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Chapter 10 

I 

Harriet Jacobs’ narrative, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, is one of the richest and best-
written of the many firsthand accounts of American slavery that we have. So well 
composed is it in its structure, pacing, and unfolding plot line, as well as in its literary 
style and themes, that even setting aside the incredible story that it tells, the book was 
long taken to have been a novel rather than a memoir.1 Philosophically, too, Incidents 
offers a subtle and provoking reflection on the nature of slavery, particularly on the 
relationships between all those implicated by the institution—encompassing not only 
the direct interactions between masters and slaves, but the broader relations within 
families, and amongst friends and acquaintances, on both sides of slavery’s divide. 
Incidents also represents a valuable contribution to republican theory.2 In this chapter, 
however, I shall focus on just one advantage of reading Jacobs in republican terms which 
is the light she sheds on the process of transition from slavery to freedom. She does this, 
I argue, by offering a helpful alternative to the historically influential paradigm of the 
worthy citizen as an individual willing to risk his life to fight for freedom.  

  In this chapter, I use the term republican in a narrowly philosophical sense to refer 
to a particular understanding of freedom as independence, or in more contemporary 
language, non-domination. Independence of this sort is a moral, social and political ideal 
that indicates that a person is recognised as a full and legitimate member of a political 
community, or citizen. Citizens were not only protected and empowered by their status 
but, in theory at least, expected to display the appropriate moral, rational and political 
behaviours, or virtues. Expressed in this abstract form, independence is a status that 
should be available to every member of the community, making no distinction, for 

 
1 The standard view had, until the 1980s, been that Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was written by Lydia 
Maria Child. Child had originally been credited as the book’s editor, though this was thought to have been 
a literary device to advance her narrative. Jean Yellin challenged this view and successfully authenticated 
the book as having been written by Harriet Jacobs (Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas 
Books, 2004), xv-xx).  
2 I give a full account of Jacobs’s republicanism in Harriet Jacobs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2025).  
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example, regarding sex or race. The historical reality, however, has been far from so 
utopian. Republican societies—from the Roman though to the American Republics—
were routinely both slaveholding and highly patriarchal. Separating abstract principles 
from the cultural beliefs, values and practices that inform them is, of course, not easy. 
For this reason, many feminist scholars have been ambivalent about endorsing 
republican theory as a potential resource in furthering women’s social and political aims. 
In striving to bring about an equal citizenship, it is argued, the structure of republican 
theory reflects the male perspective of its original architects.  

 A central theme addressed throughout this volume is that republicanism is a far 
more diverse and flexible philosophical tradition than this critique allows. It has, I believe, 
been shown conclusively that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, considerable 
numbers of women wrote using republican concepts and terminology.3 To understand 
their work, and to give due credit for their insights, we cannot simply read back current 
ideas about the meaning of republican concepts. Neither should we assume that women 
writers merely adopted or accepted masculine implications as they constructed their 
models and articulated their positions, or worse, that they were unaware of these 
concepts’ true meaning. Alive to these problems, Karen Green, for example, argues that 
we should first attempt to read historical women’s writing “on their own terms”, and in the 
context of their production, before attributing to them positions drawn from “a 
generalisation based on a reading of male-authored texts”.4 This is, I believe, is clearly 
wise. Green herself, however, is highly sceptical of the value of drawing on the version of 
republican theory that I have adopted, based on the ideal of freedom as independence.5 
Others, such as Sandrine Bergès, Lena Halldenius, and myself, have argued that the 
conceptual language and structure of arguments often employed so clearly engages with 
the republican discourse of the time, that it makes most sense to view their work within 
this framework, albeit as internal critics and innovators.6  

 Republican citizenship—and the freedom that this implies—has long been 
regarded as a demanding condition. From the earliest times, it was argued that it was a 
status deserving only of those who would and could live up to its rigours. Individuals were 
not born with the skills and character that were needed to make a good citizen. These 
qualities and abilities had to be nurtured and developed over time and in suitable 
circumstances. While this created an imperative for republican governments to invest in 
education and other institutions that would help instil public virtue within the citizenry, it 

 
3 See, for example, Coffee 2013, Halldenius 2015, Bergès  2019. 
4 Karen Green, “On the Philosophical Significance of Eighteenth- Century ‘Republicans’”, Australasian 
Philosophical Review, 3 no. 4 (2019): 372.  
5 Green considers the ideal of freedom as independence as more reflective of the contemporary concerns 
of scholars, and of the ideas of Philip Pettit and Quentin Skinner, than of the historical context of the 
eighteenth century in which women such as Catharine Macaulay, Mary Wollstonecraft and Olympe de 
Gouge—all often considered republican theorists—wrote (2019).  
6 Bergès  2019, 2023; Halldenius 2015, 2019; Coffee 2013, 2019, 2025.  
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reinforced the outsider status of slaves. Not only were slaves directly dominated but any 
slender prospect of emancipation or manumission was clouded by the widely-held view 
that they would not be capable of, or suited to, assuming the onerous duties expected of 
a citizen. The very nature of their present condition precluded any future alteration to it.   

