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A b s t r a c t

Despite the obvious way in which slave narrative is 'married' to historical 
context as both public testimony and personal, imaginative expression of a 
specific experience, slave narrative presents the reader w ith unfinished 
journeys. The narratives which are the focus of this study are partial 
autobiographies, to the extent that O laudah Equiano, H arriet Jacobs and 
Frederick Douglass each lived beyond the experiences about which they wrote. 
This is most obvious in the case of Douglass, who wrote three autobiographies. 
We are fortunate that Douglass wrote and re-wrote his life, and it is not 
unreasonable to wish, however fancifully, that Equiano and Jacobs had done the 
same. It is impossible to predict what their imaginary autobiographies would 
contain, beyond details of their lives in freedom which have come to us through 
historical sources, but it seems safe to assume that, like Douglass, Equiano and 
Jacobs would have opened doors that remained closed in the first narratives, in 
order to re-vision the past and shed light on the present. Indeed, the very act of 
imagining the slave narrator as creative agent beyond his or her journey to 
freedom, opens readers' minds to the possibilities of slave narrative. This is the 
imaginative journey performed by the fictional narratives of slavery, Dessa Rose 
and Beloved, into the world the slaves made, to probe and specify experiences in 
slavery and freedom. For the slave narrator, 'storying' his or her life was a 
beginning, not an end: their lives in freedom awaited them, and that long- 
awaited and cherished freedom was no more predictable or pre-determined than 
was the experience of slavery. 'Storying' slavery was a cathartic process through 
which the past was given meaning and order, and through which the story
teller could return to an image of the unrealised self in order to make it whole. 
Slave narrative is an engaged body of writing— it participates in contexts which 
precede it, if African cultural practice is acknowledged as a vital presence in the 
slaves' lives, and in the narratives through which many ex-slaves were able 
account for their experiences in slavery. Slave narrative reflects mythic 
dimensions which transcend it, if realms of family, community and religion 
shaping childhood, adolescent struggle, and adult dilemmas are acknowledged 
as significant in slave narrative. The unfinished journey of slave narrative also 
is immediately evident in black creative traditions which acknowledge the 
slave's voice— spoken, sung and written— as its first utterance.
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In t r o d u c t i o n

This study, Unfinished Journey: Narratives of Slavery from Olaudah Equiano to 
Toni Morrison, will take as its starting point autobiographical accounts of ex
slaves, specifically basing itself upon eighteenth century Anglo-African and 
nineteenth century African-American material. Four slave narratives are 
central to this study: Olaudah Equiano's eighteenth century account, The Life of 
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by Himself (1789); 
Frederick Douglass' first and second autobiographies, Narrative of the Life o f 
Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845), and M y  
Bondage and My Freedom (1855); and Harriet A. Jacobs' Incidents in the Life of a 
Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861). Two contem porary, fictionalised 
narratives of slavery, Sherley Anne Williams' novel, Dessa Rose (1986), and 
Toni Morrison's novel, Beloved (1987), conclude this study.

For the purpose of making clear the ways in which slave narrative is gender 
specific, this study includes comparative accounts of the treatm ent of basic 
themes in the narratives. Part one of this study includes chapters one through 
four, and seeks to place the narratives of Equiano, Jacobs and Douglass in 
relation to literary theory and in terms of theme, purpose and audience. It seeks 
to answer the question, what meanings can be made apparent through the 
apparently straight-forward designation 'slave narrative' ? Chapter one explores 
authenticating structures and conventions embedded in both formal and more 
congenial relationships between slave narrator, editor and audience, and 
accounts of gaining literacy skills in the narratives of Equiano, Douglass, and 
Jacobs. Chapters two and three focus on the slave narrator's use of literary 
convention. Chapter two explores the association of male slave narrative and 
picaresque literary convention, and seeks to place the picaresque in a broad 
context, including African dim ensions as well as the European literary 
convention. Chapter three explores the association of female slave narrative 
with conventions of sentimental or domestic writing, in an attem pt to bring 
into focus the complexity of relationships between black and white women in
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slavery. It recognises the black picaresque potential of black women's writing, 
and seeks to establish limits of the association of the domestic realm and female 
experience. Chapter four identifies and investigates strategic voice in the slave 
narratives, focussing on literary strategy, and the particular importance of silent 
spaces in slave narrative.

In Part Two, detailed close readings focus on the presentation of images of 
women in the narratives of Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs. In chapter five, the 
narratives of Equiano and Jacobs are compared in order to begin to identify the 
basis of differences and of similarities in male and female presentations of black 
and white women. In chapter six, female presence in My Bondage and My 
Freedom (1855) is established as a significant revision of the absence of the 
maternal in the 1845 Narrative. Chapter six relates the restoration of female 
presence in My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) to Douglass' quest for home 
figured in that text. The argument moves to its conclusion through an account 
of two contem porary black women's novels which can be seen as self
consciously placed within the conventions and concerns of slave narrative. 
Chapter seven will focus on Sherley Anne Williams' Dessa Rose (1986) and 
Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987). Both Morrison and Williams have expressed 
interest not only in the historical period of slavery, but also in its 
docum entation— how, why and by whom the experience of slavery was 
recorded. The setting of Beloved and Dessa Rose in nineteenth century 
American slavery and its aftermath, the main focus of these two novels on 
female characters and their experiences of slavery and freedom, and a 
preoccupation with 'storying' slavery in Beloved and Dessa Rose, draw  from 
and comment on the roots of Black writing. Dessa Rose and Beloved conclude 
this study as affirmations of the expanded understanding of slave narratives 
established in the study. All references to Dessa Rose (1986), are to the 1988 
Futura edition, and all references to Beloved (1987) are to the 1988 Picador 
edition.

While this study is not an historical account of slave experience, and does not 
read the narratives simply as historical documents, the chapters which follow 
are enhanced by a basic introduction to the lives of Equiano, Douglass and 
Jacobs. The Igbo Olaudah Equiano, named Gustavus Vassa by one of his 
'owners', Captain Pascal, was born in Essaka, possibly Iseke, around 1745, in 
what is now eastern Nigeria, the youngest son of a devoted m other and a
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locally important, highly respected, titled father. Equiano was about 11 years 
old when he and his sister were kidnapped by marauding African neighbours. 
During a six-month journey to the coast, the siblings were separated and 
temporarily reunited, and Equiano experienced forms of African slavery which 
contrasted with his experiences of slavery in America and Europe. Having 
eventually arrived at the West African coast, Equiano was sold to European 
slave traders and transported to the West Indies, to the southern United States, 
and to England, where he eventually settled as a freeman. Equiano's early 
adolescence and young manhood were spent as a slave, most often aboard 
ships, during which time he gained literacy and other useful skills, and he 
emerged as something of an entrepreneur. As a slave, Equiano was owned by a 
succession of masters— the British naval officer, Michael Pascal, Captain James 
Doran, and the Quaker Robert King. Equiano earned enough money to buy his 
own freedom when he was in his early twenties. As a young freeman, Equiano 
travelled widely, proved himself to be versatile and influential, and became a 
passionate and effective abolitionist in Britain, a country he loved as a ’home 
away from home’. Equiano married a white woman, Susanna Cullen, and 
they had two daughters, Ann Maria and Joanna. In 1789 Equiano published his 
two volume narrative, which went through one American and eight British 
editions during his life-time, and was translated in the eighteenth century into 
Dutch, Russian and German. All references to Equiano's The Life of Olaudah 
Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by Himself (1789), are to the 
1969, two volume edition, edited by Paul Edwards. References to this text will 
indicate the page number, -pre.ce.deH by the volume number (T or 'II').

Frederick Douglass was bom Frederick Baily around 1817. He never knew his 
father, who was probably a white man, rumoured to be Douglass' m other's 
master. Douglass had infrequent but significant contact with his mother, 
Harriet Baily, who died when Douglass was quite young. Douglass spent his 
early childhood in Tuckahoe, Maryland, under the care and protection of his 
maternal grandparents, in particular his grandmother, Betsy Baily. This happy 
time in Douglass' life ended when he was taken to the plantation of Colonel 
Lloyd, where Douglass worked as the slave of Capt. Aaron Antony, the 
plantation 'manager' under Col. Lloyd. As a young adolescent, Douglass was 
sent to work as a domestic slave in the Baltimore household of his master's 
brother, Hugh Auld, followed by a more brutal experience of slavery under Mr 
Covey, and then a more benign experience of slavery at Mr. Freeland's farm.



Following an unsuccessful attempt to escape north with other slaves, Douglass 
was returned to Baltimore and, under Hugh Auld's supervision, was able to 
learn the trade of caulker at various shipyards. On September 4, 1838, Douglass 
escaped from Baltimore to freedom in New York, dressed as a sailor, carrying 
sailor's papers borrowed from a friend. Three days later he married Anna 
Murray, a free black woman from Baltimore. They had four children. In 1845 
Douglass published Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American 

Slave, Written by Himself. In 1855, he published his second autobiography, My 
Bondage and M y Freedom. At this time Douglass established his own 
newspaper and severed both working and social relationships with William 
Lloyd Garrison, the influential and well-known abolitionist who had provided 
Douglass' first public speaking opportunity, and made possible Douglass' first 
'career' in freedom as a fugitive lecturer. Douglass had a long and 
distinguished career as a writer, newspaper editor, and lecturer, through his 
involvement in the Abolitionist Movement, the Women's Rights Movement, 
as well as through his involvement in various activities supporting the 
advancement of black people's welfare before, during, and after the Civil War. 
All references to Douglass' first autobiography, Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845), are to the 
1982 edition, edited by Houston A. Baker Jr. All references to Douglass' second 
autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), are to the 1987 edition, 
edited by William L. Andrews. In order clearly to distinguish references to 
Douglass’ autobiographies, page numbers will be followed by the date of the 
autobiography from which the reference has been taken, [ i.e. (p.1/1855) or (p. 
2/1845) ].

Harriet A. Jacobs was born a slave in Edenton, North Carolina, around 1813. 
Though orphaned at a young age, she knew her father, a skilled carpenter, and 
her mother, before their deaths. Following the deaths of their parents, both 
Harriet and her brother John were cared for by their maternal grandmother, 
Molly Horniblow, who owned her own home and made a living as a baker, 
having gained her freedom as an adult woman. After the death of Jacobs' 
beloved childhood mistress, Jacobs was willed to the young daughter of Dr and 
Mrs James Norcom, in whose home Jacobs worked as a domestic slave, and 
suffered persistent sexual harassment from Dr Norcom. Jacobs intended to 
infuriate Dr Norcom, and thus prompt him to sell her, by forming a 
relationship with another white man. As an adolescent, Jacobs entered into a



sexual relationship with a neighbour, the lawyer Mr Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, 
which resulted in the births of Jacobs' children, Joseph and Louisa. But Dr. 
Norcom did not sell Jacobs, and he threatened Jacobs, and her children, with 
the prospect of a hard life as field labourers, if Jacobs continued to refuse to 
become his concubine. Around 1835, Jacobs ran away to prevent her children 
from becoming plantation slaves, and to thwart Dr. Norcom's sexual demands. 
In running away, Jacobs travelled only one mile from the Norcom home to 
her grandmother's house, where she lay hidden in a tiny attic for nearly seven 
years, before escaping to the north in 1842. Shortly after Jacobs went into 
hiding, Mr Sawyer bought the children's freedom, and though Mr. Sawyer did 
not free them as he had promised Jacobs, the children were safe from Dr. 
Norcom. In freedom, Jacobs joined her children in New York, and worked as a 
nursemaid for Mr and Mrs Willis, during which time she travelled with them 
to Britain. In 1852, Mrs Willis bought Jacobs' freedom, and in 1861, Jacobs 
published her narrative. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written By 

Herself, bears the name of the well-known feminist abolitionist, Lydia Maria 
Child, as editor, but does not name the author, Harriet Jacobs, who preferred to 
remain anonymous. Jacobs also wrote pseudononymously, changing the 
names of people and places in her account: Jacobs refers to herself, the narrator 
of Incidents, as Linda Brent; Dr. and Mrs. Norcom are designated Dr. and Mrs. 
Flint; Mr. Sawyer is called Mr. Sands; Jacobs' children, Joseph and Louisa, are 
referred to as Benjamin and Ellen; and Mr. and Mrs. Willis are designated Mr. 
and Mrs. Bruce. In order to avoid the confusion which would result from 
referring to 'double-named' characters, this study uses the pseudonyms which 
Jacobs herself deployed in her narrative. However, because Jacobs is discussed 
in this study as both author of, and protagonist in, the narrative, I shall refer to 
Harriet Jacobs by her real name, and not by the pseudonym, Linda Brent. All 
references to Jacobs' Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written By Herself 
(1861), are to the 1987 edition, edited by Jean Fagan Yellin, which includes a 
selection of letters written by, or to, Jacobs. In extracts from Jacobs' letters 
quoted in this study, no corrections have been made to Jacobs' (lack of) 
punctuation, or to spelling or grammatical errors, in line with Yellin's 
treatment of the letters. In quoted extracts from Jacobs' letters, double spacing

0Y- L O b r-d  s

between sentencesjindicates where punctuation has not been provided by 
Jacobs.



This study, Unfinished Journeys: Narratives of Slavery from Olaudah Equiano 
to Toni Morrison, is distinguished by range of material, some of which is 
unknown and much of which is undervalued. Comparable works normally 
restrict themselves to either male or female writers, and limit the field of 
inquiry on the basis of the temporal and geographical origin of the slave 
narrative. Because of the wide range of this study, thematic focus on the image 
of black women in the narratives and novels, provides essential unity. 
Furthermore, this study is unique in engaging contemporary fictionalisations of 
slavery which draw  imaginatively on the slave narrative, and which validate 
the wider parameters of the slave narrative tradition explored in this study.
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Was he naming what he saw, or creating what he did not?

—Beloved

We was seeing ourselfs as we had been and seeing the thing that had made us

—Dessa Rose

C h a p t e r  I. 
P a in t in g  by  n u m b e r s ?

FORM AND CONTENT IN SLAVE NARRATIVE

For hundreds of women and men who had been slaves, the journey from
slavery to freedom found a final expression in the w ritten word. Their
narratives are both personal, creative expression— "I exist, and know because
this is how it felt", central to the romantic assertion and expression of self-hood-
- and public testimony pressed into service by abolitionists to stir public
sympathy and muster support . The narrative could never be simply and solely
a personal journey and rarely was it just propaganda. This tension, central to
slave narrative, is explored throughout part one of this study, by questioning
conventional ideas of slave narrative which can be seen to dim inish the
complexity of the ex-slaves' tale. In "The Black Canon: Reconstructing Black
A m erican Literary Criticism", Joyce A. Joyce rightly  identifies the
w riter/audience relationship as a crucial governing dynamic of black writing
since slave narrative (1). In this chapter, I wish to show that relationship
bringing into focus the dilemmas inherent in the ex-slave becoming, in
Houston Baker Jr.'s words, "a sharer in the general public discourse about 

Thi* m i l t  .  .

slavery" (2 ).J  be explored in the narratives of Olaudah Equiano, Frederick
Douglass and Harriet Jacobs. But in Joyce's statement below, this "concentrated" 
relationship seems emptied of the qualities which would allow us even to 
recognise the dilemmas faced by the slave narrator. That recognition is pivotal if 
we are to see slave narrative as more than propaganda, and to proceed with 
questions of authenticity, 'truth1 and narrative control, not because we doubt the 
ex-slaves’ experience, veracity or skill, but because limitations faced by the ex
slave disclose much about his or her superficially plain, unvarnished ta le :
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In the first works of Black American literature the responsibilities of 
the writers to their audience was as easy to deduce as it was to 
identify their audience. The slave narratives, most of the poetry,
Clotel and Our Nig were all addressed to white audiences with the 
explicit aim of denouncing slavery. This concentration of the 
relationship of Black Americans to the hegemony, to main-stream 
society, continues to this day to be the predominant issue in Black 
American literature, despite the change in focus we find in some of 
the works of black women writers (3)

It is true that Joyce's subject is not slave narrative, or the slave narrators' 
"relationship..to the hegemony" (or, for that matter, the early novelists, poets or 
those black women writers whom she identifies as exceptions), but it is crucial to 
the aims of her argum ent that such a relationship is presented as "easy to 
deduce", a tendency in criticism of black literature regretted by Henry Louis 
Gates Jr: "for all sorts of complex historical reasons, the very act of writing has 
been a 'political act' for the black author... and because our life in the West has 
been one political struggle after another, our literature has been defined... as 
primarily just one more polemic in these struggles" (4). James Olney in " 'I Was 
Born': Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as Literature", (5), 
designates slave narrative as polemic and, more specifically, abolitionist 
propaganda, the form, content and themes of which are determined by white 
sponsors. The importance of literacy for the ex-slave, and the complexity of 
relationships which result, are lost in Olney's argument, as I hope to show. As I 
shall demonstrate in chapter seven, both Toni Morrison in Beloved and Sherley 
Anne Williams in Dessa Rose, explore, in different ways, 'word-bonds' which 
draw upon the slave narrative in ways more complex and intriguing than the 
"easy to deduce", deterministic relationship suggested by Joyce and put forward 
by Olney. I argue in this chapter that authenticating structures embedded in 
both formal and more congenial relationships between slave narrator, editor 
and audience, and accounts of gaining literacy skills in the narratives of 
Equiano. Douglass and Jacobs, demonstrate this.

What is the nature of the relationship between slave narrator, audience and
white sponsors? How does it fashion slave narrative— or is such a question

is
irrelevant to material whichj, as Olney would have it, simply propaganda? Is 
it useful, as Olney does, to bring to slave narrative the expectation that it should 
share the aims and intentions of the autobiographical tradition of Augustine,

U
Rojsseau, Thoreau and others ? How can slave narrative be placed if viewed as 
outside of, or different from, established literary tradition ? It is not my aim to
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present alternative readings of the autobiographical tradition upon which Olney 
draws in order to establish a context for slave narrative, or to argue for a specific 
placement of slave narrative within this or another tradition of writing, though 
critics have linked autobiography and slave narrative. Angelo Costanzo may 
over-state his case when he identifies Equiano as the father of Afro-American 
autobiography, but this is not surprising in a study which attempts to firmly 
establish Equiano in the American slave narrative tradition (6). As does Keith 
Sandiford's study of eighteenth century slave narrative, Costanzo looks at the 
influence of spiritual autobiography on Equiano's narrative, showing a 
similarity between it and, for instance, Benjamin Franklin's autobiography. 
Similarly, in her PhD dissertation, Josephine Adams identifies the narratives of 
Sojourner Truth and Harriet Jacobs with spiritual autobiography (7). I have not 
chosen to pursue slave narrative specifically as autobiography, or to engage with 
the considerable body of autobiographical criticism, Olney being a prolific and 
respected figure in this critical tradition. However, as these examples suggest, 
such issues as gender, as well as slave narrative outside of the nineteenth 
century American tradition, must inform studies of slave narrative, a point I 
shall pursue in this chapter and throughout this study.

I do take exception to assumptions embedded in Olney's article which would
make it impossible to retrieve slave narrative from the literary 'no man's land'
where he leaves it. Olney assures whoever might read a half dozen or more
slave narratives that the reader will experience "a sense not of uniqueness but of
overwhelming sameness... [the reader] is sure to come away dazed by the mere
repetitiveness of it all: seldom will he discover anything new or different but
only, always more and more of the same" (8). Olney views the ex-slaves' literate

0-
act as child's play: "the slave narrative, withjvery few exceptions, tends to exhibit 
a highly conventional, rigidly fixed form that bears much the same relationship 
to autobiography in a full sense as painting by numbers bears to painting as a 
creative act" (9). Douglass' 1845 N arra tive  is one of Olney's "very few 
exceptions", a point to be taken up later. If slave narrative is as elementary as 
Olney believes it to be, then the reader, dazed and overwhelmed by repetition 
and "sameness", will certainly agree with Olney that "ex-slaves do exercise 
memory in their narratives, but they never talk about it as Augustine does, as

U.

Rojsseau does, as Wordsworth does, as Thoreau does, as Henry James does, as a 
hundred other autobiographers (not to say novelists like Proust) do" (10). And
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with the revered fathers of autobiography foremost in the reader's mind, Olney 
defines slave narrative:

Slave narrative is most often a non-memorial description fitted to a 
pre-formed mold, a mold with regular depressions here and equally 
regular prominences there— virtually obligatory figures, scenes, turns 
of phrase, observances, and authentica.-fi<jn.s — that carry over from 
narrative to narrative and give to them as a group the species 
character that we designate by the phrase "slave narrative" (11)

Olney insists on grounding his argument in the rarified world of 'High 
Literature' and excludes slave narrative from it as "something other than 
autobiography in any full sense, and something other than literature in any 
reasonable understanding of that term as an act of creative imagination " (12). 
Estelle Jelinek's thesis put forward in the introduction to her survey of women's 
autobiography is equally relevant to slave narrative: "My argument is with 
critics who ignore women's autobiographies because they do not fit their criteria 
of a 'proper' autobiography, one which has the characteristics found in men's 
autobiographies" (13). Olney draws on Paul Ricoeur, who gives to the reader the 
phrases "emplotment" or "episodic dimension" and "configurational 
dimension" which assist Olney in sorting out "the place of time and memory 
both in autobiography in general and in theJAmerican slave narrative in 
particular" (14). Olney then brings his/Ricoeur's observations to bear on slave 
narrative:

...the writer of a slave narrative finds himself in an irresolvably tight 
bind as a result of the very intention and premise of his narrative, 
which is to give a picture of "slavery as it is"... Thus the ex-slave 
narrator is debarred from use ofjmemory that would make anything 
of his narrative beyond or other than the purely, merely episodic, 
and he is denied access, by the very nature and intent of his venture, 
to the configurational dimension of v\n.'rr oJc\ve^ (15)

While the limiting assumptions embedded in the argument are apparent in 
"irresolvably", "debarred", "anything... other than", "purely", "merely", it is 
Olney’s designation of the relationship between narrator, sponsor and 
audience as deterministic that can be seen to account for his objectionable 
definition, and dismissive treatment, of slave narrative. In so doing, Olney 
sets slave narrative adrift in a literary 'no man's land', territory defined and 
controlled, not by the ex-slave, but by powerful outsiders whose explicitly 
political aims— to denounce slavery and abolish it— determine the boundaries 
of slave narrative theme, content and form. In denying all other contexts and

4



fields of influence possibly shaping slave narrative, and in privileging an 
extreme version of the ex-slaves' relationship to "the hegemony, to 
mainstream society", Olney ultimately renders the slave narrator powerless 
and mute, and the narrative ineffectual and uninteresting. As Olney puts it, 
"the truth is that behind every slave narrative that is in any way characteristic 
or representative there is the one same persistent and dominant motivation, 
which is determined by the interplay of narrator, sponsors, and audience and 
which itself determines the narrative in theme, content and form" (16). From 
this perspective, the ex-slave's achievement of literacy is trivialised because the 
relationships necessitated by the achievement of literacy cannot emerge as 
other than simple and predictable.

The contemporary comic-book version of Equiano's narrative, or nineteenth 
century English anti-slavery scrap-books, both of which bear about as much 
resemblance to literature as "painting by numbers does to painting as a creative 
act", illustrate the limitations of Olney's argument in its exclusive focus on an 
American geography of slave experience, and a gender-blind approach to this 
terrain (17). The comic-book, directed at school children for use in a wide range 
of lessons, is child's play, but with a serious purpose. Bright, lively illustrations 
accompany text which retains the spirit, as well as some of the subtle ironies, of 
the 1789, two-volume text. Following illustrated extracts from the narrative, 
which guide the young reader along Equiano's journey from slavery to freedom, 
a variety of lessons and activities involve children in history as lived 
experience, from a unique point of view. For example, basic geography is taught 
by asking children to chart on a map Equiano's journey to slavery from the West 
Coast of Africa, to the West Indies and coastal colonial America, and finally to 
England; a chemistry lessons asks children to identify examples of water as solid, 
liquid and gas encountered by Equiano on the Phipps expedition to the Arctic 
(18). Clearly, this is not the terrain of nineteenth-century American plantation 
slavery, but a unique record of experience in slavery and freedom that requires a 
wider vision of slave narrative than Olney's narrow perspective offers. Indeed, 
Olney's argument would not allow a distinction to be made between the comic
book and the narrative which inspired it, let alone acknowledge Equiano's 
contribution tojslave narrative tradition.

In " 'A Burning Zeal for Righteousness': Women in the British Anti-Slavery 
Movement, 1820-1860"(19), Bill and Rosamund Billington describe anti-slavery
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scrap-books or albums, put together and sold by British ladies' anti-slavery 
societies to encourage "moral and economic consciousness raising" of women, 
and to win them to the cause. "Propaganda aimed at women and children", the 
scrap-books were assembled to narrate themes and provide moving images of 
slavery. Olney devalues the role of the ex-slave in the creation of the slave's 
narrative to such an extent that no distinction could be made between slave 
narrative and scrap-books put together solely for propaganda purposes. Both the 
scrap-books and Olney's argument evoke a silent, deracinated slave presence. 
Clearly, no slave figured in the creation of these albums which are hardly the 
same as slave narrative, despite both being put to similar uses, and drawing on 
stock scenes and atrocity themes (20), such as female and child exploitation. In 
the Billingtons' observation that "women aroused by the material would have 
guide-lines for conducting their own organisation" (21), the word "aroused" 
might remind us that explicit,violent descriptions of brutalised women and 
children may be pornographic in effect if not in design, which, as we shall see, 
Douglass challenged in My Bondage and My Freedom, and Jacobs avoided 
altogether in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl:

A typical album contained illustrations emphasizing the brutal 
exploitation of slave women and children, including their sem i
nakedness and exposure to the lash of overseers. Britannia was often 
shown as a 'Godess-like Woman' intervening between the man 
with the lash and pleading female slaves, ultimately triumphing as 
the scourge fell from the man's bloody hands and pious female 
slaves prayed to the 'great massa’ as their children were torn from 
their arms. Other material for the albums was taken from the 
planters' own newspapers in the West Indies, proof that female 
slaves were treated like cattle, bought, sold, whipped and branded 
(22)

Women's anti-slavery activities such as those described by the Billingtons invite 
speculation regarding the limitation of Olney’s male-only world of slave 
narrators, abolitionists and audience. How does gender shape the relationship 
between the slave and literate white society, a question dramatised and explored 
in different ways by Williams in Dessa Rose, and by Morrison in Beloved? Is it 
significant that women often provided the ex-slave with his or her first lessons 
in reading and writing, as is the case with Equiano, Jacobs and Douglass? How 
are we to respond to criticism, to be discussed in chapter three, which reveals 
that white British and American women writers, at least since the seventeenth- 
century, faced obstacles, and adopted literary strategies, sim ilar to those 
characteristic of early black writing? Reasons for the absence of American
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women's poetry in the early eighteenth century are similar to those faced by the 
ex-slave, particularly the female slave, including serious doubt about her innate 
ability to write 'real literature'. For example, the eighteenth-century American 
poet Martha Brewster was made to 'ptrform ' to prove her literacy: "apparently a 
number of people doubted whether or not she had actually written her poems, 
and thus she was forced to paraphrase a Psalm extemporaneously in the 
presence of a number of witnesses-- a clearly humiliating experience" (23). But 
Olney's approach will give us no help in answering the questions posed above, 
nor does it take seriously dilemmas inherent in the written word for those 
peripheral to "the hegemony, to mainstream society", to return to Joyce’s words. 
Women in British anti-slavery societies made significant choices in selecting 
images of female and child exploitation, not to m ention the image of the 
'Godess-like Woman' Britannia as a symbol of moral trium ph (and English 
supremacy ?). Such choices were certainly influenced by a specific, intended 
audience of women and children, and can be seen to "link the anti-slavery 
m ovement with the powerful evangelical missionary movement", as the 
Billingtons' point out (24). Such choices also identify and differentiate female 
experience in slavery, images of which will be explored in subsequent chapters, 
particularly the image of the defenceless female slave conventionally associated 
with male slave narrative. As we shall see, similar experiences in slavery for 
Jacobs, Douglass and Equiano do not negate the role of gender in shaping and 
specifying that experience. These slave narrators will be shown to use and 
revise conventional images of defenceless, sexually exploited female slaves in 
close readings of part two of this study.

