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Abstract

The purpose of this essay is to explore how the interplay between gender and double
consciousness is used as a rhetorical device in Harriet Jacobs’ autobiographical narrative
“Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl” (1861). Through a feminist theoretical lens and the
concept of double consciousness | provide examples from the text illustrating Jacobs’
strategic use of different narrative techniques to convey her abolitionist message. The analysis
delve into the intricate dual identities that Jacobs’ struggles with as an enslaved woman
lacking autonomy, while simultaneously trying to live up to society’s expectation of a “good”
woman in the antebellum South. The gendered version of double consciousness works
persuasively and highlights her complex situation. By portraying the challenges of an
oppressed woman striving to meet societal ideals, Jacobs encourages her readers to support

the abolitionist cause.

Keywords: Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, slave narrative, gender,

double consciousness, abolitionism

Sammanfattning

Syftet med denna uppsats &r att belysa hur samspelet mellan genus och dubbelmedvetenhet
anvands i ett retoriskt syfte i Harriet Jacobs sjélvbiografiska beréttelse ”Incidents in The Life
of a Slave Girl” (1861). Genom att lasa texten ur en feministisk synvinkel och integrera
dubbelmedvetenhet, ger jag exempel fran texten som illustrerar Jacobs strategiska anvandning
av olika beréattartekniker for att formedla sitt abolitionistiska budskap. Analysen fordjupar sig
i de dubbla identiteter som Jacobs kdmpar med som slavkvinna utan sjalvstandighet, samtidigt
som hon forsoker vara en ’bra” kvinna enligt samhéllets forvantningar 1 sédra USA fore
inbordeskriget. Den genusrelaterade dubbelmedvetenheten anvéands pa ett Gvertygande satt
och belyser hennes komplexa situation. Genom att beskriva utmaningarna en fortryckt kvinna
som kampar med att uppfylla samhallets kvinnoideal lever med, uppmanar Jacobs sina lasare

att stddja abolitionistrorelsen.

Nyckelord: Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, slavberéttelse, genus,

dubbelmedvetenhet, abolitionism
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Introduction

Harriet Jacobs is a remarkable figure in American history. She is known for her narrative
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) - the first known slave narrative written by an
African American woman (Levine 830) which sheds light on the gruesome realities that were
faced by many enslaved women. It tells us the intense and difficult story of Jacobs’ life as an
enslaved girl and eventually woman in the antebellum southern states of the U.S, including
the abuse she endured in her pursuit of freedom. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was
published under the pseudonym Linda Brent and all the names in the story were changed as a
protection from possible harm after Jacobs exposed the truth about her experiences in slavery.
In this essay I will use Jacobs’ real name but the rest of the names are the pseudonyms from
her narrative.

It is crucial to situate the narrative within its historical context of mid-19" century
America to fully grasp the difficult experiences and struggles the enslaved people endured. In
America the institution of slavery was widespread, however the country was deeply divided
over the issue of slavery. When Jacobs’ text was published slavery had been abolished in the
Northern states but not in the South. Slaves often lived in horrible conditions where they were
abused in every way possible — verbally, physically, and sexually. They also lived in constant
fear of their master/mistress and were overall denied their basic human rights. Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Girl was published right before the civil war broke out, which eventually
ended slavery in America (Levine 830-831). Partly due to perfect timing, it was as an
important part of the abolitionist movement, and also seen as unusual and unique. Thomas
Doherty wrote that it is “one of the precious few antebellum slave narratives written by a
woman” (79). Such an acknowledgement accentuates what a rare and invaluable narrative this
really is.

In the body of the analysis I will delve into the function of double consciousness,
particularly as it applies to the dual identities in Jacobs’ work. The primary focus will be on
the ideal of the “good” woman, characterized by the qualities of Southern white, Christian
women and the collision with her identity as an enslaved black woman without autonomy. |
argue that in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl there is an interplay between gender and
double consciousness which acts as a rhetorical device to convey an abolitionist message.
This gendered version of double consciousness is used to urge readers to support the
abolitionist cause. By bringing forward the challenges enslaved women faced when handling

both the oppressed identity and societal ideals, Jacobs aims to bring out a feeling of moral
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responsibility and empathy from her predominantly white, female readers in the North. This

rhetorical strategy is effective and calls for social and political change.