Regarding the idea of deserving freedom, a historically significant belief was that 
it entailed a willingness to fight tyranny and so to preserve, or win, one’s own or the 
collective freedom.7 This principle can be found in the speeches of the Roman Republic, 
and formed a central part of the motivational rhetoric of the American Revolution, 
eventually becoming established as an almost ubiquitous part of America’s political 
culture. Formally-speaking, this principle is not a necessary part of the logic of republican 
freedom. All that is required from a theoretical standpoint is that the collective citizenry 
display sufficient virtue to sustain the political community. Precisely what behaviours 
constitute virtue is, in principle, left open—not every citizen need demonstrate every 
virtue, so long as the collective remains stable and free, and the nature of the virtues will 
vary with the prevailing culture and conditions in which the citizens live. In practice, 
however, theoretical principles and cultural practices are often difficult to prise apart. 

In the American context in a particular exemplary form of civic virtue, one 
accepted almost without question both within the broader culture and by republican 
theorists, was that of resisting injustice and domination through physical or armed 
confrontation, with the American Revolution often serving as the paradigmatic reference 
point. Viewed in this way, virtue represented a manly ideal. Women could, and often did, 
resist their oppressors but they were not considered capable of reaching the idealised 
masculine form. There is also a racialised element to the principle. Even though this form 
of virtue was often endorsed by abolitionists and even former slaves, including by Jacobs 
herself, the principle was often applied in an asymmetrical way. Since white Americans 
had successfully overcome their British oppressors, the assumption was very often that 
it was up to black slaves to demonstrate that they possessed the same character and 
gumption to win their own freedom. Although few white Americans had ever themselves 
been called upon to risk their own lives in defence of liberty, the widespread and almost 
unshakeable presumption was that it was up to each black individual to prove 
themselves worthy of free citizenship.  

 In Incidents, Jacobs draws heavily on republican themes and principles. However, 
while she acknowledges and seems to approve of the sentiment of fighting for one’s 
freedom, she does not give it any special emphasis or central role in her overall 
articulation. I identify two aspects in which Jacobs’s narrative provides a distinctive, and 
I believe feminist, basis upon which to build a republican framework. First, there is no 

 
7 Francois Furstenberg’s article, “Beyond Freedom and Slavery: Autonomy, Virtue, and Resistance in Early 
American Political Discourse” is especially insightful on this subject (Journal of American History, 89, no. 
4 (2003): 1295-1330. I draw heavily on this article in this introductory section.  
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suggestion in her writing of individual heroism, nor any sense in which she has overcome 
adversity alone. Instead, we find a messy tangle of networks, relationships and 
motivations. The second aspect is the specific and ever-present threat faced by female 
slaves, that of being sexually abused. The model of facing down and prevailing over one’s 
oppressor in an ultimate and decisive showdown does little to illuminate the continual, 
inescapable risks faced by girls and women.  

 To show how Jacobs’s approach differs from the standard ideal of earning freedom 
through physical bravery, I shall contrast her story with a well-known episode recounted 
by Frederick Douglass—his showdown with the infamous overseer and ‘negro-breaker’, 
Edward Covey. My intention here is not to criticise Douglass, nor to suggest that he 
himself endorses any simplistic general principle of coming to merit one’s freedom in this 
way. On the contrary, I regard Douglass as a significant and insightful republican theorist, 
whose work, like Jacobs’s deserves greater scholarly attention.8 In presenting the fight 
with Covey, my interest is not with the specifics of the various layers of meaning intended 
by Douglass, so much as with how its structure seems to reflect certain elements of the 
principle that slaves deserving of freedom will fight for it which I suggest has helped 
reinforce certain individualistic and masculine assumptions about the nature of 
republican freedom.9 

II 

Jacobs was born around 1813 in a small town in North Carolina. Although both her 
parents were slaves, Jacobs’s grandmother, Molly, had in fact been freed only to have 
been re-enslaved during the turmoil of the American Revolutionary War. Molly’s father 
was also her owner—a theme which looms large in Jacob’s narrative. He had had a 
number of children with her mother, who was also his slave. Though born of a free father, 
the children’s status was always that of the mother. Upon his death, Molly’s father freed 

