Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Part 1
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 5 (1844–1877) · Step 6 of 31 · about 7½ minutes

How to Read This
These notes are a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded — the questions and the writing prompt are yours to use however helps you think.
What This Video Does
The first of three videos on the most-read book of the nineteenth century. Part 1 sets the stage Harriet Beecher Stowe was writing into — the Fugitive Slave Act, the slave auction, the Underground Railroad — and the abolitionist family that shaped her.
In the Margins
~0:10  ·  “The little lady that started this great war.”  Lincoln’s (probably apocryphal) line to Stowe frames all three videos. The real question Becca poses is the good one: how does a book start a war? Keep it open — it’s a question about the power of story itself.
~2:55  ·  The band-aid over the gaping wound.  Becca’s prop is the lesson: the Compromise of 1850 was a tiny bandage on a wound that needed surgery — California free, a brutal Fugitive Slave Act in trade. A “compromise” that deepens the very thing it claims to settle.
~4:16  ·  The law that made everyone a slave-catcher.  The same Fugitive Slave Act, seen through one writer’s window. Refusing to help could mean fines or jail. Kim’s point: this is what “galvanized” ordinary northerners — the law reached into their own houses.
~5:40  ·  The auction block, around the corner from the White House.  Kim’s image is deliberate: walk past the seat of democracy, turn the corner, watch human beings sold. The auction — families torn apart — becomes the engine of Stowe’s plot. Lincoln, too, named a New Orleans auction as what taught him to hate slavery.
~5:16  ·  The Underground Railroad, demythologized.  Not a literal railroad but an informal network of people passing the escaping along — Stowe lived on a stop. Hold this: resistance to slavery was built person by person, house by house. Ownership of one’s own conscience, exercised in secret.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. Lincoln supposedly credited a novel with starting a war. What can a story do that a speech or a statistic cannot?
1. The Fugitive Slave Act turned private citizens into agents of slavery. Why might that have done more to spread abolition than any sermon?
1. Stowe built her plot on the slave auction — the sale of a person, the splitting of a family. Why is the auction such a concentrated image of what slavery was?
An Invitation to Write
A story can do what an argument can’t: make you feel it from inside.  Stowe reached people that statistics and speeches never touched. Write about a story — a book, a film, a song, something a person told you — that changed how you understood an issue you thought you already understood.
Where This Connects
1. The cultural front of Movement Four: the war was fought in novels and on stages before it was fought at Bull Run.
1. Next: the plot itself, and the faith at its center.
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