Analytical framework and theory

The analytical framework through which Jacobs’ work is examined includes feminist theory,
and the concept of double consciousness. The application of feminist theory allows for the
analysis of the gender-based perspective, emphasizing the experiences and struggles of
enslaved women. | will use feminist theory in the sense of looking at gender as a social
construction. This implies that the more agency you have, the more control you have over
your gender identity and how it is constructed (Berkowitz et.al. 133). This text deals with a
person who has been deprived of almost all agency by law, and has a discussion about these
matters in her text.

Furthermore, the essay will apply and discuss the concept of double consciousness,
which was coined by W.E.B Du Bois in 1903 and further expanded upon by Paul Gilroy in
the 1990s. Double consciousness refers to the individual’s awareness of his or her identity and
how society perceives it. It provides a framework for understanding the complex identities of
enslaved women. Du Bois introduced this concept in his work The Souls of Black Folk and
described it as an internal conflict between the dual identities experienced by African
Americans as a racial prejudice. He wrote “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of
measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (Du
Bois Chapter 1). This quote sums up the essence of the concept that Du Bois writes about. It
discusses the constant conflict between the individual’s identity and the stereotypes imposed
by society, and the psychological burden which comes with this conflict. He describes how
African Americans consistently faced judgement and devaluation from others within the
society, despite being an integral part of it. Double consciousness as Du Bois conceptualizes it
is a product of systematic racism and the phrase “measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world”
indicates that black people, to greater extent than white people, value themselves and see their
worth through the norms of society.

Double consciousness as defined by Du Bois was a very influential idea throughout the
20" century. Nevertheless, Gilroy later argued in his book The Black Atlantic: Identity and
Double Consciousness (1993), that the concept of double consciousness needs to evolve from
this narrow perspective to a broader understanding of black identity. He examined the
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cultural, social and political connections between black communities across the Atlantic
(including Africa, America and Europe) and discussed how black culture and identity
transcend nationalities (Gilroy 15-19). Based on this expansion of the topic, he insists that the
concept of double consciousness can be turned into something positive.

In this analysis the concept of double consciousness takes on a slightly different
dimension compared to the definitions of both Du Bois and Gilroy, since it is used as a term
to discuss Jacobs’s double identities as a woman, specifically. She is caught between society’s
expectations of what constitutes a “good” woman, and the brutal reality of her enslavement as
an African American woman, which imposes on her qualities associated with being a bad
woman — such as not having the ability to reject advances from men. Throughout the
narrative, Jacobs writes about her awareness of how a good woman should be, and claims that
if she had the chance she would be able to live up to the standards of a virtuous, respectable

woman.

Analysis
The “good” woman

The events described in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl played out in America during the
mid-19" century. During this time Christianity was widespread and people were supposed to
live by the Christian values to be good citizens. The concept of the “good” woman is rooted in
the societal ideals of the antebellum South, where women were held to certain standards of
behavior. These women were expected to be virtuous, domestic and submissive to men. This
set of gendered expectations is something that Kimberly Drake refers to as the American “cult
of true womanhood”. She also goes on to say that it is essentially impossible for female slaves
to achieve the female models of identity (Drake 94). One of the most obvious reasons is that
the slave woman is denied her feminine qualities by being forced to work like most men.
Jacobs’ dual consciousness as both the “good” woman and the slave woman indicate
the complexity of her identity. She is constantly dealing with the strains between the two
identities. The inner conflict this creates shapes her thoughts and actions throughout the
narrative. Jacobs strives to show the reader that she possesses the propensity to acquire the
qualities of the “good” woman, despite the oppressive circumstances she is in. She does this

although she is aware that these standards are practically unattainable for a slave woman. Her
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aspirations are shown through her commitment to her family, her desire for virtue, and her
Christian standards. She dreams of freedom and a life where she is allowed to live however
she wants, because during slavery she was consistently denied these opportunities.

Jacobs’ grandmother, Aunt Martha, was a slave many years of her life, but did
eventually achieve her freedom. She lived by Christian values and insisted that her children
and grandchildren did the same. “Aunt Martha, as she was called was generally known, and
everybody who knew her respected her intelligence and good character” (Jacobs 9).
According to my interpretation of this character, Aunt Martha was considered a “good”
woman, despite being a black woman and despite her past as a slave. | base this conclusion on
the fact that she is described as both respected and a woman of good character with Christian
values. These are characteristics to look for in a “good” woman. This tells the readers that it is
not race that stands in the way of fulfilling society’s standards of what it means to be a good
citizen, it is in fact slavery. This is also one way for Jacobs to tell us that she, too, is indeed a
“good” woman, since the goodness and the values from her grandmother are passed down
through her upbringing and being good is in her blood.