 
8 Coffee, “Interpersonal and Structural Domination: Frederick Douglass and the Invisible Chains that Bind 
Us”, Social Theory and Practice, 50, no. 4 (2024) and “A Radical Revolution in Thought: Frederick Douglass 
on the Slave’s Perspective on Republican Freedom” in Radical Republicanism: Recovering the Tradition's 
Popular Heritage, eds. Bruno Leipold, Karma Nabulsi and Stuart White (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2020): 47–64. For an excellent overall assessment of Douglass’s republican philosophy, see Benjamin 
Lynerd, Frederick Douglass, Republican (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2025). For other recent 
treatments, see also Melvin Rogers, The Darkened Light of Faith (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2023) and Rafeeq Hasan, “Republicanism and Structural Domination”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 102, 
no. 2 (2021): 292-319. 
9 Although Douglass can certainly be said to have held some version of this principle, it is beyond my scope 
to give the careful and nuanced analysis that any attribution to him warrants. To be clear, I do not regard 
Douglass as advocating a republicanism that is either masculine or individualist. For some philosophical 
discussions of Douglass’s fight with Covey, see: Margaret Kohn, “Frederick Douglass’s Master-Slave 
Dialectic”, The Journal of Politics 67, no, 2 (2005): 497-514; Frank Kirkland, “Is an Existential Reading of the 
Fight with Covey Sufficient to Explain Frederick Douglass’s Critique of Slavery?”, Critical Philosophy of Race 
3, no. 1 (2015): 124-151; and Bernard Boxill, “The Fight with Covey”, in A Political Companion to Frederick 
Douglass ed. Neil Roberts (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2018): 61-83.  
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both mother and children. This being during the Revolution, the family was sent under 
British protection to live in safe territory. They were, however, intercepted by Americans 
en route. Their free status being of no consequence, the family was broken up and sold.  

The flimsy basis of any hopes or promises of freedom for slaves is another 
recurring theme in the story. Molly was bought by a hotel owner in Edenton, North 
Carolina. She was intelligent and enterprising, earning a reputation for the quality of her 
baking, some of which she was permitted to sell on the side. From this money, Molly set 
about saving to pay for the emancipation of her children. She was, however, cheated out 
of this prospect by her mistress who borrowed $300 from, her never to repay it. When 
Harriet was six, her mother, Delilah, died. Harriet’s mistress promised Delilah that she 
would do well by Harriet. The expectation was that Harriet would be freed when her 
mistress died. This promise was not honoured.    

 Harriet’s father, Elijah, was a skilled carpenter whose ability earned him a position 
of comparative respect in the community, leading him to have more of the demeanour of 
an independent freeman than of a downcast slave—once again, the necessity of self-
respect and its elusive nature are prominent tropes in Jacobs’s story. Elijah died when 
Harriet was in her early teens, leaving her to rely on Molly for her support. Molly, too, had 
been promised her freedom upon her mistress’s death, this time explicitly. As with 
Harriet, the promise was broken. The family was broken up and sold. Such was Molly’s 
prominence in the small community, however, that when the family attempted to dispose 
of her quietly—ostensibly to save Molly the shame of standing on the auction block—she 
insisted on a public sale, knowing that in fact it was the slaveholders who would be put 
to shame for breaking a promise to a well-regarded figure in the town. No one stepped up 
to buy Molly until eventually the paltry sum of $50 was offered and accepted. The new 
owner promptly freed her.  

 Harriet was not so fortunate. Her new owner was the young daughter of Dr James 
Norcom. Had she not written her memoir, Norcom might otherwise have been 
remembered today for his successful medical practice and charitable work. As it was, 
Norcom was in fact her persistent and spiteful sexual harasser—and potential abuser—
and the cause of her taking the most drastic of steps to escape his clutches without also 
losing her children. Norcom was some 35 years older than Harriet. When she was fifteen, 
he started to “whisper foul words” in her ear, reminding her that as slave she had been 
“made for his use, made to obey his command in every thing” (Jacobs’s emphasis). The 
thought horrified Jacobs, and from this point she began to resist his increasingly 
persistent advances. She openly defied him and even told him, “I despise you”. Persistent 
and domineering as he was, Norcom did not force himself on Jacobs directly, but rather 
attempted, by turns, to cajole and threaten her into submitting willingly. Jacobs initially 
sought refuge in a consensual relationship with a free black man, though the relationship 
was forbidden by Norcom and became impossible. Jacobs placed a high value on the 
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virtue of chastity, no less than would be expected of a free or white woman of this period. 
To enter into a sexual relationship outside of marriage, she writes, would be to betray both 
her own sense of moral integrity and, more objectively, to act indecently. It would also 
bring grief to those who loved and respected her, such as Molly. All the same, in an act of 
defiance, she began a consensual sexual relationship with a different slave owner—and 
later a member of Congress—Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, eventually having two children by 
him. Because of the prevailing slave laws, which dictated that offspring followed the legal 
status of the mother, these children were slaves belonging to Jacobs’s owner, Norcom’s 
daughter.  

 In the end, having got wind of a plan to ‘break her children in’ to become used to 
the harsh work of slavery, Jacobs eventually absconds. Her gamble was that by escaping 
from Norcom, he would not want to have the children around and would thereby consent 
to selling them to their father. Although Norcom initially refused, out of spite, knowing this 
would hurt Harriet all the more, in the end he was deceived into selling the children to a 
middleman in the form of a slave trader who, unbeknownst to Norcom, would 
immediately sell them back to their father.  

