that antebellum writers had a
moral blindness toward the flaws and blemishes of their
society and, as a result, never reached the level of
detachment and objectivity needed to produce great
literature.1l6 Drew Gilpin Faust claims that even
William Gilmore Simms, the antebellum South's most
preeminent man of letters, felt ambivalent about his need
for social recognition and his place as an intellectual

within Southern society which severely limited the scope of

14 Hobson, Tell About the South (Baton Rouge, 1983)
p.55.

15 Henry Timrod, "Literature in the South," Russell's
Magazine 5 (August,1859): p.39.

16 Louis D. Rubin Jr., The Edge of the Swamp: A

Study in the Literature and Society of the 01ld South
(Baton Rouge, 1989), p.9.
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his work.17
If the closed nature of Southern society and the need

to work within the framework of its institutions restricted
Southern writers' freedom of expression, their fiction and
non-fiction will, in one way or another, present a specific
vision of the region that may explain some of the
suppositions upon which the history of the 0ld South rests.
If authors of note were unable or unwilling to transcend
their region or their time, then it is possible that
writers with lesser talent and more limited aspirations
maintained a greater degree of objectivity and a less
elitist perspective of their society. To find these
lesser-lights and the more out-of-the-way pieces, I decided
to research literary magazines. Such magazines, I felt,
provided a vehicle for a wide variety of contributors with
different levels of literary aspiration and a wealth of
self-conscious beliefs and assumptions that may never have
come to light in more formalized areas of publication. The
broad spectrum of literary material that magazines
encouraged can furnish the themes of Southern experience
that lead to the heart of Southern life. The magazine I
found best fitted my purpose was the Southern Literary

Messenger.

My reasons for choosing the Southern Literary

17 Drew Gilpin Faust, A Sacred Circle
(Baltimore, 1977) p.55.
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Messenger are as follows. In an era when literary
magazines, especially those in the South, blossomed and
died with alarming regularity, the Messenger survived from
1834 until 1864 when the consequences of war made it
impossible for the magazine to continue printing. The
purpose of its founder, Thomas Willis White, was to create
a vehicle that could promote Southern literature and
alleviate what the magazine's first editorial described as
the South's '"vassalage to [its] Northern neighbors" and its
"dependence for [its] literary food upon [its]
brethren."18 White felt strongly that the South needed a
voice to speak in its defense, to create a sense of pride
and a sense of place in a society presumed inferior to the
North in its literary talent and taste. The magazine's
purpose was not so much to promote a distinctly regional
literature but to provide an outlet for the latent literary
talent of the South and to encourage new writers to present
their work to the public. Considering the small literary
circle that existed in the city at the time, founding a
literary magazine in Richmond, Virginia, a city of less
than 20,000 people in 1834, was considered a bold but
rather foolish enterprise. There were few professional
writers in the South, most of whom relied to a great extent

upon Northern publishing houses which were larger and more

18 Robert D. Jacobs, "Campaign for Southern
Literature: The Southern Literary Messenger." in the
Southern Literary Journal Fall 1969, pp.67-98.
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fiscally sound than any in the South. Although they were
often criticized for doing so, Southern writers felt
obliged to publish in the North where they were more likely
to get paid for their endeavors.

Despite its lofty aspirations, money matters plagued
the Messenger throughout its life and, unable to offer any
meaningful monetary incentive, editors were forced to rely
on the many enthusiastic amateurs whose contributions were
often less than desirable. Although the Messenger often
reflected the values of what is called the plantation
class, it became primarily a journal of the professional
middle class. Lawyers, educators, clergymen, physicians
and leisured ladies seemed most disposed to fill the pages
of the magazine.l1l9 It has been established that, by
1859, a growing Southern middle class occupied an economic
and social position above that of any other non-planter
group. The more affluent members of this class often owned
land and slaves which, in a society dominated by an
agrarian philosophy, connected all strata of society.20
Therefore, as a group, the érofessional middle class
contributors to the Messenger maintained a direct
relationship with both the lower and upper classes with

whom they associated on both a social and professional

19  Ibid., p.75.

20 James C. Bonner, "Profile of a Late Ante-Bellum
Community," American Historical Review 49
(October,1943 - July,1944), p.671.
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level. As a result, their literary presentations provide
invaluable information on the Southern mentality from a
less politically or socially influenced perspective than
any other available socurce. This fact, combined with the
eclectic nature of its contents and its uniquely Southern
viewpoint, makes the Messenger a significant window through
which to view the Southern world.

