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What’s So Naive About Mimeticism?: Uncle Tom's Cabin, Twelve Years a Slave, and the Claims of the True Story

If there is an original sin for literary critics, it might be naive mimeticism, the childish belief that art is for real. This essay will juxtapose two narratives that invite that sin: Steve McQueen’s Twelve Years a Slave and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Both dramatizations of slavery tell us that they are based on a true story. Why does the novel feel so sentimental and fake to readers now, and the movie impress us as unsentimental and real (so real that I was relieved to be reminded it was just a show, the characters played by actors)? The question is made more complicated when we recall that critiques of sympathy, the engine that drives the sentimental, condemn it as the cheap thrill of vicarious pain, dependent on the happy impotence of the spectator. Yet the modernist withholding that McQueen’s coolly aestheticized cinematography enforces is, in its own way, just as dependent on the experience of being a spectator powerless to intervene. What makes one kind of impotence feel more artful than the other? The essay will pursue that question, asking how in McQueen’s hands powerlessness translates into the experience of autonomy, freedom from being told (as Stowe keeps telling her readers) what and how to feel.