 Jacobs had not, however, escaped from her children. She wanted both to save 
them and to be near them. For Jacobs—and by extension, for others, particularly 
women—there was no freedom from slavery for herself alone. True escape from the evil 
of slavery necessarily entailed securing the liberty of those closest to her as well as 
herself. Although her children remained unaware, since she had had word spread of her 
arrival in the North, Jacobs secreted herself in the tiny attic space of a rickety shed 
attached to Molly’s house from which she could watch them. The garret measured only 
3m x 2m x 1m, and was poorly ventilated, unlit and lacked any insulation to protect her 
from either the intense heat of summer or the bitter cold of winter. There were also rats. 
Jacobs remained hidden in this space—inside which she could not even stand up—for a 
total of seven years, not even emerging for exercise during the first five of those. To hide 
successfully for so long in this way required the help of several others, including 
sympathetic white people as well as select family members and friends, each of whom 
was taking a great risk.  

 Eventually, after seven years in hiding and having seen one child (Lousia Matilda) 
successfully transferred to live in the North. with reliable plans in place for her second 
(Joseph) to follow, Jacobs escaped by boat to Philadelphia and then New York. She 
continued to live in hiding until her freedom was  bought by a friend. Jacobs had been 
steadfastly opposed to being purchased but came to accept that without this legal status 
there was no genuine freedom to be had.  
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III 

Like Jacobs, Douglass stood up to his master and ultimately escaped. For both writers, 
these two events are linked and profoundly significant in their lives. The manner in which 
they each integrate these elements into their political thinking is, however, markedly 
different. In this section, I shall set out certain salient features of Douglass’s showdown 
with Covey. Though I highlight some elements that Douglass himself emphasises, my 
main purpose is to set up the contrast with Jacobs that follows in section four.  

Douglass was an almost exact contemporary of Jacobs—born just a few years 
later in 1818 and dying in 1895 two years before Jacobs. Again, similarly to Jacobs, 
Douglass was a spirited teenager with an independent streak. Having managed secretly 
to learn to read, for example, Douglass was asked by a friend to help at a small, newly-
established Sunday School for local slaves. The school was physically broken up almost 
immediately by an armed mob.10 In the end, his master concluded that Douglass’s 
temperament  was unsuited to slave life. Having beaten him severely, “without any visible 
improvement” in his character or conduct, his master resolved to send Douglass away, 
“to be broken”. Douglass went to spend a year with Edward Covey, an overseer 
specialising in breaking the will of the most spirited slaves. He achieved this not only by 
his brutality, but also through a tactic of lying in wait and then springing out and 
administering a surprise beating to a slave who had been correctly carrying out his orders. 
The feeling that there was nothing one could do either to evade his gaze or ward off his 
attacks was particularly crushing. Six months into the transfer, Covey’s tactic was 
working. Douglass confesses to have been, “broken in body, soul and spirit”, adding that 
“the cheerful spark that lingered about my eye died; the dark night of slavery closed in 
upon me; and behold a man transformed into a brute!”11  

From this lowest point, almost fully defeated, Douglass enters into a fight with 
Covey—an episode that would change his life and which marked his psychological 
transformation from slave to freeman. In a period of reflection on a Sunday—the one day 
that afforded some respite—Douglass resolves to obey the orders he receives but to 
defend himself if Covey should attempt to beat him. This was a momentous decision, not 
primarily because of the obvious physical risk it carried (resistance by a slave was a 
capital offence in Maryland) but far more because it transgressed a fundamental and 
sacred principle of the deeply-inculcated “slave’s religious creed”.12 He now has no one 
to whom he can turn, not even God, leaving him with the ”soul-devouring thought—"I am 
a slave—a slave for life—a slave with no rational ground to hope for freedom", rendering 
him “a living embodiment of mental and physical wretchedness”.13 Unable to bear his 

 
10 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2002), 146-7. 
11 Bondage, 160. 
12 Bondage, 177. 
13 Bondage, 162.  
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condition but not yet willing to lie down to die in the forest to be “torn to pieces by the 
buzzards”, Douglass identifies the only viable option open to him—to keep his head down 
and comply with his instructions insofar as he can, but if he is abused again, then he will 
defend himself and let fate take its course.14 Sure enough, Covey soon ambushes him 
and Douglass, good to his word, fights back in self-defence. “Whence came the daring 
spirit necessary to grapple with a man who, eight-and-forty hours before, could, with his 
slightest word have made me tremble like a leaf in a storm”, he cannot say.15 The pair 
grapple for two hours before Covey, vanquished and humiliated though claiming victory, 
gives up the contest. Douglass is never flogged again, by Covey or anybody else.  

