
Abstract 

This BA thesis examines the concept of a black mother as a key figure in the fight for 

freedom as depicted in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and further explored in 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Stowe’s novel presents the idealized concept of motherhood in 

characters such as Eliza Harris, Aunt Chloe, Mary Bird and Rachel Halliday. These characters 

represent Stowe’s ideology of Christian motherhood, in which the mother acts as a mediator 

of moral and religious principles in her family and community. To enable the identification of 

white middle-class female readers with the African-American characters in her novel, Stowe 

employed a distinctive method of characterization in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. One of the main 

characteristics of her female figures is their ability to perform a maternal role. Mother love is 

depicted as a universal force, which is common to both white and African-American mothers, 

and which is equivalent to the love of Christ. Stowe believed that motherhood based on 

Christian values would free the United States from slavery and rebuild her society. For these 

reasons, Stowe encouraged white middle-class wives and mothers to present their abolitionist 

stances in their families and mediate them to their husbands, whose opinions might have been 

influential in political development in the United States.  Stowe’s politicized view on 

motherhood and her method of characterization, which gave birth to a number of stereotypes 

concerning the representation of African-Americans, was approached by a number of African-

American writers, including Toni Morrison. In Beloved, Morrison challenged the stereotypical 

representation of black women created by Stowe and proposed instead that the self-sacrificing 

mentality may deprive black mothers of their identity. Since one of the central issues of 

slavery was the dehumanization of black women, motherhood represented both advantage and 

disadvantage to the emergence of black female subjects. On the one hand, as mothers, black 

women could become necessary sources of identification for their children as well as 

mediators of socioeconomic and religious values. On the other hand, this identification was 

formed by the standards of white society and was based on the cult of domesticity. Morrison 

is aware of the paradoxical nature of the tendency to impose white Christian moral and family 

models on African-American families, and illustrates its negative effects on Sethe’s family. 

The goal of this thesis is to compare and contrast Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Beloved in 

connection to the formation of female subjectivity, and to prove that the boundaries of 

idealized white motherhood and domesticity represented yet another kind of slavery; thus the 

ideology of Christian motherhood was an obstacle to claiming ownership of the freed black 

woman’s self.  


