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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF
HARRIET BEECHER
STOWE'S VILLAIN

H a r r i e t  B e e c h e r
Stowe's  1852  novel,
Uncle  Tom's  Cabin,
remains  one  of  the
most  influential  works
of American literature.
W h i l e  t h e  t i t l e
character,  Tom,  has
become  a  symbol  of
Christian  forbearance,
it is the novel's primary
antagonist,  Simon

Legree ,  who  often
l e a v e s  t h e  m o s t
visceral  and  lasting
impression on readers.
A  S imon  Legree
character  analysis
reveals far more than a
s i m p l e ,  o n e -
dimensional  villain.
Legree  is  a  carefully
c o n s t r u c t e d
embodiment  of  the
dehumanizing,  soul-
crushing  force  of  the
plantation system at its
m o s t  b r u t a l .  H e
represents the ultimate
mora l  decay  tha t
slavery inflicts not only
on  the  enslaved  but
also  on  the  enslaver.
To  understand  the
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depth of Stowe's moral
argument,  one  must
look closely at how she
bui lds  Legree  as  a
figure  of  pure,
unrelenting evil,  a  foil
to  Tom's  Christ-like
g o o d n e s s ,  a n d  a
terrifyingly  realistic
portrait of a man who
h a s  t r a d e d  h i s
humanity for power.
Th is  ana lys i s  w i l l
explore  the  mult i -
faceted  nature  o f
Simon Legree. We will
examine his origins, his
psychological  makeup,
his symbolic role in the
novel,  his  relationship
w i t h  o t h e r
characters—particularl
y Tom and Cassy—and
the  profound  impact
his  character  has  had
o n  t h e  A m e r i c a n
cultural  imagination.
Far from being a mere
monster,  Legree  is  a
product of a monstrous
system,  and  Stowe's
depiction  serves  as  a

damning indictment of
the moral corruption at
t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e
S o u t h e r n  s l a v e
economy.

ORIGINS AND
BACKGROUND:
THE MAKING OF A
MONSTER

Stowe does not present
Legree as a man born
e v i l .  R a t h e r ,  h i s
character  is  a  tragic
(albeit repulsive) result
o f  c h o i c e s  a n d
environment.  He  is  a
Yankee from Vermont,
a  d e t a i l  o f t e n
overlooked in a Simon
Legree  character
analysis  but  critically
important.  Legree  is
not  a  product  of  the
Southern  aristocratic
t r ad i t i on ;  he  i s  a
Northerner  who  has
adopted  the  most
brutal  aspects  of  the
slave system purely for
profit.  His  background
suggests  a  man  who
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h a s  c o n s c i o u s l y
r e j e c t e d  h i s
upbringing.  He  ran
away  from  a  strict,
r e l i g i ous  mothe r
(whose  memory  he
despises) and chose a
life  of  dissipation  and
cruelty.
This origin story serves
severa l  nar rat ive
purposes.  Firstly,  it
reinforces  Stowe's
argument  that  slavery
is  a  national  sin,  not
just a Southern one. A
Northern  man  can
become  the  mos t
vicious of slaveholders.
Secondly,  Legree's
r e j e c t i o n  o f  h i s
mother's  piety  mirrors
h i s  r e j e c t i o n  o f
Christian  morality.  He
h a s  d e l i b e r a t e l y
extinguished any moral
compass  he  might
have  inherited.  The
figure  of  his  mother
haunts him, appearing
in  his  opium-induced
hallucinations  as  a

wraith-like reminder of
the love and goodness
he  has  forsaken.  This
psychological  detail
a d d s  a  l a y e r  o f
complexity.  Legree  is
not merely a villain; he
is a man tormented by
his  own  conscience,
which  he has  tried  to
kill  but  cannot  fully
silence.