The struggle was transformed Douglass. “I was a changed being”, he recalls, “I 
was nothing before; I WAS A MAN NOW. It recalled to life my crushed self-respect and my 
self-confidence, and inspired me with a renewed determination to be A FREEMAN”.16 This 
change in state was not due to, or reflected in, any external change, for Douglass 
remained a slave under Covey’s supervision for the rest of the year and subsequently 
returned to his master. The change was, rather, internal. “After resisting him”, Douglass 
explains, “I felt as I had never felt before. It was a resurrection from the dark and 
pestiferous tomb of slavery, to the heaven of comparative freedom. I was no longer a 
servile coward, trembling under the frown of a brother worm of the dust, but, my long-
cowed spirit was roused to an attitude of manly independence. I had reached the point, 
at which I was not afraid to die. This spirit made me a freeman in fact, while I remained a 
slave in form”.17 

 The transformational effect is specifically attributed, at least in part, to the 
engagement in a physical struggle against the tyrannical force that oppressed him. In 
between the two quotations in the preceding paragraph, Douglass writes: “a man, 
without force, is without the essential dignity of humanity. Human nature is so 
constituted, that it cannot honor a helpless man, although it can pity him; and even this 
it cannot do long, if the signs of power do not arise. He can only understand the effect of 
this combat on my spirit, who has himself incurred something, hazarded something, in 
repelling the unjust and cruel aggressions of a tyrant. Covey was a tyrant, and a cowardly 
one, withal”, continuing just afterwards, “when a slave cannot be flogged he is more than 
half free… While slaves prefer their lives, with flogging, to instant death, they will always 
find [those like Covey] to accommodate that preference”.18  

 
14 Bondage, 167. 
15 Bondage, 177. 
16 Bondage, 180. Douglass’s emphasis. 
17 Bondage, 181.  
18 Bondage, 180-1. 
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 The specific nuances of Douglass’s views on the importance and nature of slave 
resistance need not concern us in this chapter.19 My purpose is, rather, to draw out certain 
features of this story—highly prominent in all three of Douglass’s autobiographies and 
much discussed in the secondary literature—that resonate with the then widely-held 
principle that those deserving citizenship must stand up and fight for their freedom. 
Freedom, in this republican sense, represents a moralised status that requires the 
virtuous citizen to both uphold the public good and defend it. On this view, it was almost 
uniformly agreed that slaves did not possess the requisite virtue to make good citizens. 
There was a technical reason for this which was that slaves are not in a position to make 
their own moral decisions but are required by law as well as physical necessity to obey 
their orders. This logical constraint was blended in the republican tradition with a theory 
of character development which held that training in virtue was a long process that was 
only acquired through discipline and repeated application, none of which was available 
to the slave meaning that freedmen would inevitably struggle to adapt and reform their 
behaviour. To these theoretical factors, the decisive consideration was often the racist 
belief that black people were naturally and incurably incapable of either virtue or of living 
independently at all.  

 Douglass’s fight rebuts the misconception about complicit or weak African 
American slaves, demonstrating that they can fulfil the principle of virtuous resistance 
impeccably. Douglass stands up as an individual. He stands against tyranny, being 
unjustly assaulted even though he was doing his duty. He is not, then, simply pursuing 
his natural right to freedom in order to fulfil his personal ambitions but resisting a moral 
wrong. He does so against the odds with no thought for his personal safety, facing the 
very real possibility of death. This is portrayed not only as bravery but as being consistent 
with the highly influential slogan, “give me liberty or give me death!”20 The wretchedness 
of bondage is no life at all.  

 In demonstrating that black slaves could live up to the idealised principles of 
deserving freedom, the fight with Covey nevertheless presents a highly masculine image. 
The heroic individual, unencumbered by family, defies death in a physical struggle in 
which he overpowers the tyrant and emerges victorious as a new man. Even Douglass’s 
own phrase—“I was a man now”—is difficult to render in non-gendered terms. Although 
he is using the language available in his day rather than specifically invoking maleness, 
the term ‘man’ is not easily replaced either by ‘woman’ or a more neutral word such as 
‘person’ or ‘human being’, neither of which would carry the same rhetorical connotation.   

 
19  This is a much discussed aspect of Douglass’s philosophy, including in Kohn 2005, Kirkland 2015 and 
Boxill 2018 cited above. 
20 Douglass quotes these words of Patrick Henry several times in his speeches as well as shortly afterwards 
in Bondage in a chapter dedicated to his first, unsuccessful, runaway plot (207). Jacobs, too, cites the 
slogan as her motto in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (New York: Dover Press, 2001 [1861]), (83). 
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IV 

Jacobs includes a very similar episode to Douglass’s fight with Covey in Incidents. In her 
story, too, a slave physically fights his master and prevails, leading to a heightened 
awareness of his abject condition after which he ultimately escapes. Jacobs does not, 
however, accord this event anything like the same prominence that it had for Douglass, 
even though the slave in question was her uncle Joseph, for whom her son would be 
named. In a chapter entitled “The Slave Who Dared to Feel Like a Man”, Jacobs recalls 
how she received troubling news that Joseph had resisted a whipping and thrown his 
master down to the ground.21 Though she gives few details of the scuffle itself, we can 
detect several of the themes discussed in the previous section.  

