A comparative study, of aspects from the lives of 
Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs


The focus of this paper is on certain aspects of the lives of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, and how these experiences effected the nature of their specific contributions to black history, politics and culture. Douglass and Jacobs have both written ex-slaves’ autobiographies, contributing to black history the gendered nature of each of their experiences. With reference to Douglass as a male field plantation slave experience, and Jacobs as a female house slave, and the nature of the gender exploitation she would suffer. These experiences she wrote of, such as being forced to become aware of her sexuality in the eyes of her master whilst still only a child, the ‘becoming knowing’ before her time, and the emotional and psychological impact of coerced choices. 

Frederick Douglass

Frederick Douglass was born in a place called Tuckahoe, in the county of Easton and the state of Maryland, of the United States of America. Douglass highlights very early on in his narrative, not knowing his own birthdate (Douglass et al., 1996, p 12). He is only able at best to estimate his age, based upon a chance remark by his master during 1835 that he was ‘about seventeen years old (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 12). This point of his and all slaves he had met, being denied a knowledge of their birthdays,  or as Douglass describes it, the ‘ same privilege’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 12), was in stark contrast with all the white children’s self-knowledge of their birthdays. This difference  of experience Douglass compares, as slaves being no more aware of their birthdays as horses would be(Douglass et al., 1996, p. 11).  

 Douglass informs the reader that  his mother’s names was Harriet Bailey, and the daughter of Isaac and Betsey Bailey. This partial knowledge of his parentage leads us into his speaking of his father, but not before describing how much darker his mother’s skin colour was, compared with that of her parents. He states ‘My father was a white man’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 11), that this fact was well known by all that he was ever to hear speaking of ‘my parentage’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 12). The last direct reference upon who his father may have been, he couches in the words ‘opinion’ and  ‘whispered’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 12), by those who may have known, that he was Douglass’s own master. In his final mention on this point, that he could not confirm this widely held opinion of who his father, he was unable to confirm or deny, and  that any means of finding out so, was ‘withheld from me’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 12). Douglass explains to the reader the practice that was common to slavery in Maryland, that of removing an infant from the mother at an early age (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 13). 

This widely practiced separation of child from mother before the child had reached twelve months of age, and the placing of a baby with an older woman to be taken care of, who was  herself no longer capable of ‘field labor’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 13). In addition to this practice of farming out surrogacy of the children, into the care of grandmothers beyond the productive  plantation field labour expectations, the child’s mother would be hired to a distant farm. Douglass considers this practice was to prevent any connection between mother child ever developing, as that was the final result for him (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 13). This point on his lack of feelings or emotional attachment to his mother, starkly highlighted by Douglass, in his description of only seeing his mother at night after her working in the field all day and then walking to see him and then only able to spend a few hours next to his sleeping form, before having to be back in the field by sunrise or face a whipping. These less than a handful of late-night visitations, ended upon the seventh year of Douglass’s life, with her death.

 Douglass was neither allowed to visit her during her illness, nor upon her death and subsequent burial, describing his feelings upon hearing of her death, as the equivalent to that of hearing of a strangers death (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 13). This emotional dislocation or disconnect to his mother that Douglass describes, in never seeing her in daylight, nor receiving any prolonged  soothing and tender care from her (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 13), this is in stark contrast to Harriet Jacobs description of her strong emotional connection to her biological grandmother, beginning in her childhood and lasting for the rest of her life. This function of supervision by the older and less physically capable woman, of the children separated from their mothers according to Douglass, does not have much if any emotional care component attached to it. No different in application, than the separation of any other baby animal from its mother, as slaves were forcefully reminded of their status as no more than chattel to be disposed of as their owners would see fit.    








Harriet Jacobs

Harriet Ann Jacobs starts her autobiography with the unashamed and defiant statement of, ‘I was born a slave’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 5). This is followed up with the clarifying declaration that this state of her being a slave, was unknown to her during those first six years of her life. This ended with a death and her realisation of her purpose as a slave  before concluding, how then her  ‘happy childhood passed away’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 5). That she calls them her happy years, this description of her life before the death of her mother, also acts as a forewarning to the reader of the unhappy times that lay ahead. The gateway that she passes through, in the of lose her innocence, from child to slave, contrasts with Douglass’s own loss of his innocence. Where Douglass was Seven years of age and his awakening experience, is a horrifying discovery of the violence and pain of slavery, Jacob’s is at the age of Six years and the death of her mother (Jacobs et al., 2000, p.6).
 
