Senior Seminar: English 499

Uncle Tom’s Cabin & Huckleberry Finn
Race in 19th C. America—Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Huckleberry Finn and Race Law
Course Description

Fall 2012                                           Instructor: Terry Oggel                   TTh 11-12:15, Hibbs 440 Office: 345 Hibbs                         Office Hours: Th 3:30-4:30pm                         Phone: 828-1331

Website: http://www.people.vcu.edu/~toggel
Required Texts
Required: Harriet Beecher Stowe. Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). Norton, 2010.

Required: Mark Twain.  Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885). U of California Press, 2010.
Recommended: MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (7th Edition).  MLA, 2009.

Website

This Course Description, the Course Outline and other course documents will be distributed in class in print and will be on my Website, http://www.people.vcu.edu/~toggel/, where they will be updated during the semester as necessary. 

E-Mail & Blackboard
This class will use e-mail and Blackboard for out-of-class discussions and for the dissemination of information.  I’ll send you information on people, events and texts both literary and legal that are relevant to our study.
Course Description

This course will study two famous  and highly controversial American novels, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, as works of art that are embedded in America’s race-based legal, political, geographical and social history.  As such, they are, for good and ill, quintessentially American.

Both novels are abolitionist and are within a context of literary opposition to slavery.  The 19th century saw abolitionists using several traditional forms of writing—newspapers, pamphlets, poems, published sermons.  Among the most influential were newspapers like William Lloyd Garrison's The Liberator (1831) and Frederick Douglass' The North Star (1847) and David Walker’s protest tract Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World (1829).  There was one kind of writing that was unique to the abolitionist cause—the slave narrative, a personal account of life in bondage.   Narratives by Frederick Douglass (1845), William Wells Brown (1847), and Solomon Northup (1853) gave a close, realistic look at slavery and provided compelling opposition to the prettified “moonlight and magnolias” depictions of slave life made by advocates of slavery.
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life Among the Lowly (1851-52)

Yet, in all of this writing and speaking, the piece of anti-slavery writing that reached the broadest audience and had by far the greatest impact was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom's Cabin.  Maybe Stowe (1811-1996), a white woman, was more of a surprise and therefore more threatening to white audiences than black ex-slaves, but her emotional and strongly Christian anti-slavery novel was very widely read and caused a heated national debate.

Stowe was not an active abolitionist and she didn’t write her novel to become one.  She did have strong anti-slavery feelings and as the daughter of a prominent New England minister Lyman Beecher and the sister of the century’s most famous preacher, Henry Ward Beecher, she had grown up in an abolitionist household that had harbored fugitive slaves.  When she was 21, she moved to Cincinnati to join her father and from there she observed slavery first-hand on visits to Kentucky, across the river from her Cincinnati home.  Still, it was the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 that impelled Stowe to write about the moral and domestic wrongs of slavery.  She had had some writing experience as a freelance journalist, and she drew upon that to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  It first appeared in serialized form in the weekly abolitionist newspaper The National Era in 1851.

The response was huge, pro and con, and many called for her to publish it in book form. The first printing of 5,000 copies sold in two days; 300,000 copies were sold in America in the first year and another 200,000 in England.  It was translated into numerous languages, and different stage adaptations were performed through the rest of the century in America and throughout the world.  It was the most performed work on the American stage in the 19th century.


Though the term “Uncle Tom” is derogatory now, the Uncle Tom of the novel steadfastly retains his integrity and dies refusing to betray his fellow slaves by giving in to white demands.  His firm Christian principles in the face of brutal treatment made him heroic in the eyes of Stowe’s first readers.  In contrast, his tormenter Simon Legree, a Northerner and a slave-dealer who became a plantation owner, enraged white readers with his obsessive cruelty.  By this contrast Stowe’s novel exposed to readers the evil of slavery.  The novel fueled the abolitionist cause unlike any previous writing, so that almost inadvertently Stowe became an active abolitionist who rallied many thousands to the anti-slavery cause.

But the novel had many detractors, too.  Southerners were outraged, and declared the novel to be slanderous and utterly false.  One story is that a book seller in Mobile, Alabama, was forced out of town for selling copies; another maintains that Stowe received a package containing the dismembered ear of a black person.  She received numerous threatening letters.  Southerners reacted by writing their own novels, depicting slaves as happy and carefree, and contrasting them with Northern white workers who led miserable existences.  Stowe’s response was to gather dozens of newspaper reports and court cases documenting slavery’s atrocities and publish them as an irrefutable rebuttal to Southern claims, thereby opening up, or “unlocking,” the truth in Uncle Tom’s cabin. She published this accumulation of evidence two years later, in 1854, as The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Most black Americans responded enthusiastically to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, seeing it as a tremendous help to their cause.  Frederick Douglass, a friend of Stowe's whom she had consulted on some sections of the book, praised the book in his writings. Some, however, opposed the book, viewing Uncle Tom's character as being too submissive and criticized Stowe for having her strongest black characters emigrate to Liberia.  Partly in response to this “friendly” criticism, two years later, in 1856, Stowe published the third work in her trilogy, Dred, set in the Great Dismal Swamp of Virginia and North Carolina and having a strong black man as the protagonist.