Drake claims that Aunt Martha served as a strong female influence, displaying
remarkable courage and defiance towards Jacobs’ master, Dr. Flint (103). Jacobs’ insists that
“though she [Aunt Martha] had been a slave Dr. Flint was afraid of her” (32). This was
because of Aunt Martha’s strong character and her social influence, Dr. Flint was afraid of
having his bad character and wrongdoings revealed to the public. Particularly because of his
profession as a doctor, to publicly display those kinds of things would affect his reputation.
This type of courage and defiance proves to be beneficial for Jacobs in the narrative since it
gives her some protection form her master (32). However, such qualities also differ from the
expectations of a “good” woman, since white societal norms requires a woman to be
submissive. A white “good” woman is not expected to resist, nor does she have the same
reason as a slave or a slave mother to do so. For black women, on the other hand, there is a
necessity to resist to some extent, otherwise they have to endure advances from white men.
The way in which black women have to deviate from the standards of ideal womanhood in
order to survive, while they know that this is what they are doing and why illustrates double
consciousness. Through the portrait of Aunt Martha, Jacobs’ strives to demonstrate that
resistance does not have to be contradictory to being a virtuous woman, especially within the
institution of slavery.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl brings forward the hypocrisy of the “good” women

and their roles in slavery. While white women in the Southern states were portrayed as



Engstrom 5

virtuous and righteous, they were also a part of the oppression of the enslaved people. Jacobs’
experiences reveal that Southern white women, even those who were perceived as “good”
participated in the preservation of slavery. The society that upheld Christian values in theory
disregarded them in practice by treating human beings the way they treated slaves. For
instance, Jacobs writes that “the mistress, who ought to protect the helpless victim, has no
other feelings towards her but those of jealousy and rage” (31). There is an expectation that
the mistress, who is supposed to be a Christian and morally righteous person, should help the
victims who cannot help themselves, in this context the enslaved people who are oppressed
and mistreated in various ways. However, in this narrative, the mistress is depicted as being
jealous and feeling rage. This portrayal is rooted in the real-world dynamics where husbands
frequently sought relationships with slave women (Miller 36). Instead of helping the woman
in need, the mistress blamed her for her husband’s actions. Traditionally, rage is not a feeling
that is associated with the “good” woman’s character. She is often expected to be gentle and
noble, so when mentioning this untraditional behavior Jacobs’ challenges the stereotypical
notion of white Southern women’s behavior saying that they do not always act according to
society’s standards. Furthermore, by bringing forward the untraditional and norm breaking
behavior white women in the South portrayed, Jacobs’ is trying to urge the readers to confront
these moral contradictions and advocate for abolition.

One example where the white woman’s erratic and unreliable behavior is highlighted in
this narrative is when Aunt Martha becomes ill and the mistress “found other ladies in the
neighborhood were so attentive, not wishing to be outdone in Christian charity, she also sailed
forth, in magnificent condescension, and stood by the bedside of her who had loved her in her
infancy, and who had been repaid by such grievous wrongs” (154). In this scenario the
mistress only wants to keep up the appearance of being this “good” and helping woman.
However, this contradicts her previous actions when she denied Aunt Martha’s own daughter
to see her ill mother because she was not able to spare her from work (154).

It is also important to note that even though Jacobs portrays many white women in the
South as being hypocritical and a part of the institution of slavery she also brings forward
instances in her narrative where she encounters genuinely “good” white, middle class,
Southern women. She acknowledges that she was treated well by a few women throughout
her enslavement in the South. I will provide an example from the text, specifically from the
beginning of Jacobs’ long escape from slavery when she sought refuge with a fellow slave
woman, Betty. This was permitted by the mistress of the house who generously gave her

support to Jacobs during the difficult escape. When reflecting on those moments Jacobs
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expresses her gratitude towards the mistress for helping her by stating “though she was a
slaveholder, to this day my heart blesses her!” (140). This passage gives her narrative a
nuanced perspective of white women. The dual portrayal this text provides, including acts of
both kindness and hypocrisy, aligns with the abolitionist message, challenging the readers to
understand the need for a broader perspective. | argue that one of the reasons why Jacobs
brings forward the hypocritical “good” women in the text is to redirect focus to all the
systematic issues that are embedded within the institution of slavery; it is not about these
particular people. My reading of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl suggests that Jacobs

wants to draw attention to the bigger picture and the structural problems found in society.