This is no less a traumatic experience in the life of Jacobs, but without the accompanying violence and pain of Douglass’s slave awakening experience of ‘the blood-stained gate’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 15). Jacob’s  first six years of her childhood stands in stark contrast with that of Douglass’s first seven years, Jacob’s was raised by her mother until her death. Another difference between the mothers, was their roles within the plantation. Douglass’s mother was a field slave, toiling in the field from sunrise until sunset and later if work was still unfinished. The day for them was not finished, with their own needs now having to be taken care of, ‘cooking, mending and washing’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 15). Another point of divergence between  Douglass and  Jacob’s experiences, is in his detailed description of the plantation slaves monthly food and yearly clothing allowance (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 16). 

Douglass lists the meagre and course clothing for men, women and children, pointing out that children who did not work would not be given footwear and only allowed two shirts, no trousers or jackets for the whole year. This was  irrespective the weather conditions for the year, or even if the shirts had fallen apart, naked slave children would be seen at all times of the year (Douglass et al., 1996, P. 17). Jacob’s has nothing in her pre-Dr Flint years, to say on a comparable experience for slaves like herself. She actually recounts how after her mothers death, people ‘spoke kindly of my dead mother’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 7), and how she had been ‘noble and womanly’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 7), and as result of this, only a slave in name and not in her person.



Douglass and Jacobs
Exploitation

  Jacobs shared with Douglass a mixed ancestry, when she speaks of her uncle Benjamin being ‘nearly white’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 6), and taking after Jacobs grandmother, whose complexion was ‘derived from Anglo-Saxon ancestry’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 6). Compared to Douglass’s own mixed parentage, whispered at but never confirmed, and the unspoken sexual exploitation suffered by his mother at the hands of this indirectly asserted but unconfirmed master. The creeping horror of sexual exploitation Jacobs would suffer herself, and its far-reaching impact upon her choosing between the options of guilt and shame, she would carry with for the rest of her life. 

  Sexual exploitation was not the only form of exploitation women and girls such as Jacobs had to fear and suffer, economic exploitation, especially of female plantation slaves was another. Angela Davis speaks of levelling of the sexes for exploitation, that ‘strength and productivity’ (Davis, 1991, p. 6) where the only concerns for work, and that all lived under the perpetual fear of the whip, and both sexes suffered under the exact same threat of violence. This point of equal mistreatment, Davis clarifies, by adding that this ignoring of the gender of a slave when they were being economically exploited, did not prevent female slaves from also suffering, specifically applicable ‘barbarous mistreatment’ and ‘sexual abuse’ (Davis, 1991, p. 6). Davis argues that, practicality dictated the slave holders’ attitude toward their treatment of female slaves. When it was cost-effective to exploit their labour in the fields, they were treated no differently than men. Their gender was no longer significant, but when their sexuality was to be exploited, or they were to be punished or subdued, then they became ‘locked into their exclusively female roles’ (Davis, 1991, p. 6).  

   Douglass was to witness one such ‘repressed in ways suited only for women’ (Davis, 1991, p. 6)  punishment of a female slave with the whipping of his Aunt Hester. Douglass describes this event as ‘the first of a long series of outrages’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 15), that would haunt him for the rest of his life, but this one was to be the only one put down on paper. He hints at the sexual exploitation of Aunt Hester by the plantation’s overseer Mr Plummer. Douglass hints at this sexual exploitation by Mr Plummer, when he describes the reason for Aunt Hester’s punishment, that she was never to go out at night, and never to be caught in the company of ‘Ned Roberts’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 15). 

   Another hint to her exploitation being more than economic is Douglass’s’ description of the physical attributes and attractiveness of Hester, particularly highlighting she had few to equal her in the district. The specific manner in which she was stripped, exposing neck, back and shoulders, adding further humiliation specific to her gender,  in addition to the pain from the punishment she was already to suffer (Davis, 1991, p. 6). 

‘Prematurely knowing in evil things’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 28)
The extra burden on female slaves

Douglass and Jacobs both suffered under the hands of their slave owners , both experienced physical and psychological abuse, and observed it used against their fellow slaves as well. Douglass focuses upon the  physical violence and then the resulting psychological impact and the daily effect of this humiliation. Jacobs highlights the psychological impact, not overlooking the violent abuses inflicted upon slaves with the merest provocation to justify this violence. Ingrid Diran describes Jacobs advance into ‘sexual maturity’ (Diran, 2019, p. 697), as the second of her two demons. The first being Dr Flint, and his abuse of her turning fifteen years of age, this advent of this transition from child to young woman, and to use this ‘as a weapon of terror’ (Diran, 2019, p. 697), in the corrupting domestic sexual exploitation state, she was forced to exist in. 