There is unintended irony in the figure of Uncle Tom.  The book that contributed most to the anti-slavery cause has gained the reputation as a racist work. Uncle Tom, though he defies white authority even unto death to save his fellow slaves, is the model of Christian humility, to 19th century readers a kind of Black Christ.  He is forgiving in the face of absolute brutality and suffers countless indignities with patience.  Though this endeared him to whites and helped them see the evils of slavery, it also encouraged the image of the submissive, childlike black man—an idea exaggerated in the countless theatrical productions of scenes in the novel.  Many of these showed Uncle Tom as a groveling, subservient character, emphasized by having blackface minstrel shows perform between scenes.

Despite her “progressive” attitude toward slavery, Stowe could not escape the bigotry of her time.  Uncle Tom’s Cabin has serious artistic and historical flaws, some of which have helped perpetuate damaging images of African Americans.  But as a romance it was highly complex in character and in its narrative lines. It outraged the South and had an explosive impact on American history, so much so that a decade later, in 1862, Lincoln, when he met Stowe, allegedly said, “So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that made this great war!”

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884-85)
Throughout its life, from the time it was published in the United States in 1885 till our time, Huckleberry Finn has been a problematic book.  Its author Mark Twain (1835-1910) was temperamentally an “oppositional” sort of person.  Publicly and privately he was inclined to be negative, seeing things he was against more often than things he was for.  Huckleberry Finn is a good example.  There’s a lot of negativity in it.  Of course, many of the things it opposes are disgusting, and Twain’s novel offers powerful reasons for opposing them.

Because of the contrariness in it, the novel has a checkered past.  It’s true that for many years it has been an American cultural icon.  For Ken Burns, to name one example, who made a two-part documentary on Twain (2002), Mark Twain was the single most representative American writer, and for Burns he was so because of Huckleberry Finn more than for anything else Twain wrote or did.  Toni Morrison says that she re-reads the novel regularly, each time finding surprising new depths.  But if Huckleberry Finn is a “classic” now, it hasn’t always been so.  In its own time it was reviled as being unfit for decent people to read.  Immediately upon publication it was banned for being “the veriest trash, suitable only for the slums.”  A month after the book was published, a newspaper in Clemens’ home state of Missouri summarized the objections:
It deals with a series of adventures of a very low grade of morality; it is couched in the language of a rough dialect, and all through its pages there is a systemic use of bad grammar and an employment of rough, coarse, inelegant expressions. It is also very irreverent. . . . The whole book is of a class that is more profitable for the slums than it is for respectable people.

—St. Louis Globe-Democrat, 17 March 1885 

In some parts of America it still is that today, still banned, still condemned as shabby and disrespectable.

Mark Twain took nearly a decade to finish writing this novel—far longer than he took to write anything else of these years.  It was as though he was opposed to his own novel.  He was deeply conflicted about it.
This course will examine this problematic novel—its visual as well as its verbal text separately, and then combined in an integrated text—in multiple ways.  Among them are the bio-textual history of Twain’s writing of it, beginning with its inception as the second piece of a two-part project starting with Tom Sawyer (1876);  its early publishing history, first in serialized form in The Century Magazine and then in book form as the first production of Clemens’ own publishing house,  The Webster Publishing Company; its reception, in its own time and at various times through its 125-year history; its links with other texts by Twain—Tom Sawyer (in the popular genre of boys’ books) and Life on the Mississippi  (1883) which shared a piece of text with Huckleberry Finn; the creation of its visual text—its illustrator and the illustrations, in the context of the practice of book illustration in its time, including the depiction of visual types like immigrant Irish and blacks; Twain’s own views of his novel, at the time of its completion and in retrospect, a decade later; and the impact of the novel on American literature.
We’ll study of the novel in segments, replicating the way it was haltingly composed by Twain between 1876 and 1883, for the history of the text has been convoluted, too.  Our text will be the authoritative edition of 2010, the 125th anniversary of its publication in the United States, based on the full manuscript.  This edition has additional components that make it a veritable treasure-trove and a collector’s item by itself.  It includes maps, a glossary, sample manuscript pages, hundreds of annotations, and much else.  We’ll be able to examine Twain’s process of composition and revision and compare sections of the MS with the final version in our text.