The slave woman

The slave woman is the personification of the enslaved identity. As a slave woman Jacobs is
deprived of her agency, denied her basic human rights, and subject to the brutal reality of
slavery. Independence is the definition used for freedom and having the right and capability to
take care of herself as well as others (Morgan 89). Jacobs’ identity as a slave woman is
defined by her lack of freedom, control and constant threats of abuse. There are several
challenges portrayed in the narrative affecting her identity, including the inability to protect
her body, threats of sexual exploitation and the difficult pursuit of freedom. Her experiences
show examples of the dehumanization of enslaved women. However, it is of course important
to keep in mind that Jacobs’ personal experiences do not fully represent all slave women and
their experiences. Some of the circumstances in Jacobs’ story are quite unique and therefore
less associable to the general experiences of enslaved women, for example when she is hiding
in a small attic for several years with the help of her loved ones (Jacobs 186). While
everything in this narrative is not always applicable to all slave women, many things are, such
as the abuse, threats, and the overall inhuman treatment she receives. Jacobs’ story is valuable
partly because it gives us an understanding of how complex and diverse the slave community
was.

Jacobs states that “slave women ought not to be judged by the same standards as
others” (67). She is trying to explain that you cannot be a “bad” woman if you do not have the
essential prerequisites to behave according to the expected standards. To have that possibility
one needs freedom, and that is one thing slaves do not have. The narrative also challenges the

stereotype which implies that enslaved African American women are “loose” or sexually
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promiscuous. During this time white women in the South often claimed that this was the case
to find a reason for their “husbands’ lustful habits” (Miller 36). However, Jacobs’ emphasizes
that her actions are not driven by loose morals, but by a desperate need to survive and try to
protect her dignity. She accentuates the reality that the enslaved women of the South had very
little to no control over their bodies and were victims of sexual abuse. Historian George P.
Rawick supports this by stating that it was often permitted for white men, master or non-
slaveholder, to “make sexual alliances on either a casual or more formal basis with one or
more slave women” (Miller 35). The following passage from Incidents in the Life of a Slave

Girl illustrates that it was something that happened often:

The secrets of slavery are concealed like those of the inquisition. My master was, to my
knowledge, the father of eleven slaves. But did the mothers dare to tell who was the
father of their children? Did the other slaves dare allude to it, except in whispers among

themselves? No, indeed! They knew too well the terrible consequences. (39)

Here Jacobs draws a parallel between the secrets of slavery and those of the inquisition, an
institution known for oppression, secrecy, concealment and torture, to enhance the readers’
understanding of the injustices and secrets that the institution of slavery upheld. This quote
also highlights the secrecy and fear in which the slaves lived. Even though the slave mothers
knew who the fathers of their children were, they did not talk about it, most likely because of
fear of repercussions, since revealing the truth could lead to severe punishment such as
physical abuse, separation from their family, or even death.

Through the strategic incorporation of rhetorical questions, Jacobs engages the readers
and invites them to contemplate the answers. This is a classical rhetorical method to increase
the engagement and emotional reaction of an audience. Such a technique is often seen in
persuasive texts (Ahluwalia et al. 26). These questions are used here due to the fact that this is
a text with an abolitionist purpose, and they are meant to persuade the reader to further reflect
upon and support the cause.

Jacobs was rarely abused trough beatings during her time as a slave. Nonetheless, she
endured abuse of other kinds —sexual threats and psychological abuse. When she was around
fifteen years of age her master, Dr. Flint, started to approach her with bad intentions. His
sexual harassments became increasingly persistent as time went by. The quoted passage
below discusses Jacobs’ agency when facing a difficult situation, and making the decision to

select a lover for herself. This is an act of autonomy and shows resistance against the



Engstrom 8

expectations that are forced upon her. By doing this, she actively chooses the father of her

future children while resisting her master’s will.