   Jacobs describe these first skirmishes, in the war of attrition the process of corrupting the ‘pure principles my grandmother had instilled’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 27). This is process of peopling her ‘young mind with unclean images’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 27), was inescapable for her, he was her master. She tells us there is no law to protect a slave, from ‘insult, violence or even from death’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 27). This point of violence, insult and death, Douglass and Jacobs both shared as slaves. Jacobs had in addition to fear her developing maturity and therefore her sexuality, and from this the growing likelihood of her sexual exploitation by the slaveowner. She speaks of her learning to fear the very sound of his footsteps, as he would use every opportunity to remind her whose property she was ‘subject to his will in all things’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 27).

   This ceaseless war of terror instigated by her master, upon the body and soul of Jacobs, would eventually force her to make the demeaning choice between giving herself sexually to someone, or become compelled to submit to the sexual exploitation of Dr Flint.  Davis highlights this sexual exploitation and adds the point of a slave woman’s additional potential ‘monetary value’ as ‘breeders’ (Davis, 1991, p. 7), producing a new generation of slaves for work on the plantation or for sale. Davis emphasises that female slaves were just as likely to suffer the same floggings and mutilations as men but suffered rape as well. That this use of rape ‘was an uncamouflaged expression of the slaveholder’s economic mastery…. Over Black women’ (Davis, 1991, p. 7). 


Paul Gilroy and the Black Atlantic

A definition on one level Paul Gilroy gives for his idea of the black Atlantic, is the surpassing or overstepping of the restraints of ‘nation state structures’ (Gilroy, 2000, p. 19) and the ‘constraints of ethnicity’ (Gilroy, 2000, p. 19), and the ideas of national uniqueness. Paul uses ‘the image of the ship’ (Gilroy, 2000, p 4) to convey the ideas of something that is an active ‘micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion’ (Gilroy, 2000, p. 4). They are more than the mere transportation of the middle passage of slavery, but act as system through which new ideas, activists, and ‘key cultural and political artefacts’ (Gilroy, 2000, p 4), are transferred across the Atlantic.

 A criticism levelled upon Gilroy’s work by Louis Chude-Sokei, is Gilroy’s privileging of ‘the experience of black cultures in exile’ (Chude-Sokei, 1996, p. 743). This paper has looked at elements from the lives of two such ‘exiles’, Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, Both transcended national boundaries. Douglass at twenty seven years of age, August 1845, to Liverpool by steamer (Ritchie, 2017, p. 250),before travelling on to Dublin. Jacobs experience of London, whilst caring for Mary Bruce (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 183), and then Berkshire, where she was able to compare the poverty and conditions of ‘a small town said to be the poorest in the country’ (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 184). She acknowledges the conditions, but also highlights that no father could be prevented from protecting his family, no wife or daughter had to fear sexual exploitation by a overseer or master (Jacobs et al., 2000, p. 184).

 Whilst both travelled and returned with from these experiences abroad, Jacobs particularly highlighting the lack of racial prejudice she encountered during her ten months in England (Jacobs et al., 2000, P. 185). Ships as a means of escape had been important to Douglass since he had first seen them in Chesapeake bay and compared his state of slavery as being ‘fast in my chains’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 46) whilst ships were free ‘and loosed from their moorings’ (Douglass et al., 1996, p. 46).



Conclusion

This paper has focused on elements from the lives of both Douglass and Jacobs, and then secondarily if they might be exemplars of Paul Gilroy’s black Atlantic. This paper has used The Black Atlantic as a ‘statement of method’ (Chude-Sokei, 1996, p. 745) to consider the lives in question and their use in understanding the ‘profane categories of black political culture’ (Gilroy, 2000, p. 223). Ships for men, even slaves as Douglass had the possibility of more than travel, but freedom and the transportation from the state of slavery. The gendered society Jacobs and Douglass both lived in meant that ships would have a different meaning to a woman. I will argue that their stories as they both wrote of their lives and those experiences only truly able to be conveyed by those who had been slaves, travelled not just across the black Atlantic, but through time as well. Whilst both stories still deeply resonating into the present with institutional and structural racism endemic, the added awareness of sexual exploitation suffered by female slaves,  and its psychological impact, cannot be underestimated. The experiences of Jacobs life are even more relevant to today’s world and the issues with female sexuality and objectification.    
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