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     In 1861, a book appeared in Boston whose 
title page named neither an author nor a pub-
lisher. It read: Incidents In the Life of a Slave 
Girl, Written by Herself, Edited by L. Maria 
Child. "e #rst line of the Author's Preface de-
clares, ªReader, be assured this narrative is no 
#ction,º and claims that other than disguising 
the names of people and places (mostly, the 
author gently implies, to protect the guilty), 
the incredible tale is ªstrictly true.º "is pref-
ace is signed ªLinda Brent,º the pseudonym 
of the ªslave girlº of the title. An Editor's In-
troduction by Child, a prominent author and 
a white abolitionist, underscored these claims 
and vouched for ªLinda'sº reliability.   
     "e ªLindaº of Incidents was actually a 
middle-aged resident of Cornwall, New York, 
named Harriet Jacobs, who had been held a 
slave in Edenton, North Carolina, before $eeing North nearly twenty years earlier, at 
age 29. Jacobs' brother, John, had arrived North before his sister, and was well-known 
in the abolitionist community, at one time lecturing alongside Frederick Douglass. 
Harriet, too, had become part of this community. In her correspondence with no-
table reformers of the time, both Black and white, Jacobs sometimes even signed 
ªLindaº alongside her own name.
     Somehow, however, in spite of her relatively high pro#le during her lifetime, it 
did not take long for Harriet Jacobs to be all but erased from the pages of history. 
"e style of Incidents is unique and its content is so astonishing, that literary and 
historical scholars came to doubt Jacobs' authorship ± and even her existence. By 
the middle of the twentieth century, it was generally held that the book was another 
novel by Lydia Maria Child. Luckily, some of Child's correspondence concerning the 
manuscript was discovered by Dr. Jean Fagan Yellin, a professor at Pace University. 
Yellin's un$agging scholarship snatched Jacobs from the abyss of obscurity, unearth-
ing the evidence of her authorship and a%rming the accuracy of most of the events 
she described. Yellin did not stop with two editions of Incidents (reclassi#ed by the 
Library of Congress to indicate Jacobs as the author) ± she followed the trail of Ja-
cobs' exceptional life past the time of the book's conclusion, publishing a meticulous 
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"e Neo-Utopian Vision of Harriet Jacobs'''''''''''''

Essay by Megan Sandberg-Zakian ~ Edited by Dr. Jean Fagan Yellin

     With Jacobs de#nitively established as the narrative's author, we are left to wonder 
what made this book so unbelievable. Certainly Jacobs' story itself is extraordinary. 
"e events of her life in slavery di&er in striking ways from other information we have 
about the lives of female slaves: learning to read at a young age, rejecting the sexual 
advances of her master, Dr. James Norcom, entering into a consensual a&air with an 
unmarried white slave-owner with whom she conceived two children, and escaping 
from Norcom only to remain right under his nose ± hidden in a crawlspace under 
the roof of her grandmother's porch for seven long years. "e events of her life after 
slavery seem no less extraordinary. Jacobs, who had become involved in the abolition-
ist movement and corresponded with prominent #gures of the day, went behind the 
Union lines to serve refugees from slavery as a relief worker and an educator during 
the Civil War. ªWe don't know of any woman who was a slave in the South, a fugitive 
in the South and the North, who wrote a slave narrative and then went back down 
South to do relief work and establish a school,º Yellin pointed out. ªAnd she wrote 
about it in the northern press to publicize the condition of the black refugees from 
slavery. We just didn't have that story before; and now we do.º "e last point seems 
particularly salient: we did not have that story before. It is therefore conceivable, 
even probable, that there are other stories which we still ªjust don't haveº ± some that 
may bear a similarity to Jacobs', and some that may be extraordinary in di&erent, 
unprecedented ways. 
     Yellin recently published "e Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, the #rst scholarly edi-
tion of papers of a Black woman held in slavery. "at long-overdue volume serves as 
a reminder that our most familiar stories about Black women in slavery are not in 
their own voices ± in sharp contrast to those of both Black men and white women 
of the same era. Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of perhaps the most in$uential abo-
litionist text, Uncle Tom's Cabin, was a white woman. Sojourner Truth and Harriet 
Tubman, female heroes of the slavery struggle, were illiterate; although their stories 
were transcribed, they were not able to create a written record of their own making. 
While Frederick Douglass and other men who had been held in slavery touched on 
the experiences of their female friends and relatives, none was able to be as frank 
about the experiences of women in the slave-holding South ± both Black and white ± 

and engaging biography in 2004, Harriet Jacobs: A Life.