Olney’s "Master Plan for Slave Narrative" given below, lists the "species 
character" of slave narrative like ingredients in a recipe, A through E and 1 
through 12, but little can be gleaned about slave narrative, or the experience of 
slavery, from Olney's list. How are we to respond to master-captains in 
Equiano's narrative presented simultaneously as loved father figures who betray 
and are capable of unpredictable, non-violent cruelty? What do we make of a 
detailed family history, as in Jacobs' Incidents, which tells not just of family 
disruption and dispersal through sale, but also of the family's efforts to stay 
together, to ensure safety and freedom for as many family members as possible-- 
sometimes with the help of white men and women? How can Olney's "Master 
Plan" help us account for My Bondage and My Freedom, where, as we shall see 
in chapter six, Douglass re-figures the narrow idea of slave narrative which
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underpins Olney's list of ingredients? Olney's "Master Plan" seems to suggest 
that, like the nineteenth century English ladies' scrap-books, slave narrative is 
little more than "obligatory figures, scenes, and turns of phrase" pieced together, 
amounting to propaganda no more serious or complex than a child's comic
book:

(A) An engraved portrait, signed by the narrator.

(B) A title page that includes the claim, as an integral part of the title "Written
by Himself"...

(C) A handful of testimonials an d /o r one or more prefaces or introductions
toywritten either by a white abolitionist friend of the narrator,.oi^ a "White

amanuensis... in the course of which preface the reader is told that the
narrative is a "plain, unvarnished tale"...

(D) A poetic epigraph...

(E) The actual narrative:

1) a first sentence beginning/'I was b o r n . t h e n  specifying a place but 
not a date of birth;

2) A sketchy account of p a r e n t , often involving a white father;

3) description of a cruel master, mistress, or overseer, details of first 
observed whipping and num erous subsequent whippings, with 
women very frequently the victims;

4) an account of one extraordinarily strong, hard working slave...;

5) record of the barriers raised against slave literacy and the 
overwhelming difficulties encountered in learning to read and write;

6) description of a "Christian" slaveholder... and the accompanying 
claim that "Christian" slaveksUerS are invariably worse than those 
professing no religion;

7) description of the amounts and kinds of food and clothing given to 
slaves. -• )

8) account of a slave auction, of families being separated and destroyed...

9) description of patrols, of failed attempt(s) to escape, of pursuit by men 
and dogs;

saccess ItJ
10) description ofjattempt(s) to escape, lying by during the day, travelling 

by night guided by the North Star, reception in a free state by Quakers 
who offer a lavish breakfast and m uch genial th e e /th o u  
conversation;



11) taking of a new last name (frequently one suggested by a white 
abolitionist) to accord with new social identity as a free man, but 
retention of first name as a mark of continuity of individual identity

12) reflections on slavery.

(F) An appendix or appendices composed of documentary material...(25)

Olney does not begin to suggest what the slave narratives central to this study 
hold in store for us. While these narratives exhibit characteristics listed by 
Olney, his recipe for slave narrative represents received notions about these 
texts at their most confining. Jean Fagan Yellin identifies a number of ways in 
which Jacobs' narrative is unconventional, but in doing so, Yellin takes for 
granted that male slave narrative conforms to Olney's recipe. Yellin, however, 
does not limit the potential of slave narrative as severely as Olney. For example, 
Yellin points out that, like other slave narratives, Incidents presents the 
recurrent struggle for freedom, but Jacobs' tale is unique because it foregrounds 
family and community. Yellin observes:

Although the slave narrator has been likened to the 'rootless 
alienated' picaro, Jacobs... locates herself firmly within a social 
matrix... Her recurrent efforts to free herself and her children are 
shown in the context of the attempts of successive generations of her 
family to free their children: Her grandm other m anaged to 
emancipate one son; her father failed to free her brother or herself 
(26)

In chapter two I specify and examine problems which emerge in the reading of 
male slave experience as picaresque. As we shall see, there is nothing "sketchy" 
in Equiano’s "account of parentage", and it does not involve a white father, 
though it does involve highly complex relationships with white surrogate 
fathers, far removed from the simplicities implied by Olney's scheme. Also, in 
Douglass' 1845 Narrative, the alienation of his early years, communicated 
through images of brutalised female slaves and "a sketchy account of parentage" 
is thoroughly revised in My Bondage and My Freedom. I hope to show in 
subsequent chapters that neither Equiano nor Douglass can be adequately 
described in terms of the European picaresque tradition.

It is true that Incidents begins, "I was bom a slave;" as Olney's recipe calls for, but 
the semi-colon and qualification which follow this statem ent—"but I never 
knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away" (p. 5)— cannot be 
regarded as other than central to the tensions and ambiguities of a young slave

9



girl's life, reflected in her narrative. As I explore at some length in chapter three
of this study, the early chapters of Jacobs' narrative presents a complex history of
her immediate and extended family, as well as the relationships between it and
generations of masters and mistresses. Nor can we discount or overlook the
significance of Incidents beginning with this account of "Childhood", as the
chapter is entitled. This study repeatedly reveals the importance of childhood to
Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs as a time during which the narrator was rooted in
black com m unities outside of, and usually concealed from, the web of
paternalistic relationships activated in slavery. Yellin's identification of
rootedness, family, and community in Incidents is a necessary corrective to male
bias in slave narrative criticism. Far from initiating the recital of a predictable
slave narrative childhood as suggested by Olney's "Master Plan" (items one
through three), Jacobs im m ediately introduces in terrelated themes of
friendship, deceit, and betrayal linking her own family and the Norcom family,
designated Dr. and Mrs. Flint in Incidents. Jacobs' relationship to her
grandm other, as well as to Jacobs' childhood mistress, are of fundamental
importance to understanding "accounts of parentage" (specifically when, as in
the case of Jacobs' children, a white father is involved), and to understanding
"cruel masters and mistresses". While Jacobs' words below, "such was the story
my grandmother told me... I have often heard her tell how...", would signal for
Olney the failure of the "configurational dimension" of m emory, I am
immediately made aware of, and interested in, the narrator's self-conscious
positioning as story-teller, as well as receiver of family history shared orally. 
£ issue, s

J  are recurrenl: concerns in the work of Sherley Anne Williams and Toni 
Morrison, particularly in the novels which are the focus of the conclusion to 
this study, Dessa Rose and Beloved. This study fundam entally challenges 
Olney's image of the deracinated slave as mere scribbler in the margins of real 
autobiography/ literature. Incidents begins:

I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy 
childhood had passed away. My father was a carpenter, and 
considered so intelligent and skilful in his trade, that when buildings 
out of the common line were to be erected, he was sent for from long 
distances, to be head workman. 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. His strongest wish 
was to purchase his children; but,though he several times offered his 
hard earnings for that purpose, he never succeeded. In complexion 
my parents were a light shade of brownish yellow, and were termed 
mulattoes. They lived together in comfortable home; andj though we
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were all slaves, I was so fondly shielded that I never dreamed I was a 
piece of merchandise, trusted to them for safe keeping, and liable to 
be demanded of them at any moment. I had one brother, William, 
who was two years younger than myself— a bright, affectionate child.
I had also a great treasure in my maternal grandmother, who was a 
remarkable woman in many respects. She was the daughter of a 
planter in South Carolina, who, at his death, left her mother and his 
three children free, with money to go to St Augustine, where they 
had relatives. It was during the Revolutionary War; and they were 
captured on their passage, carried back, and sold to different 
purchasers. Such was the story my grandmother used to tell me; but 
I do not remember all the particulars. She was a little girl when she 
was captured and sold to the keeper of a large hotel. I have often 
heard her tell how hard she fared during childhood. But as she grew 
older she evinced so much intelligence, and was so faithful, that her 
master and mistress could not help seeing it was for their interest to 
take care of such a valuable piece of property (p. 5)

In making the case for the unconventional in Incidents, Yellin implies a sharp 
distinction between the conventional association in male slave narrative of 
freedom with literacy, as opposed to Jacobs' goal of secure domesticity, 
establishing a home for herself and her children in freedom:

In important ways, Incidents diverges from received notions about 
the slave narrative. The genre has been characterized as dramatizing 
'the quest for freedom and literacy', but Incidents, perhaps the most 
com prehensive slave narrative by an Afro-American woman, 
presents a heroic slave mother struggling for freedom and a home.
She runs away to save her children— and particularly her daughter— 
from slavery (27)

Chapters two and three of this study look in some detail at problems which arise 
from opposing experience on the basis of gender, particularly the figure of the 
picaro accepted by Yellin as representative of the male slave narrator, and the 
exclusive association of rootedness with female slave narrative, towards which 
Yellin tends. In the course of establishing unique qualities of female presence 
and voice in slave narrative, it would be wrong to neglect the importance which 
Jacobs places on literacy, or the special meaning of literacy for the female slave as 
portrayed in Incidents. Jacobs clearly values literacy and learning, explicit in the 
long passage quoted above describing her father's trained skills and rank of 
tradesm an, holding a position of respect, and in the description of her 
grandmother as intelligent and valued for her organisational and other skills, 
such as storyteller.
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It seems important to Jacobs to characterise her family and herself as educated 
and able, for example, in chapter twelve, "Fear of Insurrection". In this chapter, 
Jacobs' account of events at the time of the Nat Turner slave rebellion is a 
fascinating study of class division in slave-owning society: "It was a grand 
opportunity for the low whites, who had no negroes of their own to scourge.

■(© a. It H- (<• b r i e r « - « - H w i  H g  . a n ti
They exalt in such a chance  ̂to show their subserviency to the slaveholders; not 
reflecting that the power which trampled on the colored people also kept 
themselves in poverty, ignorance and moral degradation" (p. 64). In detailing 
preparations for the arrival of the "low whites" at her grandmother's home, 
Jacobs makes clear the good standing of her family, already established in the 
long passage above: "I knew the houses were to be searched; and I suspected it 
would be done by country bullies and the poor whites. I knew nothing annoyed 
them so much as to see colored people living in comfort and respectability; so I 
made arrangements for them with especial care. I arranged everything in my 
grandmother's house as neatly as possible. I put white quilts on the beds, and 
decorated some of the rooms with flowers" (p. 63). Jacobs further distinguishes 
her family from the degraded mob by showing off her articulate intelligence and 
literacy, in marked contrast to the characterisation of the mob as ignorant, 
particularly the use of 'white trash' vernacular such as the reference to Jacobs as 
"dis 'ere yaller gal". The group leader's speech is distinguished from the 
illiterate mob, who must have the contents of Jacobs' letter read to them. A 
battle of wits goes on between the leader and Jacobs, the latter appearing to 
triumph:

His remarks were interrupted by a chorus of voices shouting, "We's 
got’em! We's got'em! Dis 'ere yaller gal's got letters!".

There was a general rush for the supposed letter, which, upon 
examination, proved to be some verses written to me by a friend...
When their captain informed them of theircontents, they seemed 
much disappointed. He inquired of me who wrote them..."Can you 
read them?" When I told him I could, he swore and raved, and tore 
the paper into bits. "Bring me all your letters!" said he, in a 
commanding tone... I told him I had none. "Don't be afraid", he 
continued in an insinuating iocû . "Bring them all to me. Nobody 
shall do you any harm". Seeing I did not move to obey him, his 
pleasant tone changed to oaths and threats. "Who writes to you? 
half-free niggers?” I replied, "O, no; most of my letters are from 
white people (p. 65-6)

Part of Jacobs' rationalisation of the betrayal she suffered when her mother's 
mistress neglected to free Jacobs as promised, fully explored in chapter three of
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this study, focuses on the gift of literacy: "As a child I loved my mistress... While 
I was with her, she taught me to read and spell; and for this privilege, which so 
rarely falls to the lot of a slave, I bless her memory" (p. 8). Like Jacobs, becoming 
literate binds Douglass in gratitude and love to others, but betrayal is presented 
and responded to differently. When Douglass' master Hugh Auld forbids his 
wife Sophia from further instructing their young domestic slave, Douglass 
defies the attempt to deny him literacy and makes "friends of all the little white 
boys whom I met in the streets. As many of these as I could^I converted into 
teachers" (p. 82/1845). Douglass eventually succeeds in learning to read by 
quickly running errands in order to create free time for "lessons", and by bribing 
his young teachers, the "Baltimore boys" with bread, "enough of which was 
always in the house, and to which I was always welcome;- for I was much better 
off in this regard than many of the poor white children" (p. 82/1845). The 
association of freedom with maturity made below by Douglass is an interesting 
feature to be discussed in chapter three:

This bread I used to bestow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in 
return, would give me that more valuable bread of knowledge. I am 
strongly tempted to give the name of two or three of those little boys, 
as a testimonial of the gratitude and affection I bear them; but 
prudence forbids;— not that it would injure me, but it might 
embarrass them; for it is almost an unpardonable offence to teach 
slaves to read in this Christian country. It is enough to say of the 
dear little fellows, that they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin 
and Bailey's ship-yard. I used to talk this matter of slavery over with 
them. I would sometimes say to them... "You will be free as soon as 
you are twenty-one, but I am a slave for lifel Have not I as good a 
right to be free as you have ?" These words used to trouble them; 
they would express for me the liveliest sympathy, and console me 
with the hope that something would occur by which I might be free 
(p.83/1845)

Equiano's formal education in London, and both formal and informal learning 
aboard ships, illustrates aspects of eighteenth century slavery, as well as strong 
bonds of affection forged in achieving literacy, which will be treated later in this 
chapter.

In chapter four of Incidents Jacobs demonstrates an understanding of the link 
between knowledge and power from a female perspective, in this case the denial 
of book learning which Equiano and Douglass can and do attain, as opposed to 
"special" worldly knowledge which Jacobs states elsewhere makes slave girls 
"prematurely knowing, concerning evil things" (p. 28). Jacobs writes: "Two
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years had passed since I entered Dr Flint's family, and those years had brought 
much of the knowledge that comes from experience, though they had afforded 
little opportunity for any other kinds of knowledge" (p. 17). In My Bondage and 

M y Freedom, Douglass chastises his ex-master Thomas Auld for denying 
Douglass' sisters the "right and privilege" of an education: "through your 
unrighteous conduct, they have been entirely deprived of the power to read 
and write" (p. 270/1855). Douglass also recognises that his mother's ability to 
read was rare, a fact in which he took great pride: "That a 'field hand' should 
learn to read, in any slave state, is remarkable; but the achievement of my 
mother... was very extraordinary; andjin view of the fact, I am quite willing, and 
even happy, to attribute any love of letters I possess... to the native genius of my 
sable, unprotected, and uncultivated mother" (p. 42/1855). Like Douglass under 
the supervision of Mr and Mrs Hugh Auld in Baltimore, Jacobs was a domestic 
slave in the household of Dr and Mrs James Norcom, the Flint family in 
Incidents. Douglass wrote in 1845 that going to live "at Baltimore...laid the 
foundation, and opened the gateway to all my subsequent prosperity" (p. 
75/1845), but Jacobs "would rather drudge out my life on a cotton plantation, till 
the grave opened to give me rest, than to live with an unprincipled master and 
a jealous mistress" (p. 31). It is difficult to imagine a more repugnant or telling 
example of the white patriarchal power of the written word than Dr Flint's 
obscene, threatening notes. They spell out his demand to have sex with Jacobs'

orv
pseudonymous Linda Brent, and they are written and passed secretly to keep 
Mrs. Flint ignorant of his adulterous intentions: "She watched her husband 
with unceasing vigilance; but he was well practiced in means to evade it" (p. 31). 
Lessons in sexual harassment and oppression began for Jacobs when she was 
about the age of Equiano when he started to achieve nautical and literacy skills 
aboard ship, and of Douglass, discovering the link between literacy and freedom. 
Experience teaches Jacobs to play the fool and conceal her literacy. When Dr 
Flint catches Jacobs teaching herself to write,

he frowned, as if he were not well pleased; but I suppose he came to 
the conclusion that such an accomplishment might help to advance 
his favo ite scheme. Before long, notes were often slipped into my 
hand. I would return them, saying, "I can't read them, sir". "Can't 
you?", he replied; "then I must read them to you". He always 
finished the reading by asking, "do you understand?" (p. 31)

The frequent passing of notes, sometimes using a go-between such as Jacobs' 
brother, suggests the vulnerability of Jacobs as a female slave, whose experiences
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of literacy were complicated by her position in the Flint household, where Jacobs 
was isolated and subject to sexual harassment and the threat of rape. And yet 
Jacobs' relative powerlessness contrasts with other images of black women in 
Incidents  as literate people who value and achieve education. Literacy 
functions as grounds for the cat-and -mouse game of pursuit, a war of nerves 
between Jacobs and Dr Flint. For Jacobs the written word is, as Audre Lorde puts 
it, "the master's tool", but Incidents  also substantiates Melvin Dixon's 
observation that in the written and spoken word , the ex-slave had "an arsenal 
of pointed darts, a storehouse of images, a means of making shrewd 
observations"(28). No such possibilities of expression, or complex relationships 
inform Olney's "Master Plan", not least of all because it does not acknowledge 
female experience or point of view in slave narrative. The self-determining, 
even dangerous female presence is problematic for many critics, as subsequent 
chapters will show.

While Yellin acknowledges that Incidents  can be seen to "follow patterns 
standard to the genre", it is unique in relation to male slave narrative because 
of the female point of view, powerfully figured in the note-sending above, and 
as recognised by Minrose C. Gwin:

When black women did write or tell of their experiences, they were 
meant to be, and often were, particularly vivid testimonials of sexual 
exploitation and disruption of family ties, the two great evils of 
slavery in the American Victorian mind. These emphases in the 
women's narratives set them apart, not because they gave more 
accounts of sexual coercion and family disruption, than the men's 
narratives did, but because they rendered these accounts from the 
female viewpoint of the rape victim, the bereft mother, the grieving 
mother (29)

Of course, to acknowledge female point of view raises more questions than it 
answers. If this were not the case, then the range and intensity of debate about 
defining and placing 'women's writing' would not be as compelling as it is. We 
might make the same observation about any other 'voice' peripheral to the 
"hegemony, the mainstream society", to return to Joyce's words. Briefly to 
mention critical debate currently shaping the definition and placement of such 
writing indicates the extent to which Olney's gender-blind approach to slave 
narrative leads the reader to a dead-end. For example, in "New Directions For 
Black Feminist Criticism", Deborah McDowell identifies problems in Barbara 
Smith's pioneering essay,"Toward a Black Feminist Criticism". McDowell
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wants clear, precise definitions of concepts such as tradition, women's writing 
and female language, as well as careful attention given to the text, not just in 
terms of context and dominant themes, but also at the level of language (30). In 
"Who Owns Zora Neale Hurston? Critics Carve Up the Legend", Michele 
Wallace questions segregation of black texts on the basis of gender in the isolated 
and paradoxical positioning of Zora Neale Hurston by teachers and critics: "How 
peculiar that Hurston should be taught, read, and written about as though the 
context of Afro-American cultural and intellectual history did not exist... If you 
don't know the boys, how do you know what she was signifying on?" (31). In 
recognising special qualities of difference signifying a black female creative 
tradition, critics such as McDowell and Wallace engage the value system which 
silenced that creative tradition in the first place. The priorities of these critics 
would push ideas of black women's writing along different paths which simply 
could not be explored by Olney's "dazed" reader: if it is not the white man's 
world of the transcendent T, then it is not worthy of attention, let alone 
intellectual engagement, or so Olney leaves us to assume. The "irresolvably 
tight bind" in which Olney traps the slave narrator binds the reader to a narrow, 
biased perspective of literature: after all, how can questions about the substance 
of a creative tradition, the relationship between critic and text, or the 
significance of gender, be applied to "painting by numbers"?

The comic-book version of Equiano's narrative is especially true to its source by 
drawing in a number of ways on the unique eighteenth century geography of 
Equiano's journey from slavery to freedom. Item number ten of Olney's 
"Master Plan for Slave Narrative" describes attempts to escape to freedom 
guided by the North ¿tar. The North Star might have helped Equiano and his 
"new countrymen" navigate the infamous triangular slave route between 
Africa, the Caribbean, the Americas and Britain, or guided the Phipps North 
Pole expedition in which Equiano participated, but it played no part in guiding 
Equiano's journey to freedom. Similarly, Yellin points out that Incidents "is 
also different from most slave narratives in that its protagonist does not escape 
and quickly run North"; as we shall see in more detail in chapter three, "almost 
a quarter of [Incidents] chronicles Jacobs' years in hiding in the South" (32). In 
Dess a Rose, the North Star is reinterpreted in African terms: "Cully, the mulatto, 
talked to [Dessa Rose] about the stars... She knew the drinking ^ourd, the 
North Star in its handle". When Cully, Dessa, and other slaves escape from the 
coffle, they "argued about which direction to take, some wanting to go north,
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following the drinking ^ourd to freedom” (33). The help of a kind Quaker is 
cited by Olney in conjunction with "attempts to escape... guided by the North 
Star", but Equiano's experience with just such a person is not so straight 
forward, as Paul Edwards shows, asking:

how, for instance, are we to understand this comment on yet another 
'kind' master, the Quaker, Robert Farmer: [Equiano writes:] 'I have 
often seen slaves, particularly those who were meagre, in different 
islands, put into scales and weighed; and then sold, from three pence 
to six pence or nine pence a pound. My master, whose humanity was 
shocked by this mode, used to sell such by the lump' (I. 73)

Edwards notes that "out of context, this has all the appearance of Swiftian ironic 
savagery, but read as part of a long section on the treatment of slaves, it may well 
rather show a recurrent dilemma in Equiano's mind about the idea of a 'good 
master' " (34). Central to understanding Equiano's portrayals of 'good masters' 
must be an appreciation of consciously crafted irony, as well as unconscious 
ironic effect in the narrative, explored in detail by Edwards, and in chapter four 
of this study. But no such literary possibility is allowed forjoiney's 
systématisation, which entirely neglects eighteenth century slave narrative.

For Equiano, becoming literate and, ultimately, writing his autobiography, was 
less of a political act than it was a dramatisation of the ironies of his age. 
Equiano met with considerably fewer barriers than Douglass to achieving 
literacy, but Olney does not account for slave narrative that is not cast in the 
nineteenth century American mold, so nothing is said of Equiano. Therefore, 
nothing can be made of the special differences which may emerge in comparing 
eighteenth century Anglo-African voices of slavery with those of nineteenth 
century American slave narrators, such as Douglass or Jacobs. Ignatius Sancho, 
born on a slave ship and eventually a successful shopkeeper in eighteenth 
century London, taught himself to read and write, despite the vehement 
opposition of the spinster sisters who thought they owned him. In a strict sense, 
Sancho was not a slave; his three mistresses threatened to return him to slavery. 
While Sancho was not encouraged by these women, he did have the powerful 
support of the Duke of Montagu who loaned him books and whose wife 
ultimately took him into he.r service. Many literate blacks in eighteenth century 
Britain were positively encouraged to develop their minds, as Sancho's 
relationship with the Duke of Montagu, and his friendship and written 
correspondence with Lawrence Sterne, establishes (35). Montagu also sent
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Francis Smith to study Maths at Cambridge, and Dr Johnson sent Francis Barber 
to Bishop's Stortford Grammar School. Child-prodigy Phillis Wheatley was 
bought on the local Boston slave market in 1761 at the age of seven. Taught to 
read and write, she rapidly mastered Latin and became "one of the most highly 
educated young women of Boston " (36). Wheatley's Poems on various subjects  

religious and moral was the first book ever published by a black woman. In 
1773 Wheatley and her P oem s  arrived in London and were both greeted with 
acclaim (37). Equiano's education offers yet another variation of experience for 
eighteenth century blacks confronting the power of the written word. 
Sandiford's study of eighteenth century black British writing focuses on Ottobah 
Cugoano and Sancho as well as Equiano, and calls attention to the opportunities 
for further study in relation to Cugoano in particular. Sandiford's study, as well 
as Peter Fryer's excellent history of black people in Britain, and the forthcoming

O A
bookjearly Black writing in Britain, edited by Paul Edwards and David Dabydeen, 
reveal the unique circumstances of life for black people in Britain prior to and 
during the eighteenth century (38).

Equiano had access to a variety of formal and informal 'schools', to which he 
was sentjlus 'owners' and helpful friends, beginning when he was a young slave 
boy . Learning his ABC did not break a law or threaten his life, a grim reality for 
others enslaved in the nineteenth century American south. Unlike the often

“t h t  d i krw.i'VU&l crj.
claustrophobic domestic world of Incidents  wherejreading, writing and personal 
threat are telescoped in the figure of foul notes, the more Equiano learns, the 
less threatening is the white man's world. But initially, "white men with 
horrible looks, red faces and loose hair" (I. 70), are a nightmarish vision for the 
young African boy handed over as ships' cargo bound for the West Indies and 
colonial America. Equiano is

filled... with astonishment, which was soon converted to terror when 
I was carried on board [the slave ship]. I was immediately handled 
and tossed up to see if I were sound by some of the crew; and I ,w£S 
now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad spirits, andjthey 
were going to kill me (I. 70)

In Steal A w a y :  The W orld  the Slaves M ade,  a whole section is devoted to 
predominantly eighteenth century accounts of the horrors of slave ships (39). In 
her 1782 petition for freedom to the Massachusetts State legislature , the 
enslaved African woman, Belinda writes of "scenes which her imagination had 
never conceived of, a floating world... [where] three hundred Africans in chains
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suffered the most excruciating torment" (40). Equiano writes: "Indeed such were 
the horrors of my views and fears at the moment that, if ten thousand worlds 
had been my own, I would have freely parted with them all to have exchanged 
my condition with the meanest slave in my own country" (I. 75). Unusually, a 
nineteenth century dictated account contains a section in which the slave 
narrator, Mahommah G. Baquaqua, describes his Atlantic crossing through an 
amanuensis, the image of memory seated in the brain -ta-fcen from Hamlet: "the 
loathsomeness and filth of that horrible [ship] will never be effaced from my 
memory; nay as long as memory holds her seat in this distracted brain, will I 
remember that. My heart even at this day, sickens at the thought of it" (41).

