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The Advantages of Spying


In Uncle Toms Cabin Stowe uses the method of subversive exchange as a means of Humanizing the African American slave in a way which was unheard of for its time.  In many circumstances, the true nature and inner emotions of the slaves are portrayed in these scenes of secretive or accidental eavesdropping.  In the two main houses of the novel, the Shelby house and the St. Clare household, there are multiple examples of these interactions.  Although there are many, two specific instances stand out as being the most significant and obvious.  First, when Eliza overheard Mr. Shelby talking to Mr. Haley about possible slave trade and then later eavesdropping on Mr. Shelby and his wife debate over the possible trade.  Secondly, when in the St. Clare household young Eliza overhears the feuding between Miss Ophelia and Topsy. Both of these examples contradict the common southern view of the African Americans as an inferior emotionless race.


The most important example of this clandestine eavesdropping is when Eliza overhears the possibility of Mr. Shelby selling her, her boy, and Tom to the slave trader Mr. Haley.  The passage reads, “in approaching the door, Eliza had caught enough of the conversation to know that a trader was making offers to her master for somebody…Still she thought she heard the trader make an offer for her boy; - could she be mistaken?”

(13-14).  Upon hearing these things a greatly distraught Eliza questions Ms. Shelby on the possibility of this being true, but Ms. Shelby insists that her husband would never think to do such a thing.  By having Eliza overhear this information; Stowe humanizes the slaves in a way that is indirect and easily acceptable.   Immediately one sympathizes with Eliza when she accidentally becomes aware to the fact that her own child was possibly going to be sold to the traders.  Many inhabitants of the South viewed the slaves as mere animals that had no attachment to their children or have any emotions at all.  For example, Marie states on page 151 that, “ Mammy couldn’t have the feelings that I should.  It’s a different thing altogether, - of course it is, - and yet St. Clare pretends not to see it.  And just as if Mammy could love her dirty little babies as much as I love Eva!”(151).    By humanizing Eliza as a living emotional being within its surroundings, Stowe successfully allows the reader to connect with the character in a way many people never thought of or tried to do in this time.    In the chapters after, Eliza once again finds herself eavesdropping outside of the Shelby’s bedroom hoping to find out for sure whether or not her child was to be sold off or not.  During the Shelby’s heated discussion over having to sell Harry and Tom, “There was one listener to this conversation whom Mr. and Mrs. Shelby little expected.” ( 41 ).  Eliza had been eavesdropping on their entire conversation, and learned the reality that her son Harry, and Tom, had already been sold and were going to be picked up in the morning.  As in the first example, the reader experiences the devastating impact this has on Eliza and witnesses her overwhelming motherly emotions.  She is described as, “Pale, shivering, with rigid features and compressed lips, she looked entirely altered being from the soft and timid creature she had been hitherto.” (42).  This again humanizes Eliza’s character as a breathing emotional character.  These two scenes work particularly well because it depicts a living human being overhearing other “civilized” people talking about her and her baby child as trading pieces for their debt.  Although the Shelbys seem like true loving and caring people, this shows how they cannot escape the effects of slavery on their society.


Another instance where subversive observation is used as a method of humanizing the African American is when Miss Ophelia overhears Topsy explaining to Eva why she sometimes acts so terrible.  Topsy is the most difficult of all of the slaves in the book, and although Miss Ophelia represents a northern view of slavery, she still finds it terribly difficult to work with the troublesome Topsy.   Topsy’s behavior became so uncontrollable that Marie even stated, “…if I had my way, now…I’d send that child out, and have her thoroughly whipped; I’d have her whipped till she couldn’t stand!”(304).   One day after being particularly bad and disobeying Miss Ophelia’s orders of memorizing hymns, a distraught Eva attempts to understand why Topsy insists on being so stubborn.   Here it is uncovered the true nature of her behavior, the fact that she has never experienced any sort of love before or compassion, that she, “dunno nothing bout love; I loves candy and sich, that’s all.” (306).   Topsy is even aware of Miss Ophelia’s hidden distain for her, saying, “She can’t bar me, ‘cause I’m a nigger! -She’d ‘s soon have a toad touch her!”(306).  This whole time Miss Ophelia and St. Clare had been listening from a window, soaking in the conversation between the two children.  This scene embodies the entire humanization of Topsy to Miss Ophelia, both in her understanding of Topsy’s emotions and learning of her own innate prejudice as well.  Until this eavesdropping, it seems as though Topsy was procured by Stowe to represent the most uneducated of all the slaves, the most badly treated and most deprived.  Topsy’s purpose is to show that perhaps the best way to really change someone’s life for the better isn’t hidden in hymns or the bible, but instead in a showing of love and compassion.  By doing this Stowe is saying that if recognizing Topsy as a loveable human being could make such a difference, imagine the outcome if all of the slaves were treated in a human and acceptable manner.


In conclusion, the use of overheard conversation in the novel is used to bring out the true humanity of the characters; by inducing sympathy within the reader, and by showing that the slaves were more than the material goods the south viewed them as.  Never before in such a circulated text were African Americans humanized as on par equals emotionally and intimately as the whites, fully aware of their surrounding and able to feel love and maternal responsibilities.  By allowing these qualities to come out indirectly in these observational scenes, the feelings of sympathy are somewhat indirect, allowing the already prejudice reader to be unknowingly converter to a more rational view of African Americans. By doing this, Stowe increases her chances of impacting a larger audiences and hopefully even effecting the most stubborn of slavery supporters.