as Jacobs. In particular, Jacobs describes un-
conscionable sexual practices that thrived un-
der chattel slavery: the ubiquity of the rape of 
slaves at the hands of their masters, including 
the rape of children, and the unnatural result 
of such an act ± a parent owning, and pro#t-
ing from the sale of, his own o&spring. She 
writes of the spread of this perverted sexual 
culture to the wives and children of slavehold-
ers, demonstrating the incompatibility of the 
system of slavery with the era's emphasis on 
feminine purity and virtue.
     Jacobs' embarrassment about her own 
complicated sexual past almost kept her from 
telling her story. ªI had determined to let oth-
ers think as they pleased, but my lips should 
be sealed and no one had a right to question 
me,º she wrote to her Quaker friend Amy 
Post. ªFor this reason when I #rst came North I avoided the Antislavery people as 
much as possible because I felt that I could not be honest and tell the whole truth.º In 
all likelihood, if it were not for Post's encouragement, even insistence, Incidents would 
never have been written, let alone published.
     When Jacobs #nally did decide to tell her story, she was not only a former ªslave 
girlº ± she was a mature woman who had lived for almost 20 years in several northern 
cities, journeyed to Europe, and worked and corresponded with some of America's 
most prominent abolitionists. Her perspective was more expansive than that of many 
of her readers who may not have traveled or read as widely as she. She had had the 
chance to observe the response of northern and European audiences to abolitionist 
arguments, and to gauge her own rhetorical power through anonymous letters she 
sent to the editors of local newspapers.
     Earlier, wanting to tell her story but doubting her ability to write e&ectively about 
her experiences, Jacobs had enlisted the aid of her prominent white friends, Amy 
Post and Cornelia Willis, to contact another white woman whom she thought might 
be able to help ± the day's most famous abolitionist writer, Harriet Beecher Stowe. 
When approached with the request to bring Jacobs' unusual life to the page, Stowe 
replied dismissively that she would be happy to incorporate an anecdote about Jacobs' 
story into her new book, "e Key to Uncle Tom's Cabin. Incensed, Jacobs declared her 
story ªneeded no romanceº and #nally began to write the book herself.  Her com-
ment about ªromanceº is notable, because Incidents is frequently cited as employing 
the conceits of the Victorian romantic novel in order to engage the sympathies of 
nineteenth-century female readers. Actually, its skillful mimicry of the genre was one 
of the factors that critics cited when expressing doubt about whether the book was, in 
fact, an autobiography. But if Jacobs had intended her story as a romantic novel, she 
could have taken advantage of Stowe's o&er and spared herself the long hours writing 
in her employer's attic, late at night, after a full day of work.