Equiano's quest for literacy eventually becomes a yearning to purchase his 
freedom with money he seeks to earn as a petty trader, but initially, gaining an 
education helps ensure Equiano's survival in the white man's world. Like 
Jacobs and Douglass, learning to read and write involves Equiano in 
relationships crucial to his self esteem, understanding of, and adjustment to, 
slavery. Equiano was about twelve years old when the Guerin sisters sent him 
to school in London, and as a free man, Equiano returned to England to visit 
these women whom he always remembers with gratitude and affection. Formal 
education in London was a continuation of his education aboard ship whilst 
working for Captain Pascal (nephew to the Guerin sisters), and later, working for 
other captain-masters. Continuing to learn the language, keen on reading and 
writing, fascinated by navigation instruments and numbers in general, his 
education at sea-- largely through 'hands-on' experience and 'learning by doing'- 
- was an initiation into the male community of the ships' crew where Equiano 
made close friends, particularly other youngsters, to be fully explored in 
subsequent chapters. The passage below describes Equiano's life a year or two 
before Pascal suddenly re-sold him. It contrasts with Equiano's initial 
impressions aboard the slave ship, indicating the kind of adjustment taking 
place in his perspective of himself and of dominant white society. As Equiano 
masters literacy and other skills, he is able to see himself as "almost an 
Englishman". Equiano writes that he has settled into his new position as a 
slave, "so that I became inured to that service and began to consider myself 
happily situated" (I. 132). This adjustment is accounted for both at an 
intellectual level, as ignorance is gradually supplanted by budding 
understanding through knowledge, and at an emotional level, through affection 
for Captain Pascal, of whom Equiano recalls that "my master treated me always
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extremely well, and my attachment and gratitude to him were very great" (I. 
132):

From the various scenes I had beheld on ship-board,I soon grew a 
stranger to terror of every kind, and was, in that respect at least, 
almost an Englishman. I have often reflected with surprise that I 
never felt half the alarm at any of the numerous dangers I have been 
in, than I was filled with at the first sight of the Europeans, and at 
every act of theirs, even the most trifling, when I first came among 
them, and for some time afterwards. That fear, however, which was 
the effect of my ignorance, wore away as I began to know them. I 
could now speak English tolerably well, and I perfectly understood 
^everything that was said. I now not only felt myself quite easy with 

J new countrymen, but relished their society and manners. I no 
longer looked upon them as spirits, but as men superior to us; and 
therefore I had the stronger desire to resemble them; to imbibe their 
spirit and imitate their manners; I therefore embraced every occasion 
of improvement; and every new thing that I observed I treasured up 
in my memory. I had long wished to be able to read and write; and 
for this purpose I took every opportunity to gain instruction (I. 131-3)

While Equiano's quest for literacy dramatises the contradictions and often 
implicit ironies of eighteenth century slavery, Douglass presents his quest for 
literacy as more confrontational in the 1845 Narrative, illustrating the power 
struggle inherent in the achievement of literacy. When Douglass' master Hugh 
Auld forbids Mrs. Auld from further instructing young Douglass, Douglass 
"suddenly" understands the "power of the white man to enslave the black 
man”, a revelation which presents to Douglass "the pathway from slavery to 
freedom" (p. 78/1845). With determination reminiscent of Equiano, "who took 
every opportunity to gain instruction", Douglass "set out with high hope and a 
fixed purpose at whatever cost to learn how to read" (p. 79/1845). While 
Equiano's account emphasises that striving to learn helped him feel "happily 
situated", "almost an Englishman", with "new countrymen" whom he had a 
"strong desire to resemble", initially in the 1845 Narrative Douglass emphasises 
that the pathway from slavery to freedom places him in opposition to Auld. But 
it would be wrong to present the experiences of Equiano and Douglass as simply 
opposed, or to interpret literally Equiano's long passage above, ignoring its 
ironic potential, a focus of chapter four of this study. Equiano's name means 'a 
particular favourite of heaven1, but his good fortune and intelligence do not 
prevent Pascal, to whom Equiano's "attachment and gratitude" were "very 
great", from suddenly selling him to captain Doran, who says his new slave 
"talked too much English" (I. 77). The same kind of thinking leads Hugh Auld
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to stop Douglass' reading lessons because "learning would spoil the best nigger 
in the world", and "would forever unfit him to be a slave" (p. 78/1845). 
Equiano's experiences differ from those of Sancho, but Sancho's mistresses, like 
Auld and Doran , were wary of articulate slaves. They "judged ignorance the 
best and only security for obedience, believing that to enlarge the mind of their 
slave would go near to emancipate his person" (42). The quest for literacy 
inevitably engaged slaves and masters in a power struggle which Equiano, 
Sancho and other eighteenth century blacks were able to overcome by good luck 
and hard application. Olney may seem to be substantiated in Equiano's self- 
identification as happily subservient to "men superior to us", but, as I have 
already indicated and demonstrate in subsequent chapters, the ironic potential of 
this and other passages must be accounted for in any treatment of the 
relationships brought into play by the achievement of literacy.

Wilfred Samuels argues that Equiano's choice of one of the most liberal 
publishers in eighteenth century London, Joseph Johnson "suggests the latitude 
and power that [Equiano] wielded in publishing and marketing his narrative, 
the breadth of his abolitionist circle, and the depth of the impact that he wished 
to achieve with its publication and dissemination" (43). Having been a 
Maritime Empire slave of the eighteenth century who became the first political 
leader of Britain's black community, and an activist in the British Abolition 
movement, Equiano's human identity did not need to be validated or 
guarantied through testimonials, prefaces or introductions, though it was so 
validated by the many letters, and subscription list, published with the 1789 
edition (44). There is no reason to think that Equiano's narrative was written 
with any extensive editorial assistance. In his article, " '...Written by Himself: A 
Manuscript Letter of Olaudah Equiano", Edwards identifies evidence which 
makes possible the conclusion that "Equiano's English was fluent enough for 
him to have written the autobiography without any assistance" (45). Samuels' 
detailed reading of the frontispiece to Equiano's narrative substantiates my 
placement of the slave narrator quite outside the bounds of Olney's article. 
Samuels takes little for granted in the type-face, punctuation and numerous 
other choices through which Equiano shaped features (A) through (C) of Olney's 
"Master Plan for Slave Narrative". Samuels insists, quite rightly, that "although 
Equiano dons for his portrait the most conventional clothing of British 
aristocracy, it is clear that he does not do so solely to reflect that social order or 
the formulaic role which he, a former barber and domestic, plays in his Georgian
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milieu" (46). I agree with Samuels that this visual identification with white 
society, apparently confirming Olney's reading of the triangular relationship, 
does not overshadow the importance of Equiano's identity, or
determine Equiano's position as powerless to control his own story of slavery 
and freedom. Samuels is right to identify that Equiano

remained 'OLAUDAH EQUIANO, THE AFRICAN'. Centered on 
the page, this self identification symbolises, for [Samuels], his rites of 
naming. It appears in script, whereas the name given him by Pascal 
[Gustavas Vassa] was typographically differentiated. This specific 
layout will remain in place no matter how many editions appeared 
during his life time. It is only after his death and with the 
appearance of the Halifax edition (1813) and the second American 
edition (1837) that his given traditional name, and later the label 
"African" disappeared (47)

Any reader with basic understanding of bibliographical detail knows that this
apparent 'trivia' tells a story of 'book-building' and may communicate a great
deal about the relationship between writer, editor/publisher and audience.
Robert Burns Stepto reads slave narrative form and content as constructing
"race rituals^across a color line (48). Stepto renders in much more complex
terms the deterministic "triangular relationship" put forward by Olney. Stepto
explores the possible levels of interest inherent in superficially straight-forward
aspects of slave narrative, such as those attended to by Samuels in Equiano's
narrative. Stepto identifies four modes of narration which take account of
the shaping relationships between slave narrator, audience and the 'voices' of
editors and others in the appended prefaces, letters and documents commonly
found in slave narrative. I would argue Equiano's narrative is an 'integrated' or
'phase two' narrative, "wherein most of the literary and rhetorical functions 

per-
previously jformed by several texts and voices are now rendered by a loosely 
unified single text and voice... The former slave... carries much of the burden of 
introducing and authenticating his own tale" (49). While Olney ignores 
bibliographical clues, Samuels follows their subtle story line and is rewarded for 
doing so, for example in his reading of the significance of iconographic 
distinctions on Equiano's title page:

Even when one considers that it was not uncommon to vary types 
for aesthetic purposes during the eighteenth century, Equiano... must 
have been well aware of the inherent distinction of this particular 
layout. To be sure, it is in part his work because, as the last printed 
line on the page tells us, Equiano, one of the earliest slave narrative 
authors, was totally responsible for the publication of his
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autobiography... He had authorial licence to order and structure the 
final product according to his own wishes. More importantly, it also 
suggests that, although he paid to have the work printed, he had 
final control over the project, from beginning to end (50)

Douglass 1845 N arrative  can be seen to illustrate the intrusive role editors could 
play in the narratives of ex-slaves. William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell 
Phillips, prominent members of the American Abolition Society, provide 
preface and introduction to the Narrative.  Shortly after Douglass' arrival in the 
north as a fugitive slave, he was 'discovered' and employed by Garrison on the 
abolitionist lecture circuit. There is debate about the extent to which the young 
fugitive was exploited emotionally as a fugitive lecturer, as well as debate about 
the extent to which the movement prompted the writing of Douglass’ first 
autobiography; critics have commented that Garrisonian abolitionist philosophy 
and values undermine the subversive potential of the 1845 N a rra t iv e .  Olney 
briefly explores the nature of the relationship between the ex-slave and his 
sponsors in the figure of Othello, hinting at a wider understanding of this 
crucial dynamic of slave narrative than the article, or my reading of it, puts 
forward. Olney points out instances of "plain, unvarnished tale" being used 
consistently by different white editors as a catch-phrase to describe individual 
slave narratives: "it was a Shakespearian hero that they were unconsciously 
evoking, and not just any Shakespearian hero but always Othello, the noble 
Moor” (51), who, the Oxford English Dictionary informs us, first used the word 
'unvarnished'— "I will a round, unvarnished tale deliver/ of my whole course 
of love". Olney writes:

it says much about the psychological relationship of white patron to 
black narrator that the former should invariably see the latter not as 
Hamlet, not as Lear, not as Antony, or any other Shakespearean hero 
but always and only as Othello... (51)

We might assume that the Shakespearean identification would be normally 
with Othello, because the noble Moor was black, but as 1 have pointed out, 
Baquaqua is made by his amanuensis to see himself as a Hamlet, and Douglass 
consistently quotes lines from Hamlet in My Bondage and My Freedom (1855). 
Indeed, quotations from Hamlet occur three times in this text, and once in the 
collection of Douglass’ speeches which he appended to the second 
autobiography. Each quotation occurs at a crucial point in Douglass' life. The 
first Hamlet reference is placed to convey Douglass" sense of destiny when he is 
sent to Baltimore to work as a domestic slave. Douglass quotes Act 5,



Scene 2, lines 10-11: I have ever regarded it [going to Baltimore] as the first plain 
manifestation of that Divinity Tbo-T shapes our ends,/ Rough hew them as we 
will (p. 88-9/1855). As I have pointed out, Douglass' education begins in 
Baltimore, an opportunity less easily come by as a plantation slave. As we shall 
see in chapter six of this study, in the second autobiography Douglass takes some 
care in characterising his time in Baltimore as providential, where he grows to 
love Sophia Auld as a mother figure, and where he meets a surrogate black 
father figure, "Uncle Lawson", as well as black friends with whom he furthers 
his education. The next two Hamlet references occur when Douglass is working 
at Freelands farm, an experience of benign slavery that is important to Douglass 
who develops friendships with other male slaves. Douglass describes himself as

°  P  to 10 3  <*. - t o

bound to his brother slaves "with 'hooks of steel' " (p. 167/1855), I Hamlet, 
‘n  i o h ic.U. r  J

jPolonius advises his son: "those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried,/ 
Grapple them unto thy soul with hoops of steel" (Act 1, Scene 3, line 36). As 
Douglass and his brother slaves plan their escape from Freeland's farm, 
Douglass quotes from Hamlet, Act 3, Scene 1, lines 81-82, to convey their 
apprehension about the possible consequences of their actions: "The reader can 
have little idea of the phantoms of trouble which flit, in such circumstances, 
before the uneducated mind of the slave... This dark picture, drawn by ignorance 
and fear, at times greatly shook our determination, and not unfrequently caused 
us to 'Rather bear those ills we had /  Than fly to others which we knew not of " 
(p. 173/1855). The importance of Douglass' experiences at Freeland's farm can 
hardly be underestimated as chapter six will make clear, particularly when his 
treatment of this period of his life is examined by comparing the two 
autobiographies. Finally, in the extract from his speech, "Slavery and the Slave 
Power", Douglass invites his audience to "contemplate the slave as a moral and 
intellectual being... I have said that the slave was a man. 'What a piece of work 
is man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculties! In form and moving 
how express and admirable! In action how like an angel! In apprehension how 
like a God! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals!' " (p. 2732-4/1855, 
quoting Act 2, Scene 2, lines 303-307). It is the image of Douglass addressing an 
audience, no doubt stunning them with skills of oratory and surprising them 
with literary allusions, that reveals the inadequacy of Olney's attempt to read the 
psychology of the triangular relationship, an effort which ultimately confirms 
the narrowness of his approach. Despite Olney's superficially interesting 
remarks about Othello, they are subsumed by the fierce deterministic undertow
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of the article as a whole. Appropriately, it is an ex-slave's Shakespearean 
references, in a "plain, unvarnished tale", which demonstrates this.

Not surprisingly, Olney focuses his attention on Douglass’ relationship with 
Garrison, the breakdown of which was widely reported and speculated upon 
during and after Douglass' lifetime. After nearly ten years working under 
Garrison for the American Abolition Society, and two years abroad in Britain, 
Douglass established a sense of independence as a black American whose 
analysis of slavery, and effective responses to it, put him at odds with Garrison. 
Different meanings of slavery and freedom for white and black abolitionists, 
described by Jane and William Pease in They Who W ould Be Free: Blacks'  

Search For Freedom, highlights the complex relationships often brought into 
play by the achievement of literacy:

For each group, slavery and freedom had very different meanings. 
Whites, especially those reared in the moral environment of New 
England, understood slavery and freedom as polar opposites... Blacks, 
however, defined the terms more complexly. Both experience and 
history told them that slavery and freedom were not mutually 
exclusive, separated from each other as righteousness from sin. 
Rather, they were terminal points on a continuous spectrum... 
Whites, conceiving of their own freedom as absolute and never 
having experienced its opposite extreme, embraced a simple duality.
For blacks the alternative was not between slavery and freedom,but 
between more or less freedom and more or less slavery (53)

The contrasting conceptualisations of slavery and freedom is well observed, and, 
as we shall see in chapters four and six of this study, My Bondage and M y  

Freedom  dramatises Douglass' realisation that "the simple duality" embraced by 
his sponsors did not fully address or convey his experience of "more or less 
freedom and more or less slavery”. Benjamin Quarles’ view of Garrison's 
introduction to Douglass' 1845 N a r r a t iv e  as a sign of friendship between the 
abolitionist and his fugitive star may be naive (54), but attention to details of the 
very real and close relationship between Douglass and Garrison in an analysis of 
its break-down should not be overlooked. Such detail suggests complex ties 
between white sponsors and fugitive slaves which cannot be accounted for 
simply as exploitative, particularly if we accept the Pease reading of contrasting 
views of slavery and freedom informing black and white abolitionists. 
Misunderstandings at a stressful time of vulnerability not only illustrate the 
trouble Garrison and Douglass had express in g  mutual affection, but also the 
importance of the friendship to both men. For example, early in 1847, Garrison
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was taken ill after a lecture tour to Ohio. Garrison would not allow Douglass to 
stay with him while he was ill, though Douglass suggested he should remain 
with his friend. "Douglass was upset when he received word later in the week 
that Garrison's condition was critical.. But he remained in central New York and 
the two men never met again as friends" (55). Five weeks later, "Garrison's 
fevered condition led him to charge Douglass with an indifference of which he 
was obviously guiltless. Evidently Garrison had forgotten a letter from [a friend] 
describing Douglass’ sorrow and suspense over the illness of the Boston editor" 
(56). Garrison was furious about Douglass' apparent lack of solicitude as well as 
the ex-slave's intention to start up his own anti-slavery weekly, as Quarles 
points out: "Douglass knew that this step would expose him to the charge of 
being ungrateful in view of his debt to New England abolitionists and 
presumptuous in view of the limitations of his formal education" (57). By the 
time he wrote My Bondage and M y  Freedom in 1855, Douglass had set up his 
own newspaper, and severed his ties-- of friendship as well as campaign aims 
and political analysis— with Garrison. At the time that Douglass established his 
independence as an abolitionist and writer, Garrison wrote to a friend that 
Douglass was "destitute of every principle of honor ungrateful to the last and 
malevolent in spirit" , dh another correspondence Garrison wrote that My 
Bondage and M y  Freedom, "reeks with the virus of personal malignity towards 
Wendell Phillips, myself, and the old organisationalists generally, and is full of 
ingratitude and baseness towards as true and disinterested friends as any man 
ever yet had on earth". As Olney quite rightly points out in quoting these 
passages, "-that this simply is not true of My Bondage and M y  Freedom  is almost 
of secondary interest to... Garrison's attitude toward his ex-slave and the 
unconscious psychology of betrayed, outraged proprietorship lying behind 
it"(58). But Douglass' "ingratitude and baseness", and Garrison's "outraged 
proprietorship", do not encourage Olney to re-think the "triangular 
relationship” and provide a more subtle reading of its dynamic; instead, the split 
between Douglass and Garrison is presented as characteristic of a relationship 
that was not, in fact, always antagonistic, and is used to 'prove' that sponsors 
exploited slave narrators for the good of a political cause. Douglass presents the 
relationship differently in My Bondage and M y  Freedom, looking back to his 
early days as a fugitive on the lecture circuit:

"Let us have the facts," said the people. So also said Friend George
Foster, who always wished to pin me down to my simple narrative.
"Give us the facts," said Collins, "we will take care of the philosophy/'
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Just here arose some embarrassment. It was impossible for me to 
repeat the same old story month after month, and to keep up my 
interest in it. It was new to the people, it is true, but it was an old 
story to me; and to go through with it night after night, was a task 
altogether too mechanical for my nature. "Tell your story, Frederick," 
would whisper my then revered friend, William Lloyd Garrison, as I 
stepped upon the platform. I could not always obey, for I was now 
reading and thinking. New views of the subject were presented to 
my mind. It did not entirely satisfy me to narrate  wrongs; I felt like 
denouncing  them. I could not always curb my moral indignation for 
the perpetrators of slaveholding villainy, long enough for a 
circumstantial statement of the facts which I felt almost everybody 
must know. Besid ,̂ I was growing, and needed room (p. 220/1855)

Some critics have tended to accept that both Equiano and Douglass became fully 
accommodated within the societies which initially enslaved them, their roles in 
abolitionist movements apparently proving what their narratives, as Olney 
would have it, illustrate. Edwards' and Samuels' work clearly show this is not 
so in the case of Equiano; while it may be seen to describe a tem porary state of 

affa irs  when Douglass was young and vulnerable, that situation changed 
radically as evidenced in My Bondage and M y  Freedom: they "wished to pin me 
down to my simple narrative... [but] I was growing, and needed room". Olney's 
systématisation of slave narrative does not allow for the significance of Douglass 
choosing the free-born American black, Dr James McClune Smith, ardently anti- 
Garrison, to write the introduction to M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom.  Olney's 
attention remains firmly fixed on the 1845 N a rra t iv e ,  despite observations in 
relation to M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  which might have liberated his 
analysis of slave narrative, and of the crucial relationships which bring slave 
narrative into being in the public domain. For Olney, "N arra tive  of the Life of 

Frederick  D ouglass ,  A n  Am erican  Slave, W ritten  by  H im self"  (1845), which 
paradoxically transcends the slave narrative mode, [is] at the same time its 
fullest, most exact representative" (59). In other words, Douglass is the exception 
which proves the rule. As chapter six of this study argues, it is time the 
position of the 1845 N a rra t ive  as representative of the slave narrative tradition 
was questioned and reassessed. Preface letters in In c id e n ts  also challenge 
Olney's argument. In c id en ts  is not endorsed by prominent white men. As 
Jacobs' letters reveal, she arranged for her personal friends, white feminist 
abolitionist Amy Post, and a black man, George Lowther, to write preface letters. 
As I show in chapter four, Jacobs' brief encounter with Harriet Beecher Stowe 
reveals much about the psychological relationship between white sponsor and 
black author , when Jacobs refuses to fall into line with Stowe, an incident

2 7



which Yellin reads as decisive in the genesis" of Jacobs' narrative. Baker comes 
closer to identifying the complex^dynamic which occurs during the process of 
becoming "sharers in the generaljdiscourse about slavery":

Once literacy has been achieved, the black self... begins to distance 
itself from the domain of experience constituted by the oral-aural 
community of the slave quarters... The voice of the unwritten self, 
once it is subjected to the linguistic codes, literary conventions, and 
audience expectations of a literate population, is perhaps never again 
the authentic voice of black American slavery. It is, rather, the voice 
of a self transformed by an autobiographical act into a sharer in the 
general public discourse about slavery... How much of the lived (as 
opposed to the represented) slave experience is lost in this 
transformation depends on the keenness of the narrator's skill in 
confronting both the freedom and the limitations resulting from his 
literacy (60)

CONCLUSION

While critics such as Stepto and Laura Tanner recognise that the slave narrator 
faced unique constraints in exercising his or her literacy skills, these two critics 
are concerned to show that such constraints shape literary
strategy, the subject of chapter four of this study. Stepto's article begins with the 
observation: "The strident, moral voice of the former slave recounting, 
exposing, appealing, apostrophizing, and above all remembering his ordeal in 
bondage is the single most impressive feature ofjslave narrative. This voice is 
striking because of what it relates, but even more so because the slave's 
acquisition of that voice is quite possibly his only permanent achievement once 
he escapes and casts himself upon a new and larger landscape" (61). Stepto's 
critical approach is particularly important because it allows distinctions to be 
made between situations and skill-levels of slave narrators. By focussing 
predominantly on Jacobs' narrative, Tanner explicitly addresses gender issues 
which neither Olney, nor Stepto, mention (62). While Stepto seeks to identify 
"the finer shades of narration" by distinguishing skill levels in slave narrative, 
from the eclectic to the generic slave narrative, Tanner turns Stepto's basic 
premise upside down. She argues, against Stepto, that the harmonious 
integration of abolitionist and ex-slave voices which would indicate the highly 
skilled, generic slave narrative, does not in fact indicate a slave narrator who is 
master of his or her own tale, but rather a slave narrator who is not true to him- 
or herself (63). Tanner might then read the "purely, merely episodic" not as a
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sign of an irresolvably tight bind" as does Olney, but rather as a sign of 
independence from, even subversion of> the "triangular relationship". Stepto 
and Tanner explore from opposed perspectives what Baker describes as the 
keeness of the narrator's skill in confronting both the freedom and the 

limitations resulting from his literacy". I best, recognise- the
possibilities of slave narrative form and content. The link between
slave narrative and the black literary tradition is not, as Olney describes it, 
"paradoxical" (64), but rather, inevitable, inviting the reader to explore with 
interest a rich and compelling creative tradition. The greatest limitation of 
Olney’s article is that it does not allow us to see the ex-slave’s "plain, 
unvarnished tale" as "a form of communication" rooted in spoken, sung and 
written creative traditions. N a m in g  slave narrative must inherently 
acknowledge the existence and integrity of the ex-slaves’ "moral and intellectual 
universe"; where the triumph of freedom and its expression, "I was born", is no 
less human in its complexities because of the practical necessities and 
limitations shaping "plain, unvarnished tales" of slavery and freedom. Below, 
Melvin Dixon is able to see in slave narrative the possibilities which invite 
detailed textual study:

The spirituals and narratives constitute a literature in that they are 
deliberate creations of the slaves themselves to express their moral 
and intellectual universe. These forms of communication, what 
W.E.B. DuBois called ’the sorrow songs', what Benjamin Mays 
referred to as 'mass' literature, and what Saunders Redding has 
identified as a 'literature of necessity', remind us that they were 
created out of the practical need to adjust to the American 
environment with a burning passion to be free (65)

This chapter has tried to open the door to the slave narrative tradition by 
presenting tensions at the heart of viTie wjhith -J more than
superficial attention. It has established that the experience of slavery as recorded 
by slaves is not predictable or homogenous, and has argued that significance 
must be accorded to gender as well as context, so that "I was born" can be read 
and appreciated as both the ex-slave's individual declaration of unique identity, 
and as a group declaration of black presence in history. Chapters two and three 
carry the argument forward by questioning the image of slave -as-victim in the 
figure of the male 'picaro-slave' and the images and associations of the female 
slave in domestic slavery and fiction.
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There had been nothing in the darky's  halting speech and hesitant manner to 

suggest the slave revolt leader she w as convicted  of being

—Dessa Rose

They sang it out and beat it up, garbling the words so they  could not be 

understood; tr icking the words so their syllables y ie lded  up other meanings

—B e lo v e d

C h a p t e r  II. 
S l a v e  N a r r a t iv e  a n d  t h e  P ic a r e s q u e

It is not difficult to see why critics have associated slave narrative and the 
European picaresque literary tradition. At one level, it seems to be an attempt to 
place in a literary context the victim/survivor, just as Stanley Elkins found in 
the perverse relationships of German World War Two concentration camps a 
now discredited analogy with the master-slave relationship of the nineteenth - 
century American south (1). The deracinated condition of the slave— uprooted 
from normal social and cultural contexts, denied even human identity, and 
forced by this condition into a solitary struggle for psychological and physical 
survival— can be seen as a basis for the characterisation of the slave as picaro. 
The 'picaro' is roguish, crafty, crooked and sly, a trickster who will use any 
means, fair or, more often, foul, to survive in a hostile world. The verb, 
'picardear' conveys the same sense of an unprincipled, possibly even evil, 
trouble-maker- to corrupt, to play up, to get into mischief- while 'picaresca' is 
directly linked to Spanish literature: "la picaresca es una creacion literaria 
espanola— the picaresque novel is a Spanish creation"(2). As a literary type, 
slave narrative is identified with the European picaresque convention because 
of the journey motif basic to the ex-slave's story of escape from bondage, what 
Raymond Hedin identifies as "road narrative" activated in nineteenth century 
male slave narrative.(3). Both the trickster-rogue of sixteenth century Spanish 
picaresque fiction and, as we have seen in chapter one of this study, the 
conventionally-imagined slave, are usually taken for granted as isolated male 
figures in a male world. Charles Nichols draws a parallel between classic
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picaresque tales such as Lazarillo de Tormes , G uzm an  de Alfarache  and slave 
narrative, in order to make clear an understanding of black autobiography and 
fiction, in particular Richard Wright's Black Boy  and The A u to b io g ra p h y  of 

M alcolm X ,  and Wright's existential novel, The Outsider.  The result of Nichols' 
use of the picaresque is to pigeonhole slave narrative and black literature in 
general within the harsh, brutal realities of protest literature:

Like the Spanish ogue, the slave narrators tell their life story in 
retrospect, after having triumphed over the brutalizing circumstances 
of their youth... In each account the writer presents a welter of 
realistic detail to drive home the brutality and inhumanity of his 
experience as a victim, a commodity, a rootless, alienated soul 
without hope o r future. His origin is obscure, his masters heartless 
and treacherous... With bitter irony the picaro-slave underlines his 
contempt for... the master class... The desperate jeopardy of his 
condition forces upon the servant -slave-picaro the urgency of his 
•Starch Csrtxn i dt m i , for-Sur VIVA-Í CH}

This chapter seeks to place the picaresque in a context broader than Nichols' 
focus on the European tradition manifest in black male writing. As I hope to 
show, even Douglass' 1845 N a r r a t iv e ,  the classic picaresque slave narrative, 
hints at rootedness in black community, a reality fully explored in M y  Bondage 

and M y  Freedom (1855). Like Nichols, feminist theologian Susan Thistlethwaite 
accepts social protest fiction as the dominant mode of contemporary black 
writing and experience, though unlike Nichols her interest is in black women's 
writing. 'The Black' as archetypal victim/survivor is a powerful metaphor 
which shaped Thistlethwaite's Race, Sex and God. Thistlethwaite explains that 
"this book began as another project entirely... In conversations I had while 
working on that [project], however, I began to get an inkling that there were 
directions I had not explored" (5). While Thistlethwaite seems willing to accept 
her black friends' gross generalisation about "you white people", more 
importantly, her friend's reminder of black presence directs Thistlethwaite's 
attention to black women's writing as testimony to the art of survival:

When I mentioned to black colleagues that my approach so far had 
been to read the memoirs and biographies of Holocaust survivors, 
their replies were instructive and went something like this: "That's 
typical of you white people. Whenever you want to know anything, 
the only place you look is Germany". I decided this was quite true.
In looking for additional source material I began reading the novels 
and essays that black women in the United States have written, 
figuring they too knew something about survival. They do (6)
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I will return to both Nichols and Thistlethwaite later in this chapter to examine 
the limits imposed on black, particularly women's, writing when it is read as 
sociology, a mirror reflecting harsh black life. A writer such as Thistlethwaite 
reminds us that black women can be and often are viewed as the ultimate 
victims, suffering not only the economic exploitation and legal restrictions of 
their men folk, but also the sexual and domestic exploitation of their bodies and 
labour. Prevailing social attitudes about female passivity, and the narrow range 
of women's domestic world, are compounded by images of slave women as 
defenceless sex objects which permeate anti-slavery propaganda, resulting in an 
image of a powerless female victim. Is the picaresque an appropriate context for 
black female experience? Is European picaresque convention appropriate for 
female slave narrators? This chapter seeks to answers these questions. In "The 
Picaras: The Modal Approach to Picaresque Literature" (7), Julio Rodriguez-Luis 
acknowledges a female presence, the picara, in picaresque European fiction. 
Rodriguez-Luis argues that, because of the position of most women in 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, particularly domestic and maternal 
constraints, the asocial behaviour and adventurous wanderings of a literary 
picara are unconvincing and implausible before Defoe. As I hope to show, 
Roderiguez-Luis acknowledges picaresque female characters in European 
literature, and in so doing raises questions about the limitations of picaresque 
female slave narrative, but he is blind to female experience, writing and gender 
issues in literature. Like Olney, such peripheral matters do not impinge upon 
Roderiguez-Luis' 'right ideas’ of literature.