PHYSICAL
DESCRIPTION AND
DEMEANOR: THE
EMBODIMENT OF
BRUTALITY

S towe ' s  phys i ca l
description of Legree is
m e m o r a b l e  a n d
symbolic. He is a large,
muscular  man  with  a
heavy,  brutal  face,  a
pair  of  large,  gray
eyes,  and  a  "round,
bu l l e t  head . "  H i s
clothing is  coarse and
vulgar,  lacking  the
refined  elegance  of  a
plantation  aristocrat
l ike  August ine  St .
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Clare.  Instead,  Legree
is  al l  raw,  physical
power.  His  hands  are
described  as  coarse
and powerful,  tools  of
violence  rather  than
l a b o r .  H i s  v e r y
presence  radiates  a
sense  of  menace  and
latent violence.
His demeanor is one of
constant suspicion and
petty tyranny. He is not
a strategic or  cunning
m a s t e r ;  h e  r u l e s
th rough  f ea r  and
i m m e d i a t e
punishment.  He has a
"habit  of  terrorizing"
his slaves, using a pack
of vicious dogs, a whip
t h a t  h e  w i e l d s
persona l ly ,  and  a
network  of  informers
among  the  enslaved.
The atmosphere on his
plantation  is  one  of
crushing despair. There
i s  n o  p r e t e n s e  o f
paternalism  or  care.
The  Legree  plantation
is the "bottom rung" of

the  slave  system,  a
place  where  human
beings  are  worked  to
death  for  maximum
profit  and  discarded
without a thought. His
c o a r s e ,  p r o f a n e
language  and  h i s
d r i n k i n g  h a b i t s
underscore  his  moral
degeneracy.  He is  the
a n t i t h e s i s  o f  t h e
genteel,  honorable
master that pro-slavery
advocates  l iked  to
imagine.

PSYCHOLOGICAL
PORTRAIT: A
STUDY IN MORAL
EMPTINESS

A deep Simon Legree
character  analysis
must  delve  into  his
psychology.  Above all,
L e g r e e  i s  a  m a n
c o n s u m e d  b y  a
profound  hatred.  He
hates  everything  that
r e m i n d s  h i m  o f
goodness,  weakness,
or  compassion.  He
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particularly  despises
Tom  because  Tom
possesses  something
Legree can never have:
an  unshakable  inner
p e a c e  a n d  f a i t h .
Legree's cruelty is not
merely  functional  (to
extract  labor);  it  is
p a s s i o n a t e  a n d
personal.  He needs to
break  Tom's  spirit  to
v a l i d a t e  h i s  o w n
w o r l d v i e w — a
worldview that believes
the  world  is  a  brutal,
dog-eat-dog  place
where  only  strength
and  fear  matter.
Legree  is  also  deeply
superst i t ious  and
cowardly. His cruelty is
a  mask  for  his  own
d e e p - s e a t e d
fears—fear of his dead
mother, fear of a God
h e  c l a i m s  n o t  t o
believe in,  fear of  the
supernatural ,  and
ult imately,  fear  of
death.  His  reliance on
opium  and  alcohol

reveals a man trying to
escape  his  own  inner
emptiness.  He  is  a
figure  of  immense
power  in  the  physical
world, yet he is utterly
powerless over his own
soul. This makes him a
tragic  figure  in  the
classical sense, though
Stowe denied him any
redemption.  He  is  a
man who has actively
and repeatedly chosen
evil until it has become
his  entire  identity.
There is no good left in
him to  appeal  to.  His
final  scenes,  where  he
is haunted by visions of
h i s  m o t h e r  a n d
tormented  by  the
escape  of  Cassy  and
Emmeline,  show  him
d e s c e n d i n g  i n t o
madness and paranoia,
a  fitting  end  for  a  life
built on the negation of
humanity.

SIMON LEGREE AS
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THE ANTITHESIS
OF UNCLE TOM

T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  Tom  and
Legree  fo rms  the
novel's  central  moral
conflict.  A  Simon
Legree  character
analysis is incomplete
without  understanding
this  dynamic.  Tom,
representing  Christian
love,  forgiveness,  and
non-resistance,  is  the
perfect foil for Legree,
who represents hatred,
vengeance,  and  brute
force.  Legree's  entire
project  is  to  break
Tom's  faith  and  turn
him into  a  "heathen."
He wants Tom to curse
God  and  die,  thereby
validating  Legree's
own cynical belief that
there  i s  no  d iv ine
justice  and  that  self-
interest is the only law.
Legree's  fai lure  to
b r e a k  T o m  i s  t h e
central moral victory of

t h e  n o v e l .  T o m ' s
endurance,  his  refusal
to hate his tormentor,
and  his  final  act  of
forgiveness  for  the
slaves  who  beat  him
expose  the  profound
emptiness  of  Legree's
power.  Legree  can
destroy  Tom's  body,
but he cannot touch his
soul. This is a powerful
theological  argument:
the  evil  of  slavery  is
ultimately defeated by
t h e  p o w e r  o f
redemptive  suffering.
Tom's death acts as a
moral  judgment  on
Legree.  The  s lave
owner  who  thought
himself  all-powerful  is
revealed to be a pitiful,
broken  man,  haunted
and afraid. Tom dies in
peace;  Legree  dies  in
agony and madness.