But, O, ye happy women, whose purity has been sheltered from childhood, who have
been free to choose the objects of your affection, whose homes are protected by law, do
not judge the poor desolate slave girl too severely! If slavery had been abolished, I, also,
could have married the man of my choice; | could have had a home shielded by the
laws; and | should have been spared the painful task of confessing what | am now about
to relate; but all my prospects had been blighted by slavery. | wanted to keep myself
pure; and, under the most adverse circumstances, | tried hard to preserve my self-
respect; but | was struggling alone in the powerful grasp of the demon Slavery; and the
monster proved too strong for me. | felt as if | was forsaken by God and man; as if all

my efforts must be frustrated; and | became reckless in my despair. (65)

One of the main focuses in this quote is slavery and the injustices it generates, yet the
language Jacobs uses also implies that there is a spiritual warfare happening. There are
metaphors and powerful language used in the passage which gives it a sermon-like
impression. The metaphors along with the more emotional tone suggest that there is a spiritual
aspect to this crisis as well, in the sense that there is an inner struggle going on. Jacobs uses
words and phrases such as “demon”, “monster”, “shielding”, “purity”, “struggling”, “despair”
and “forsaken by God” when referring to slavery and this ongoing battle. My reading suggests
that she wrote it this way to bring out the readers Christian empathy. Christianity was an
important part of their society, and Jacobs wanted to make sure that her readers could connect
emotionally with the experiences in the narrative. She did this by referring to slavery as a
demon, something well-known to be evil in Christian discourse, and by writing that she felt
“forsaken by God and man”. When expressing this she conveys a sense of isolation and that
she felt alone in her struggles across all aspects of her life. This implies that she needs help
from people outside of slavery and on a higher spiritual level, which once again brings us
back to the abolitionist cause and the moral high ground that it conveyed.

In the quote above, Jacobs also puts a great deal of effort into explaining her inner
struggle, since she is aware of how immoral her actions are and she wishes that things would
have been different. But the reality of her enslavement forces her into a decision she does not
want to make. After Jacobs made the decision to defy her master’s will by choosing another
man she did not want to tell her grandmother about her actions. She knew that what she had

done was a sin and she was ashamed of it - Jacobs writes that “T wanted to confess to her that
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I was no longer worthy of her love; but I could not utter the dreaded words” (67). This also
proves her awareness and double consciousness, since she knows how it should be but she is
not able to live up to society’s standards even though she wants to because of the horrendous
circumstances she is in. Regardless of the fact that Jacobs chooses the father of her children
and thus resist and defies her master, it is essential to understand the constraints within this
decision. It is obvious that she was forced into this situation because of her lack of freedom,
and that she does not really want to do this. It is just the best out of two really bad
alternatives. Consequently, this circumstance can still be considered as a form of abuse.
Despite the dehumanizing conditions of slavery Jacobs portrays strength of motherhood
and family which are qualities of a “good” woman. By bringing this forward in her narrative
she aligns herself with her female readers. She puts great effort into protecting her children.
She even endures seven years in confinement to try to spare them from slavery and the terrors
that it brings. This proves her determination, despite the way in which the system of slavery
attempts to undermine her motherhood. However, slavery is an institution known for trying,
and often succeeding to weaken the familial bonds among the slaves (Morgan 85). To some
extent this applies to Jacobs, as she struggles with the conflict between her ambition to be the
mother she wants to be and the constraints she lives with because of her enslaved status. She
has to see her children grow up from a distance, which is a consequence of her efforts to keep
them safe. On the other hand, the bond and the love she has for her children are what keeps
her going and serve as a source of strength for her and she never stops fighting for them.
Building upon her observations Jacobs goes on to state that “Slavery is terrible for men,
but it is far more terrible for women™ (95-96). In this way, she draws attention to the unique
and profound sufferings that women had to face in their oppressed living situations as
enslaved women. It is a powerful statement that comments on the gender-specific dimensions

within the “peculiar” institution of slavery.

Rhetoric

Jacobs adopts a clear female perspective, trying to establish a connection with her audience,
“women of the North” from the start (Jacobs iv). Through this explicitly gendered point of

view she strives to bring forward the struggles, unique challenges, and moral dimensions of
womanhood within the context of slavery. This is a strategic move since many middle-class,

Northern women were some of the most devoted participants in the abolitionist movement
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(Doherty 81).