     Jacobs wanted her story to stand on its own. She clearly intended it to be more 
than a romantic account, and perhaps even more than an historical document to aid 
the cause of abolitionism. "ere is a detectable edge to both the romantic and aboli-
tionist sentiments in her text. Over and over she reminds her readers that the nine-
teenth-century moral code is in direct con$ict not only with the system of slavery, but 
with the ubiquitous racism she #nds in northern states, and with the compromised 
morality she experiences everywhere in her travels ± even in her own soul. When she 
receives a letter in which her grandmother reports that old Master Norcom has died 
and expresses a hope that he has ªmade his peace with God,º she cannot agree. ªI 
cannot say, with truth, that the news of my old master's death softened my feelings 
towards him,º she writes. ª"ere are 
wrongs which even the grave does not 
bury. "e man was odious to me while 
he lived, and his memory is odious now.º                                                                                                                                            
     In the book Utopia in Performance, 
critic Jill Dolan suggests that some con-
temporary performance may have a ªneo-
utopianº vision ± a perspective inverting 
the Romanticism inherent in old ideas of 
utopia, which clung to the idea of restor-
ing the virtues of a foregone golden age. 
Neo-utopianism, on the other hand, is 
ªromantic about the future ± not about 
the past.º Inherent in Jacobs' brand of 
Romanticism is this kind of neo-utopian 
vision. Perhaps this is what makes the 
narrative feel so far ahead of its time. 
Jacobs of course calls for abolition, but 
she also calls for human rights and hu-
manity on multiple levels ± she indicts 
everyone from her ªkindº white lover 
(who is willing to treat his own children 
as property), to a Black preacher (whose 
warning that she may be condemned for 
her sexual history sentences her to years 
of shamed silence), to the liberal Northerners (who claim to oppose slavery while 
enforcing the harsh Fugitive Slave Laws), to even her beloved grandmother (who 
is sometimes blinded by her bouts of anxiety and religiosity). Jacobs' refusal to let 
anyone o& the hook ± least of all herself ± is grounded in an implicit sense of faith, 
of possibility. We can all do better, she seems to be telling us, we must all do better. 
     Nearly 150 years after the publication of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, interest 
in the text has surged. It is being read, taught, and studied extensively, and now per-
formed, thanks to a stage adaptation by playwright Lydia R. Diamond. Jacobs #nds 
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a perfect collaborator in Diamond, whose interest in Jacobs' story seems to lie not 
in its incidents (which are in many ways typical of a ªslave playº ± a familiar assort-
ment of slavery's wrongs, frequently performed on stages, screens, and history books, 
especially in February), but in its neo-utopian vision. Diamond's play, Harriet Jacobs, 
places a version of the narrative of Jacobs' life alongside an inquiry into what we think 
we already know about her life, about slavery, and about our perspective on history. 
"is juxtaposition pointedly performs the question that artists and historians often 
ask in private meetings and conferences, but too rarely put at the center of their work: 
ªWhy are we telling this story?º "e play does not answer this question, but it implies 
that if our goal is to learn from the past, we are not served by telling and retelling 
the same story, learning and relearning the same lesson. ªYou've heard about that,º 
says Harriet in the play, after a gruesome description of the way slaves are treated on 
a plantation, ªor at least something like it. "is is not what I wish to tell you.º Dia-
mond's text, like Jacobs', asks us to consider all the ways we don't understand history, 
all the ways we have become comfortable with one kind of narrative of slavery, and by 
extension, with one kind of narrative about race, class, money, power, and privilege.
     In staging Diamond's telling of Jacobs' telling, the performers and creative team 
have been inspired by what they believe to be the attempt of both writers to access au-
thenticity through emotional truth. Jacobs wrote an autobiography (both according 
to her claim and to Yellin's subsequent research verifying the events she described). 
But her preface also cautions, ªI have not exaggerated the wrongs in$icted by Slavery; 
on the contrary, my descriptions fall far short of the facts.º Perhaps in attempting to 
capture and hold the sympathies of a nineteenth-century, mostly female, audience, 
she may have underplayed or even omitted some of the more disturbing events of 
her life. It is the truth, and nothing but the truth ± but perhaps not the whole truth. 
Writing a version for the stage, Diamond faced a di&erent challenge: the formidable 
task of making the historical general in order to ful#ll her artistic goals. For example, 
some scenes in the play take place in a cotton #eld. She knew that Jacobs lived in 
North Carolina, a state that grew not cotton, but tobacco and corn. Yet here ± like 
Jacobs who, describing the mistreatment of a slave, concludes, ª"ese God-breathing 
machines are no more, in the sight of their masters, than the cotton they plant, or 
the horses they tendº ± Diamond invokes cotton  metaphorically ± as an easily rec-
ognized symbol of the labor of slaves in the American South. It is an image that we 
all understand.     
     Both Jacobs and Diamond, writing in times and places removed from the inci-
dents they recount, write with a keen understanding of the images their audiences 
already have absorbed of the institution of chattel slavery. To reach her audience, each 
embroiders freely with the neo-utopian thread of image, metaphor, and emotional 
appeal. In this production, as we strive to carry forward the spirit of their work, we 
have tried to side-step the weight of historical accuracy and to labor from a place of 
emotional truth. To imagine what it was like to live inside the ªpeculiar institutionº 
of slavery for Black and white Americans, men and women, free and slave, rich and 
poor ± this has been our journey. "e further we travel, the more we #nd ourselves 
aligned with the suggestion that Harriet makes in the play: that for those who lived 
its reality every day, slavery was di%cult to comprehend, and that even now ± or 