John Reuben Thompson, editor of the Messenger from
1847 until 1860, was perhaps the magazine's most committed
and staunch supporter. A University of Virginia graduate,
he preferred, like many of his contemporaries in the
literary field, the pursuit of belle lettres to the
practice of law. Thompson brought a high literary standard
to his time as editor hoping to entertain his readers as
well as to elevate their literary tastes. His initial aim
was to put literature above politics but he also felt
strongly about awakening a sectional spirit. BAs the
antagonism between North and South intensified in the
decade before the war, Thompson, like many of his
contemporaries, was deeply affected by sectional tension
and committed more space in his magazine to the slavery
debate and issues of Southern nationalism.

During the 1850's it is believed that Southern writers
began to rally behind the cause for Southern self-
determination, and the Messenger strove to "bring forth the

testimony as to the moral and mental qualities of the
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Southern people" and to place before the nation the
"history, topography, and manners of the South so that the
Southern people could be fairly judged."21 In this
study I intend to ascertain what values the Messenger
upheld as being peculiarly Southern and if it did indeed
support the historical perceptions that have become part of
the 0ld South myth. The familiarity and ease of the
Messenger's contributors with the texture of community life
is what, from an historical rather than literary
perspective, make their work valuable to this study.
Although the Messenger contained both fiction and non-
fiction material, I decided to make fiction the focus of my
enquiry on the assumption that, in the process of writing
it, the authors would be enforcing rather than questioning
Southern tradition, telling about their particular South,
its people, its land and its beliefs.

Southern belief systems developed within a distinctive
social, economic and cultural environment. As a result,
Southerners imparted a special meaning to ideas that
evolved outside the mainstream of their society. Values
that could be presumed to be shared by both North and South
were profoundly altered in a Southern setting. Although a
degree of Southern sectionalism was created early in the
nineteenth century by the differing economic and social

structure between the Northern and Southern states, the

21 Ibid., p.98.



18
Nullification crisis -- a dispute over federal tariffs in
1832 -- convinced many Southerners that they were becoming
politically and economically disadvantaged by the rest of
the Union. By the 1850's, such feelings had become
intensified by persistent attacks upon the South's slave
system. The Messenger, caught up in the movement toward
Southern nationalism and the dislike of Yankees in general,
was anxious to promote its version of an ideal society and
show itself to be loyal to the South. The feelings,
attitudes and ideas expressed in the magazine during this
time will illuminate the dominant motives and emotions that
were propelling the South toward affirmative action in its
own defense.

I chose to locate this study between 1852 and 1860, a
time when Southern anxiety over the section's rightful
place within the Union was at its height. Strident
antislavery activists were expressing views that ran
contrary to everything Southerners had come to believe
about themselves and their peculiar institution. William
R. Taylor, writing in Cavalier and Yankee, argued that
Southerners, put on the defensive, were gquick to discover
that "the strongest weapon they possessed for justifying
their peculiar institution to themselves and others was the

argument of plantation paternalism."22 As previously

22 William R. Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee
(London, 1963), p.300.
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mentioned, the plantation setting, in its classical form,
and the idyllic relationship between master and slave, was
a pervasive image in the creation of the 0ld South. It was
a prominent genre for Southern authors such as Beverly
Tucker and William Gilmore Simms whose romanticized imagery
played upon the idea that the natural bonds of loyalty and
affection, not the bonds of ownership, connected master and
slave. The value of this portrait lay in its ability to
allay Southerners' anxieties over a system which had been
condemned by the rest of the Western world. However, in
1852, this particular literary convention underwent a re-
evaluation at the hands of a Northern female writer that
transformed the image of the American South in the eyes of
the world.