Although it is not stated whether Joseph faced imminent death in defying and 
fending off his master, this is a possibility— Jacobs’s first reaction on hearing that there 
had been trouble was that her Uncle may have been killed. In the end, his punishment 
was a public flogging. The precise stakes, however, are not the issue and do not alter the 
dynamics of the story since he is resolved to continue fighting. In terms of Henry’s adage, 
his only options are death or freedom. As with Douglass, Joseph’s is a moral rejection of 
servitude. He has reached a point where the moral indignity of the slave’s condition has 
become an unbearable affront to his sense of dignity and personhood (“we are dogs here; 
foot-balls, cattle, every thing that’s mean”).22 There may also be a sense in which Joseph’s 
resistance is gendered, although this is expressed indirectly. Joseph said that “he was no 
longer a boy”—by implication, a man—"and every day made his yoke more galling”. His 
mind was made up: “I will not stay. Let them bring me back. We don’t die but once”.23 
Joseph did escape but was eventually captured and brought back. He was not killed but 
imprisoned for as long as it would take until he humbled himself, something he refused 
to do. Eventually, buoyed by Molly’s (his mother) attempts to buy his freedom even at a 
high price, Joseph renews his determination to escape again. This time he was 
successful. Molly also succeeded in buying her other son (Mark, or Uncle Phillip in the 
story). At the end of the chapter, Harriet tells of how proud the family were of each other 
and “how they would prove to the world that they could take care of themselves”, 
concluding, as we noted above, “he that is willing to be a slave, let him be a slave”.24  

 Although Joseph’s fight with his master was clearly a significant event in his life, 
on Jacobs’s telling it is not itself a transformational moment in the was that Douglass’s 
fight was. He was already ‘no longer a boy’ who could not bear slavery. He did not become 

 
21 Incidents, chapter IV, 17-26. The chapter opens with another fight, between Jacobs’ brother John, then a 
boy of about 12, also fights and defeats the master’s son. John too is galvanised by this encounter, and 
though it would take many years, he too would escape. 
22 Incidents, 20. 
23 Incidents, 21.  
24 Incidents, 26. 
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‘a man’. Molly’s family had been raised with to have a strong sense of personal self-
esteem. Molly had earned her freedom through her dignified conduct. Harriet’s father, 
Elijah Knox, though a slave had earned a reputation as a carpenter (“on condition of 
paying his mistress two hundred dollars a year, and supporting himself, he was allowed 
to work at his trade, and manage his own affairs”).25 He conducted himself in many ways 
like a freeman, once telling Harriet’s brother John that if he called him at the same time 
as his master did, his son should obey his father before his master. There is no suggestion 
in the text that Joseph’s confrontation causally created a sense of awakened manhood. 
If anything, the causal direction was likely the other way around—his growing sense of 
independence and humanity as an emerging adult may have triggered his resistance.  

 Incidents is, of course, a book about a slave girl. Her own story also contains 
several of the elements we have discussed—she will not submit to a moral wrong from 
her master, she does not fear death—she does not present them in terms of a dramatic 
single moment of individual self-assertion and overcoming. Hers is a story which unfolds 
slowly. Where Douglass came to the realisation that ‘he was a man’ as a result of a 
physical act of overcoming, Jacobs emerged from childhood gradually becoming aware 
that she was a woman in an environment where sexual abuse was pervasive, systemic 
and almost inevitable. No show of strength can alter the imbalance of power leaving 
Jacobs wholly reliant on networks of support from family and allies. If there is a turning 
point in her life, it comes not from a discovery her personal sense of humanity through 
conflict but out of a concern for the safety of her children. I take the themes of sexual 
violence and the importance of personal ties in turn. 

Sexual Violence 

Jacobs’s most pressing motivation for resistance comes from the sexual advances made 
by her master. She begins to be aware of this threat as a young girl—too young, she says—
but it becomes explicit in her early teens. This prospect is a constant presence in her life, 
and once revealed to her family it becomes a continual source of outrage and concern 
for them, too, along with a sense of impotence and helplessness. Although such abuse 
is rife within the slaveholding community, it is not spoken about openly, being a source of 
shame for both the master and his wife as well as a humiliation for the slave women 
themselves. Even without the threat of rape, of course, Jacobs would have denounced 
her enslaved condition. Her demeanour is proud and deeply resentful of her subject 
status throughout the book. Nevertheless, given its ubiquity to girls only just emerging 
from childhood, and its nature and consequences, avoiding and resisting sexual abuse 
become the focal point of Jacobs’s energies. Although Jacobs’s thoughts on this matter 
are presented in the language of nineteenth century chastity, purity and idealised 
womanhood— in many respects, the narrative reading like a sentimental novel—the 

 
25 Incidents, 8, 11.  



12 
 

basic sense of both the horror of violation and the desire to protect one’s bodily and 
sexual integrity remain present in a form we can recognise today.  