In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl we get to follow Jacobs’ inner processes. She tells
the story as a first person narrative and gives us as readers’ access to her reflections and
thoughts. Additionally, Jacobs goes beyond the regular conventions when it comes to
storytelling, which is sometimes seen in abolitionist literature, and addresses the reader
directly by referring to the reader as “you” or “reader” throughout the narrative. According to
Warhol, this type of engaging narrator “seeks to engage the actual reader’s involvement in the
novel’s emotional world, but goes a step further, to require that the actual reader become
engaged in social and political action to rectify the situation being represented” (Warhol 60).
Given that Jacobs is committed to a political cause, it is logical that she would adopt this
writing style when trying to convince her readers to support the abolitionist cause.

One of the rhetorical key elements in Jacobs’ narrative is proving similarities between
herself as an enslaved woman and her white readers. This is because pointing out similarities
between herself and her audience makes it easier for them to identify with the sufferings in
her story since they seem familiar (Warhol 63). Jacobs highlights their shared values, such as
their Christian beliefs, the importance of family and motherhood, as well as illustrates the
overall similarities between her and her readers as ordinary human beings. As an example of
these general similarities she writes about her son and how he had done a great job as an
apprentice, however “one day they accidentally discovered a fact they had never before
suspected — that he was colored!” and after that they started to treat him very differently
(234). Jacobs’ children had quite fair skin and this is why the truth about her son’s
background had gone entirely unnoticed by his coworkers, proving the similarities between all
individuals regardless of origin. The change in their behavior after finding out about his
particular origin shows the impact of racial prejudice, emphasizing the need there is for a
deeper understanding that goes beyond skin color. This incident serves as an illustration,
revealing how societal biases can alter perceptions and treatment based on a person’s racial
background. It underscores the need for a broader understanding and the need to challenge
existing ideas and making the readers rethink how society views race. Jacobs uses this
instance to encourage a deeper, more empathetic understanding that goes beyond surface-
level differences, asking her readers to confront and overcome prejudices.

Another interesting factor in this narrative, is the rhetorical situation. The rhetorical
situation describes the circumstances and the context of a literary work. Jacobs is in a unique
position where her double consciousness can be seen as her rhetorical situation. Throughout

her enslavement she had the possibility to see slavery from several different perspectives. Her
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experiences were gruesome and would not be wished upon anyone, however Jacobs takes
these experiences and turns them into an opportunity. She tries to educate people about
slavery with the intention and hope of eventual abolishment. This approach aligns with what
Gilroy said about double consciousness. His view regarding the concept is quite positive, and
according to him it could even be seen as an opportunity. Although a difficult life trajectory is
not something one desires, people should draw strength from their backgrounds (223).

No one wants to be torn between being a “good” woman and being a slave woman,
however Jacobs does not have a choice in the matter. Nevertheless, it puts her in a unique
situation. Jacobs has the possibility to see and talk about things that others cannot regarding
slavery since she is in the middle of it. She discusses the horrendous institution of slavery in
an informative way, and as a result she teaches her readers something about it which they
would not be able to grasp the entirety of without a text from the inside. In her preface Jacobs
writes about slavery that “only by experience can anyone realize how deep, and dark, and foul
is that pit of abominations” (Jacobs iv). This tells us that the white woman could never fully
comprehend what it was like to be a slave, the only means for that woman to gain a sufficient
understanding of the complex situation is if she listens to what Jacobs has to say. A narrative
such as Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl gives the readers an opportunity to learn about
slavery from a new perspective. Evidently, Jacobs saw how slavery worked from the inside
and the entire network of awful effects. She saw what it did to the enslaved people but also

what it did to the slaveholders and their families. Jacobs writes

| can testify, from my own experience and observation, that slavery is a curse to the
whites as well as to the blacks. It makes white fathers cruel and sensual; the sons violent
and licentious; it contaminates the daughters, and makes the wives wretched. And as for
the colored race, it need an abler pen than mine to describe the extremity of their

sufferings, the depth of their degradation. (62)

Here she seeks to tell the white readers in the North that she is not writing her narrative to
portray herself as a victim, she is trying to give them insight into the complex situation and
explain to them how slavery is in fact bad for everyone involved. The quote suggests that
slavery “makes” people into vicious versions of themselves, implying that the institution itself
is to blame for this. All slaveholders were not bad people to begin with, Jacobs seems to say,
it was the external circumstances that turned them into these evil people.