Frances Smith Foster sees the image of the defenceless female slave rooted in 
actual circumstances slave women endured, particularly sexual exploitation and 
the threat of rape. Foster also identifies nineteenth century male slave narrative 
as a major source of images of defenceless female slaves (8). In chapter one of 
the 1845 Narrative, Douglass exploits just such an image to drive home the gross 
inhumanity and brutality of slavery. Virtually every cruel act of a master or 
mistress is illustrated by images of half-naked female slaves brutally abused. For 
example, Douglass presents a lurid portrayal of his Aunt Hester being whipped- 
she had defied her master and continued to see her black lover- the witnessing 
of which unveils to Douglass "the blood stained gate, the entrance to the hell of 
slavery" (p. 52/1845):

Before he commenced whipping Aunt Hester, he took her to the
kitchen, and stripped her from neck to waist, leaving her neck,
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shoulderSjand back; entirely naked, Me then told her to cross her 
hands,, calling her at the same time a d— d b— h. After crossing her 
handsjhe tied them with a strong rope}and led her to a stool under a 
large hook... (p. 52/1845)

And so it goes until "the warm red blood (amid heart-rendering shrieks) came 
dripping to the floor" (p. 52/1845). As Foster argues, images such as these are 
able to stand for black female presence in slave narrative largely because of 
critical neglect of works such as Incidents which provide alternative images of 
black women. As this study will show, Foster's identification of nineteenth 
century male slave narrative as a major source of stereotyped images of black 
women must be questioned in light of an expanded understanding of the slave 
narrative tradition. Not only does a text such as Incidents challenge the image 
of the slave woman as defenceless female sex object, Equiano's Interesting  

Narrative, and Douglass' My Bondage and My Freedom can be seen to challenge 
the image of Aunt Hester as representative of black female presence in slave 
narrative. This chapter will explore Hedin's analysis of slave narrative as 
broader and more useful than Olney's treatment, but the limits of Hedin's 
approach will be shown in his neglect of the empowering context of slave 
culture. Rooted in specific African cultural practice, the picaresque in slave 
narrative can be seen as testimony to the survival, not only of individual black 
men and women in slavery, but of a sustaining black community in slavery 
which helped ensure psychological and emotional well-being threatened by 
enslavement, providing a context for images of black heroism that challenge the 
victim image. This is particularly important in assessing female slave narrative, 
as I hope to show.

The slave narrators' use of convention can be seen as a kind of mask donned by 
the slave narrator in order to facilitate communication of a predominantly 
political, public message directed at a white audience. In this context, an image 
of the slave as victim was essential to 'proving' the abolitionist case against 
slavery. As we shall see in this and subsequent chapters, a more complex image 
of the slave is encoded in the narratives of Equiano, Jacobs, and Douglass. 
While survival in a hostile world was a reality for the slave, as well as for the 
"more or less free" ex-slave, the urgency of survival is not such a narrowly 
defined or essentially male experience. One might want to question the attempt 
to expound the fearsome realities of black experience in slavery in terms of a 
literary and social convention of the free-roaming male life. Nor will it do to 
identify the challenge of survival with merely negative and brutalised existence.
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As a valuable if problematic tool for the slave narrator, European picaresque 
convention can be seen disguising a deeper subversion, the presence in slave 
narrative of an African-rooted black reality, its very existence testifying to the 
failure of a system which denied the humanity of black people,and sought to 
define them as property. Furthermore, the invisibility of this realm of 
experience, so crucial to surviving whole the experience of victimisation in 
slavery, suggests that slave narrative speaks to its own 'private' audience within 
slave culture, as well as to a 'public' mainstream audience. This is a radical 
departure from Olney's critical perspective of "non-memorial description fitted 
to a pre-formed mold, a mold with regular depressions here and equally regular 
prominences there..." (9). A number of critics read deep significance in the 
African identity of picaresque slave narrative which pushes to the fore black 
reality and experience made central to understanding slave narrative, as in 
Dixon's definition of slave narrative at the end of chapter one: "the spirituals 
and narratives constitute a literature in that they are deliberate creations of the 
slaves themselves to express their moral and intellectual universe". The picaro- 
trickster can be seen rooted in West African belief and cultural practice, 
particularly folk lore which travelled with black people throughout the African 
diaspora set in motion by the European slave trade. Lawrence Levine reads deep 
significance in the survival and transmission of trickster tales during slavery, 
particularly as a source of psychological sustenance strengthening individuals 
against the shattering effect of slavery. Not only do the trickster folk tales 
encode triumph of the weak over the strong via cunning, they also help ensure 
psychological survival against the pressures of victimisation: "They [the tales] 
encouraged trickery and guile; they stimulated the search for ways out of the 
system; they inbred a contempt for the powerful and an admiration for the 
perseverance and even the wisdom of the underman; they constituted an 
intragroup lore which must have intensified feelings of distance from the world 
of the slaveholder" (10). Like Levine, Keith Byerman privileges black folk 
material as "essential parts of the thematic and stylistic fabric of the narratives":

The use of deceit and the trickster motif as thematic, stylistic and 
structural elements in many of the narratives [is a key aspect of 
them]. In most cases) the narrative can only exist because the 
narrator has managed, through masking, forgery, and lying, to reach 
a place of relative security from the power of slaveholders. While 
several of the narrators expressly denounce their own deception as 
immoral, it can be shown that the denunciations are themselves 
masks adopted to suit the audience. Moreover, the publication of 
such authenticating documents as letters to and from former masters
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serves to validate the truth of the narrativej and also echoes the taunts 
of Brer Rabbit when he has triumphed over his foes. This aspect of 
the narratives, then, far from being a secondary motif, is central to the 
design of the stories; the selves created by the narrators and the 
ultimate meanings of the narratives are dictated by suchjmaterial 
(11)

While the association of the European picaresque literary convention with male 
slave narrative is, at one level, an attempt to locate the slave's experience of 
deracination within a literary convention, the African roots of the picaresque 
suggest a realm of community explored as a 'female' reality and convention in 
chapter three of this study, where I will look at the tension between community 
and isolation in relation to a stereotyped idea of female experience. Black 
women are crucial to the survival and transmission of slave culture (12), and 
black women use the picaresque in their writing. Byerman calls attention to the 
"elaborate patterns of deception" in Incidents, and refers to Jacobs' self
incarceration and eventual escape as a "drama of pretence" (13). Lucinda 0»
MjcKethan analyses subversive humour in black women's autobiography, 
including Harriet Jacobs' Incidents, and works by Zora Neale Hurston and Maya 
Angelou:

Mother wit is the verbal weapon of survival that informs the 
experience in these works and makes them, finally, celebrations of 
"getting ovah", assertions of identity, proclamations of the beauty 
and mastery of circumstance that simply being black and a woman 
can affirm. The humor of mother wit in... versions of black female 
experience is the humor of the word as it has been deviously 
employed since slavery times by people denied access to all forms of 
power, but most particularly to the power of language: it was the 
skilful wielding of the word in spiritual, folklore and even harmless- 
seeming everyday conversation that gave slaves means to control 
their masters (14)

Hedin questions implicit assumptions and valuations of black experience which 
can be seen to frame positive and negative approaches to the discussion of 
picaresque slave narrative. The possibilities of the picaresque, rooted in both 
European literary tradition and West African cultural practice, are specially 
suited to signify the realities of slave experience as both deracinated and rooted 
for the slave narrator who is simultaneously in and against dominant white 
society. Hedin asks:

Did black culture begin in slavery's negation of African culture, so 
that the black American can only be understood by reference to an 
identity he has lost and no longer has? Or did it begin in some
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creative interplay between cultures, so that the black American is 
truly Afro-American, not deprived of culture, but endowed through 
his painful experience with a rich amalgam of his old and new 
worlds? The relatively negative explanation of these origins, from 
Ulrich Phillips to Stanley Elkins and beyond, have grown out of a 
relatively bleak sense of the black American's current state, just as 
the more positive interpretations of the 1960's and 1970's- 
Genovese's, Gutman's , Levine's to name just a few— owe a good 
deal to a different view of black American s today (15)

Can picaresque slave narrative be accounted for so that "the creative interplay of 
cultures", "a rich amalgam of old and new worlds", informs an understanding 
of it? A "modal approach" to picaresque literature makes it possible to recognise 
that the roots of picaresque slave narrative are not exclusively European, and 
may include race and class dimensions, as well as emerge from a wide range of 
cultures, from indigenous North American and Afro-American, to a variety of 
African as well as Australian, Canadian and Indian traditions. (16). As Ulrich 
Wicks points out, a modal approach can "account both for a specific kind of 
narrative whose exclusive preoccupation is an exploration of the fictional world 
of the picaresque and for a primitive fictional possibility which may be present 
in varying degrees of mixture in much fiction" (17). Roderiguez-Luis sums up 
the modal approach:

The contemporary tendency (at least in Anglo-American criticism) is 
to treat picaresque fiction as a mode, that is, as one of several fictional 
types within a broad spectrum of the development of the novel. This 
tendency stems from Claudio Guillen's definition of the picaresque 
in terms of a set of eight characteristics present in varying degrees in 
all picaresque novels, from those that follow the sixteenth-century 
Spanish picaresque model; to modern novels which participate in 
what Guillen calls a picaresque "myth"... Ulrich Wicks searches for 
an even more flexible approach to a live genre, one which will be 
capable of identifying not only a picaresque genre but what is 
picaresque in any work (18)

Wicks rejects both classification for the sake of classification- "inclusion or 
exclusion according to rigid rules"- and "that tiring old game of pigeon holing", 
in pursuit of literary definition and generic placement. Wicks writes "in all this 
our aim is to see and understand a genre, a tradition, and to generate appropriate 
responses to a specific work (say, Ellison's Invisible M an)-  in other words, to be 
useful in our experience of fiction, which is what a literary term or idea should 
be first of all" (19). It is not difficult to see how Wicks' description of the first- 
person point-of-view in picaresque fiction 'fits' slave narrative, or to recognise
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themes and motifs common to both. Narrative distance and the resulting irony, 
the "gap between the social non-status of the protagonist and the presumptuous 
act of writing his autobiography", the act of story-telling as a "trick", a 
"picaresque gesture of self assertion by a lowly, insignificant outsider" (20), rings 
equally true for both slave narrative and picaresque fiction. Commenting on 
another point of comparison between 'High Fiction1 and slave narrative, 
Edwards sees that "the situation of Equiano has a touch of both Robinson Crusoe 
and Gulliver", and he makes a distinction between the intentional and the 
unintentional creative writer: "Crusoe, Gulliver and their creators' 
imaginations... have the distinctive marks of conscious creative artistry about 
them, whereas Equiano is apparently doing no more than trying to tell the direct 
truth about his own experience" (21). Edwards now believes this to be an over
simplification, and has developed an increasingly complex reading of Equiano's 
narrative over twenty-five years as Equiano's contemporary editor, from one in 
which inconsistencies are 'explained', to a critical appreciation which embraces 
the complexity of Equiano's narrative. This development is clear if Edwards' 
introductions to the different editions of Equiano's narrative are compared, and 
made explicit in Edwards' paper, "Narrative Strategies in Equiano's 
Autobiography: Irony and Ambivalence"(22). Edwards' distinction between 
Equiano and authors of consciously crafted fictional works is an important 
reminder that Rodriguez-Luis and Wicks deal with the development of the 
European novel, using terms and methods for understanding fiction. Themes 
and motifs identified by Wicks emphasise a consciously crafted, artificial world 
of fiction which cannot adequately account for the situation of slavey. Nor can 
the themes and motifs identified by Wicks assist us in coming to terms with 
gender difference in slave narrative, or elements such as rootedness in slave 
culture, as these dimensions of the slave's text of slavery work against a reading 
of the slave as victim. The picaresque in slave narrative must be seen rooted in 
the realities of slavery and slave community informing the slave narrator's use 
of established literary convention. Thistlethwaite turns to the social sciences 
where "solid, unromantic data" balances what she identifies as her own 
tendency toward introspection, rooted in being a white middle class American 
who cannot easily comprehend black women's realities (23). Barbara Christian's 
comparison of motherhood in Buchi Emecheta's Joys of Motherhood and Alice 
Walker’s Meridian is rooted in an exploration of motherhood as a cultural 
construct (24). Both of these women, who make slavery essential to their quite 
different analyses of black women's writing, establish context as essential. The

38



dangers of reading literature as sociology notwithstanding, a contextual 
approach in terms of the specific nature of slavery seems indispensable to 
entering the text of slavery. As a mode, the picaresque tradition can be seen as 
shaped by both West African and European traditions in slave narrative. This 
chapter argues that the full possibilities inherent in the picaresque need to be 
acknowledged if the tensions at the heart of slave narrative are to be kept alive, 
vivid and powerful, communicating the complexity of apparently "plain, 
unvarnished tales".

Like Olney, Hedin recognises that the black American literary tradition began 
"enclosed" in some ways "by literary forms bequeathed to it by whites" (25), and, 
like Olney, Hedin emphasises the outward, public orientation of slave 
narrative's message: in slave narrative "form does not organise in order to 
please so much as it pleases or displeases in order to persuade"(26). But, unlike 
Olney's rigid approach to external influences shaping the form and content of 
slave narrative, Hedin recognises that "to be influenced is not necessarily to be 
usurped... To use arguments suitable to one's audience is the mark of a skilful 
writer, not a toady" (27). And, in contrast to Olney, Hedin emphasises that "the 
power inherent in literary form can flow both ways":

In the slave narrator's cunning, strategic manipulation of already 
existing arguments and narrative modes, the slave narrator 
demonstrated that, far from being deprived of his old trickster skills, 
he had simply found new territory in which to use them... The slave 
narrator's relationship to and use of the picaresque tradition... 
suggests that he was able to find ways to use the written word and 
existing literary traditions not to imitate 'ole massa' but to subvert 
him (28)

Hedin's approach clearly widens the perspective on slave narrative. He shows 
awareness of a sustaining black culture in slavery by referring to the narrator’s 
"old trickster skills", though, as I will show, such awareness does not 
significantly influence his analysis of the narratives. Hedin focuses on 
nineteenth century male and female slave narrator's use of established 
convention suggesting a more complex relationship between slave narrator and 
white sponsors, as well as greater skill and ability as a writer, than Olney s 
argument demonstrates. Distinguishing between slave narrator as author and 
as character, acknowledging female slave narrative, and difference between 
eighteenth and nineteenth century slave narrative, Hedin's articles explore 
wider literary possibilities of slave narrative than Olney allows for. But Hedin's
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predominant concern with the slave narrator's relationship to and use of the 
European picaresque tradition is as problematic as it is insightful. I believe 
Hedin merely skims the surface of slave narrative, lifting the veil to reveal a 
game played with European literary convention, while a deeper level of 
subversion at work in the narratives remains invisible. Hedin remains on the 
surface of slave narrative because his analysis does not treat as complex the 
"interplay between cultures" which picaresque slave narrative signifies. I hope 
to show in examples from Equiano's and Douglass' narratives that Hedin's 
analysis does not penetrate slave experience beyond picaresque as simply asocial 
and brutalised, despite his recognition that the slave narrator used "existing 
literary traditions not to imitate 'ole massa' but to subvert him"(29). The veiled 
presence of slave community linked to West African cultural practices does not 
inform Hedin's analysis of slave narrative. Hedin's predominant interest in the 
picaresque as European literary convention inevitably leaves us with an image 
of the slave as victim. This is particularly obvious in his reading of female slave 
narrative which implicitly denies Jacobs' positive self-awareness as a black 
woman, and her participation in slave community. Differences which Hedin 
identifies between eighteenth and nineteenth century narratives, and his 
approach to male and female use of literary convention, ultimately isolate the 
voice of the ex-slave from its context. Hedin does not hear the life-affirming 
stories of survival and triumph which the slaves shared among themselves in 
folktales, song and slave narrative because his analyses do not bring to life the 
black art of picaresque in slave narrative.

Hedin's treatment of eighteenth century narrative, in particular the immediacy 
of an African past, and the geographic mobility and socially ambiguous position 
of black people in the eighteenth century, can be seen to redress conventional 
ideas of slave narrative based on the nineteenth-century slave narrative 
tradition. Hedin recognises in eighteenth century slave narrative the picaresque 
as a way of life more than as a necessary convention facilitating communication. 
For the eighteenth century slave narrator such as Equiano, Hedin sees that "in 
short, their narratives were picaresque because their lives were picaresque" (30). 
Hedin recognises that "a higher percentage of narrators in this early period came 
directly from Africa and had not yet modified their style to fit their new status 
[so] the eighteenth century narratives varied in voice and emphasis":

Briton Hammon (1760), who survives pirates and cannibals,
shipwrecks and incarcerations in a series of adventures after he
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escapes from his master; Arthur (1768), an unrepentant criminal who 
began his career at age 14 and was executed at age 21; John Marrant 
(1786) who makes no mention of race and very little of slavery as he 
wanders in the wilderness converting Indians; Gustavas Vassa (1789) 
as much an adventurer, traveller and proto-capitalist as he was an 
anti-slavery agitator; and Venture (1789) who became a Bunyanesque 
legend among both black and white more for his reputed six-foot 
girth and feats of strength than for anything he said or did about 
slavery (31)

Hedin's examples above emphasise adventure and anti-social behaviour in 
eighteenth century narrative, and are meant to indicate that the experience of 
slavery in the eighteenth-century was less rigidly systematised and overtly racist 
than in the nineteenth century. Hedin views eighteenth century narrators as 
able to lead semi-autonomous lives and he views their narratives as free from 
pressures of outside influence; slavery is not necessarily the main subject of the 
early narratives: "the [eighteenth century] narrators seem to feel free to follow 
their interests or observations wherever they lead... perhaps because slavery had 
not defined them either in their rather mobile lives nor in their own minds" 
(32). In 1787, the slave woman Belinda petitioned the Massachusetts State 
Legislature "claiming her rights to some of the fruits of her long years of toil and 
servitude", after the death of her master, Colonel Royall (33). Belinda's petition 
suggests the ambiguous position of the status 'slave' in the eighteenth century, 
before laws were put into place which made it impossible for 'property' to claim 
rights to property. That a female slave would petition "a body of men, formed 
for the extirpation of vassalage, for the reward of virtue, and the just returns of 
honest industry" (34), believing she had a right to part of her deceased master's 
estate would have been an unthinkable public declaration for a slave, male or 
female, by the nineteenth century. Sancho's life and Letters, (35) referred to in 
chapter one, also testify to the ambiguous position of black people in eighteenth 
century Britain too, a position which probably benefitted some slaves. Hedin 
stresses that, unlike nineteenth century narrators, the early narrators did not 
need to be solely concerned to address the evils of slavery as spokesmen for anti
slavery societies. Hedin then shifts his attention to focus on the use of the 
picaresque as a literary convention by nineteenth century narrators. As a literary 
convention to which a white audience could respond with familiarity, the 
European picaresque convention can be seen to enable public communication 
of a morally sound message in line with abolitionist expectations, one which 
appropriately 'packaged' the ex-slave and sent correct signals, as Hedin argues. 
While the male slave narrator had in the picaresque an appropriate convention

41



to convey his experiences of slavery, Hedin associates female slave
narrative with sentimental convention. I have problems with Hedin's 
treatment of conventions along gender lines which can be seen to stem from 
ignoring the West African roots of the picaresque. Features of eighteenth 
century narrative discussed by Hedin may bring to mind the West African 
trickster tradition, not least of all because African cultural practice, even if only 
dimly remembered from childhood experiences, remained real and vivid for 
those unwitting travellers who pioneered the African diaspora. But the African 
trickster tradition is not explored by Hedin, and I believe this can account for his 
rather simplistic treatment of the eighteenth century slave narrator's 
experiences of and writing about slavery.

The immediacy of Africa for Equiano is clear throughout Equiano's Interesting  

Narrative. Equiano's West African origin and the Igbo values assimilated in 
childhood, of which he gives a prideful account in the first chapter of the 
narrative, is a source of community he draws on all his life. Significantly, 
Equiano's mother figures prominently in chapter one of his narrative, and is 
strategically present at points in the narrative where Equiano seems concerned 
to evoke precisely a context of black community rooted in his memories of his 
boyhood village, Essaka. His memories of Igbo boyhood can be seen as mother- 
focused and happy, a characterisation which I take up in detail in chapter five of 
this study. Equiano's narrative is more complex than Hedin's account of the 
eighteenth century slave allows for, particularly if Equiano's friendships and 
religious experiences are considered. I suspect Equiano was more at home in the 
male 'community of commerce' on the high seas, than he was in any of 
Britain's towns and cities which he toured selling the narrative. He was well 
read in the economic thinking of his day and, as any man to whom commerce 
and the sea were so important, Equiano believed in positive mutual benefits of 
trade between Africa and Europe. Life aboard ship is crucial to Equiano's self 
discovery. He acts out the freedom he earns by assuming the role of captain and 
bringing to port his ex-master's ship in chapter seven of his narrative, to be fully 
treated later in this study. Two important friendships develop at sea for Equiano 
with young Dick Baker and with Daniel Queen, an older sailor whom Equiano 
loves "with the affection of a son" (I. 172). Equiano's friendship with Dick 
Baker, "a kind interpreter, an agreeable companion and a faithful friend" (I. 99) 
is dear to Equiano, who is devastated by the death "of my friend, whom I loved 
and grieved for as for a brother" (I. 139). The familial associations of son, brother

42



and father are significant. Queen, who helps Equiano explicate the Bible and 
teaches the young slave useful skills, is a surrogate father. "Many a time", 
Equiano writes, he and Queen "sat up the whole night together", (I. 172) 
discussing the echoes of his Igbo home Equiano distinctly heard in the Bible. 
The familial overtones of a search for a father and a brother, and the association 
of Queen's Biblical instruction with Equiano's homeland, make these 
relationships more complex than simple fraternity or paternalism. Hedin's 
emphasis on the asocial, criminal character of eighteenth century slave narrators 
would seem to preclude the possibility of such relationships, so vital to Equiano, 
andjclearly apparent as such in the narrative, as a number of critics have 
recognised. Below, Angelo Costanzo wants to place Equiano within Leslie 
Fiedler's discussion of strong male friendships in American literature:

To Fiedler's now classic examples we may add that of Equiano... In 
his years at sea Equiano clearly achieved a full humanity in ways that 
would not have been possible ashore where the racial tensions and 
biases would have precluded the growth of the reciprocal love and 
support that characterises his relationships with Dick Baker and 
Daniel Queen (36)

In " 'Master' and 'Father' in Equiano's Interesting Narrative", Edwards provides 
a more detailed rendering of the complex relationships figured in Equiano's 
narrative, expanding Professor Donatus Nwoga's observation that "the Igbo nna 

n ukwu translates as 'master' and one knows that whereas the Igbo expression 
carries implications of fatherhood, the English equivalent speaks of the slave 
and owner situation "(37). Edwards points out that

'Master' has many associations in English other than slavery, notably 
with schoolteaching (the schoolmaster) and with seafaring (the ships' 
master). In Equiano's remarkable and often paradoxical account of 
his life, from an Igbo childhood, followed by enslavement, and a 
struggle for education throughout a life largely spent at sea, all three 
of these associations of the word 'master' with 'father' can be 
found(38)

Edwards' article brings to the fore the complicated, contradictory, and very 
human character of Equiano's search for a surrogate father in owners, captains 
and friends such as Queen, and, as he grows from a vulnerable boy to a young 
man, his need to assert an independent self, obviously but not only through the 
act of gaining his freedom. Hedin's description of "individualistic, self
concerned, partly asocial adventurers who glided rather lightly through some of 
the eighteenth century narratives" (39), hardly does justice to Equiano's
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friendships or to his journey of emotional and psychological growth, made 
more complex by slavery.

Hedin's statement that "some [eighteenth century narrators] converted to 
Christianity [while] most of them hardened themselves and acted 
individualistically and asocially" (40) may convey the socially ambiguous status 
of the eighteenth century slave-as-rogue, but it ignores the secret riches which 
Christianity held in store for the slave. Dixon's article, "Singing Swords: The 
Literary Legacy of Slavery", is a brilliant reading of nineteenth century American 
slave culture and its appropriation and transformation of Christianity:

It is precisely in the slave's pattern of aculturation that the student of 
black history and culture finds specific ideologies for survival. That 
Christianity is easily recognizable in the language of the narratives 
and songs has led many critics to emphasize the spiritual docility and 
otherworldl iness of slave thought. However, a deeper study of the 
dual aspects of culture contact and aculturation between European 
and African belief structures reveals that slaves needed a language 
and flexible vocabulary more for communication than for belief.
Thus it is more realistic to examine how Christianity was the nearest 
available, least suspect and most stimulative system for expressing 
their concepts of freedom, justice, right and aspiration. In the 
literature;that Christian imagery becomes an arsenal of pointed darts, 
a storehouse of images, a means of making shrewd observations (41)

As Equiano's relationship with Daniel Queen suggests, religion plays an 
important part in the young slave's adjustments to a new world. Equiano is 
sustained by a Christianity in which he hears an echo of his Igbo homeland; he 
discovers in the Bible "the laws and rules of my own country written almost 
exactly" (I. 172), demonstrating what Dixon terms "religious syncretism" in a 
nineteenth century context: "using the Bible as a storehouse of myth and history 
that could be appropriated for religious syncretism and a practical philosophy 
based on historical immediacy, the slave community identified with the 
children of Israel, but they did not stop there. Slaves knew that deliverance 
would come, as proven by their African assurance of intimacy and immortality 
with the Supreme Being, and by the wider implications of the biblical past" (42). 
In "The Invisible Chi in Equiano's Interesting Narrative”, Edwards and 
Rosalind Shaw set out to explore Igbo religious belief informing the narrative 
"as an integral part of the conceptual framework through which he gave 
meaning to his later experiences" (43). Edwards and Shaw focus on the link
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between Equiano s sense of a personal place in a scheme of divine providence" 
and the Igbo conception of Chi:

As among many other West African peoples who speak Central 
Niger-Congo languages, Chi is a spiritual entity which personifies 
the words spoken to the creator deity by the individual before birth 
when choosing his or her life-course... Among the Igbo, it is a concept 
which unites the three interconnected principles of individuality, 
destiny and achievement in Igbo culture, and links these to the 
creator deity whose very name-- C/zzneke or C/iukwu— is derived 
from Chi. For these reasons, it is sometimes described as the 
'personal god" of each individual. The destiny selected by each 
person before birth cannot be fought, as affirmed by the Igbo proverb, 
"No-one can wrestle with his Chi". Yet it can be negotiated with: "If a 
person says yes, his Chi says yes"...