When Harriet Beecher Stowe, the daughter of a
Calvinist minister and the wife of another, sat down in
1851 to write Uncle Tom's Cabin, "her soul was all on fire
with indignation" at the wrongs inflicted upon Southern
negro slaves by their owners.23 Although she had
published several short stories and sketches in various
journals, her sympathy with the aims of abolitionist
movement compelled her "to hold up in the most lifelike and
graphic manner possible slavery, its reverses, changes, and

the negro character, which [she had] ample opportunities to

23 Forest Wilson, Crusader in Crinoline: The Life of
Harriet Beecher Stowe (Philadelphia, 1941), p.240.
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study."24 1In March 1852, Uncle Tom's Cabin was published

in book form and became an overnight success in the North
and in Europe. By May 1852, 50,000 copies had been sold
and, by March 1853, worldwide sales had reached an
estimated 2.5 million.25 It was felt to be, at the time,
the masterwork of the century and one of the greatest
novels ever written. However, such accolades were not
heard south of the Mason-Dixon line. Stowe had effectively
invalidated the idea of plantation paternalism. In her
novel, the slave rather than the planter had taken centre
stage, and the system had been openly portrayed as immoral
and inhumane.

Stowe's intention was to portray slavery as an evil
that had to be mitigated for the good of both blacks and
whites. Her antislavery stance was founded upon religious
and moral principle rather than sectional bitterness and
she hoped that her readers would keep in mind "the more
amiable qualities of those with whose principles [they]
were obliged to conflict."26 However, the barrage of
abuse which she received from the South showed that

Southerners failed to find anything amiable or attractive

24 Quoted in Exic J. Sundquist, New Essays on Uncle
Tom's Cabin (Cambridge, 1986) p.14.

25 Josephine Donovan, Uncle Tom's Cabin (Boston,
1991) xiv.

26 Thomas F. Gossett, Uncle Tom's Cabin and American
Culture (Dallas, 1985) p.291.
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in either the author or her book. Although Uncle Tom's
Cabin did not contain any direct indictment against the
South, it gave flesh and blood reality to a system which
Stowe believed was a great unredressed injustice. While
Stowe insisted that at all times she tried to "balance
[her] mind by keeping before it the most agreeable patteruns
of Southern life and character," Southerners saw her
portrait as a gross distortion of the truth.27

Whatever her intent, Stowe convinced Southerners of
the seriousness of the times and of the need to rise to
their own defence with a new sense of urgency. Although a
work of fiction, Uncle Tom's Cabin demonstrated what James
G.Randall described as "the potency of literature in the
governance of men's minds."28 Stowe forced the South to
look at itself through a Northerner's eyes, and the
Messenger provides an invaluable and unique perspective on
the results of this self-scrutiny. The task the Messenger
set for itself was to counteract Stowe's distortions with a
fair and honest image of the Southern people. The heart of
the South, therefore, lay in the hands of its writers.
Only they could find the words that would calm the anger
and anxiety, give meaning to cultural relationships and

affirm a Southern sense of community.

27 Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee p.308.