THE ROLE OF
CASSY AND THE
GHOSTS OF THE
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PAST

Legree's  relationship
w i t h  C a s s y ,  h i s
enslaved mistress, is a
crucial  element  of  his
character.  Cassy  is  a
woman  of  intelligence
and  spir i t  who  has
been  utterly  crushed
by  Legree's  cruelty.
She despises him and
actively  conspires
against him. Legree is
f a s c i n a t e d  a n d
frightened  by  her.  He
cannot break her spirit
completely,  and  her
defiance gnaws at him.
Cassy becomes a tool
o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l
warfare  against  her
oppressor.  She  and
Emmeline  orchestrate
a  br i l l iant  p lan  to
escape by hiding in the
attic  and  creating  the
illusion  that  ghosts
haunt  the  house.
T h i s  r u s e  w o r k s
precisely  because
Legree  i s  a l ready

haunted.  The  fear  of
his mother's ghost, the
guilty  conscience  he
has tried to bury, and
his general superstition
m a k e  h i m  h i g h l y
s u s c e p t i b l e .  T h e
"haunting"  is  a  literal
manifestation  of  his
internal torment. Cassy
unders tands  th i s
weakness and exploits
i t  pe r fec t l y .  Th i s
subplot  highlights that
w h i l e  L e g r e e  i s
physically powerful, he
i s  m e n t a l l y  a n d
emotionally fragile. His
o w n  c r u e l t y  h a s
created the conditions
for  his  downfall.  The
ghosts are not real, but
t h e  g u i l t  t h e y
represent  is.  Stowe
suggests  that  evi l
always  carr ies  the
s e e d s  o f  i t s  o w n
destruction, and that a
conscience,  no  matter
how deeply buried, will
eventually  demand an
accounting.



8

8 Uncle Toms Cabin Simon Legree
Character Analysis

2023-03-05

SYMBOLIC AND
THEMATIC
SIGNIFICANCE

Simon Legree is  more
than a character; he is
a potent symbol. In the
context  of  the  novel's
abolitionist  message,
he  represents  the
logical endpoint of the
"peculiar  institution."
When  human  beings
a r e  r e d u c e d  t o
property,  and  profit  is
the  only  value,  the
Legree  plantation  is
the  inevitable  result.
He  st r ips  away  a l l
s e n t i m e n t a l
justifications  for
slavery and reveals its
naked  brutality.  He  is
the  "man  without  a
s o u l , "  t h e  l i v i n g
embodiment of the sin
of slavery.
Furthermore,  Legree
h a s  b e c o m e  a n
archetype in American
culture.  The  name
"Simon  Legree"  itself

has entered the lexicon
as a shorthand for any
cruel,  demanding,  and
s a d i s t i c  b o s s  o r
taskmas te r .  Th i s
cultural  immortality
underscores the power
o f  S t o w e ' s
characterization.  He is
the  quintessential
literary  villain,  a  figure
s o  v i v i d  a n d  s o
ter r i fy ing  that  he
transcends  the  pages
of the book. His legacy
is a warning about the
dehumanizing potential
of absolute power and
t h e  s p i r i t u a l
destruction that results
from embracing cruelty
as a way of life.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
SLAVEHOLDERS IN
THE NOVEL