Equiano's exegesis of his name as signifying "having a loud voice 
and well-spoken" as well as "vicissitude or fortune also " (I. 31) 
makes perfect sense in terms of this interdependence of personal 
destiny and achievement through verbal skill (44)

Equiano's narrative demonstrates a complex process in which friendships and 
the skills of reading and writing eventually dispose Equiano more favourably to 
the white man's world, while, ironically, one of the most powerful tools of 
cultural conversion, the Bible, "tended to impress" African "manners and 
customs more deeply" on his memory (I. 172). Edwards and Shaw do not 
"suggest that Equiano did not embrace a Christian message. Rather he 
recognised in that message something he had always known, drawing as he 
repeatedly does on the Igbo roots of his religious thinking and his moral 
principles... This is very different from the message signalled by Christian 
commentators on the slave trade, that by way of slavery a great boon was being 
granted to the slaves, that of the light of Christianity" (45). Equiano's use of 
irony, and the unintentional ironic effects in the narrative, examined in chapter 
four, is linked to the complex relationships and experiences of religion in his 
life.

In Slavery: A Comparative Perspective ¡the  historian Robin Winks discusses 
"the American tendency toward exceptionalism, toward assuming that most and 
perhaps all aspects of the American story were unique rather than a 
modification of the general or even European record... Slavery and racism have 
been treated as though they were the same when patently they are not although 
they are interrelated" (46). In a figure of the eighteenth century narrator such 
as Equiano, Hedin implicitly recognises that slavery and racism were not the

45



same problem, though Hedin's analysis obscures the complex relationships 
which could be formed as a result of a more fluid, ambiguous experience of 
slavery. Hedin's treatment of eighteenth and nineteenth century narrative is 
sensitive to changes in the institution of slavery which made imperative the use 
of literary convention for the nineteenth century slave narrator. Slavery 
became increasingly systematised and explicitly racist, with corresponding 
changes in the message and language of abolitionists, so that by the 1830's, "the 
absolutism of the anti-slavery cause began to demand that the victims of slavery 
be as righteous as the cause of freedom itself" (47). Hedin continues:

morality became a crucial factor in the slavery debate during the 
1830 s when that debate became the dominant issue. Pro-slavery 
advocates argued publicly that slavery was 'a positive social and 
moral good'...At the same time, the anti-slavery forces were making 
it abundantly clear that righteousness was on their side... In the 
1830 s and 1840 s slavery became not just a crime but a sin... Any 
argument that blurred the distinction between the forces of light and 
the forces of darkness stood outside the pale (48)

But having left out of his analysis as a whole the African context of the 
picaresque, Hedin's treatment can be seen to proscribe the possibilities of 
nineteenth century narrative and reinforce an image of slave as victim, despite 
the proper attention he gives to the skilful and subversive use of literary 
convention as a vehicle to assert humanity and achieve strategic social ends. 
Hedin refers to the nineteenth century slave as victim, and suggests that as 
slavery became entrenched in legal code and practice, "this intensified [the 
slaves'] sense of being victims in a pervasive system" (49). I am not denying that 
the systématisation of oppression and cruelty, the further restriction or denial of 
basic rights to marry, travel, earn a living or be educated, did not victimise 
nineteenth century American slaves, for it surely did, and this is evident in the 
narratives of this period. But without critical recourse to the slave's own system 
of belief and cultural practice, so essential to surviving increasingly harsh and 
rigid slave practice, the slave as victim becomes dominant image and metaphor 
of slave experience. In The Signifying Monkey, Gates notes:

Common sense, in retrospect, argues that these retained elements of 
culture should have survived, that their complete annihilation 
would have been far more remarkable than their preservation. The 
African, after all, was a traveler, albeit an abrupt, ironic traveler, 
throughspace, and Time. ; and like every traveler, the African "read" a 
new environment within a received framework of meaning and 
belief. The notion that the Riddle Passage was so traumatic that it
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functioned to create in the African a tabula rasa of consciousness is as 
odd as it is a fiction, a fiction that has served several economic orders 
and their attendant ideologies. The full erasure of traces of cultures 
as splendid, as ancient, and as shared by the slave traveller as the 
classic cultures of traditional West Africa would have been 
extraordinarily difficult. Slavery in the New bJorld, a veritable 
seething cauldron of cross-cultural contact, however, did serve to 
create a dynamic of exchange and revision amonglpreviously isolated 
Black African cultures on a scale unprecedented in African history. 
Inadvertently, African slavery in the New World satisfied the 
preconditions for the emergence of a new African culture, a truly 
Pan-African culture fashioned as a colorful weave of linguistic, 
institutional, metaphysical, and formal threads (50)

Martha Cobb is unusual in drawing on a selection of slave writing 
representative of the geographical realities of the African diaspora, including 
eighteenth century figures such as Equiano, two French-speaking/writing 
Haitians, and nineteenth century Cuban writers of poetry as well as prose (51). 
Because Hedin neglects the significance of West African connection for 
eighteenth century narrators, the continuity of African-rooted slave culture, 
clearly evident in Cobb's discussion, does not inform his reading of nineteenth 
century narrative. Despite the attention Hedin gives to the immediacy of the 
African past for the early narrators, neither they nor the nineteenth century 
narrators are seen to be in touch with the black cultural realities established by 
Gates above, and so vivid in Equiano's narrative. For Hedin, the picaresque in 
slave narrative is a strategy linked to the pressures of the abolitionist 
movement, and felt most keenly by nineteenth century narrators. But even in 
Douglass' 1845 Narrative, the picaresque slave narrative by which all others are 
judged, glimpses of a human context can be seen, as can an experience of 
rootedness in the sustaining presence of black slave culture. Douglass' account 
of the Baltimore boys is an important experience of solidarity and affection in 
the 1845 autobiography, significantly between black and white children. The 
significance of childhood for the slave narrator is made apparent throughout 
this study, particularly in chapter six where My Bondage and My Freedom is the 
focus of close textual analysis. It is not until much later in the 1845 Narrative 

that Douglass presents himself again as loving and loved by others, at Freeland's 
farm among fellow slaves. Douglass' account of the intense fraternal bonds 
between himself and his fellow slaves at Freeland's farm, createssome tension 
within the picaresque situation of Douglass' first autobiography. In My Bondage 

and M y Freedom (1855), rootedness in black community is established from its 
first page, and permeates the entire account. As we shall see in chapter six, if M y
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Bondage and My Freedom is given the recognition it surely deserves but has 
been denied, the glimpses of human connection in the 1845 Narrative can be 
viewed as significant. When the loneliness and isolation of Douglass' first 
autobiography is mediated through the re-visioned context of M y Bondage and 

M y Freedom, then the autobiographical act can be seen as the fullest expression 
of the black picaresque tradition. This is nowhere more apparent than in 
Douglass' treatment of slave song.

As Byerman recognises, "stylistic duplicity can also be found in the recurring use 
of irony in virtually all slave narratives, for irony is the linguistic equivalent of 
trickster behaviour" (52). Douglass' 1845 account of slave song is intriguing in 
this regard, its presence in the narrative clear testimony to the existence of a 
concealed slave community, and "stylistic duplicity" in slave narrative:

They would make the dense old woods, for miles around, 
reverberate with their wild songs, revealing at once the highest joy 
and the deepest sadness. They would compose and sing as they went 
along, consulting neither time nor tune. The thought that came up, 
came out-- if not in the word, in the sound; -- and as frequently in the 
one as in the other. They would sometimes sing the most pathetic 
sentiment in the most rapturous tone, and the most rapturous 
sentiment in the most pathetic tone....

They would sing as a chorus, to words which to many would seem 
unmeaning jargon, but which, nevertheless, were full of meaning to 
themselves. I have sometimes thought that the mere hearing of 
those songs would do more to impress some minds with the horrible 
character of slavery, than the reading of whole volumes of 
philosophy on the subject could do.

I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those rude 
and apparently incoherent songs. I was myself within the circle; so 
that I neither saw nor heard as those without might see and hear (p. 
57/1845)

The carefully set scene suggests the magic of A Midsummer Night's Dream. As 
the slave enters the woods on his way to "The Great House Farm", he is between 
white and black worlds. Douglass does not interpret the "wild songs", rather, he 
evokes their mysteriousness: Douglass' sentences balance competing readings of 
slave expression against each other: highest joy and deepest sadness ,
"compose and sing" and "time nor tune". In the sentence, "the thought that 
came up, came out— if not in word, in sound;— and as frequently in the one as in 
the other", suggests an unfamiliar, foreign language not sensible to all listeners
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( unmeaning jargon... apparently incoherent"). Multiple possibilities are 
suggested by reference to the "deep meaning" of slave song. The balanced 
sentences contrasting opposed readings of slave expression draws attention to 
the act of interpretation, and to the 'space1 or silence between oppositional terms 
inscribed by slaves with their own meaning. As a young slave boy, Douglass was 
within the circle", and we might see this as the world unheard and unseen by 

dominant white society where Douglass was aware of, but mystified by "songs 
full of meaning to themselves".

Douglass' account of the slave's "wild songs" ends with a less ambiguous, more 
strident 'voice1 which leaves the woods, as it were, consciously aware of a white 
audience and of the need to 'explain' the songs: he writes, "every note was a 
testimony against slavery". Emotive descriptions play with the sentimental 
feelings of the audience, otherwise possibly untouched and even mystified by 
Douglass' initial description: "The hearing of those wild notes always depressed 
my spirit and filled me with ineffable sadness. I have frequently found myself 
in tears while hearing them. The mere recurrence of those songs, even now, 
afflicts me; and while I am writing these lines, an expression of feeling has 
already found its way down my cheek..." (p. 58/1845). The image of "a man cast 
away on a desolate island" overshadows Douglass' earlier, ambiguous self image 
"within the circle". A sad, lonely outcast, remembered from afar by the wet-eyed 
adult narrator closes the memory of the woods "reverberating with song":

I have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north, to find 
persons who could speak of the singing, among slaves, as evidence of 
their contentment and happiness. It is impossible to conceive of a 
greater mistake. Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy. The 
songs of slaves represent the sorrows of his heart; and he is relieved 
by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its tears... The singing 
of a man cast away upon a desolate island might be as appropriately 
considered as evidence of contentment and happiness, as the singing 
of a slave; the songs of the one and of the other are prompted by the 
same emotion (p. 58/1845)

We need to recognise that, while Douglass' 1845 Narrative offers only shadows 
and glimpses of the black culture which sustained slaves, this context disturbs 
and disrupts what otherwise seems an unambiguous example of the loneliness, 
despair and isolation of slavery, reinforcing an image of the slave as victim. In 
chapter seven, we shall see that slave song in JDessa Rose functions in precisely 
the same way, providing Dessa with a means of communication, connection 
and ultimately liberation. As such, slave song acts as a counterdiscourse,
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disrupting and undermining the text of slavery dominated by the white male 
narrator of part one of Williams' novel. It is significant that Douglass' 1845 
description of the slaves' wild songs" is an epijaph to Black Literature and 

Literary Theory, where it speaks to possibilities of meaning and interpretation 
addressed by that book. As we shall see in chapter six, William Andrews 
encourages the reader of Douglass' autobiographies to examine the 1845 
Narrative "as the precursor of My Bondage and My Freedom"(53); the treatment 
of slave song in My Bondage and My Freedom suggests the essential correctness 
of doing so.

Hedin recognises that the nineteenth century male slave narrator manipulated 
his white audience to achieve social ends which were as real and important to 
him as they were to abolitionists. Emphasising escape episodes in the 
narratives, Hedin sees that the male narrators' "road narratives" manipulate 
convention and in so doing liberate the protagonist from the "irresolvably tight 
bind" in which Olney traps the slave author:

The road narrative... first activated the audiences conventional 
literary expectation that the road protagonist would act 
conventionally and become a picaro... and then undercut those 
expectations. For the slave narrators consistently circumscribe the 
description of their road behaviour to keep it resolutely rational and 
moral and to emphasise the reluctance with which they are driven to 
necessary survival acts of theft, cunning and violence... In short, the 
slave on the road is never "at large", never simply fleeing, certainly 
never ofn jhe prowl. The narrators complained often that slavery 
was ju * to keep them childish; but as soon as they escape, the road 
activates instant, responsible adulthood rather than adolescent release 
or amoral self-seeking. The escaping slave became heroic precisely by 
refusing to assimilate to his literary landscape (54)

But, as we have seen, other critics go much further, placing the heroic slave in a 
context of black culture which defines and recognises that heroic status. The 
'picaro trickster' or 'good Christian slave' are role-plays or masks disguising a 
deeper subversion than that described by Hedin. Use of convention as described 
by Hedin disguises another story, explicit in Equiano's narrative and in 
Incidents, and dimly perceived in Douglass' 1845 Narrative, of autonomous 
black people whose sense of self is not determined by white standards or 
expectations, but is whole and liberated in and through African-rooted cultural 
practice and religious syncretism. As we shall see in chapter seven, Dessa Rose
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and Beloved privilege this dimension of slave experience, particularly for black 
women.

It is not a conventional critical assumption that a black woman is or has the 
potential to be self-determining and dangerous, characteristics of the picaro- 
trickster given deep meaning in slave culture. It is significant that in Sherley 
Anne Williams' novel, her protagonist Dessa Rose kills a white man in order to 
ensure a coffle of slaves she is among are not returned to slavery and, in 
Beloved, Toni Morrison's protagonist Sethe sets out to kill her four children, 
when imminent re-enslavement threatens, managing to take the life of a baby 
daughter, before she is, like Dessa, imprisoned for her actions. What is perhaps 
most remarkable about Dessa is her ordinariness: she is not given the mythic 
stature of an Amazon warrior battling the oppressor:

in the novel's immediate past, Dessa was an ordinary field hand, 
unremarkable in education, background or condition, precisely the 
Southern plantation's least fathomable and most mysterious figure. 
Despite her leadership in a slave uprising, Dessa never stops being 
ordinary... The desire to be free, the novel makes clear, is as natural 
and inevitable to a slave as breathing (55)

Toni Morrison has called Sethe's murderous behaviour the ultimate act of 
motherhood, a point of view which is not as outrageous as it may first appear, 
shattering as it does the conventional stereotype of woman as passive/mother, 
and exposing with brutal honesty the realities of life for black women in slavery. 
Morrison has said about the slave mother's act of infanticide:

it was absolutely the right thing to do, but she had no right to do it. I 
think if I had seen what she had seen, and knew what was in store, 
and I felt there was an afterlife- or even if I felt there wasn't- I think 
I would have done the same thing. But its also the thing you have 
no right to do (56)

It is virtually impossible to comprehend Jacobs' life in Incidents without 
performing the act of seeing which Morrison's quote demonstrates, wherein we 
enter the text of slavery on the black woman's terms, and must try to see 
through her eyes "the Southern plantation's least fathomable and most 
mysterious figure". When Hedin turns his attention to female slave narrative, 
he reinforces the stereotype of the passive, housebound woman and denies not 
only the realities of black female experience in slavery, but also the female slave 
narrators' self-awareness as a black woman who is self-determining and can be 

dangerous.



Like Hedin's treatment of the female slave narrator's use of sentimental 
convention, Roderiguez-Luis makes assumptions about women's place in 
society and in literature which do not recognise empowered female presence. 
Roderiguez-Luis focuses on the female picaro to "reach some conclusions about 
the picaresque novel in general" (57). For Roderiguez-Luis, picaresque 
characteristics do not add up to any kind of artistically moving structure in 
picara novels before Defoe; in a number of ways the female picaro inhabits a 
different fictional world. Roderiguez-Luis' observations resonate with the same 
moral tone as Olney's remarks comparing slave narrative to 'real literature'. Of 
the picara characteristics which Roderiguez-Luis explores, some can be seen to 
betray his own and possibly authorial limitations as male observers and creators 
of female experience: is it useful to 'blame' a literary character, on the basis of 
gender, as in the statement that "picaras... show themselves equally incapable of 
attaining any level of serious moral thinking"? Is it other than subjective 
evaluation to observe that "even in the best of these novels", the picara lacks the 
"heightened presence" of male protagonists ? (58). It is beyond the scope of this 
study to suggest alternative readings of the European picara, but as a 'failed' 
character the picara reminds us of the possible misrepresentation of women in 
literature— usually figured in terms of invisible or silenced presence— and, in 
signifying female experience in society, the picara points to the inevitability of 
difference in women's writing: global sisterhood is as much a literary myth as it 
is a political and social fiction, as chapter three of this study argues in some 
detail. The failed picara points us to Jacobs' narrative and to the limitations of 
Hedin's analysis of female slave narrative. In contrast to Hedin's reading of 
female slave narrator's use of sentimental fiction, premised on the assumption 
that all women are the same, I agree with Thistlethwaite that "affirmation of 
femaleness should not gloss over difference:"what life is like uniquely for black- 
American women, I believe, must be allowed to stand on its own. It must count 
for the survival of these women and their people and not someone else's 

survival" (59).

Hedin does not, indeed cannot, recognise the potential of female slave narrative 
because he sees the female slave in conventional sentimental terms. Stereotypes 
of male and female experience are borne out in Hedin's assumptions about the 
'true nature' of the free-spirited male slave, opposed to the house-bound female 
slave. Hedin evokes a universal female reality when he assumes that "the 
problems of Linda Brent and Mattie Griffiths become the problems of
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every woman in the nineteenth century". The 'natural fit' of eighteenth century 
narrator s lives and the picaresque, becomes a perfect fit of literary convention 
and gender stereotype. And, while the nineteenth century male narrator is 
given presence and authority largely because he is seen to manipulate and 
convention and 'get ovah" the white man, Hedin's female slave narrator is too 
passive for such rough literary play; inexplicably, she "had less reason to 
undercut the genre she worked in":

The female slave narrator had a similarly appropriate genre at hand, 
though narrators like Linda Brent and Mattie Griffiths had less 
reason to undercut the genre they worked in, the sentimental novel.
If men reveal their true nature when free, by the same conventional 
schema women reveal themselves at home. As a result, slavery 
itself, rather than the act of escape, offered the most fitting test of the 
female slave: how she coped with the pressures and duties of her 
master's house would show just what kind of woman she was. Thus 
depicting the slave woman as vulnerable servant and the owner as 
abusive aristocrat enabled Brent and Griffiths to draw on the literary 
associations of sentimental fiction to elicit the emotional responses 
befitting its recognizable cast of characters. In addition, the notion of 
woman as slave tapped the incipient feminist indignation that was 
already linking the women's rights movement and the anti-slavery 
movement. Hence political fervour and literary convention 
combined; the problems of Linda Brent and Mattie Griffiths became 
the problems of everywoman in the nineteenth century, appealing to 
the basic fears and sympathies of their avowedly female audience.
(60)

I am not suggesting that Hedin should have linked female slave narrative with 
the European picaresque literary tradition rather than sentimental fiction. As I 
have shown and will continue to develop, female slave narrative cannot be read 
as if it were the same as male slave narrative. Furthermore, the link made by 
Nichols, referred to earlier, between picaresque slave narrative and social protest 
fiction is especially problematic for black women. In her sociological reading of 
black women's fiction, Thistlethwaite treats Ann Petry's The Street as 
representative of black women's experience. Thistlethwaite focuses on conflict, 
alienation, and the "pain-stained years" that "permeate the landscape" of black 
female life (61). I am uneasy with Thistlethwaite's use of fiction in chapter three 
of Race, Sex and God, just as I am uneasy with Nichols' treatment of picaresque 
black writing described earlier. As Hortense Spillers puts it ,"an agent endowed 
with the possibilities of action, or who can make her world, just as she is made 

by it, is the crucial dialectical motion that is missing in deterministic fiction"
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(62). Mary Helen Washington discusses how Petry has been locked into just the 
sort of literary pigeon-hole in which Thistlethwaite locates black women writers:

Even though Ann Petry is still writing today [mid 1980's], most of the 
criticism of her work has locked her into the 1940's tradition of social 
protest and the Richard Wright School of environmental 
determinism. But since her 1946 novel, The Street, and a 1947 
novella, In Darkness and Confusion", which clearly fit the mold of 
social protest fiction, Petry has written two novels, a book of short 
stories, and two biographies for young people. As Petry's work 
moves away from the hostile environment of Harlem, the setting of 
her early work, her characters gain strength and stature. Her women 
and her men, especially in the stories set in New England... are more 
firmly rooted in a sustaining community and are therefore less 
isolated and less likely to be defeated by external forces (63)

Thistlethwaite is aware of the dangers of approaching fiction as a mirror 
reflecting reality: "fiction is a central resource for this work [Race, Sex and God], 

but it is well to remember, and I must continually remind myself of this, that 
fiction is fiction. Fiction can evoke truths that are obscured by social analysis, 
but sociology, anthropology and economics are becoming, for me, key resources 
for a white feminist theory seeking ways to grapple with the cloying hands of 
class and race privilege" (64). Despite Thistlethwaite's commendable effort to 
ground feminist theory in an analysis of difference, her use of fiction as 'data' 
ultimately limits the complexity and life-affirming qualities of black women's 
writing, not least of all because Thistlethwaite, a theologian who recently 
discovered black women’s fiction, seems unaware of black literary history and 
issues. Mary Helen Washington points out that "...social protest fiction, while it 
diminishes the effectiveness of all human energy, threatens to marginalise and 
repress women in particular "(65). Mary Helen Washington sees potential 
dangers in rejecting protest fiction simply on the grounds that it's bleak world of 
hardship is uncomfortable for the reader to enter, but she also identifies the 
dangers of the "circumscribed possibilities of the text itself, its lack of subtlety 
and flexibility, its manipulation of characters to serve an ideological function, its 
refusal to give women a powerful point of view" (66). Mary Helen Washington 
is concerned about deep rooted sexism in protest fiction as well as disengaged, 
ahistorical readings of texts such as The Street:

What is hidden beneath the surface of deterministic fiction is an 
ideology that is mainly concerned with men... The revolt in this 
fiction is against racism, not sexism; its deep ideological conflict is 
between black men and white men. With its emphasis on a hostile 

-¿environment, on crime, on suppressed aggression, on white
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exploitation of black life, deterministic fiction ignores many of the 
deeply felt realities of women's lives: their relationships with their 
families, their own suppressed creativity, and their conflicts with 
black men and with patriarchy. This form of social protest is so 
inimical to women that they are often depicted in this fiction as 
victimizers (67)

Barbara Christian sees black women's protest fiction as a response against the 
inappropriate images and damaging assumptions embedded in the white female 
world of domestic fiction. Christian notes that in the development of black 
women's writing, from approximately 1900 to 1950, novels by black women can 
be seen to embody tension between the writers' "apparent acceptance of an ideal 
woman derived from white upper class society, and the reality with which their 
protagonists had to contend... [This resulted] in a series of contradictions... until 
in the 1940's the destruction it created becomes clear in fiction written by black 
women" (68). Hedin's use of sentimental convention to explore female slave 
narrative does not observe the black woman writer's self-image conflict 
identified by Christian and made explicit in Incidents. Hedin denies Jacobs' self- 
awareness as a black woman and the special position of black women in slavery 
and black slave culture. Jacobs states in her narrative that conventional ideas of 
woman (embedded in sentimental convention) just do not embrace black 
female reality : "Still in looking back, calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that 
the slave woman ought not to be judged by the same standards as others" (p. 56). 
The ending of Incidents seems to consciously reject the limited scope of female 
options portrayed in sentimental fiction: "Reader, my story ends with freedom; 
not in the usual way, with marriage. I and my children are now free!" (p. 201). 
While I do not agree with Yellin's reading of Jacobs' narrative in relation to 
sentimental convention, to be explored later in this study, I do agree with her 
observation that "Jacobs does not characterise herself as a passive female victim 
but asserts that... she was an effective moral agent. She takes full responsibility 
for her actions" (69). The action to which Yellin refers is the affair into which 
Jacobs enters with a white man, hoping it will prompt Dr Flint to free her. It 
does not, and the affair results in Jacobs' two children. As Jacobs writes: "I will 
not try to screen myself behind the plea of compulsion from a master, for it was 
not so. Neither can I plead ignorance or thoughtlessness... I knew what I did and 
I did it with deliberate calculation" (p. 54). Despite Jacobs' vulnerability facing 
severe patriarchal oppression, Jacobs words clearly are not the utterance of a 
"vulnerable servant", nor Jacobs' voice that of a nineteenth century 

"everywoman".
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In a letter to her friend, feminist/abolitionist Amy Post, Jacobs registers 
understandable reservations about making public an account of her life which, if 
it is honest, will have to treat a sexual history which Victorian America will not 
sanction. But there is evidence in this and other letters that the possibility of 
moral censure does not press Jacobs' back to the wall as a writer; she does not 
seem willing to simply use a literary convention which devalues her own 
experience just because to do so might relieve the discomfort of an up-tight 
audience:

And you my dear friend must not expect much where there has been 
so little given Yes dear Amy there has been more than a bountiful 
share of suffering given enough to crush the inner feelings of stouter 
hearts than this poor timid one of mine but I will try and not send 
you a portraiture of feelings just now the poor Book is in its 
Chrysalis-state and though I can never make it a butterfly I am 
satisfied to have it creep meekly among some of the humbler bugs 
I sometimes wish that I could fall into a Rip Van Winkle sleep and 
awake with the blest belief of that little witch Topsy that I never was 
born but you will say it is too late in the day I have outgrown the 
belief oh yes and outlived it too (letter no. 8, p. 238)

Reference to Rip Van Winkle and "that little witch Topsy" is significant. I read 
Jacobs as both inscribing her familiarity with 'real literature' and rejecting it, not 
on the grounds that her narrative can only "creep meekly among some of the 
humbler bugs" (as Olney would no doubt have it), but, rather, in her avoidance 
of convention ("a portraiture of feelings”), and of conventional literary 
judgement. In other words, Jacobs rejects the moral censure of her experience as 
a black woman implicit in sentimental convention, and she rejects as a standard 
for the judgement of her narrative the exclusive terms of the white male literary 
establishment. Rip Van Winkle and Topsy represent naive, unreal parameters 
for Jacobs’ "chrysalis". Jacobs' desire to record an honest account of lived 
experience, "I must write just what I have lived and witnessed myself", is 
repeated throughout her letters to trusted friends such as Amy Post. Jacobs 
images of women in slavery suggest determination to avoid the sort of excesses 
in which Douglass indulged, the bloody, half-naked slave women in such 
abundance in the 1845 Narrative. As we shall see in chapter four, Jacobs' brief 
involvement with Mrs Stowe not only suggests the complexity of maternalism 
in Incidents, it also calls into question the association made by Hedin (and other 
critics) between Incidents and sentimental fiction. As I hope to show here and 
throughout this study, Jacobs' use of convention is mediated through her self
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awareness as a black woman, so that she is able to write what she has lived and 
witnessed without calling into question her own integrity.