28 James. G. Randall, The War and Reconstruction
(Boston, 1937) pp.169-170.
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I believe that the feelings, attitudes and ideas of
the characters created by Southern writers at this time
provide an illuminating perspective on Southern sectional
character. Through the literary imagination, the most
vexing questions of the day could be transformed into a
moral and social assertion of Southern objectives without
direct involvement in the polemics of sectional rivalry.
In the existing climate of opinion, the Messenger's fiction
reflected a blending of those themes to which the cultural
conditions of the time were receptive. Therefore, by
initially examining the most defensive posture of Southern
writing, issues can be clarified that were central to the
South's whole value system. Then the fiction writer can be
located within his or her culture, and fiction can be
related to fact in a way that will provide a deeper
understanding of the society it was meant to interest,

inform and entertain.
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Chapter One

"As We Will And Not As The Winds Will"

Answering Uncle Tom

Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom's Cabin,

considered herself a painter, someone who could show
slavery to the world in the most graphic and lifelike
manner possible. "There is no arguing with pictures," she
stated, "...everybody is impressed by them, whether they
mean to be or not."29 Thus, when the beautiful quadroon
slave—-girl Eliza Harris leaped with bleeding feet across
the ice floes of the Ohio River in a desperate flight to
freedom, and when Tom, with his dying breath, forgave his
tormentors and commended them to Jesus, Stowe gave a living
dramatic reality to the most repulsive images of slavery.
The power of such graphic portraits was critical, not only
in the evolution of the antislavery movement, but in re-
shaping the image of the South and its peculiar institution
in the eyes of the world. Stowe had drawn upon many of the
conventions of the plantation novel for Uncle Tom's Cabin;
however, she had introduced the ugly specter of human
bondage into one of the South's favorite literary

conventions.

29 Harriet Beecher Stowe to Gamaliel Bailey, 9
March,1851. quoted in Gossett, Uncle Tom's Cabin and
American Culture p.97.
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Many works in this genre had, in the past, been
established according to well-defined, uniform and richly
romantic values and were, to quote Francis Pendleton
Gaines, "the pure essence of sentimentality."30 However,

in using this genre for Uncle Tom's Cabin, Stowe

demonstrated her awareness of its adaptability to the
abolitionist cause. She portrayed a black world of pain,
anxiety and fear, not the benign, contented world depicted
by the plantation tradition. Stowe's readers were, probably
for the first time, forced to imagine what it would be like
to be a slave. Through her vivid portraits which showed
that the basic elements of human nature existed under a
black skin as well as white the Negro became a person
rather than a thing.

Although Tom was intended to be the novel's major
protagonist, it was Eliza who, as a black female, depicted
the slave system at its most morally vulnerable. Her
character, more than any other, presents a counterpoint to
the fundamental elements of Southern ideology that
justified the slave system. Both as an imaginative creation
and as an effective antislavery argument, Eliza can lead us
to the issues that initiated an explosion of bitterness in
the South and propelled Southern writers into the forefront

of the campaign to defend their section.

30 Francis Pendleton Gaines, The Southern Plantation:
A Study in the Development and Accuracy of a Tradition
(Gloucester, 1962), p.50.
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Eliza is a young, attractive female of racially mixed
blood; she is also a wife, a mother, and most importantly,
a slave. It is not surprising that Stowe, herself a wife
and the mother of six children, should identify with the
issues of motherhood and the bonds that exist between a
mother and her child. However, in creating Eliza, Stowe
effectively combined these fundamental human emotions into
her portrait of slavery, and a "finé female article"
became, for thousands of readers, a poor creature, hunted
down "jest for havin' natural feelin's, and doing what no
kind o' mother could help a doin." 31 The quadroon girl
showed the world all that Stowe found evil and ugly in the
South's peculiar institution.

As the product of interracial coupling, Eliza
confirmed the existence of miscegenation in Southern
society, and her beauty, a "fatal inheritance to a slave,"
marked her as a sexual commodity.32 She was powerless,
not only over her own body but also over her family. Her
husband was kept from her by his hard master, and her son
had been so0ld to a slavetrader by her seemingly indulgent
owner. In this one character, Stowe brought together the
cruelty, immorality, licentiousness, and inhumanity of

slavery. And, by having Eliza cross the river from the

31 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom's Cabin, or Life
Among the Lowly (Cleveland, 1852), p.149.