Jacobs also incorporates imagery in her narrative in a strategic way. She refers to the

South and the institution of slavery as poisonous snakes and the devil. As mentioned before,
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by referring to things that are known to be evil and the reader’s Christian values Jacobs’
wants to bring out a powerful response from the reader and encourage them to support the
abolitionist movement. However, when writing about the sexual harassments and violence in
the story Jacobs makes the decision not to write about it very graphically. This is a deliberate
choice and it shows Jacobs’ double consciousness. The language used conveys the gravity in
the situation without offending the readers. The rhetorical approach shows an awareness of
how things are perceived while also staying true to the story. Nevertheless, this raises some
questions about the potential misrepresentation of certain events, as some parts of the
narrative omit the gruesome details of reality. However, Jacobs assures the reader that
everything in this narrative is in fact true, and this is strengthened by the editor L. Maria
Child. Jacobs then goes on to state that her descriptions sometimes “fall far short”, but that is
mainly because of the secrecy surrounding names and places (iii, v-vi).

The choice Jacobs makes when using pseudonyms acts as a protection from the
potential harm that comes with sharing this story. She wants to ensure her own safety, but she
also does this to protect the people around her since she is fully aware how society perceives
an escaped slave. The constant need for secrecy highlights the lack of autonomy that the
enslaved women experienced, even after escaping the horrible institution. The pseudonym
Linda Brent, while in a way reflecting the double consciousness of a black woman knowing
what white society is likely to think of her, also becomes a form of resistance against the

oppressors who wanted to silence the enslaved people.

Conclusion

In conclusion, by reading Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl through the analytical
framework of feminist theory and the concept of double consciousness one can clearly see
how Jacobs uses the interplay between gender and double consciousness as a rhetorical device
to advocate for the abolitionist cause. This narrative offers a unique perspective on the
experiences of the enslaved women in the antebellum South during the 19™ century. It
navigates between the complexities of being a “good” woman according to society’s
standards and the reality of living as a slave woman, as well as the internal conflicts this
caused. The gendered double consciousness employed by Jacobs highlights the huge
differences between societal ideals and the harsh reality enslaved women had to face. Jacobs

keeps telling her readers that she knows how she is supposed to behave, but the reality of her
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situation makes it nearly impossible to do so. By highlighting the challenges enslaved women
endured when trying to live up to the societal ideals while being denied their autonomy.
Jacobs creates a persuasive message. She compels her predominantly white, female readers to
confront this reality, reassess their perspectives and acknowledge the systematic injustices
inherent within the institution of slavery.

The rhetorical strategies used in this narrative enhances the impact of the story and its
persuasive power. Jacobs is trying to convince her readers that slavery should be abolished by
also showing the similarities between all women, slave or non-slave. They all have shared
aspirations, they want to live by the Christian values, be virtuous and have a family to take
care of and love. However, for an enslaved woman that is not a possibility. Jacobs also
discusses the notion that there is hypocrisy among the “good” women. They help sustain the
institution of slavery by treating the slaves poorly and not giving them any help in their
struggles, which means that they do not follow the Christian moral standards. Again, Jacobs
urges the readers to confront these moral contradictions by drawing on their morality and
sense of justice.

She also addresses her readers directly which strengthens her bond with the readers, and
brings out emotional reactions that work in her favor. Her rhetorical situation is unique
because of the intersections of her gendered identity and the double consciousness of being
black. It helps her convince the readers that she has something to teach them that they cannot
learn by themselves, specifically the network of horrible effects of slavery and that it is indeed
bad for everyone involved considering the fact that it brings out the worst in people.

In essence, it becomes clear that the gendered version of double consciousness works in
a persuasive way, giving readers a profound insight into the complex situation in which the
enslaved women lived. Jacobs masterfully presents the challenges faced by a woman trying to
deal with the oppressed identity and the societal ideal of a “good” woman. Through this
portrayal, Jacobs does not only capture the internal conflicts but also strategically urges her
readers to support the abolitionist cause. In doing so, Harriet Jacobs moves from her role as a

narrator and becomes a strong voice within abolitionist discourse.
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