While male slave narrative may conform to aspects of the picaresque, we have 
seen in the narratives of Equiano and Douglass the shortcomings of employing a 
literary type to expound the realities of slavery. Similarly, female experience 
may be expressed in sentimental convention, but this literary convention 
excludes as significant race, class and other factors such as nationality, religion 
and culture. ,/t\o.ckethan analysis of motherwit in black women's writing, 
alluded to earlier, roots aspects of Jacobs' narrative in a black picaresque 
tradition. (TUcKethan views women's use of motherwit as "tied to... the 
capacities of language as an enabling power", and focuses on Jacobs' use of 
"caricature and exaggeration as tools of invective... Her own master and mistress 
are frequently lampooned and in that way effectively dehumanised" (70). Dr 
Flint is characterised as "a villain figure of sentimental novel vintage", bestial 
and inhuman in Jacobs’ narrative, but he fails in his attempts to seduce/rape 
Jacobs and is shown as a blustering, ineffective fool as rriacKethan points out: 
"For all his ranting and raving, Dr Flint never won any contest with his female 
slave; as Jacobs remarks, 'my master had power and law on his side; I had 
determined will. There is might in each' "(71). In Incidents, Jacobs avoids 
sensationalism and titillation. The content of Dr Flint's notes are never made 
explicit though it is made clear they describe perverse intentions which sexually 
threaten a young girl. The "foul secrets" which Dr Flint "whispers" in Jacobs' 
ear are not divulged. Jacobs silences her ex-master but makes plain the evil 
which he and his notes represent for her. Dr Flint is characterised as heartless 
and cruel, a "depraved character" "whose speeches are nearly all of a piece", an 
exaggerated caricature effectively dehumanised, as macKethan points out. 
William Andrews' reading of Dr. Flint in Incidents also focuses on the power 
which Jacobs assumes as narrator. Andrews argues that "the function of the 
man is as a signifier of patriarchal power at its most dehumanised extreme (72). 
Jacobs' treatment of sexual harassment challenges stereotypes of the female 
slave and by extension nineteenth century moral standards which condemn 
Jacobs' sexual activity outside of marriage. As Andrew argues: "Jacobs 
concentrated on the psychological source, not the physical manifestation of, the 
obscenity of slavery. That is, she grew eloquent in denouncing the lust for and 
corruption of power in the 'patriarchal institution' as she scornfully referred to

slavery" (73).
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When Jacobs characterises Linda Brent's mistress, Mrs Flint, she uses simple 
contrasts to point to glaring hypocrisy, as in the quote below. Jacobs’ use of a 
domestic setting and imagery, drawing on conventional ideas of cosy, domestic 
bliss provide fine ironic contrast with the neurotic, obsessive behaviour of Mrs. 
Flint. Jacobs' domestic scene is thus set, as we move from the Lord's supper to 
Sunday lunch preparations in the Flint kitchen:

she was a member of the church; but partaking of the Lord's supper 
did not seem to put her in a Christian frame of mind. If dinner was 
not served at the exact time on that particular Sunday, she would 
station herself in the kitchen, and wait till it was dished, and then 
spit in all the kettles and pans that had been used for cooking. She 
did this to prevent the cook and her children from eking out their 
meagre fare with the remains of the gravy and other scrapings. The 
slaves could get nothing to eat except what she chose to give them. 
Provisions were weighed out by the pound and ounce, three times a 
day. I can assure you she gave them no chance to eat wheat bread 
from her flour barrel. She knew how many biscuits a quart of flour 
would make, and exactly what size they ought to be (p. 12).

As chapters three and five of this study will show, the world of women in 
Jacobs' narrative is considerably more complex than sentimental convention 
would lead us to believe. The characterisation of black and white women in 
relation to each other does not predictably conform to sentimental convention, 
any more than relationships with masters and friends, so important to Equiano 
and Douglass, are simple and predictable in male slave narrative.

CONCLUSION

There is a danger inherent in the modem black quest for African roots. Hazel 
Carby is suspicious of the mystification of the past, in this case of the American 
South, about which a mythology has grown up that is undoubtedly linked to 
sentimental views of Africa: this "mythology of the rural South conflates the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries and two very distinct modes of production, 
slavery and sharecropping, into one mythical rural folk existence". Carby is 
rightly concerned that mythologising a rural past results in a loss of detail and 
lack of critical precision: "Consequently, not only are the specificities of a slave 
existence as opposed to a sharecropping existence negated, but the urban 
imagination and urban histories are also repressed (74). Carby s suspicions 
about the mystification of the past, particularly black history rooted in African 
cultural practice, is well founded and should be heeded. In her
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dissertation, Sisters of the Light: The Importance of Spirituality in the Afra- 
American Novel , Josephine Adams seems to make a similar observation, 
recognising the danger of over-simplifying an idea of African rootedness which 
she refers to as an Afro-centric spirituality:

It is im portant to note that the inclusiveness of [Afrocentric] 
spirituality cannot be dismissed as prim itivism , naturalism  or 
animism. Certainly these "-isms" are aspects of Afrocentric 
spirituality, but Eurocentric concepts of these genres have... distorted 
or over-simplified the values or ideas incorporated in them (75)

Of course, Europeans are not solely guilty of putting over "distorted or over
simplified" views of Africa as Adams fails to recognise. Catherine Acholonu 
strains any credible conception of continuity when she suggests that in the 
present-day Nigerian village she claims to be Equiano's home, there are people 
who remember Equiano and his family over two hundred years later ! (76). 
Adams also distorts and over-simplifies throughout her dissertation, making no 
attempt to specifically locate "the African", consistently referred to through out 
the dissertation. Gross generalisation persists, since Adams argues that 'black 
humanism' is a female domain. The black male becomes a kind of picaresque 
caricature, not governed by "the soul ideology" and no longer anchored by 
spirituality as defined by Adams: he has "submitted to Western ordering 
principles that equate manhood with forming an individual identity based 
primarily on individual efforts for external gains" (77). There is no room here 
for the eighteenth century slave/traveller/writer/political activist Equiano, or 
for the possibilities of Frederick Douglass' 1845 Narrative encoded in slave song. 
Neither a sentimental image of Africa's lost son, nor of a picaro who has sold 
his black soul for the white man's way, accurately describes the male slave 
narrator. Equiano, in the passage below, can be seen as deeply in touch with his 
African origins and sensitive to the possibility of misreading the past :

I hope the reader will not think I have trespassed on his patience in 
introducing myself to him with some account of the manners and 
customs of my country. They had been implanted in me with great 
care, and made an impression on my mind, which time could not 
erase, and which all the adversity and variety of fortune I have since 
experienced served only to rivet and record, for, whether the love of 
one's country be real or imaginary, or a lesson of reason, or an 
instinct of nature, I still look back with pleasure on the first scenes of 
my life, though that pleasure has been for the most part mingled 
with sorrow (I. 45-46)
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I have already suggested the dangers inherent in ignoring the African roots of 
picaresque slave narrative. We need only recall Uncle Tom's Cabin to be 
rem inded that slavery is a compelling source from which to cull images of 
brutalised victims. James Baldwin is clear about the dangers of Stowe's "very 
bad novel... its self-righteous, virtuous sentimentality" wearing a "mask of 
cruelty":

Uncle Tom s Cabin—like its multitudinous, hard-boiled descendants- 
-is a catalogue of violence. This is explained by the nature of Mrs 
Stowes subject matter, her laudable determination to flinch from 
nothing in presenting the complete picture; an explanation which 
falters only when we pause to ask whether or not her picture is 
indeed complete; and what constriction or failure of perception 
forced her to so depend on the description of brutality—unmotivated, 
senseless—and to leave unanswered and unnoticed the only 
important question: what it J , after all, that motivated her people to 
do such deeds (78)

Similarly, Edwards recognises the link between sentimentality and cruelty in the 
'sinister side' of Edward W. Blyden, the nineteenth-century black man "hailed 
as the great Pan-Negro patriot, the founder of the concept of African personality, 
the spiritual father of Negritude, the first great black spokesman for Africa" (79). 
Like Acholonu, Blyden's African identity and good intentions in relation to 
African heritage are not enough to ensure that the observation is sound or takes 
account of the complexities of experience. Hollis Lynch describes Blyden "in a 
West African context as brilliant but self-righteous, intolerant, dilettantish, 
suspicious and paranoid"(80). Neither Lynch nor Edwards sets out to attack or 
demean the achievements of Blyden which are recognised by both critics. But 
Edwards' point in revealing the darker side of Blyden, articulated below, is 
precisely Baldwin's point about the dehumanising nature of social protest 
fiction:

The visionary, unsustained, lapses easily into the merely irrational 
and rhetorical, degenerating from the inspirational myth of national 
or racial identity, which at best can bind together men of different 
nations or races, to the cruelties of local or personal prejudice. Nor 
need it be surprising that cruelty and sentimentality should go 
together. It is in the nature of sentimentality that the feeling should 
be self-indulgent, not directed outwards: and it would be sentimental 
of the reader of Blyden to see only the Pan-Negro Patriot, and not this 
darker side to his nature (81)
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Carol Iannone sees in the early plot of Beloved "the pattern of Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin", and wants us accept that Morrison, like some "hard-boiled descendant" 
of Stowe, cannot or will not render nuances of slave experience other than 
"miseries" and "humiliation":

[Beloved] grows massive and heavy with the cumulative and oft- 
repeated miseries, with new miseries and new dimensions of 
miseries added in each telling and retelling long after the point has 
been m ade and the reader has grown numb. The graphic 
descriptions of physical humiliation begin to grow sensationalistic, 
and the gradual unfolding of secret horror has an unmistakable 
Gothic dimension which soon comes to seem merely lurid, designed 
to arouse and entertain (82)

Beloved is the subject of chapter seven of this study and will be treated there, but 
I must state now that I disagree with Iannones' reading of Morrison's novel. 
"The only important question" posed by Baldwin prompts us to "make a further 
journey than that made by Stowe, to discover and reveal something a little 
closer to the truth" (83) and this is, I think, what Morrison achieves, not least of 
all because Beloved explores behind and beyond the sentimental "mask of 
cruelty" disguising dimensions of slave experience. The creative expressions of 
slaves and their artistic descendants, offer more than bleak portrayals of helpless, 
deracinated victims. Works such as Beloved and Dessa Rose, the insight of 
Baldwin's prose, as well as the slave narratives central to this study, bear witness 
to the miracle of survival and creativity under slavery.

In Nichols' treatment of the picaresque alluded to earlier, slave narrative is read 
as presenting protagonists who are tragic picaros in the sense which Baldwin 
uses the term to describe the tragedy of the protagonist of Wright's Native Son:

as

"below the surface of this novel there lies,Jit seems to me, a continuation, a 
complement of that monstrous legend it was written to destroy. Bigger 
[Wright's protagonist] is Uncle Tom's descendant... Bigger's tragedy is not that 
he is cold or black or hungry, not even that he is an American, black; but that he 
has accepted a theology that denies him life, that he admits the possibility of 
being sub-human and feels constrained, therefore, to battle for his humanity" 
(84). Like Baldwin's essay, in Beloved, Toni Morrison penetrates into the 
experience of categorisation with special skill, revealing a dynamic of black 
experience which eludes the reader who skims the surface of black creative 
expression rooted in the slave narrative tradition. The life-denying theology
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which Baldwin describes becomes a deep, tangled jungle in the passage below 
from Beloved. An elder of the black community, Stamp Paid, reflects that

Whitepeople believed that whatever the manners, under every dark 
skin was a jungle. Swift unnavigable waters, swinging screaming 
baboons, sleeping snakes, red gums ready for their sweet white blood.
In a way, he thought, they were right. The more coloredpeople spent 
their strength trying to convince them how gentle they were, how 
clever and loving, how human, the more they used themselves up 
to persuade uohites of something Negroes believed could not be 
questioned, the deeper and more tangled the jungle grew inside. But 
it wasn t the jungle blacks brought with them to this place from the 
other (livable-' ) place. It was the jungle whitefcj^s planted in them.
And it grew. It spread. In, through and after life, it spread, until it 
invaded the whites who had made it. Touched them every one. 
Changed and altered them. Made them bloody, silly, worse than 
even they wanted to be, so scared were they of the jungle they had 
made. The screaming baboon lived under their own white skin; the 
red gums were their own (85)

Nichols' argument also takes for granted that the picaresque—and black writing 
since slave narrative— portrays male experience in a man's world: women are 
invisible. It would be difficult to account for writers such as Toni Morrison or 
Sherley Anne Williams, and their explicit interest in slavery dramatised 
through female protagonists in Dessa Rose and Beloved, if we accept the idea of 
black literature put forward by Nichols. Because Nichols needs to claim that 
slave narrative established a picaresque tradition continued in black male 
autobiography and fiction, implications of the observation below— clearly 
refuted in the experiences and narratives of Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs- are 
not addressed:

The slave narrators are neglected (often abandoned) children 
constantly subject to physical punishment and hounded by fear... The 
isolation and deprivation of these slaves gave rise to an instability of 
personality which manifests itself in aggression, violence and 
superstition. They lose the capacity for love; the soul in them 
virtually dies (86)

Nichols traps slave narrative, denying its subtle messages, silencing its full 
voice, and so does Hedin, despite his attempt to identify clever skill in 
picaresque slave narrative. In Baldwin s words, this is a more hidden 
phenomena now than it was in the days of serfdom, but it is no less implacable. 
Now, as then, we find ourselves bound, first without, then within, by the nature
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of our



Risky thought Paul D, very risky. For a used-to-be slave woman to love 
anything that much was dangerous, especially when it was her children she had

settled on 
—Beloved

We have paid for our children's place in the world again, and again...

—Dessa Rose

C h a p t e r  III. 
G e n d e r  a n d  Sl a v e  N a r r a t iv e

The discovery of a cache of letters early in the 1980's written by Harriet Jacobs to 
female and other friends made it possible for Jean Fagan Yellin to firmly 
establish the authorship and authenticity of Jacobs' narrative. Yellin includes a 
selection of these letters in her 1987 edition of Incidents, making it a particularly 
useful edition of a unique first-hand testimony of nineteenth century black 
female experience in slavery. Jacobs' letter to Ednah Dow Cheney quoted below, 
serves in a number of ways to point to the main preoccupations of Jacobs' 
writing, and of this chapter. In a rare quiet interlude, Jacobs writes from the 
post-Civil War South where, along with her daughter Louisa, she had 
volunteered to work with newly emancipated blacks, teaching domestic and 
literacy skills. The extract below is a moving scene from the extraordinary life of 
an 'ordinary' woman [in all extracts from Jacobs' letters quoted in this study, no 
corrections have been made to Jacobs' (lack of) punctuation, spelling or 
grammar. Double spacing between sentences indicates where punctuation is not

provided by Jacobs):
l i k o - t e

I felt I would[_write you a line from my old home. I am sitting under 
the old roof twelve feet from the spot where I suffered all the 
crushing weight of slavery, thank God the bitter cup is drained of its 
last dreg, there is no more need of hiding places to conceal slave 
Mothers, yet it was little to purchase the blessings of freedom. I 
could have worn this poor life out there to save my Children from 
the misery and degradation of Slavery.

64



I had long thought I had no attachment to my old home, as I often 
sit here and think of those I loved of their hard struggle in life—their 
unfaltering love and devotion toward myself and Children. I love to 
sit here and think of them. They have made the few sunny spots in 
that dark life sacred to me.

I cannot tell you how I feel in this place, the change is so great I can 
hardly take it all in I was bom here, and amid all these new born 
blessings, the old dark cloud comes over me, and I find it hard to 
have faith in rebels... (letter no. 15, p. 249) (1)

While the letter opens with Jacobs focussing on herself—'I' occurs four times in
(xr\d

the first two sentences-J with specific reference to Jacobs' seven year self
incarceration —"there is no more need of hiding places to conceal slave 
Mothers"— neither the letters nor the narrative can be characterised as self- 
centred or preoccupied with personal suffering and accomplishments. Jacobs 
makes explicit a sense of self-as-a-part-of-others in emphasising the home, her 
role as mother, and "the unfaltering love and devotion" of her family; indeed, 
throughout her narrative Jacobs repeatedly declares her gratification at having 
"worn this poor life out" to give her children a life free from slavery. Isolation, 
asocial behaviour and deracination emphasised in the European picaresque 
convention clearly will not do to describe Jacobs' reality in slavery or Incidents: 
"there is no history of women which does not take account of how women are 
placed relative to men and children, how middle class experience relates to that 
of the upper and working classes, how employer and employee, master/mistress 
and servant, are historically related" (2). As I indicated in the preceding chapter 
and shall develop, female slave narrative is best read on the margin of the 
literary type designated sentimental/domestic writing. While the question of 
whether or not the protagonist of this or any other slave narrative can be read as 
a conventional literary type is best explored through close textual scrutiny, it 
seems necessary to identify and characterise in this chapter what Yellin calls 
Jacobs' "social matrix”, since it will bear directly on chapters four and five where 
Incidents is the subject of such close textual study.

As Hedin's mis-reading of Jacobs as a nineteenth century "everywoman" 
demonstrates, the easy identification of Incidents as archetypally female in its 
focus and themes may lead to a naive caricature of female experience and 
writing. As I stated in chapter two, the precise nature of the picaresque potential 
of black women's writing is insufficiently examined. I return to and examine 
the danger of stereotyping female experience throughout this chapter. The
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second paragraph of Jacobs' letter suggests the complex process of what Morrison 
refers to in Beloved as rememory, the painful, possibly enlightening process of 
remembering long suppressed experiences in slavery. Jacobs conveys a sense of 
surprise that her old home" stirs in her feelings of "attachment"; the revelation 
triggers thoughts of her family, as she stresses with repetition, "I love to sit here 
and think of them , calling attention as much to the act of remembering as she 
does to the quiet bravery of her family. As in the first paragraph of the letter , 
Jacobs memories of slavery, "that dark life", are inextricably linked to a reality of 
rootedness in a bright realm of family. Multiple contexts of rootedness in the 
final paragraph of the letter expands the boundaries of Jacobs' family to include 
the black community's struggle in post-Civil War American society. It seems 
likely that the changes which amaze Jacobs- "I cannot tell you how I feel in this 
place, the change is so great"- are repercussions of the Civil War, and though 
she can "hardly take it all in", Jacobs again specifically locates herself, "I was born 
here", and renders the bleak possibility of a better life for emancipated blacks in 
terms that are both maternal and echo strongly the closing lines of Incidents: 

"amid all these new bom blessings, the old dark cloud come over me, and I find 
it hard to have faith in rebels...". Incidents ends: "with j  gloomy recollections 
come tender memories of my good old grandmother, like light, fleecy clouds 
floating over a dark and troubled sea" (p. 201). Jacobs' self-conscious shifting 
between light and dark memories of her past, her surprised response to this 
post-Emancipation journey home, suggest that it will be far from easy to locate 
and name female experience in, and writing about, slavery.

Just as the association of the picaresque with male slave narrative is, at one 
level, an attempt to name the slave's experience of deracination in a literary 
convention, so the association made with female slave narrative and rootedness 
in community/family attempts to identify a different, apparently opposed 
experience of slavery. Despite the cautionary message of the preceding chapter 
which argued for an understanding of slave narrative which is not fixed 
exclusively on the (male) slave-as-victim, it is ironic to locate the slave in a 
context of community and family. In the context of dominant white society, the 
slaves’ legal status as property precluded participation in the Christian marriage 
ceremony, thus denying black women and men any socially acceptable moral 
context for sexual activity and parenthood, an aspect of slavery which both 
Williams and Morrison treat in their fictional narratives of slavery (3). An idea 
of rootedness is mocked by the extreme vulnerability of children who, born to
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female slaves, followed the condition of the mother, and were therefore the 
property of their mother's master or mistress. Jacobs' commitment to her 
beloved children, her determination that they would not have to bear "the 
crushing weight of slavery", is clear in her letters and throughout the narrative:

When [Jacobs son] was a year old, they called him beautiful. The 
little vine was taking deep root in my existence, though its clinging 
fondness excited a mixture of love and pain. When I was most sorely 
oppressed I found a solace in his smiles. I loved to watch his infant 
slumbers; but always there was a dark cloud over my enjoyment. I 
could never forget he was a slave. Sometimes I wishedjlre might die 
in infancy (p. 62)

Following the birth of her daughter, Jacobs writes: "My children grew finely; and 
Dr Flint would often say to me, with an exulting smile, 'these brats will bring 
me a handsome sum of money one of these days' " (p. 80). This "mixture of 
love and pain"; Jacobs' frequent admission that she would, like Morrison's 
Sethe in Beloved, rather see her children dead than enslaved; Jacobs' use of 
black/white imagery in the letter above and throughout the narrative, all point 
to a paradox of the experience of slavery as 'picaresque' by necessity, not by the 
deliberate selection of literary convention, but also, particularly through the act 
of naming and narrating the experience, paradoxically life-affirming, a 
celebration of 'the group', contrary to picaresque rootlessness. While this 
paradox of slavery can be thought of as a public/private dichotomy, called on by 
social scientists to 'explain' and conceptualise gender difference, this chapter is 
not a sociological survey of women's traditional place in western or other 
societies, nor is it an anthropological overview of women in, and as creators of, 
culture. While I will in the course of this chapter draw on writing other than 
that by black women, my object is not to provide a comparative survey of 
women's writing across distinctions of time, nation, culture or race. As in the 
preceding chapter, here I hope to elaborate an aspect of the definition of slave 
narrative and thus facilitate perceptive close readings of texts in part two of this 

study.

At one level the journey motif basic to slave narrative can be read as archetypal 
a passage from childhood to adulthood, from the domestic (female) to the civic 
(male) sphere, from innocence to experience. We might see in Equiano's 
learning/ enculturation process, largely aboard ships, and in Douglass clever 
scheme bartering bread for knowledge, the beginning of a journey to freedom 
which will result in, among other things, participation in the public realm.
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Jacobs journey to womanhood, away from childhood security at grandmother's 
home, ultimately leads to the public domain where, in Baker's words, the ex
slave becomes "a sharer in the general public discourse about slavery". But we 
have seen that the slave's journey "from the domain of experience constituted 
by the oral-aural community of the slave quarters", to the public arena, is not 
neutral or the same for all. Enslavement fundamentally shapes this archetypal 
hum an voyage. The Baltimore boys are astonished and dismayed that their 
mate Fred, with whom they share the 'enslavement' of childhood, will not be 
free at twenty-one:

I would sometimes say to them, I wished I could be as free as they 
would be when they got to be men. 'You will be free as soon as you 
are twenty-one,,Jaut I am a slave for life! Have notjas good a right to 
be free as youy'f These words used to trouble them; they would 
express for me the liveliest sympathy, and console me (p. 83/1845)

Douglass also reflects that Tommy Auld, the son of his Baltimore master Hugh 
Auld, "could grow, and become a MAN; I could grow, though I could not 

become a man, but must remain, all my life, a minor— a mere boy" (p. 187/1855). 
The emphasis on silence, vulnerability and loneliness in chapter three of 
Equiano's narrative is in striking contrast to the abolitionist rhetoric which 
immediately precedes it in chapter two. The rhetorical contrast suggests that the 
road to sharing in "general public discourse about slavery" will be long and 
difficult. The happy boy in Essaka, destined to inherit his father's high-ranking 
position is, by chapter three, a bewildered outsider, initially unable to 
communicate in, or comprehend, the white man's world. Jacobs' journey to 
maturity is distorted before it begins: "The influences of slavery hadjthe same

t j  D U r t J

effect on me that they had on otherj girls; they had made me prematurely 
knowing, concerning the evil ways of the world" (p. 54). Baker characterises the 
(male) slaves' journey in such a way that he by-passes completely that other 
domestic realm-the master's or mistress’s home- and goes straight from the 
slave quarters to the 'real world'. Nor does Baker acknowledge the unusual 
terrain and circumstances of the eighteenth century slave narrator. In the case 
of Jacobs, the world of Incidents is domestic and this accounts for a unique 
experience of, and perspective on, slavery. Jacobs grows up in her parents 
home, in her grandmother's home and in the Flint household, she escapes 
slavery by hiding for seven years in her grandmother s attic, in freedom, she 
works as a domestic and remains dependent upon her employer, Mrs Willis 
(Mrs. Bruce in the narrative), at the end of the narrative: "The dream of my life
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is not yet reali2ed. I do not sit with my children in a home of my own... But God 
so orders circumstances as to keep me with my friend Mrs Bruce. Love, duty, 

gratitude, also bind me to her side..." (p. 201). The bond between Jacobs and 
Mrs Bruce will be shown in chapter five to be crucial to understanding the 
domestic world of Incidents.

Those experiences which make the young slave girl "prematurely knowing" are 
for the most part house-bound experiences. The "evil ways of the world" are 
omnipresent though veiled throughout Jacobs' writing. In Incidents the 
experience of private' or domestic slavery may be expressed in terms of 
comparisons which acknowledge the hardships of physically demanding labour 
that the house slave is spared, but presents this 'easy life' as a nightmare for the 
female slave and, in the case of Jacobs' narrative, a threat to her beloved 
children:

I would ten thousand times rather that my children should be the 
half-starved paupers of Ireland than to be the most pampered among 
the slaves of America. I would rather drudge out my life on a cotton 
plantation, till the grave opened to give me rest, than to live with an 
unprincipled master and a jealous mistress. The felon's home in a 
penitentiary is preferable. He may repent, and turn from the error of 
his ways, and so find peace; but it is not so with a favorite slave. She 
is not allowed to have any pride of character. It is deemed a crime in 
her to wish to be virtuous (p. 31)

The reality of sexual exploitation for the female slave drives Jacobs to protect 
her daughter in particular from slavery, and to comment, as she does in the 
letter quoted at the beginning of this chapter, that the personal price she paid 
was worth the gift of freedom she could bestow on both her children. While 
sexual exploitation may be thought of as a 'female' experience and theme, it 
should be pointed out that in Beloved Morrison extends abuse of power to 
include white male sexual exploitation of black men (4), and, in the amazing as- 
told-to narrative of the nineteenth century Cuban slave, Esteban Montejo, he 
recalls instances, not of sexual exploitation, but of male homosexuality. Martha 
Cobb quotes Montejo's reflections on loneliness and sex in a slave s life.

Life tended to be solitary because there were none too many women 
around. To have one of your own you had either to be over twenty 
five or catch yourself one in the fields. The old men did not want the 
youths to have women... Some men did not suffer much, being used 
to this life Others had sex between themselves and did not want to 
know anything of women... I don't think it came from Africa,
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because the old men hated it... To tell the truth it never bothered me.
I am of the opinion that a man can stick his arse where he wants (5).

Cobb notes that "Montejo's truth may not have been Olaudah Equiano's or 
Frederick Douglass', but it flows into the common stream of this early literary 
tradition, adding to the Afro-Hispanic experience as [Montejo] spoke with a 
frank dignity of the long past he recalled" (6). In Dessa Rose, passionate, loving 
sexual experience, as a dimension of black life in slavery, is treated explicitly, 
providing a degree of realism that never emerges in slave narrative. Williams 
not only characterises her protagonist, Dessa Rose, through Dessa's emotional 
and physical love for Kaine, her lover who is killed, and, later, for Harker, who 
becomes Dessa's husband, Williams also develops a loving sexual relationship 
between the white woman Rufel, and the black man Nathan, one of the 
fugitives living at Rufel's farm, Sutton Glen. The importance of choice as a 
means of control in black and white women's lives is an important sub-theme 
in Dessa Rose. This is particularly clear in
Nathan's sexual experiences with his former mistress, "Miz Lorraine", a woman 
who takes young black male slaves as lovers, as a means of establishing her right 
to choose, control, and enjoy sex. (7). Williams, Morrison, and Montejo are 
cogent reminders that the scope of slave experience can easily be diminished by 
critical expectations of what the text of slavery 'should be', particularly when 
sexual experience is made the subject.