32 Ibid., p.17.
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slave South to the free North, she was able to draw her
contrast between North and South, freedom and slavery, good
and evil. Stowe took one of the lowest and the most
vulnerable inhabitants of the slave community, a young,
black woman, and turned her into one of the most powerful

antislavery portraits in Uncle Tom's Cabin.

When, in October, 1852, J.R.Thompson reviewed Uncle

Tom's Cabin for the Southern Literary Messenger, his

reaction to the implications of Stowe's work was
uncharacteristically angry. His initial intent as editor
of the Messenger had been to keep the journal free from the
inflammatory issues of sectional dissent. However, Stowe's
portrait of slavery and the South compelled Thompson to
speak out against the way in which she had used her talents
to "sow the seeds of strife and violence," "foment heart-
burnings and unappeasable hatred," and "libel and vilify"
the noble men in the "blooming garden of freedom."33 Her
slanderous work, he stated, had found its way into every
section of the country filling the minds of those who knew
nothing of slavery with hatred for the institution and the
people who upheld it. Stowe was accused of slandering the
South on three very sensitive issues: the cruel treatment
of slaves, the sundering of family ties by selling children

away from their parents, and the lack of religious

33 "Notices of New Works," Southern Literary
Messenger (cited thereafter as SLM)18 (October, 1852),
p.630.
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instruction within the slave communities. Such
accusations, Thompson believed, implied that Southerners
were cruel, heartless and indifferent to the basic tenets
of Christian morality. His rebuttal was formulated around
his belief that the moral underpinnings of Southern society
were derived from two sources, the law of God and the law
of Man. When both were in place and supported by society
as a whole, then even the most subordinate classes were
guaranteed basic rights according to their position in
life.

Thompson argued at length that the laws existing
within his section were designed to protect the slave.
The combination of both law and reason, he asserted,
guaranteed, in almost all cases, the fair and humane
treatment of black families when mitigated by the "salutary
influences of enlightened public opinion."34 The issues
raised by Eliza's character openly violated these beliefs
and therefore became a major part of Thompson's attack upon
Stowe. At this point in his argument, Thompson developed a
defense of Southern morality based upon one of the
fundamental components of the plantation legend, the ideal
of the Southern woman. From his perspective, the
"Titianesque" touches that Stowe gave Eliza was a major
fault of Stowe's production. The way in which the Negro,

under her brush, became handsome in person and in character

34 Ibid., p.638.
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proved a particular source of indignation to the reviewer
because, he protested, while Stowe could see "Helen's
beauty in the brow of Egypt" she was unable to look upon a
white face without tracing in it "something sinister and
repulsive." As a result, she had "sullied the idea of
female purity and left "the trail of the serpent...over
them all."35

The real focus of plantation life, as William R.

Taylor states in Cavalier and Yankee, was not the planter

but his wife, and, in the early plantation novels, women
were not only committed to the plantation system but were
its "heart and soul."36 Southern white women were,
according to the tradition, "beyond description in

beauty, ... carefully nurtured hot-house creatures,...dainty
damsels - tender and true."37 Such beliefs were

expressed in the commentary of Southern authors such as
Daniel R. Hundley and Thomas Nelson Page who affirmed that
the plantation mistress was the centre of the home and the
power behind the throne. Hundley summed up the legend when
he wrote, "In her proper sphere woman wields the power,
compared to which the lever of Archimedes was nothing more

than a flexible blade of grass. It is she who rules the

35 Ibid.,
36 Taylor, pp.162-163.

37 Gaines, The Southern Plantation p.50.
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destinies of the world, not man."38 The pattern of this
belief system as it developed in the South during the
1850's, can be clearly discerned in Thompson's review.
Women like Harriet Beecher Stowe stepped outside the realm
for which nature had intended them and spoke out on
subjects that were not their concern. In creating Eliza,
Stowe had shone a spotlight on areas of the slave system
that a "lady writer" should not be permitted to portray,
and by so doing had not only "o'erstepped the modesty of
nature” but had exhibited a total ignorance of the
safeguards within the slave system that Thompson claimed
protected slaves from the brutality of slavecatchers and
irresponsible masters. She had exaggerated the sundering of
family ties in Negro families and, most importantly, had
circulated a brand of falsehood which placed her "outside
the pale of kindly treatment at the hands of Southern
criticism."39