One reason why there was not a decisive showdown between Jacobs and 
Norcom, in the matter of Douglass and Covey, is that Norcom does not intend simply to 
force himself upon her. Rather, he wants—even demands—her willing submission. This, 
of course, was an impossible contradiction given their unequal status and the vicious 
threats and deceitful bribes he offers her. This is not to say that there were not dramatic 
showdowns between Jacobs and Norcom, only that none represented a decisive victory 
or turning point. The closest, perhaps, to the Douglass or Joseph encounter was when 
Jacobs had declared her love for a free black man to Norcom. Norcom “looked fixedly at 
her”, and struck her. Jacobs responds by simply saying, “how I despise you!”26 While this 
is a significant moment, it is not decisive. Norcom would continue to pursue her for the 
rest of his life: “He had an iron will and was determined to keep me, and to conquer me”.27 

 For any slave, forming consensual personal and intimate relationships on equal 
terms is simply impossible. “Why”, Jacobs asks, “does the slave ever love?”28 Certainly, 
marriage is impossible for slaves because it has no legal basis and is rarely respected by 
slaveholders, except insofar as may be in their interests. “My mistress”, she laments, “like 
many others, seemed to think that slaves had no right to any family ties of their own; that 

they were created merely to wait upon the family of the mistress”.29 Families, therefore, 
can be torn apart on a whim and at a moment’s notice, making parenthood a tragic part 
of life. “The slave girl”, according to Jacobs, “is reared in an atmosphere of licentiousness 
and fear”. No matter what religious or moral principles she may have, whether or not she 
has a lover whose good opinion she cherishes, or how odious the men who have power 
over her may be, in the end “resistance is useless”.30  

 This observation is significant. Jacobs may have valiantly stood up to Norcom, but 
she is aware that not all women have that opportunity. In this, Jacobs knows she is 
fortunate. Even the grandmother she respected so much had children with her master, 
and Jacobs’s frequent mentions of how white-looking so many slaves are an indication of 
how common the abuse of slaves was. Indeed, in the end Jacobs herself could not fail to 
be affected by the pervasive, corrupted moral norms around her. She was, after all, a 
teenage girl, no different from any other. Another slaveholder—Sawyer—began to take an 
interest in her. “So much attention from a superior person was, of course, flattering; for 
human nature is the same in all”.31 So, in the end, and against her better judgement and 
the ideal of moral virtue that she holds dear, Jacobs begins a sexual relationship with 

 
26 Incidents, 35-6.  
27 Incidents, 38.  
28 Incidents, 33. 
29 Incidents, 34.  
30 Incidents, 45-6. 
31 Incidents, 48. 
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Sawyer. She understood the nature of their liaison—“the impassable gulf between 
them”—but rationalised it to herself: 

to be an object of interest to a man who is not married, and who is not her master, 
is agreeable to the pride and feelings of a slave, if her miserable situation has left 
her any pride or sentiment. It seems less degrading to give one’s self, than to 
submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in having a lover who 
has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and attachment. 
A master may treat you as rudely as he pleases, and you dare not speak; moreover, 
the wrong does not seem so great with an unmarried man, as with one who has a 
wife to be made unhappy.32  

Jacobs concedes that “there may be sophistry in all this”, but argues that “the condition 
of a slave confuses all principles of morality, and, in fact, renders the practice of them 
impossible”. Jacobs’s two children were fathered by Sawyer.  

 Sexual abuse was not only suffered by female slaves, of course. Jacobs tells the 
distressing story of a slave she calls Luke, for example, who was for many years not only 
made to wait on his bedridden master wearing only a shirt, in readiness for the beatings 
he would invariably receive, but was subject to “freaks… of a nature too filthy to be 
repeated”.33 Sadly, there is no reason to believe that this was an isolated case. This said, 
the looming, inescapable of violation was not the common experience of slave men in 
the way that it was for women.  

Family, Children and Allies 

A second clear difference between Jacobs’s portrayal of the events that led to her escape, 
and those that triggered Joseph’s and Douglass’s flights, is the role that other people 
played, both in considering whether or not to leave and, once the decision was made, in 
making it possible.  

 In the cases of both Joseph and Douglass, the emphasis of the narrative is on their 
individual heroic efforts. Both stood down an oppressor and resolved to abscond and 
make a new life, striking out on their own. Joseph’s final words to his brother were “I part 
with all my kindred”, to which Jacobs adds, “And so it proved. We never heard from him 
again”.34 This is not to suggest that Joseph was indifferent to his family. He tells his mother 
that when he was first recaptured, he stepped back from drowning himself because he 
thought of her.35 Nevertheless, Joseph is presented as having an unquenchable yearning 
to be free, or to die. Jacobs realises this when she regrets having blurted out, “Go… and 

 
32 Incidents, 48.  
33 Incidents, 156-7. 
34 Incidents, 25. 
35 Incidents, 22.  
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break your mother’s heart” when he first told her of his plan to escape.36 Although Jacobs 
also often stood alone resisting Norcom, even after her family learned about the danger, 
her desire to be free of him is always tempered by the love she has for family. In particular, 
after she has children, escape becomes unthinkable. Indeed, it is only after she learns of 
a threat to their safety that she hastily arranges for their safe passage and goes into 
hiding. Freedom was never something she sought for herself alone.  