Methods, Objectives and Requirements

The course will include brief student presentations focusing on the history and scholarship surrounding Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Huckleberry Finn.  Regular and informed participation in class discussions is critical and expected.  Course grades will be determined from this class participation, from oral presentations and reports, and from the research paper.  There might be quizzes and/or tests, if necessary.  Unless otherwise noted, assigned readings must be read in toto by the day they are assigned.
The research paper may is a major feature of the course, and I will work with you closely to assure that it is well done.  It may treat any of a wide variety of topics.  We will discuss and settle on the topics together, as the course progresses.  It is to be research-based study displaying independent thought.  It is to have no fewer than 20 pages of text and follow the MLA Handbook (7th ed.) in matters of format and mechanics of citation and documentation.
We will begin by studying Uncle Tom’s Cabin, focusing on character development, on theme—especially religion and women as well as race and class—and on narrative technique and language.   Then we’ll turn to Huckleberry Finn, examining the same topics while carefully listening to Huck’s “voice” and through him other voices.  For both novels, we will read between the lines, looking for attitudes and predispositions, for meanings that are disguised and camouflaged, listening to silences—for what isn’t said.  At the same time, we will analyze the novels’ visual texts, especially important for Huckleberry Finn (174 illustrations; five for Uncle Tom’s Cabin).   We’ll consider the relationship between these two texts, verbal and visual, as they comprise one integrated text for each novel.  From this, we’ll branch out into allied areas.  Student presentations will aid us as we study such fields as law, governmental and military history, politics, geography, and Stowe and Twain biography.
By way of a reminder: this is a Senior Seminar.  Student participation is essential.  The size of the class, the room, and the seating arrangement are all designed to enhance student engagement.  Students are expected to be prepared for each class and to participate in discussion.  Thus, a large part of the course grade will be determined by the amount and the quality of students’ participation and interaction with each other as well as with me.  Though I will provide contextualizing information, the emphasis will be on the exchange of ideas among students.  Students will have the opportunity to make oral presentations in class; segments of some meetings will be led by students, alone or in small groups.  Needless to say, class attendance is required.  Missed classes must be explained, in advance when possible and afterwards when not.  There are serious repercussions if this is not done.  As a policy, missed work cannot be made up.

By about one-third of the way through the semester, students should begin to focus on a topic for deeper independent research.  This process will develop with guidance from the instructor.  A broad range of areas is available.  Focusing exclusively on the art of the novel is fine, though it will need to include research.  Finding external connections for research projects is tempting, too.  Many possibilities will stem from student presentations.  The research paper, 20-25 pages of text (excluding notes and list of works cited), will be the single most important piece of work produced.

Important Notices
Terry Oggel

Topics addressed here are:
1. VCU Email Policy 
2. VCU Honor System: Plagiarism and Academic Integrity 
3. Student Conduct in the Classroom 
4. Students with Disabilities 
5. Statement on Military Short-Term Training or Deployment 
6. Excused Absences for Students Representing the University 
7. Campus Emergency Information 
8. Important Dates 
9. VCU Mobile 
10. Class registration required for attendance

Email Policy
Electronic mail or "email" is considered an official method for communication at VCU because it delivers information in a convenient, timely, cost effective and environmentally aware manner. This policy ensures that all students have access to this important form of communication.  It ensures students can be reached through a standardized channel by faculty and other staff of the university as needed.  Mail sent to the VCU email address may include notification of university-related actions, including disciplinary action.  Please read the policy in its entirety at http://www.ts.vcu.edu/kb/3407.html.

VCU Honor System: Plagiarism and Academic Integrity
The VCU honor system policy describes the responsibilities of students, faculty, and administration in upholding academic integrity, while at the same time respecting the rights of individuals to the due process offered by administrative hearings and appeals. According to his policy, "members of the academic community are required to conduct themselves in accordance with the highest standards of academic honesty and integrity." In addition, "All members of the VCU community are presumed to have an understanding of the VCU Honor System and are required to: 
· Agree to be bound by the Honor System policy and its procedures; 
· Report suspicion or knowledge of possible violations of the Honor System; 
· Support an environment that reflects a commitment to academic integrity; 
· Answer truthfully when called upon to do so regarding Honor System cases, and, 
· Maintain confidentiality regarding specific information in Honor System cases. 
· Most importantly, "All VCU students are presumed upon enrollment to have acquainted 


themselves with and have an understanding of the Honor System" (VCU Insider).
The Honor System can be read at http://www.provost.vcu.edu/pdfs/Honor_system_policy.pdf 

or in the current issue of the VCU Insider at http://www.students.vcu.edu/insider.html.