What relationships can pertain between the terms of this apparently simple, 
self-explanatory dichotomy, 'public/private'? Indeed, is it a dichotomous 
division of ideas into two classes, positive and negative ? It is neither useful nor 
appropriate to present male and female experience in slave narrative in the way 
that 'public' and 'private' are defined as opposed, mutually exclusive. Hedin 
demonstrates this tendency in what he interprets as the use of different literary 
conventions according to gender. As I pointed out, according to Hedin, the 
'perfect fit' of the European picaresque and eighteenth century slave experience 
becomes a 'natural fit' between convention and gender in the nineteenth 
century. This exacerbates the tendency to universalise 'female experience' and 
’male experience' -- in Wicks' words, "that tiring old game of pigeon-holing"- 
which has been and continues to be played out in both intellectual and active 
feminism. The range of critical theory exploring gender is quite extensive, and it 
is not my intention to survey it. However, previously cited criticism, and other 
relevant work, might be reflected upon, before looking in detail at Incidents.
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I have noted that Roderiguez-Luis' observations of female picaros in sixteenth 
and seventeenth century European fiction, convey a limited subjectivity, rooted 
in the assumption that a female protagonist should achieve a "heightened 
presence" and a "serious level of moral thinking"; the picara is blamed for this 
'failure' to live up to the critics' expectations. As a male observer of male- 
created female presence in literature, Roderiguez-Luis betrays allegiance to ideas 
of what literature 'should be' which devalues female experience. Similarly, 
Olney's systématisation of slave narrative devalues the ex-slave's presence and 
voice by privileging as 'real literature' the voices of the revered (white Euro- 
American) fathers of autobiography. By contrast, in Virtue of Necessity: English 
Women's Writing 1649-88 Elaine Hobby does not 'should' the wide range of 
writing she surveys, or assume what 'public/private' should mean for women. 
Virtue of Necessity begins like a breath of fresh air: Hobby names forgotten, 
unrecognised writers, and states the range of topics, themes and styles of the

b tle io

writing she surveys; the question which closes the statementj implicitly
challenges the partial vision of the critical establishment:

lt,Ç£>
Between 1649 andj writings by more than two hundred women were 
published on every conceivable topic, from Katherine Philips' joyful 
celebration of women's friendship, to Hester Biddle's furious desire 
to burn the two university towns to the ground. Women wrote 
religio-political propaganda and poetry, autobiography and mid
wifery manuals, novels, poetry and plays: a constant source of 
surprises. Who today would have imagined that they could have 
been so funny or so angry or so clear? (8)

The strength of Hobby's book is breadth, allowing a great variety of women's 
voices to be heard. Virtue of Necessity may also be distinguished on the basis of 
critical precision, which helps the reader contextualise and appreciate the actual 
presence, as well as issues at the heart of, women's writing. Despite Hobby's 
focus on white English women, she is able to acknowledge the limitations of her 
analysis, for example when she treats Aphra Behn's Oroonoko:

Her most well-known story , Oroonoko, sits uneasily in my account 
of female romance... Its central characters, Oroonoko and Imoinda, 
are Black slaves, and Behn's presentation of a slave rebellion and 
white racism introduces a further set of issues which cannot be fitted 
into my argument. Both I and others need to rethink our work on 
white women's writing to take account of these concerns (9)

Hobby's intellectual honesty and her enthusiasm about what is yet to be fully 
explored in women's writing is commendable. Virtue of Necessity may seem a
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paradoxical text from which to quote in a chapter devoted to gender and slave 
narrative, but it is at home in this chapter because Hobby's survey of 
seventeenth century English women's writing, like Incidents, participates in the 
restoration of female presence in history and literature, and challenges the 
grounds upon which 'history' and 'literature' have been constructed.

In her survey, The Poetry of American Women from 1632 to 1945, Emily Stipes 
Watts questions the relevance to women's poetry of precisely those qualities 
which are so fundamental to Olney's and to Roderiguez-Luis' concepts of what 
literature 'should be'. Watts correctly identifies positions such as these as 
"largely opposed to a culture with a scientific and economic system that [would 
give] the woman poet time to write, freedom from unwanted children, and the 
prosperity to have a 'room of one's own' " (10). Also, Watts surveys mid
nineteenth century American anthologies of women's poetry in order to define 
and chart the rise of the literary type designated, 'Female Poetry'. Watts shows 
how Caroline May's The American Female Poets (1848) "assertively associated 
female poetry with the affections...*' May selected poems which "concern happy 
homes, pure and noble motherhood, protestant Christian morality and the 
nation". In a second anthology published at the same time, The Female Poets of 
America (1849), the editor Mr. Griswold's selections "parallel and generally 
repeat those of May, but Griswold divides the poetry of men and women more 
severely than May did" (11). This selection process for anthologies and general 
survey collections can be seen to create and perpetuate partial, stereotyped ideas 
of 'women's writing', and is exacerbated by the privileging of poetry above other 
forms of expression. Deborah McDowell points to feminist research which 
reveals the inappropriateness to black women's experience and writing of the 
'cult of true womanhood', advanced in the concept 'Female Poetry'. McDowell 
draws on recent work of other feminist critics and observes that "critical 
categories of women , based on analyses of white women characters, are- 
inappropriate to a consideration of Black women characters". These categories 
include "the submissive wife, the mother angel, and the woman on the pedestal 
[which] cannot be applied to Black women's characters whose cultural 
imperatives are different from white women's" (12). As we shall see, Watts 
ultimately constructs her own restrictive designation "American women's 
poetry" which neglects other forms of writing, and which does not, despite 
Watts' attention to black writers, explore in depth the possible meanings of 

'American' and 'woman'.
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In chapter two I observed that Adams titae Albican past. This is
a foundation stone of her argument^ the basis for uinsupportable generalisations 
about the way in which gender constructs personal and social identity'. Adams 
begins from a black female point of view, both as critic and in the literature she 
studies, to arrive at a limited position regarding the importance of spirituality in 
black American women's writing. Much like Hedin, who accepts the 'natural' 
correlation between black male and wandering picaro, Adams accepts as 
representative of the black man a kind of "road narrative" persona, lone, 
egocentric malejlike the protagonist of Douglass' first autobiography. Most 
important to Adams' argument, the black man is seen as disconnected from his 
heritage in black history and community. Adams privileges "spirituality" in all 
black American w om en's  writing, on the premise that black American 
acceptance of an "Afrocentric world view" (13) differs between genders. Much is 
taken for granted about experience and literature in Adams' thesis. The image 
of the black woman rooted (and stuck?) in the domestic sphere— a kind of haven 
where 'Mother Africa' flourishes— and the negative of this image, a picaresque

and
caricature of the black American man, outside of,Jcut off from, this realm, who 
has "submitted to western ordering principles" (14), simply will not do. Watts, 
Roderiguez-Luis and Adams, all limit the potential of the expressive voice 
because of the conceptualisation and privileging of gender difference embedded 
in their arguments. Difference, variety, tension, conflict, growth within the 
terms opposed as dichotomous, J thus lost.

It is necessary to Adams' argument that gender identity is constructed along
5©ir>£-

similar lines to those which can be seen to limitj Afro-American cultural 
criticism. Michele Wallace is not only concerned with the construction of 
gender identity and its images, but also with representations of Afro-American 
culture. In the introduction to her Invisibility Blues: From Pop to Theory, 
Wallace is "convinced that the binary opposition of 'negative' versus 'positive' 
images [of black American experience] too often setsj limits of Afro-American 
cultural criticism... [A] temporary reversal of terms not only does not challenge 
racism but may in fact incorporate it" (15). The short-comings of such a reversal 
are, I think, implicit in Baldwin's criticism of social protest fiction, be it Uncle 
Tom's Cabin or Native Son (16). Wallace makes astute observations that reject 
and go well beyond the simplistic division of experience into tidy binary 
opposites. Writers such as those listed below by Wallace insist upon a more
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complex rendering of black female presence, and implicitly challenge the 
'essentialism' dogging much commentary on black America:

It seems to me particularly instructive that cultural production by 
black women, particularly black women who identify their views as 
"feminist'1 or "womanist", has often been denounced for 
promulgating "negative images". Perhaps the most notable cases 
have been the controversies over Ntozake Shange’s For Colored 
Girls Who Have Considered Suicide, my own Black Macho and the 
Myth of the Superwoman, Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon and 
Sw/a,and Alice Walker's The Color Purple. Although it is possible to 
be critical of the failure of such work to challenge fundamentally 
mainstream or racist conceptions of black humanity or agency, it is 
important to observe that so-called "negative images" will probably 
be necessary to any kind of reformulation or restructuring of 
prevailing conceptions of "race" and "ethnicity". They seem 
particularly necessary to the inauguration of a public black female 
subjectivity. Lurking behind the issue of black feminist "negative 
images" is an essentialist notion of the truly black or the truly natural 
woman who would intrinsically know the "correct" position. 
Unfortunately,j essentialism is not only a temptation for male or 
white critiques of black feminism, but for black feminist critiques as 
well (17)

Wallace could include Beloved, along with Song of Solomon and Sula, as works
by Morrison in which negative images of Afro-American culture could be
misunderstood and judged on the basis of wrong assumptions. For example, the
violence and suffering in Beloved are not fanciful, imaginative creation, present
because of some arbitrary, perverse choice on the part of Morrison, as implied by
Iannone, quoted in chapter two, who views "the gradual unfolding of secret
horror [in Beloved as] merely lurid, designed to arouse and entertain" (18). As I
shall argue in chapter seven, it is Morrison's crafting of language and narrative
style that are significant. It is the "gradual unfolding" of the emotional and
psychological impact of loss, separation, betrayal, loneliness, lynching, whipping
and death, and not these "secret horrors", which ultimately distinguishes this 

e s
novel, and establish| its relationship to slave narrative. Linda Opyr describes 
Morrison's technique as a 'spiralling': "key events are described several times in 
each novel, until eventually the reader is able to envisage events in all their 
complexity" (19). In Beloved,the spiral technique "reflects the character's 
coping mechanisms for stifling [painful] memories. We gradually understand 
that this isn't tricky story-telling, but the intricate exploration of trauma" (20). 
Morrison constructs Beloved so that the reader, like the ex-slaves of the Sweet 
Home plantation, must piece together rememory fragments in order to
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construct the story of the past and the possibilities of the present. B e lo v e d  is the 
untold story implicit in all slave narrative— the stories of emotional response  ̂to 
loss, separation, and other forms of violence which are only partially revealed 
through 'silent spaces' in slave narrative, as I hope to demonstrate in chapter 
four of this study.

Neither Morrison nor Williams can be seen to lock black experience into 
restrictive categories. Both Morrison and Williams have expressed interest not 
only in the historical period of slavery, but also in its documentation— how, why 
and by whom the experience of slavery was recorded, a process by which some 
aspects of this experience were privileged while others were suppressed. 
McDowell recognises the challenge posed by "neo-slave narratives" (21) such as 
Dessa Rose  and Beloved:

It is significant that the majority of contemporary novels about 
slavery have been written by]women. Moreover, it might be argued 
that these novels posit a female-gendered subjectivity, more complex 
in dimension, that dramatises not what was done  to slave women, 
but what they did  with what was done to them.

Narratives by and about slave women that shift the points of stress 
from sexual victimization to creative resistance effect an alteration of 
what can be called a sacred text...

The concerns that Dessa Rose foregrounds- the who, what, when 
and how of telling slavery- are richly suggestive and resonate far 
beyond the imagined scene of that institution which ended in the 
nineteenth century. This is, to be sure, not a surprising observation 
considering that what we call the past is merely a function and 
production of a continuous present and its discourses (22)

While "patriarchal authority is decentered" (23) in Dessa Rose, this novel does 
not simply 'turn the tables' as it werejin Wallaces' words, effect "a temporary 
reversal of terms". It is true that women are the at the centre of Dessa Rose, but 
this novel has far reaching implications that do not allow the reader to seize

i n  j
upon Dessa Rose as a simple re-visiorj/ of slavery from the female point of view. 
McDowell clearly recognises the complexity of Williams' novel:

Dessa Rose  stages multiple and often contradictory versions of 
Dessa's enslavement and subsequent escape, versions that 
underscore well-rehearsed and commonplace assumptions about the 
difficulty if not the impossibility of ascertaining the "Truth". And yet 
the novel resists the pull of post-modern orthodoxy of 
undecidcx bility and relativism. In other words, while there might 
not be one "truth" about Dessa (or about slavery more generally),
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there are 'certainties" that the text stubbornly claims and validates 
and those it tries to subvert. Dess a Rose  bears the proud mark of a 
resolutely propositional and polemical novel, which confronts 
unabashedly the inescapably ideological contingencies of all 
discourse, itself included (24)

Williams goes much deeper than simple revisionism to challenge the processes 
through which the text of slavery is constructed, and the processes through 
which female presence in that text is constructed. Dessa's battle of wits with the 
white man Adam Nehemiah is only one level of her struggle to claim the text of 
slavery; Dessa also must confront, and is confronted by, the white woman Rufel, 
as oppressor and as potential sister in oppression. Morrison has said of B e l o v e d  

that "the novel suggests what the conflicts are, what the problems are. But it 
needn't solve these problems because it is not a case study, it is not a recipe" (25), 
an assertion well observed in relation to Incidents.  I believe Jacobs creates a far 
more complex world in her narrative than either slave narrative, or women's 
writing generally, tends to be credited as able to convey. I hope to reveal in 
In c id en ts  a domestic world which predominantly shapes, but does not solely 
define, Jacobs' protagonist, Linda Brent, and her domestic dramas in slavery. In 
exploring Dessa Rose and B eloved  in chapter seven, we shall see that these 
novels are, in a sense, versions of Jacobs' own story. If Harriet Jacobs could 
return from the other side, just as Sethe's dead daughter does in Beloved,  Jacobs 
would inherently know and understand Morrison's novel: B elo ved  is Jacobs' 
untold story, not in its details, but in what is revealed by Morrison's fearless 
excavation of a black slave mother's internal world, exposing layer upon layer of 
emotional pain, and strength of will. And, we may see in Jacobs' rejection of 
sentimental convention, and in her seizing of the authority to represent her 
own realities, the struggle to claim and control the text of slavery which drives 
Dessa Rose.

After the sea-faring and commercial adventures of Equiano, and the bold and 
brutal loner's world of Douglass' 1845 autobiography, the world Jacobs' conveys 
in her narrative seems small and intimate. We might imagine its dimensions 
mapped out by the lonely distance she walks, at night, between the house where 
she endures her master's incessant sexual harassment, and her beloved 
grandmother's house six miles away. "Again and again ^traversed those dreary 
twelve miles... meditating upon some means of escape for myself and my 
children' (p. 89). Her grandmother's home signifies the peace and security of 
Jacobs' childhood- "I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of
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happy childhood had passed away" (p. 5)-- and now that of Jacobs' own children, 
whom she visits and vows will not be plantation slaves. Even dangerous 
nocturnal walks seem heady freedom compared to the seven years Jacobs 
chooses to spend hiding in a small, dark, attic over her grandmother's store
room, so startlingly different from both the panoramic feel of Equiano's sea 
experiences as a slave, and Douglass' relatively independent status when Hugh 
Auld allows him to hire out his labour at the ship yards. Examples from the 
narratives in chapters one and two of this study have shown mobility to be 
quintessentially male, especially if we recall Hedin's reading of road narrative 
activated in nineteenth century male slave narrative, or what Hedin identifies 
as the peculiarly loose, easy-going, picaresque quality of eighteenth-century slave 
narratives. Writers such as Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Paule Marshall and 
others have recently began to focus on the freedom of self-determined 
movement in their fiction focussed on black female experience: "mobility of 
black women is a new quality in these books of the early eighties, for black 
women, in much of the previous literature, were restricted in space by their 
condition" (26). But, as I think Incidents clearly demonstrates, the modified 
space of action in Jacobs' narrative does not diminish imaginative perception.

What more powerful evocation of restriction than Jacobs' "small cell", an image 
of enslavement and of female confinement conveying dis-empowerment and 
limitation ? The "dismal den" is too small for sitting up straight and nearly 
cripples Jacobs; chronic rheumatism will be a legacy of those seven dark, liminal 
years. In a chapter entitled "Still in Prison", Jacobs' memories of seasonal 
suffering are immediate and painful (27):

During the long nights I was restless for want of air, and I had no 
room to toss and turn. There was but one compensation; the 
atmosphere was so stifled that even mosquitos would not 
condescend to buzz in it. With all my detestation of Dr Flint, I could 
hardly wish him a worse punishment... than to suffer what I suffered 
in one single summer... I don't know what kept life within me.
Again and again, I thought I should die before long; but I saw the 
leaves of another autumn whirl through the air, and felt the touch of 
another winter...

I suffered much more during the second winter than I did during the 
first. My limbs were benumbed by inaction, and the cold filled them 
with cramp. I had a very painful sensation of coldness in my head; 
even my face and tongue stiffened, and I lost the power of speech...
My brother William came and did all he could for me. Uncle Philip 
also watched tenderly over me; and poor grandmother crept up and
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down to inquire whether there iotrt, any signs of returning life... Dark 
thoughts passed through my mind as I lay there day after day. I tried 
to be thankful for my little cell, dismal as it was, and even to love it, 
as part of the price I had paid for the redemption of my children (p.
121-3)

The pale hope in signs of "another utumn" and the "touch of another winter" 
fades, and the archetypal associations of stasis, degeneration, and death with the 
cold, dark seasons pervades Jacobs' "gloomy recollections". Hedin focuses 
exclusively on Jacobs' limitations and relative powerlessness "as a metaphor for 
the position of women in general". He views Jacobs in her dismal den as 
enjoying "the passively aggressive satisfaction of frustrating Dr Flint's lust", and 
sees Jacobs able to "act in small ways to help her children, but only by 
manipulating behind the scenes; she is basically helpless, immobilised, a passive 

observer looking through her window, removed from the field of action" (my 
italics) (28). However, lest we accept an image of Jacobs' protagonist as helpless, 
long-suffering victim, her self-imposed confinement also can be imagined in the 
same way that Jacobs describes her narrative-in-process: as a chrysalis, conveying 
the potential Dickinson celebrates in the "Stealthy Cocoon" which "Defies 
imprisonment!" (29). With associations of nurtured development and growth, 
safe repose and transformation, the chrysalis can be seen as a distinctly female 
image, bringing to mind again Morrison's careful exploration of rememory in 
Beloved, and Jacobs' focus on her own birth and the 're-birth' of the South in 
the letter quoted at the opening of this chapter. That letter conveys, I think, 
Jacobs' sense of space with which hard-earned freedom, and the Civil War, 
ultimately rewarded her. Also, Yellin's up-beat comment on this period of 
Jacobs' life discourages an assessment of Jacobs as passive and patient,awaiting 

deliverance, as her grandmother so often counselled, and as Hedin would 
have us believe of Jacobs' Linda Brent. Yellin writes: "Linda Brent chooses the 
space above her grandmother's storeroom in preference to her master's bed; and 
her grandmother, the apparently conforming woman in the kitchen below, 
supports her in insurgency" (30). Keith Byerman focuses on the "elaborate 
patterns of deception" which mark Jacobs' escape, in line with this critics' 
reading of deceit as theme and style in male and female slave narrative:

The escape of Harriet Jacobs is effected not by running a thousand 
miles in disguise, but rather by staying where she is and only 
seeming to be safely in the North. By writing letters that are carried 
to and posted from New York and Boston, she convinces her master 
that she has escaped and thus is in a position to negotiate for her own
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and her children's freedom. Moreover, her apparent situation 
ameliorates her actual one by focusing the search for her elsewhere.
Her actual escape is secondary to this initial drama of pretence (31)

Byerman offers a more perceptive appreciation of Jacobs' "passive aggression" 
than does Hedin, not least of all because Byerman directs his attention to black 
picaresque potential in Jacobs' narrative, despite the superficial association 
which can be made with Incidents and sentimental fiction.

In her "little cell'j two small holes cut by Jacobs in the wall allow in light by 
which to read and sew— tiny portals which also enable her to hear her childrens' 
sustaining voices at play. She will not complete her journey without her reason 
for beginning it: the freedom of her son and in particular her daughter. One 
quarter of Incidents is taken up by this seven year self-incarceration and so is not 
characterised by mobility or 'events' in the picaresque narrative sense, but rather 
by withdrawal from action into the self, sustained by the family group. Jacobs 
specifically names her brother, an uncle and her grandmother as sources of 
comfort and support when she "thought I would die before long". Like 
Byerman, Yellin emphasises Jacobs role, not as passive sufferer, but as proactive 
agent in fine picaresque form:

[Jacobs] is not solely occupied with reading and sewing. She uses her 
garret cell as a war room from which to spy on her enemy [Dr Flint] 
and wage psychological warfare against him. From her cramped 
hiding place, she manipulates the sale of her children to their father, 
arranges for her daughter to be taken north, tricks her master into 
believing she has left the south, and quite literally directs a 
performance in which Dr Flint plays the fool while she watches, 
unseen (32).

While Hedin sees Jacobs' actions as small and relatively unimportant, Byerman 
and Yellin come closer to capturing the remarkableness of Jacobs' "disguised 
escape". Through her "drama of pretence" and, eventually, actual escape, Jacobs 
is able to assert control over her destiny,Jto make choices about her and her 
children's fate. I doubt Jacobs ever felt genuinely "thankful for [her] little cell" 
or learned to love it but, her self-incarceration, seen as affording "a greater 
freedom" is strongly reminiscent of, for example, An Collins' Devine Songs and 

Meditacions (1653). Hobby writes:

The overrid ing assertion of Songs and Meditacions... is that the poet, 
l-A^Christian woman, having suffered greatly in the world from 
conflict and physical constraints, has found the wisdom to willingly 
abandon worldly concerns and fence herself into a narrow domain
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which allows, in practice, a greater freedom. The final expression of 
this is the Songs themselves, "flowers of so rare a kind/Which wither 
not by force of sun or wind"...The cottage garden of her mind can 
grow rare fruits indeed. (33)

Yet as a garden is my mind enclosed fast 
Being to safety so confined from storm and blast 
Apt to produce a fruit most rare,
That it is not common with every woman
That fruitful are (An Collins, Songs and Meditacions)

Watts, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, points out that there were 
nineteenth century American women poets who wished to "write verse more 
truly expressive of their own beliefs, values and interests. For these women, 
paradoxically, that potentially (and eventually) restrictive critical categorisation 
'Female Poetry' provided not only a shelter for experimentation, but even a 
galvanizing element in the development of poetry by women in America" (34). 
Of course, the manipulation of "strictures" by the 'marginal' writer, as "a 
disguise or safe haven", is not limited to poetry, as black women's writing, or a 
book such as Virtue of Necessity, demonstrate. An Collins and Flarriet Jacobs 
are separated by more than a century, and by cultural, historical, class and racial 
differences. But both examples speak to the importance of choice in women's, 
particularly writers', lives, however limited we may, a century and more later, 
consider the freedom of the chosen "narrow domain". In Dickinson's words, 
"The Soul selects her own Society" (35). Part of the on-going process of 
discovering, interpreting and placing women's voices is a thorough critique of 
ideas of sisterhood, one which recognises an essential sameness, as well as 
'UK, gulf separating Harriet Jacobs and An Collins. The private/domestic realm 
associated with female experience is spacious if the reader brings an imaginative, 
informed mind to the text. The creative, psychological 'space' defined through 
the practice of picaresque-like deception, as survival and narrative strategy, 
makes an understanding of Jacobs' Linda Brent as sentimental heroine quite 

inadequate.

Below, Jacobs' vow to secure freedom for herself and her children- temporarily 
commiting her to the dismal den- reveals a human context which enables her 
to do so. "The burying ground of the slaves" conjures up an image of a. slave 
community which has paid dearly for such determined commitment to survive 
and triumph in freedom. Jacobs begins her journey rooted in black culture 
through love and responsibility to her family. The Biblical quotation
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paraphrasing Job 3:17-19 also roots the action in an Old Testament world of 
ultimate judgement of oppressors, suggesting salvation for the oppressed and 
moral sanction for their determined efforts to resist and survive persecution in 
a hostile world:

I knew the doom that awaited my fair baby in slavery, and I 
determined to save her from it or perish in the attempt. I went to 
make this vow at the graves of my poor parents, in the burying 
ground of the slaves. "There the wicked cease from troubling, and 
there the weary be at rest. There the prisoners rest together; they hear 
not the voice of the oppressor; the servant is free from his master" (p.
90)

+o
It would be wrong only|Tocus on the subversive aspects of black community 
in slave narrative, though some criticism has made the mistake of doing so. 
Both Equiano and Douglass have been diminished as writers by critics who 
misread their narratives in this way (36). In her Afterword to the 1964 edition of 
Pauline Hopkins' Contending Forces (1900), Gwendolyn Brooks observes:

No, it is not N ative  Son, Invisible Man, Jubilee, R o o ts .  ̂Hopkins is 
not Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, Margaret Walker, Alex Haley. 
Unlike Margaret Walker, in the fire of For M y  People ,  Pauline 
Hopkins is not herein urging that "martial songs be written"; she is 
often indignant, but not indignant enough to desire Margaret's 
"bloody peace"(37)

Brooks, a creative writer herself who was the first black woman to be awarded 
the Pulitzer Prize for her novel, M aud Martha , is able to see that early black 
writing will not necessarily substantiate a progressive black criticaj^agenda, and 
should not be made to fit it when and where it clearly does not.j point^jwell 
observed in relation to slave narrative, substantiating my view that the tensions 
at the heart of slave narrative are crucial to understanding the possibilities 
inherent in these texts. Were it not for the unique point of view of In c id en ts  

conveying details of small town life in the nineteenth century Southern USA, 
such details would probably be considered unremarkable; they certainly are not 
'radical', but they needn't be in order to succeed in communicating details of 
domestic life which give a special texture to Jacobs' narrative. A number of 
chapters in Incidents, which at one level perform the abolitionists' cause, 
arming the reader with information about the 'evil institution’, provide details 
which contribute to an overall picture in I n c i d e n t s  of a slave-holding 
community. Living in a small, close-knit community provides a measure of 
protection for Jacobs. In chapter six she observes: "How often did I rejoice that I
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lived in a town where all the inhabitants knew each other! If I had been on a 
remote plantation, or lost among the multitude of a crowded city, I should not 
be a living woman at this day" (p. 35). The details which Jacobs provides range 
across a 'public/private' dichotomy, including religious, political and legal 
'public' issues, but are substantially domestic: family life and rituals perverted by 
slavery in both black and white families; what is cooked in kitchens and by 
whom— the crackers and cakes for which Jacobs' grandmother was renowned, 
the tormented life of the Flint's female slave-cook, half starved and often 
beaten; fresh flowers— gathered for a loved mistress, or for grandmother's front 
room; the furniture, linen, books, beds and people in houses grand and modest, 
including her father's and her grandmother's homes; local gossip about new 
ministers, cruel mistresses, masters’ travels North, births and funerals; old 
friendships that transcend race, attendance at birthday parties, Christmas and 
New Year celebrations for slaves. "What Slaves Are Taught to Think", 
"Sketches of Neighbo ring Slave Holders", "Fear of Insurrection", "The Church 
and Slavery", "The Fugitive Slave Law", are chapters which flesh out the 
'neighbourhoods' of Jacobs' domestic world, predominantly, but not exclusively, 
rooted in realities which critics such as Levine and Dixon, drawn in chapter two, 
focus on and bring to life in their critical work.

Jacobs' self-incarceration is a compelling metaphor of the paradoxical coupling 
of deracination/rootedness in the experience of slavery, itself embedded in 
multiple contexts of community. The early chapters of Jacobs' narrative begin to 
weave the stories of generations of her family history with that of their master's 
family history. Chapter one, "Childhood", is a life of Jacobs' grandmother with 
themes of love and betrayal running throughout, as I have pointed out in 
chapter one of this study. Jacobs' grandmother lends money saved up to 
purchase her children’s freedom- to her mistress, money which is never 
returned. At the mistress's death, Jacobs’ grandmother is not freed, as she 
expects to be. In chapter two, Jacobs' grandmother is eventually bought and 
freed by her dead mistress's sister, who remains a steadfast friend of the family; 
Jacobs writes in chapter sixteen, "the old ladies had cosy times together" (p. 88). 
Even as a mature woman, reflecting on and writing about her life, Jacobs has 
difficulty coming to terms with another betrayal, this time by her mothers 
mistress. The passage below is a detailed account of this betrayal. Two shifts- 
"there came that blight..." and "But alas! we all know..."- suggest rhetorical 
distancing from the painful past, but the predominantly straight-forward
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account is eloquent testimony to the bonds of love, faith and profound 
disappointment which link Jacobs to central maternal figures. Just as her 
journey home after the Civil War triggers emotional rememories, so the act of 
recalling days too happy to last" brings back what Jacobs "would give much to 
blot out from my memory":

Such were the unusually fortunate circumstances of my early 
childhood. When I was six years old, my mother died; and then, for 
the first time, I learned, by the talk around me, that I was a slave. My 
mother's mistress was the daughter of my grandmother's mistress.
She was the foster sister of my mother; they were both nourished at 
my grandmother's breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at 
three months old, so that the babe of the mistress might obtain 
sufficient food. They played together as children; and when they 
became women, my mother was the most faithful servant to her 
white foster sister. On her death-bed, her mistress promised her that 
her children should never suffer for anything; and during her life
time she kept her word. They all spoke kindly of my dead mother, 
who had been a slave merely in name, but in nature was noble and 
womanly. I grieved for her, and my young mind was troubled with 
the thought of who would now take care of me and my little brother.
I was told that my home was now to be with her mistress; and I 
found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties were 
imposed upon me. My mistress was so kind to me that I was always 
glad to do her bidding, and proud to labor for her as much as my 
young years would permit. I would sit by her for hours, sewing 
diligently, with a heart as free from care as that of any free-born white 
child. When she thought I was tired, she would send me out to run 
and jump; and away I bounded, to gather berries or flowers to 
decorate her room. Those were happy days— too happy to last. The 
slave child had no thought for the morrow; but there came that 
blight, which too surely waits on every human being born to be a 
chattel.