 We must take great care in attempting to draw any gendered conclusions from the 
differences between the different attitudes that the protagonists take towards their 
relationships with, and reliance on, others. While Joseph cut his ties with the family, his 
brother Mark refused to abandon his mother, Molly, and played an instrumental role in 
securing the means by which Harriet escaped. Similarly, while Molly did a great deal to 
hold the family together and worked tirelessly to buy their freedom, so too did Jacobs’s 
father. Individual attitudes towards family, however, were not the only factor at work in 
these cases. The slave system itself was often decisive. Although families were routinely 
broken up, fathers were more likely to be separated from young children. More decisively 
still, in many cases, was the fact repeatedly emphasised by Jacobs that children’s fathers 
were often their own masters. This was certainly true of Molly and very likely of Douglass, 
too. Jacobs’s children’s case was a variant of this phenomenon, since the father was a 
rival slaveholder. The precise impact of this practice on family is beyond our scope to 
discuss—though Jacobs notes that it is devastating for slaveholding families as well as 
amongst the slaves themselves. What is pertinent for our purposes is how, as Douglass 
puts it, “slavery does away with fathers, as it does away with families”.37 

 Whatever the specific reason, the situation was that at similar ages Douglass was 
single and without children while Jacobs had two children who had not been taken away 
from her. Jacobs also had a supportive network of close family around her that Douglass 
did not. So, it is from this different starting point that Jacobs develops a more relationally 
nuanced account of her transition from slavery to freedom. Though Douglass, of course, 
accepts, and is grateful for, the help he received throughout his life, in the showdown with 
Covey, he presents a model of individual freedom in which he individually physically 
confronts his oppressor and prevails, bringing about a psychological transformation that 
both marks him as a fully human agent deserving of his independence and serves as a 
necessary precondition for taking up the privileged status of citizenship. For Jacobs, by 
contrast, there is no sharp demarcation between her life as a slave and as a free woman—
either in fact or in form—and no sense of a momentous triumph through personal 
overcoming. She relies heavily on her family and others whom she can trust both before 
and after her escape from slavery, which was precipitated not by a moral wrong to her but 
to her children. And, while she makes a brave personal stand against Norcom, taking 

 
36 Incidents, 21. 
37 Bondage, 41. 
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considerable risks in resisting him and enduring scarcely imaginable hardships in going 
into hiding, none of this could have been done alone. In her vulnerable position in the 
garret, there was nothing she could do without the  help of others on her side, both within 
the slave and slaveholding community. 

V 

In this chapter, I have adopted the position that there is no single or definitive model of 
republican citizenship and virtue. As social values and political imperatives have shifted 
over time, so republicans have adapted their theoretical models to accommodate these. 
What has remained stable is the central concept of freedom as independence, where this 
represents an ideal of personal liberty within a community of equals. The details of how 
this principle is cashed out is very much up for debate, and have been subject to 
continual revision and reiteration. The belief that would-be citizens had to prove their 
fitness, and that ideally this would be done through physical conflict was a cultural 
commitment rather being necessarily entailed by the logic of republican freedom. 

In a slaveholding society, steeped in the memory of a revolutionary war, and in 
which there was an entrenched gender hierarchy, this cultural commitment became 
almost universally accepted in republican discourse, at least on the surface. As 
Furstenberg has demonstrated, abolitionists as well as proslavery apologists routinely 
appealed to the same principle of worthiness in citizens. In this context, Douglass’s story 
came to represent a totemic example illustrating black excellence, and we have seen how 
even Jacobs endorses the principle. And yet, by probing into Jacobs’s story more deeply, 
we can see how she sets out an alternative template upon which republicans can build a 
more psychologically and relationally nuanced approach.  

In the stories I have analysed, both Jacobs and Douglass wrote biographically 
rather than in formal treatises and so care must be taken in the ideas we attribute to either 
of them, and in the lessons we draw. My claim, however, is not that Jacobs set out to write 
a feminist republicanism. All I am arguing is that she draws on republican concepts—
clustered around the ideal of freedom as independence—and that her relational 
concerns and preoccupation with sexual harassment and abuse demonstrate that heroic 
and manly individualism, and the sharp distinction between the psychology of the abject 
slave and dignified freeman played no role in her account of a struggle for freedom written 
in republican terms. As republican scholars today mine their tradition for inspiration, 
understanding and potential resources for developing contemporary theory, it is 
important that they cast their net widely in searching for those sources. What has been 
taken to represent the tradition has been until now written freemen rather than slaves—
“there comes”, as Douglass put it in this context, “no voice from the enslaved”—and, as 
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the chapters in this volume testify, from men rather than women.38 Writing as a Slave Girl, 
Jacobs challenges the standard assumptions about republican history on both fronts, 
making hers an especially rich and valuable resource. 
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