What insights does Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself offer regarding the history of slavery and abolition? 

Harriet Jacobs was an African-American author whose autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, published under the pseudonym Linda Brent in 1861, is today seen as an impactful account. Her book, which she wrote while enslaved in Edenton, North Carolina, describes her experiences involving sexual harassment while enslaved. To provide a brief insight into the state of pre-1865 slavery and the abolition movement, Racial injustice was still ever-present with the rise of racial ideology in states such as Texas; furthermore, the controversial doctrine known as popular sovereignty allowed elected officials the choice to enter the Union as free states or slave states as demonstrated by the Missouri Compromise in 1820.
Jacob’s book lends itself to be an invaluable insight into the system of slavery through the experiences of an enslaved Black woman, as Jacob’s account demonstrates life as a slave was an undeniably horrifying experience yet she argues the life of an enslaved woman pales in comparison; Quote “Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women” (Jacobs,1861). One of the ways Jacobs offers insight into slavery is the attitudes towards and around inter-racial children, the practice of white slaveholders impregnating their female slaves was a common practice as writer Fredrick Douglas explains it was both “Profitable and pleasurable” for white slave owners to do so (Douglas, 1851). And indeed, as shown in the case of Jacobs own children fathered by Samuel Sawyer whom although promised their freedom did not out of his convenience, this is but one example of white exploitation- the fathering, owning and selling of their children. This line of narrative doesn’t stop there however one of the major principles of slavery during the period was the fugitive slave act, Jacobs own writings lend insight into what it was like to be paranoid and scared about being captured. The fugitive slave act was a federal law that allowed the capture and return of any runaway slave across the United States is commonplace within many slave narratives of the time, indeed Jacobs own documentation of what it was like for her and her children to escape both ownership and capture is a struggle that would resonate with a Black audience.
Slavery although an unequivocally large part of Jacobs narrative is not the only subject that she lends us valuable insight into; The abolition was a key movement that sought to end the Atlantic slave trade and liberate the enslaved people and through Jacobs, we are given a compelling look. For example, Lydia Maria Childe was an American abolitionist who wrote many influential works at the time and most importantly for Jacobs was the editor for her book which has been a speculative subject for many contemporary historians. Nevertheless, Childe does represent the rise of Christian support for the movement (although Chile was unitarian a nontrinitarian Christian movement). Jacob’s narrative also lends itself a very insightful source in relation to the infamous phrase “All men are created equal” (Jefferson, 1997). This is because notably, this did not mean women or in Jacob’s case Black women, One of the major events in favour of women’s suffrage that would take place during her lifetime was the Seneca Falls Declarations of Sentiments in 1848. One of the more notable influential figures who attended the event was Black abolitionist Frederick Douglas who was a supporter of women’s fight for the vote.  
Women, women’s rights and female narratives play an extremely important role in Jacob’s account and through her, we are provided with an extraordinary insight into the issue of gender. One of the ways this is conveyed is through Jacob’s retelling of the decades-long sexual harassment she experienced at the hands of James Norcom. The motif of women’s bodies having a price tag is also something Jacob’s highlights, indeed we know that slave auctions were a common public occurrence; Jacob’s shows that it was a humiliating and dehumanising experience to be put on display and bought as if cattle and it really encapsulates the white slaveholder’s attitude towards the objectification and exploitation of Black slaves. Another side to the female narrative Jacob’s provides us with an insight into the concept of “True Womanhood” and the gender expectations of white women at the time, “The ideology defined women as pillars of virtue who represented the values of Piety, Purity, Submission and Domesticity” (Frintrop, 2014).
To conclude even within discussions around slavery and the abolition today Jacob’s lends herself to be an important source, her account is valuable for an insight into Black female slaves lives and hardships. She provides contemporary historians with a female looking glass of what is often a narrative dominated by a masculine narrative, however along with other slave narratives it is one of hope and demonstrates the truth that enslaved peoples did not stand idly by during their enslavement. 
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