In this class, because coursework will be collaborative at times, particular issues of integrity arise.  You should not copy or print another student's work without permission.  Any material (this includes IDEAS and LANGUAGE) from another source must be credited, whether that material is quoted directly, summarized or paraphrased.  In other words, you should respect the work of others and in no way present it as your own.

Student Conduct in the Classroom
According to the Faculty Guide to Student Conduct in Instructional Settings (http://www.assurance.vcu.edu/Policy%20Library/Faculty%20Guide%20to%20Student%20Conduct%20in%20Instructional%20Settings.pdf),"The instructional program at VCU is based upon the premise that students enrolled in a class are entitled to receive instruction free from interference by other students.  Accordingly, in classrooms, laboratories, studies and other learning areas, students are expected to conduct themselves in an orderly and cooperative manner so that the faculty member can proceed with their [sic] customary instruction.  Faculty members (including graduate teaching assistants) may set reasonable standards for classroom behavior in order to serve these objectives.  If a student believes that the behavior of another student is disruptive, the instructor should be informed."  Among other things, cell phones and beepers should be turned off while in the classroom.  Also, the University Rules and Procedures prohibit anyone from having "in his possession any firearm, other weapon, or explosive, regardless of whether a license to possess the same has been issued, without the written authorization of the President of the university...."  More information is online at the VCU Insider, http://www.students.vcu.edu/insider.htm.

Certainly the expectation in this course is that students will attend class with punctuality, proper decorum, required course material and studious involvement. 

The VCU Insider contains additional important information about a number of other policies with which students should be familiar, including Guidelines on Prohibition of Sexual Harassment, Grade Review Procedure, and Ethics Policy on Computing. It also contains maps, phone numbers and information about resources available to VCU students.

Students with Disabilities
SECTION 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 as amended, require that VCU provide "academic adjustments" or "reasonable accommodations" to any student who has a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits a major life activity. To receive accommodations, students must request them by contacting the Disability Support Services Office (DSS) on the Monroe Park Campus (828-2253) or the Division for Academic Success on the MCV campus (828-9782).  More information is available at the Disability Support Services webpage, http://www.students.vcu.edu/dss/, or at the Division for Academic Success webpage, http://www.specialservices.vcu.edu/.  If you have received authorization for an academic accommodation, please schedule a meeting with me promptly.


Statement on Military Short-Term Training or Deployment
Military students may receive orders for short-term training or deployment. These students are asked to inform and present their orders to Military Student Services and to their professor(s). For more information, contact Military Services at 828-5993 or access the corresponding policies at http://www.pubapps.vcu.edu/bulletins/about/?Default.aspx?uid=10096&iid=30704 and http://www.pubapps.vcu.edu/BULLETINS/undergraduate/?uid=10096&iid=30773.

Excused Absences for Students Representing the University
Students who represent the university (athletes and others) might not choose their schedules. Student athletes are required to attend games and/or meets.  All student athletes must provide their schedules at the beginning of the semester. The Intercollegiate Athletic Council (IAC) strongly encourages missed classes or exams (because of a scheduling conflict) to be considered excused absences, with allowances for making up work or exams.

Campus Emergency information
What to Know and Do to be Prepared for an Emergency at VCU:
· Sign up to receive VCU text messaging alerts (http://www.vcu.edu/alert/notify).  


Keep your information up-to-date.
· Know the safe evacuation route from each of your classrooms.  Emergency evacuation 


routes are posted in on-campus classrooms.
· Listen for and follow instructions from VCU or other designated authorities.  Within the 


classroom, follow your professor's instructions. 
· Know where to go for additional emergency information (http://www.vcu.edu/alert). 
· Know the emergency phone number for the VCU Police (828-1234).  Report suspicious 


activities and objects.


Important Dates
For Fall 2012, see: http://academiccalendars.vcu.edu/ac_fullViewAll.asp?term=Fall+2012.


VCU Mobile
The VCU Mobile application is a valuable tool to get the latest VCU information on the go. The application contains helpful information including the VCU directory, events, course schedules, campus maps, athletics and general VCU news, emergency information, library resources, Blackboard and more.  To download the application on your smart phone or for more information, please visit http://m.vcu.edu.

Class registration required for attendance
Please remember that students may only attend those classes for which they have registered. Faculty may not add students to class rosters. Therefore, if students are attending a class for which they have not registered, they must stop attending.
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