To fully appreciate the
character of Legree, it
is  helpful  to  contrast
h i m  w i t h  o t h e r
slaveholders  in  Uncle
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Tom's  Cabin .  Mr .
Shelby,  Tom's  first
m a s t e r ,  i s
characterized  as  a
"kind"  but  financially
weak slaveholder. He is
a  p r o d u c t  o f  h i s
society,  but  he  is  not
actively  malicious.  He
sells  Tom  and  Harry
o u t  o f  e c o n o m i c
desperation,  a  choice
Stowe  condemns  but
does  not  demonize.
Augustine  St.  Clare,
Tom's  second  master,
is  a  sophisticated,
i n te l l ec tua l ,  and
melancholic  man  who
intellectually  opposes
slavery  but  lacks  the
moral  courage  to  act
on  his  beliefs.  He  is
good-hearted  but
ultimately ineffective.
Legree stands in stark
opposition to both. He
is  not  kind;  he  is  not
indecisive;  he  is  not
conflicted.  He  fully
embraces the system's
most  violent  tools.  He

represents  the  "active
tyranny"  that  Stowe
be l i eved  was  the
inevi table  core  of
s l a v e r y ,  o n c e  a l l
sentimental  excuses
are stripped away. The
c o n t r a s t  m a k e s
Stowe's  argument
c lear :  the  "good"
s l a v e h o l d e r  i s  a
contradiction in terms.
Even  the  best  master
p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  a
s y s t e m  t h a t  c a n
produce a Legree. The
only  moral  solution  is
abolition.

STOWE'S
NARRATIVE
TECHNIQUE:
BUILDING THE
VILLAIN

Stowe employs a range
of  literary  techniques
to  build  Legree  as  a
formidable  antagonist.
S h e  u s e s  d i r e c t
characterization, telling
the  reader  explicitly
about his brutality and
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his  history.  She  uses
i n d i r e c t
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n
through his actions, his
d ia logue ,  and  h i s
in teract ions  w i th
others.  His  first
introduction  on  the
boat  is  ominous.  He
sits  alone,  drinking,
and  his  appearance
i m m e d i a t e l y
foreshadows  danger.
The  death  of  Tom  at
Legree's  hands  is  the
novel 's  emotional
c l imax,  and  Stowe
d r a w s  i t  o u t  w i t h
p a i n f u l  d e t a i l  t o
maximize  the reader's
emotional response.
She  a l so  uses  the
Gothic  tradition.  The
Legree plantation is  a
dark, gloomy, decayed
place,  filled  with
misery  and  secrets.
The  "haunting"  plot,
the locked rooms,  the
madwoman in the attic
(Cassy's  backstory),
a n d  t h e  s p e c t r a l

visions all contribute to
a  chilling  atmosphere.
This Gothic framework
makes  Legree  more
than a realist villain; he
becomes  a  figure  of
almost  supernatural
evil,  a  monster  in  a
haunted  castle.  Yet
S t o w e  k e e p s  h i m
rooted in the real-world
horrors  of  slavery.  He
is a monster, but he is
a  human  monster,  a
product of a monstrous
system.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING LEGACY
OF SIMON LEGREE

I n  c o n c l u s i o n ,  a
thorough Uncle Tom's
Cabin Simon Legree
character  analysis
reveals  a  figure  of
extraordinary  literary
and moral  complexity.
Simon  Legree  is  not
merely  a  cardboard
cutout  villain;  he  is  a
ca re fu l l y  c ra f ted
representation  of  the
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spiritual emptiness and
moral  bankruptcy  at
the  heart  of  chattel
slavery.  He  is  a  man
who  has  w i l l i ng ly
purged  h imsel f  o f
humanity,  choosing
cruelty  as  his  creed
and  fear  as  his  only
tool  of  control.  His
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
depth—his  haunting
m e m o r i e s ,  h i s
superstitions, his deep-
s e a t e d
cowardice—makes him
a terrifyingly  plausible
human  being,  not  a
supernatural demon.
His role as the ultimate
fo i l  for  Unc le  Tom
creates  the  novel's
most  powerful  moral
a rgument .  Tom's
passive resistance and

enduring faith are the
only  forces  that  can
stand against Legree's
raw,  nihilistic  power.
Legree  can  b reak
Tom's  body,  but  he
cannot break his soul.
The  villain,  for  all  his
physical dominance, is
ultimately the one who
is  destroyed  f rom
within.  The  character
o f  S i m o n  L e g r e e
rema ins  a  po ten t
warning  about  the
corrosive nature of evil
a n d  a  t i m e l e s s
reminder of the human
cost  of  systems  built
on  oppression.  His
name  continues  to
resonate  because  he
embodies  a  universal
type:  the person who,
in the pursuit of power,
loses their soul.


