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Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
Born in 1813 into slavery, Harriet Jacobs for most of her life endure bondage in South Carolina before finally escaping north when she was 27. A renowned abolitionist and auto-biographer, she detailed her experiences as a slave.  She used the pseudonym “Linda Brent”, writing her experiences down at the behest of her friends, one of which was Amy Post also a prominent abolitionist and reformer. 
Her 1861 book “Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl”, details most of her life from earliest childhood to her eventual freedom and that of her children. However, throughout her work she continuously analyses in details her personal struggle and seeks to highlight the barbarity and injustice slaves endured during this period. Although considered now to be “the most comprehensive slave narrative written by a woman[footnoteRef:1]” her story was thought to be a work of fiction akin to “Uncle Toms Cabin” for the longest time and wasn’t verified as a true account until roughly 1981.  [1:  Harriet Jacobs (Linda Brent), “Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl”, Thayer & Eldridge, 1861, (Cited November 27th 2021), Available from: https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11030/pg11030-images.html#link2H_4_0005] 

Chapter 10 of this book speaks to the nature of slavery, when applied to that of family groups. The “families” being slave created by their contemporaries or those created by the assaults perpetrated by owners upon their female slaves regardless of their age. Jacobs comments on this perverse nature specifically as it applied to her “Master” Dr Flint, when she states “his intention to give me a home of my own, and to make a lady of me[footnoteRef:2]”. Although this didn’t happen to Jacobs, other women and young girls weren’t as fortunate as patterns of sexual harassment and abuse were common. Dr Flint began his disgusting pursuit of Jacobs when she was just 15, what we consider to be a child today. This typifies how many slave owners saw their slaves, as objects to alleviate their desires and nothing more. If they had children, its only impact was to add to their perceived wealth as was defined by the number of slaves that they owned. [2:  Harriet Jacobs (Linda Brent), “Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl”, Thayer & Eldridge, 1861, (Cited November 27th 2021), Available from: https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11030/pg11030-images.html#link2H_4_0005] 

This analysis is supported by Jacobs later in this chapter as she details Flint’s treatment of the slaves and children that he had fathered, “his victims were sold far off to get rid of them; especially if they had children”. It was not only children and toddlers that were sold, but babies were used as commodities as well. Jacob’s states that, “I had seen several women sold, with babies at the breast”. This declaration clarifies the nature of her owner, potentially, he was frightened that the child would grow to resemble him. Also, he could have been influenced by the shame of being associated with fathering the child of a slave and dishonouring his wife by his actions. 
The inclusion of the sexual element of the master / slave dynamic, is continuously present throughout the book from chapter 4 onwards. This is potentially the reason why Jacobs used her pseudonym as her detailed account of aggressive sexual harassment by her owner even one sided, during this time would have brought her shame if people knew, society being extremely judgemental.
Throughout this book Jacobs maintains what could be analysed as a straightforward and distant tone. Although her content is emotionally charged, it appears as though she tries to distance herself from the obvious pain she endured. This combined with ordered, short chapters aids in providing Jacobs with a way of detailing the key events and stages of her life, and makes it easier for the reader to both connect with, and understand her painful story.  
The significance of this source overall, is that although during this period there were numerous books written to further the abolitionist cause, Jacobs was the first published detailing the effect of Slavery from a female perspective. This book helped expose the North to the heinous treatment of slaves, not only men, but women and children who were defenceless against the whims of their owners. Such insights would have undoubtably lead to an increase in support for the Abolitionist movement, as the acts Jacobs describes even today are considered vile and abhorrent. 
A quote that supports the idea of anti-slavery sentiment gaining traction even in the Southern states of this time, is recalled in chapter 30 as Jacobs makes her escape aboard a ship heading North. The ships’ captain, whose family had been ingrained in the sale of slaves, stated that “it is a pitiable and degrading business, and I always felt ashamed to acknowledge my brother in connection with it”. For this to be declared by someone with this background truly clarifies that clear shifts / divides in the country were forming. 
This source is the personal story of someone directly impacted by the barbaric practice of slavery. It offers a personal insight into the history of slavery, and as the book progresses the ideas of freedom and abolition develop much like the way that America itself developed. The signs of discontent and dissolution regarding slavery, even among those closest to it, are very evident in the later chapters. The same year that this book was published, Civil war fractured the country. One of the dividing issues was slavery, exposed in part by Jacobs and other Abolitionist writings and testimonies.   
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