"e Director wishes to extend a spe-
cial thanks to Dr. Jean Fagan Yellin:                                                                                                                                          
     We all owe an enormous debt of grati-
tude to Dr. Jean Fagan Yellin, without 
whom Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
could be just a peculiar literary footnote, 
and the name Harriet Jacobs might be lost 
to the sands of time. Dr. Yellin's meticulous 
research, her #ght against the tyranny of 
historical (mis)representation, and her tire-
less e$orts to restore Harriet to her rightful 
place in American history, make her just as 
much of a heroine as Harriet Jacobs. 
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especially now ± it remains ªslightly beyond knowing.º 
     Perhaps as we become more comfortable with the idea that some things are 
ªslightly beyond knowing,º the more comfortable we can become with Jacobs' and 
Diamond's neo-utopian vision of America. "ey insist that we must carry the past 
with us humbly, aware of its mysteries, but not paralyzed by its weight, and not over-
whelmed by its shadows ± moved by romantic imaginings of our shared future, rather 
than by imperfect recollections of our shared past.



Spring, 1862. 

Dear Daughter, 

You asked in your last letter what it feels like to be free so I send you cape jasmine blossoms
and the story of how I found them.  At the end, though at the time I did not know it was the end, 

of my own tribulations, crossing over, out of the mouth of slavery, on a fugitive ship, I met 
a kindred spirit.  She.  We.  Cold, bedraggled, thin of body and weary in mind 
as would be one so long in running and deprivation.

Together, below deck, on that Samaritan sloop, stealing us both into the night, we talked. 
She was also from our town_believe me, these were not easy con#dences then when a slip 
of the tongue could mean death 

and she was traveling by my very name.  She called herself Harriet Jacobs, like a talisman
because she said she knew that ªHarriet,º so long gone, must surely be free. 

We were an odd pair_two dark women dressed as men rank with the sweat of fear 
and every lonely night it takes to get to that place where you say your own name 
is the one you have taken

and she had taken mine.  I'd been hiding for seven years, below a false $oor, watching the world 
from a hole in the wall, barely able to stand on my own feet, never going back but scared, 
scared girl, to go forward until that moon light pushed me into a sailor's arms and on to water

Daughter, on to water, that washed away their shame where I lay this body down and I met 
that fugitive woman who rocked me like the waves.  Some say it's Canada, some say it's 
across the Mason Dixon line and some say it's any place north of where you left

but for me, that woman was the place called freedom.  Arm in arm, we climbed from our berth, 
strangers, namesakes, stumbling into light and the heady perfume of a season's bloom.  
"ey told us it was cape jasmine.  I enclose some. 
 

With all my love, 
Your Mother

Harriet Ann Jacobs
1813-1897

From ªProfessor Sheds Light on Harriet Jacobs' Path to Freedomº,                                                                                                                 
NPR interview by Michel Martin with Jean Fagan Yellin, January 7, 2008:

Author's note: 
     Harriet Jacobs was a fugitive when she added her voice to those bearing witness to the 
inhumanity of the American slavery system by publishing her narrative. Living in New York 
after her escape, she worked to earn a living, gathered her family back together, became 
involved in the abolitionist movement and began to write her story. All the while she was 
being pursued by her captors, at risk of being seized under the fugitive slave laws and taken 
back into bonds.  
     The "rst selection of Jacobs' book appeared in the New York Daily Tribune as ªLetter from 
a Fugitive Slave.º During that time she wrote many letters which expressed her fear, as a 
woman, of publicly speaking about the abuse she had experienced, her struggle to become a 
competent writer and her commitment to helping other women still caught in the horrors of 
enslavement. In ªDear Daughterº I imagine a letter Jacobs might have written to her daugh-
ter who lived then, as I do now, in Brooklyn. ªDear Daughterº is a part of a series of poems 
inspired by the lives of 18th- and 19th-century African and African American women, some of 
which are published in the book Bridge Suite.

Gale Jackson, December 2009
     ºDear Daughterº was "rst published in the African American Review, vol. 38, no. 3.