Two months later, the Messenger published a second

review of Uncle Tom's Cabin attributed to George Frederick

Holmes. This lengthy critique was more an apology for
slavery and a defense of the South than a review of the
offending book. However, Holmes' argument closely followed

that of Thompson. Every fact, he claimed, had been

38 Daniel R. Hundley, Social Relations in Our
Southern States (New York, 1860), pp.14-15.

39 Ibid., p.631.
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distorted by Stowe and every incident exaggerated in order
to "awaken rancorous hatred and malignant jealousies
between the citizens of the same republic." Holmes' anger
against Stowe was intense and his language full of
invective. Her novel, he claimed, was full of "poisonous
vermin and putrescence," and Stowe herself was a "termagant
virago" and "foul-mouthed hag" who had defiled the "halo of
divinity" that encompassed a true lady. Interestingly, in
his eleven page tirade against the novel, Holmes mentioned
only Eliza directiy calling her a "tawny Venus" of a
"particular shade of tainted blood." Holmes recognized
Eliza's pivotal role in Stowe's tale, but dismissed her as
a total misrepresentation of Southern reality.40 Eliza's
mixed parentage raised the sensitive issue of miscegenation
in Southern society, and Holmes clearly recognized the
danger a frank discussion of the subject posed for the
South's image. Stowe, who exhibited none of the reticence
expected of a Southern woman on such a socially taboo
subject, had, in her disregard for female propriety,
slandered the innocence of the South by transmuting a
"dirty fancy" into an alleged truth and embarked upon a
vulgar mission to defame the slaveholding section.41

In June, 1853, Holmes had a second opportunity to

40 "Uncle Tom's Cabin," (review) SLM 18 (December,
1852), pp.722-726.

41 Ibid., p.731.
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reproach Stowe for her treacherous doctrines as she had
just published A Key to Uncle Tom's Cabin which, in citing
the sources upon which she had based her novel, was
intended to allay some of the intense criticism directed at
her work and at herself. However, Stowe's new book only
served to provoke more Southern indignation. Again the
issue turned on female tact and sensitivity. "If Mrs. Stowe
will chronicle the incidents of debauchery, let us hope
that women - and especially Southern women, will not be
found poring over her pages," Holmes wrote in the
Messenger. He was indignant that "scenes of license and
impurity...loathsome depravity and habitual prostitution"
should be made the "cherished topics of the female pen."
With a flagrant disregard for propriety, Stowe, and other
writers of the "women's rights" school, had "unsexed ...
the female mind, and shattered the temple of feminine
delicacy." It was unacceptable that a Northern woman
should be instrumental in disseminating a "vile stream of
contagion” that, if they brought its "putrid water to their
lips, could defile Southern women."42

Like Thompson's, Holmes' argument conforms on the
surface to the Southern ideal of womanhood. However, it is
evident that something deeper was agitating Holmes. He was

certain that Stowe's message, couched in the guise of

42 "A Key to Uncle Tom's Cabin," (review), SLM 19
(June, 1853), pp.322-323. Signed G.F.H.
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fiction, contained a force which, by weakening the resolve
of Southern women to maintain and support their section's
cultural ideals, could ultimately undermine Southern unity.
Holmes' reaction to Stowe's "dirty insinuations" not only
provides evidence of male ideology concerning the proper
sphere of women in Southern society, but indicates, more
significantly, the existence of a distinct fear that women,
inspired by the "fatal contamination" of the "Stowe-ic
philosophy," might be encouraged to redress their
grievances through social action.43 Stowe's book not
only proclaimed the South's peculiar institution to be an
evil but made it clear that a double standard of morality
existed within Southern society which linked slavery to the
paradoxical issues of female influence and impotence within
the slave regime.

In Uncle Tom's Cabin, it was Eliza the slave girl who
risked everything in her fight against the injustice of the
slave regime while her white Southern counterparts proved
ultimately to have little practical influence over existing
conditions as Mrs. Haley, the wife of Eliza's master, best
illustrates. As a Christian woman, she tries to stop her
husband from selling Tom and Eliza's son Harry. However,
her husband's will prevails, and she finally admits that
she was a fool to think that she "could make any good of

such a deadly evil." Slavery, as she saw it, was both "a

43 Ibid., p.323.
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curse to the master and a curse to the slave."44 Such
beliefs, expressed by an otherwise obedient and virtuous
Southern woman, cut deeply into the heart of the slave-
holding ideology.

The Messenger provides strong evidence that a strict
code of behaviour surrounded Southern women, and that the
South's particular ideology relied heavily on the
maintenance and promotion of women's traditional role. It
was not only men, however, that chose to promote this
particular viewpoint. Julia Gardner Tyler, writing in the
Messenger in 1853, gives a female perspective of the issues
at hand. "A woman," Mrs. Tyler stated, "confines herself
within that sphere for which the God who made her seems to
have designed her. Her circle is literally and
emphatically that of her family." Any Southern woman who
followed Stowe outside the female area of concern would,
according to Mrs.Tyler, be "dethroned from her high
position and face the odium of her society."45 A few
months later Stowe, described as the "perfect female
Hercules," was accused of trying to keep up with the
masculine mind, unlike an honourable woman who stayed

"within her own peculiar path" and listened to the "earnest

44 Stowe, Uncle Tom's Cabin p.38.

45 Julia Gardner Tyler, "To the Duchess of
Sutherland and Ladies of England," SLM 19 (February, 1853),
pp.120-121.
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invocations of home."46

What concerned these writers most was that Southern
women had become implicated in the perpetuation of a great
social and moral evil. Thus, for the South, the concept of
unsullied, undefiled womanhood became an integral part of
the pro-slavery line of defense. The anti-Stowe rhetoric
proves that Southern women provided the moral fibre which
wove itself throughout Southern society. Therefore, if
their resolve became weakened as a result of Stowe's
powerful argument, it could have devastating consequences
at a time when the section most needed to maintain
solidarity. From this standpoint, the qualities and
characteristics assigned to Southern women represent more
than just the idealization of the plantation matriarch,
they were linked to the very survival of the South itself.

In 1859, long after Harriet Beecher Stowe had been
dismissed as a cause for concern, Alexander H. Sands
addressed the women of the Hollis Female Institute in
Virginia and began, like his contemporaries, by reaffirming
the belief that the social values of the section were
reflected in its women's character and culture. "Men may
rule the court, the camp, the grove," he stated, and
"dictate the regimen of the State,... but, the social

problems which [were] the subject and the origin of the

46 "A Woman's True Mission," SLM 19 (May, 1853),
p.303. Signed E. Charleston.
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laws, the manners and customs of the people [were] the
product, directly or indirectly, of the women."47
However, the crux of his argument focused upon a fear that
a "false sentiment," suggesting that the institution of
slavery was wrong, was spreading among Southern women. The
true philosophy of an educated woman in the South was to
"contribute to the good order of the State by promoting the
growth of a popular sentiment on [slavery] and to lend
sympathy and encouragement to her home in its strife with
Northern fanaticism and folly."48 Women had a critical
task to perform. "Slavery," Sands told his female
audience, was the institution around which "the dearest
interests of the State are gathered." One of the most
disquieting issues facing Southern partisans, Sands noted,
was how to reconcile the finer sensibilities of their
section into a system with an undeniably commercial base
which Stowe had exposed and condemned as the most degrading
and morally perverting aspects of slaveholding. S<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>