When I was nearly twelve years ̂ old, my kind mistress sickened and 
died... I loved her; for she H«dJ almost like a mother to me... I felt sure 
I should never find another mistress as kind as the one who was 
gone. She had promised my dying mother that her children should 
never suffer for anything; and when I remembered that, and recalled 
her many proofs of attachment to me, I could not help having some 
hopes that she had left me free... on account of my mother's love and 
faithful service. But alas! we all know that the memory of a faithful 
slave does not avail much to save her children from the auction 
block.

After a brief period of suspense, the will of my mistress was read, and 
we learned that she had bequeathed me to her sister's daughter, a 
child of five years old. So vanished our hopes. My mistress had 
taught me the precepts of God's Word: "Thou shalt love thy
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neighbor as thyself'. "Whatsoever ye would that men should do 
unto you, do ye even so unto them". But I was her slave, and I 
suppose she did not recognise me as her neighbor. I would give 
much to blot out from my memory that one great wrong. As a child,
I loved my mistress; and looking back on the happy days I spent with 
her, I try to think with less bitterness of this act of injustice. While I 
was with her, she taught me to read and spell; for this privilege, 
which so rarely falls to the lot of a slave, I bless her memory (p. 6-8)

Jacobs grandmother s breast milk is a powerful female image of rootedness and 

deracination: my mother had been weaned at three months old, so that the 
babe of the mistress might ob-faln. food". In Beloved breast feeding is
used to convey the powerful bond between mother and child, a bond which, 
when threatened, motivates Sethe to commit infanticide, rather than allow her 
children to be returned to slavery. In Dessa Rose, Williams has the white 
woman Rufel become wet nurse to the black woman Dessa's baby, a reversal 
which threatens Dessa's whole perception of slavery as it exploits women, and 
sets in motion the fraught but ultimately liberating friendship that develops 
between Rufel and Dessa Rose. In the passage above, the use of "foster sister", 
"mother'' and the image of breast feeding, figure the emotional dilemma which 
the mistress's betrayal presents for Jacobs. Rhetorical shifts signal the on-going 
pain of remembering what Jacobs would prefer to "blot out from my memory". 
There can be no doubt about the genuine affection which binds Jacobs and her 
mother to the white woman who was, respectively, mother and foster sister to 
them. These affectionate relationships are established through the image of 
nursing, as I have pointed out. They are also established through shared 
childhood play-- "They played together as children"; "When she thought I was 
tired, she would send me out to run and jump"-- and through loyalty, both on 
the part of the mistress who "kept her word" until her death, and through the 
"faithful" service of Jacobs and her mother. "Foster sister” takes on ironic 
meaning only when the mistress’s betrayal has been revealed, and even then, 
one cannot ignore the genuine maternal and sisterly bonds of affection 
established in the passage. But neither can the betrayal be reduced in its 
significance, as Jacobs’ caustic use of Biblical reference demonstrates: "My 
mistress had taught me the precepts of God’s word: 'Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor as thyself... but I was her slave, and I suppose she did not recognise 
me as her neighbor ". In the mistress’s betrayal we have illustrated Byerman's 
observation that "masters and mistresses whose outward characters are flawless 
are shown to be capable of behavior inconsistent with their putative moral
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values (38). Such betrayals in the unpredictable context of slavery are at the 
root of the tragedy which descends upon the benign system of slavery at Sweet 
Home in Beloved. The tragic consequences of the slaves' escape plan are set in 
motion by the arrival of Schoolteacher after Mr Garner's death. Mr. and Mrs. 
Garner, who own Sweet Home and it s’ slaves, including Sethe, are 'good' 
slaveholders; Schoolteacher is not: "Nobody counted on Garner dying. Nobody 
thought he could. How 'bout that? Everything rested on Garner being alive. 
Without his life each of theirs fell to pieces. Now ain't that slavery or what isj?" 
(39). Another Sweet Home slave, Paul D, realises "they had been isolated in a 
wonderful lie... protected and convinced they were special". Mrs. Garner gives 
Sethe a pair of crystal earrings as a gift before she 'marries' another Sweet Home 
slave, Halle. In one of her many rememories, Sethe latches on to the earrings as 
a relic of the girl she used to be, before her life "fell to pieces" and she stopped 
trusting anyone, burying her emotional needs very deeply indeed: "Once, long 
ago, she [Sethe] was soft, trusting. She trusted Mrs. Garner and her husband too. 
She knotted the earrings into her underskirt to take along, not so much to wear 
but to hold. Earrings that made her believe she could discriminate among 
them" (40). We might see Jacobs' focus on the gift of literacy at the end of the 
passage as similar to Sethe's attachment to the earrings. Jacobs cannot resolve 
the painful dilemmajpresented by her mistress's betrayal, without denying her 
love for the woman, so Jacobs shifts her attention to the gift a white woman 
gave her which allows Jacobs to believe "she could discriminate among them".

Yellin calls attention to Jacobs' social matrix as a central feature of Incidents. 
The recurrent struggle for freedom, the interrelationships between four 
generations of Jacobs' family and their masters, and the support of Jacobs' family 
result, in Yellin's' view, in a "densely patterned" text . But all this rich detail 
pointed to in Yellin's introduction seems disconnected from her observations of 
a "sisterhood of all women" in the narrative. Yellin's sisterhood seems to 
have little or no bearing on the complex relationship between Jacobs and her 
mistress discussed above, or the layers of experience which set in motion Jacobs' 
survival strategy in slavery and her journey to freedom, or Jacobs amazed and 
shifting perspective of the roots which sustain her, and forces which threaten 

her. Yellin observes:

In shaping Incidents, Jacobs combined [a] feminist consciousness with 
the black feminist consciousness she had absorbed as "grandmother's 
child". Given its closeJcommunity split into two warring camps— 
blacks who oppose slavery and whites who support it—the narrative
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is surprising. We expect to encounter the supportive black women, 
both slave and free, as well as the fiendish neighbo ring female slave 
holder and the jealous slave mistress. But how are we to explain the 
presence of the white women who defect from the slaveholder's 
ranks to help Linda Brent?... One explanation is that these women 
are responding to Linda Brent's oppression as a woman exploited 
sexually and as a mother trying to nurture her children. A central 
pattern in Incidents shows white women betraying allegiances of race 
and class to assert their stronger allegiance to the sisterhood of all 
women (41)

I flinch at Yellin s use of the word "combine" because it reduces the historical 
significance and enormity of needing to specify feminisms. I have called 
attention to nineteenth century British women's anti-slavery scrap-books, 
literally pieced together in order to 'narrate' themes and images as 'evidence' 
against slavery, to make a point about the structure of slave narrative. 
Illustrations emphasised "the brutal exploitation of slave women and children, 
including their semi-nakedness and exposure to the lash of over-seers";

dess „
Britannia was shown as Godj-like , given central importance by "intervening 

between the man with the lash and pleading female slaves, ultimately 
triumphing as the scourge fell from the man's bloody hands and pious female 
slaves prayed to the 'great massa' as their children were tom from their arms" 
(42). Such propaganda vividly illustrates that feminism has been a narrowly 
defined battle of the sexes between white, middle class women and men. The 
image of Britannia, towering and victorious above the oversee^ visualises this, 
not a "sisterhood of all women"-- as the subservient slave women and children, 
cowering at Britannia's feetj and begging mercy from the overseer, vividly 
conveys. The disparity between images of white female power and black female 
powerlessness hardly communicates the kind of gender solidarity which Yellin 
has in mind, and yet the disparate images convey the troubled reality of divided 
sisterhood.

The ’Goddess-like [white] woman' Britannia is an appropriate 
(masculine/imperial) image of the failure of feminism to define and act on a 
'battle plan' of liberation reflecting the range and depth of women's oppressions. 
Since its formal establishment in 1832 at Seneca Falls, New York, the American 
Women's Rights Movement has been presumptuous to say the least, assuming 
it represents more than a narrowly-defined group of well-to-do white ladies. 
The American Women's Rights Movement has never been able to simply 
"combine” women into a happy, unified, directed sisterhood. The issue of
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women’s rights tore apart the American Anti-Slavery Society, giving rise to the 
Women s Rights Movement, as well as detrimental fragmentation of the 
Abolitionist Movement. The question of black suffrage after the Civil War 
demolished tenuous links between black female (and some male, such as 
Douglass) activists, and white women's rights campaigners (43). Feminism today 
bears these scars and, many argue, continues to be unresponsive to issues of 
class, cultural and racial difference. A conflict-free women's movement, based 
on consensus or majority rule' may not be possible, or even desirable, but 
Yellin s weak characterisation of sisterhood enacted in Jacobs' narrative does not 
address these difficulties. Alternatively, Thistlethwaite realises that

white and black women are bound by the history of slavery... 
American society as a slave society has almost from its founding 
divided women by race for purposes of social control. Black women 
were designated the body and sexuality; white women were 
designated the 'angel of the home', the soul and spirituality. The 
history of slavery and the complex interrelationship of black and 
white women in the history of sexual exploitation is a critical 
interpretive starting point (44)

Wallace observes problems in a white, middle class dominated Women's Rights 
Movement related to the production of knowledge:

an exclusionary feminism need not take the form of an organised 
effort, since [American] culture takes for granted the lack of 
participation of women of color in the production of knowledge. So 
much so that hardly any one says a word when Afro-American 
literary critic Henry Louis Gates assumes the authority to define black 
feminist literary criticism for a mainstream New York Times Book 
Review audience (45)

Thistlethwaite's realisation of the importance of race in an analysis of female 
experience, and even her problematic reading of black women's contemporary 
fiction as a mirror of actual experience, is at least an attempt to push forward 
feminist debates which acknowledge a legacy of distrust, and limited recognition 
of common ground, but in a context of hopeful anticipation for a better future- 
perhaps the sort of tentative hope Jacobs feels "amid all the new bom blessings", 
despite her faltering faith: "I find it hard to have faith in rebels... .

I am also unhappy with Yellin's identification of sisterhood in the narrative 
because it does not begin to come to terms with maternalism activated in 
Incidents, the focus of chapter five of this study. For example, I cannot agree 
with Yellin's characterisation of the relationship between Jacobs and her
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grandmother as ultimately spoiled because the old matriarch refused to forgive 
her granddaughters' loss of virginity and subsequent pregnancies: Jacobs writes:

Had she [grandmother] utterly forsaken me? No... I knelt before hep 
and told her the things that had poisoned my life; how long I had 
been persecuted; that I saw no way of escape; and in an hour of 
extremity I had become desperate. She listened in silence. I told her I 
would bear any thing and do any thing, if in time I had hope| of 
obtaining her forgiveness. I begged of her to pity me, for my dead 
mother s sake. And she did pity me. She did not say, 'I forgive you'; 
but she looked^at me lovingly, with her eyes full of tears. She laid 
her old handjon my head, and murmureddPoor child! Poor child1'
(p. 57)

I would argue that grandmother’s knowing silence- "she listened in silence...
sh<L did n9t ®aY"- s^e murmured... speaks louder than words and makes aose/i&e. U- Ihe^
irrelevant the l̂iteral utterance, 'I forgive you'. The scene is crucial in relation to 
maternal bonds and female betrayals, and yet Yellin reads the scene as if no such 
complexities pertained to relationships between women in the narrative. We 
shall see that Tanner similarly misreads Jacobs' representation of her affair with 
a white man, with the result that, like Yellin's view, Tanner seriously limits the 
possibilities of Incidents.

We will indeed be surprised by women's transracial allegiances if we "expect to 
encounter" nothing more than stock characters such as "supportive black 
women" and "fiendish", "jealous" white women, in Jacobs' narrative. T he  
image of the jealous mistress— "she had not strength to superintend her 
household affairs; but her nerves were so strong, that she could sit in her easy 
chair and see a woman whipped, till the blood trickled from every stroke of the 
lash" (p. 12)- enacts a house-bound drama of slavery, behind closed doors, in 
kitchens, bedrooms, and family-rooms. Such dramas are powerful, enduring 
images haunting a dream of female solidarity. A stock scene of domestic 
slavery to be sure, but we have seen enough of Jacobs' world to confidently reject 
it as representative of Incidents. As we shall see in chapter seven, at one level, 
links can be established between Incidents and Dessa Rose precisely because of 
the complexity of sisterhood in both works. Mary Helen Washington's vision of 
reconstructing black women's literary history means we reject the old male- 
dominated accounts of history, refusing to be cramped into the little spaces men 
have allotted women... The making of a literary history in which black women 
are fully/presentjis a search for full vision, to create a circle where now we have 
but a segment" (46). Incidents, as well as Beloved and Dessa Rose, participates in
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the reconstruction of black women's literary history, but we must be careful not 
to read the presence of black and white women in ideological terms which 
diminish the unique and complex circumstances of women bound through the 
paternalistic web of slavery, be they represented in slave narrative or 
fictionalised narratives of slavery. Yellin's identification of sisterhood is in 
danger of reifying "new mythologies" recognised and cautioned against by 
Patricia Jagentowicz Mills in Woman, Psyche, and Nature: "feminist theories of 
motherhood and sisterhood are only partial... As essential as this new naming is 
to the political project of liberation, it may become reified into new mythologies 
that themselves obscure aspects of woman's experience" (47). Washington is in 
no doubt that "new mythologies" have not embraced race as fundamental to 
reconstructing women's literary history and to feminism. Like Washington, 
Mills is aware that 'sisterhood' must be specified, and Mills implicitly recognises 
what is dominant and explicit in Thistlethwaite's Race, Sex and God:

All feminists are not of one mind; in their individual creativity they 
give off sparks of difference Audre Lorde so frequently
addresses in her writing. As a white Christian feminist, seeking to 
understand the experience of black women, my thesis is that 
boundaries of difference must be respected. I must also extend this to 
feminists working in other paradigms. Yet as feminists we spark off 
of one another because we take each other's work seriously. These 
tensions are not easily reconcilable, nor are they completely 
resolvable (48)

CONCLUSION

Yellin evokes a commonality of female experience, the assumed foundation of 
'women's writing', as does Hedin in seeing Jacobs as a nineteenth century 
American "everywoman". In her survey of American women's poetry, Watts 
subsumes difference in an uncritical idea of women indeed, of American. 
Watts writes: "I do not mean to imply that poetry by American men and poetry 
by American women are two separate kinds of poetry... Ultimately, our common 
problem is to understand that larger subject-American poetry” (49). While I 
applaud Watts inclusion of Phillis Wheatley, Frances E.W. Harper, Margaret 
Walker and Gwendolyn Brooks in her survey, these black writers remain 
curiously invisible, their poetry all but silent. Wheatley's writing is viewed, 
quite rightly I think, as typical of the derivative American (and it could also be 
said of English) eighteenth century poetry. Wheatley's poem America , which 
twice draws on an image of Britannia, could not be described as radical (50),
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though Douglass was apparently inspired by Wheatley's verse, as much by the 
fact of its presence as by its message. Douglass' newspaper was a personally 
significant public voice which he used to promote black literary voices within 
the broader aim of campaigning for black rights. Douglass consistently provided 
a platform in his newspaper for black writers such as Wheatley, and he may very 
well be the first black person to have promoted Phillis Wheatley as a black 
woman writer. As editor, Douglass "rendered his greatest service to budding 
black poets who needed an appreciative audience" (51). Beyond a common- 
sense approach to eighteenth century poetry, one which is able to see beyond the 
confines of 'Female Poetry', such a vision is partial, for Watts does not explore 
multiple meanings/ dimensions of 'American' or 'woman'. Watts simply does 
not see, let alone explore, the significance of Wheatley, an eighteenth century 
American slave, rendering the theme of liberty in her poetry, or 'speaking 
poetically of politics', so the poetry of Harper, Walker and Brooks is denied a 
more specific context.

When Watts writes "Harper was the first black woman to publish since 
Wheatley and the first of many black women who have contributed significantly 
to American verse in the last century" (52), one senses that something is missing 
from this acknowledgment. Treating the poetry of abolitionist Frances E.W. 
Harper, Watts does not acknowledge one of the most important dynamics of 
nineteenth century black writing in the figure of the abolitionist/editor's role as 
validator of the black, in this instance, female voice. Watts makes no reference 
to the significance of slavery, the Civil War or reconstruction which dominate 
American history from Wheatley's lifetime through Harper's. While Harper's 
Poems were published a decade or so before the Civil War, Harper's novel, Iola 

Leroy (1892) was published at a time in American life which Mary Helen 
Washington, in discussing Iola Leroy, sees as a context of race hatred and 

received stereotypes:

The literature of black women at the turn of the century is a 
literature frozen into self-consciousness by the need to defend black 
women and men against tlrejprevailing stereotypes that mark 
nineteenth-century American cultural thought. Nearly a century 
later, it is difficult to imagine the universal acceptance of black 
inferiority in American life at the turn of the century (53)

While Margaret Walker's fiery For My People (1942) has been described as 
charting"new paths in Negro poetry" (54), Watts can only generalise about this
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award-winning collection of poetry and suggest "[Walker's] heritage in the verse 
of earlier American women" (55). The significance of Walker's poetry 
recognised by Eugenia Collier is not acknowledged by Watts. Collier writes 

oP Walkers p o e t r y t h e  source of its power is the reservoir of beliefs, 
values and archetypal characters yielded by our [Afro-American] collective 
historical experience. It is this area of our being which defines us, which makes 
us a people, which finds expression in Black art and in no other" (56)

The problematic way in which Watts silences the writing she surveys is 
reinforced by her exclusive^conventionally elitist, concern with poetry. Harper, 
Walker and Brooks are notjpoets, they are creative writers, whose work includes 
poetry, fiction and prose. Like these black women, Morrison, who is a novelist, 
critic, university lecturer and editor, and Williams, who is a poet, novelist, critic 
and university lecturer, participate in a wide range of creative activities. 
Williams has a clear vision of the black woman writer, and her role in relation 
to both intellectual and active feminism, grounded in race. In an interview 
with Claudia Tate, Williams relates her sense of disappointment in the current 
"black movement", and expresses her belief that hope for it resides in black 
women writers:

As I travel across the country, I'm hearing more and more that-the. 
people who were directly involved in the black movement feel burnt 
out by the movement and its aftermath. I think the reason why so 
much attention is now being paid to black women writers is because 
as a group we are, in our individual ways, trying to say, "No, you 
can't stop now. Something was there, and you have to keep going on 
even in the face of the unknown".

[Black women writers] seem to be taking that will to survive outside 
of the framework of encounters with the white world. They've re
fashioned this will into an instrument for understanding ourselves 
among ourselves. In each of their works there is the white world as 
backdrop, its oppression, but the focus is on understanding the self, 
the family, and the community. The strength originates here. I 
think this hasjgenerally true of black women writers over the 
years (57)

When Williams turns her attention to the teaching of Afro-American literature 
in universities, one observes a more complex relationship pertaining between 
black and white worlds than the passage above conveys. While black women 
writers such as Williams and Morrison are engaged in "understanding 
ourselves among ourselves", neither writer conveys in her creative or critical
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writing the narrowness of perception confronted and rejected in this study. 
When asked, From a teaching perspective, does Afro-American literature fit 
into American literature?", Williams responded in terms that can be seen to 
describe an ideal relationship between the marginalised voice, "having a vitality 
in and of itself", and existing literary traditions:

One of the things I would like to see is real American literature 
taught in this country [USA]... in such a way that you're teaching the 
literature of all the people in America, [and not excluding] everybody 
except white men and a few white women from consideration...

I see Afro-American literature as being intricately related to Anglo- 
American literature. In some ways, you can't even understand one 
without having some knowledge of the other. At the same time I 
would like to see Afro-American [literature}... taught as a part of the 
vitality of the whole, and yet recognised as having a vitality in and of 
itself, a perspective and point of view in and of itself (58)

Morrison's comments below on "dishonest scholarship" are instructive, for in 
them we have presented the tendency to see difference as "exotic" and alien, an 
essentially racist perspective as Morrison recognises, and not one which can 
appreciate the kind of relationship between black and mainstream literatures 
described by Williams. As Morrison says, "insensitive white people cannot deal 
with black writing, but then they cannot deal with their own literature either". 
Like Williams' view of literature, Morrison's view of criticism suggests the 
necessity of entering the black text as both unique, and as a dimension of the 
human story, of "being human in the world". Such observations not only 
inform our understanding of literature, they also may be seen to comment on 
the dilemmas of sisterhood which I have pointed to in this chapter, which 
demand acknowledgement of difference and of an essential sameness grounded 
in gender. Morrison rejects the irrelevance of criticism which "reads very well" 
but is ultimately empty of the sort of content which "breaks new ground". 
Morrison stated in an interview with Claudia Tate:

A woman wrote a book on women writers , and she had an apology 
in the preface in which she explains why the book doesn't include 
any black women writers. She says she doesn't feel qualified to 
criticize their work. I think that's dishonest scholarship. I may be 
wrong but I think so, and I took the trouble to tell her that. I feel 
perfectl^qualified to discuss Emily Dickinson, anybody for that 
matterj I assume what Jane Austen and all those other people have 
to say has something to do with life and being human in the world.
Why she could not figure out that the preoccupation of black
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characters is this as well startled me, as though our lives are so exotic 
that the differences are incomprehensible.

Insensitive white people cannot deal with black writing, but then 
they cannot deal with their own literature either. It's not a question 
of my not liking white criticism. I don't like most black criticism 
either. Most criticism by blacks only respond to the impetus of the 
criticism we were^taught in college... I find such criticism dishonest 
because it never goes into the work on its own terms. It comes from 
some other place and finds content outside of the work and wholly 
irrelevant to it to support the work. You can hear them talking to 
Northrop Frye, and you can hear his response... The criticism may 
read well, in fact very well, but it’s not about the book at hand. It's 
merely trying to place the book in] an already established literary 
tradition. The critic is too frightened or too uninformed to break 
new ground (59)

When asked, "Do black men and women approach subjects differently in their 
work?", Morrison responded, "I think women probably do write out of a 
different place", but she directed the bulk of her response to differences between 
black and white women's writing, suggesting a specific project through which 
the dilemmas of sisterhood might be explored, described and better understood:

It seems to me there's an enormous difference in the writing of black 
and white women... Black women seem able to combine the nest and 
the adventure. They don't see conflicts in certain areas as do white 
women. They are both safe harbor and ship; they are both inn and 
trail. We, black women, do both. We don’t find these places, these 
roles, mutually exclusive. That's one of the differences. White 
women often find if they leave their husbands and go out into the 
world, its an extraordinary event. If they've settled for the benefits of 
housewifery that preclude a career, then its marriage or a career for 
them, not both, not and.

It would be interesting to do a piece on the kinds of work women do 
in novels written by women. What kinds of jobs they do, not just 
the paying jobs, but how they perceive work. When white women 
characters get depressed about the dishes, what do they do? Its not 
just a question of being in the labor force and doing domestic kinds 
of things; its about how oncperceives work, how it fits into one’s life 
(60)

In Williams' and Morrison's visions of literature, criticism and women's roles 
as creators and subjects of them, one perceives awareness of difference, not as 
"exotic" but as conveying "vitality in and of itself, a perspective and point of 
view in and of itself". It is at this level that Incidents must be appreciated as 
different from male slave narrative, and different from the sentimental novel,
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but the uniquenes ces and narrative also "has something to
world".

.



She answers questions in a random manner, a loquacious, roundabout  

fashion— if, indeed, she can be brought to answ er  them at all

—Dessa Rose

She listened for the holes— the things the fu g it ives  d id  not say

- - B e lo v e d

C h a p t e r  IV .
St r a t e g ic  V o ic e  in  Sl a v e  N a r r a t iv e

Lots of old slaves closes the door before they tell the truth about their 
days of slavery. When the door is open, they tell how kind their 
masters was and how rosy it all was.

Martin Jackson, aged 90 (1)

Unlike Equiano, Douglass or Jacobs, Martin Jackson, quoted above, did not 
publicly participate in the "general public discourse about slavery", to return to 
Baker's phrase, as a writer or anti-slavery activist. As one of hundreds of 
American ex-slaves interviewed through the Federal Writers Project (FWP), 
1936-38, his memories of slavery contribute to a composite oral autobiography of 
the American slave, collected in twenty volumes under the general editorship 
of George W. Rawick, published in 1972. But Martin Jackson is unique, and it is 
unique presence which Gates seizes on in The Slave's Narrative:  "Where in the 
history of human slavery does there exist another literature of this ironic sort, 
consisting of the imaginative reconstruction of human bondage narrated by 
hundreds of former chattel slaves?"(2). The FWP accounts are a substantial

OlÔi
reminder of oral narrative, whichj like eighteenth century and female 
narratives, often neglected in considerations of slave narrative, but are 
acknowledged in historical criticism in The Slave's Narrative.  In this collection, 
John W. Blassingame points out that autobiography written by "exceptional 
slaves" is placed in perspective alongside the average slave heard through the 
FWP, and, since less than twelve percent of printed slave narrativejare by female 
authors, the oral testimonies collected from roughly equal numbers of men and 
women are an important counter-balance to the male bias of historical and
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literary accounts of slavery (3). In her PhD dissertation, Gloria Shepherd 
identifies consistent features in these oral accounts of black women, including 
discussions on dress, diet, family structure, etc., from the black women's 

perspective , and indications that "acts of sexual exploitation were facts of life,... 
known but rarely discussed (4). Also, Shepherd highlights the persistent 
masking of, or 'closing the door' on, sexual experience in slavery, borne out by 
Incidents and other written female slave narrative: "most slave women who 
address questions about sexual exploitation are consistent in their reactions. 
They appear hesitant, reserved, and many times only supply hints" (5). This is 
perhaps most apparent in what Yellin and Tanner treat as the 'two voices' in 
Incidents, to be discussed in this chapter, but "hesitant and reserved... hints" 
may signal strategic voice in slave narrative by male as well as female narrators. 
In Equiano's narrative, conscious irony and possibly unintentional ironic effect 
can be seen to dramatise the limitations of strategic voice, as I hope to show. In 
My Bondage and My Freedom, I will focus on Douglass' self-conscious use of 
strategic voice.

C. Vann Woodward in The Slave's Narrative conveys the unique importance of 
the FWP oral accounts; in them we have the voice of the usually voiceless 
"whose silences historians are forever lamenting" (6), bringing to mind again 
Stepto's observation that

the strident, moral voice of the former slave recounting, exposing, 
appealing, apostrophising, and above all remembering his ordeal in 
bondage is the single most impressive feature ofj slave narrative.
This voice is striking because of what it relates, but even more so 
because the slave's acquisition of that voice is possibly his only 
permanent achievement once he escapes and casts himself upon a 
new and larger landscape (7)

Also in The Slave's Narrative, Gerald Jaynes turns to My Bondage and My 
Freedom to support his reading of "the slaves' ideal slave", a figure who 
achieves heroic stature within slave culture through the act and art of survival,totj Wvt
conforming "to the images created J  slave songs, the poetry of slavery which 
tell us so much about s la v e j" (8). From this point of view, Martin Jackson, 
and the women upon whom Shepherd focuses, are heroic because for each 
individual, presence is voice. From this perspective, Dorothy Bass Spann also 
may be seen as heroic. Almost forty years after Martin Jackson was interviewed, 
and about ten years before either Toni Morrison or Sherley Anne Williams 
wrote their fictional narratives of slavery, Beloved and Dessa Rose, Spann
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dictated to her friend, Inez Hunt, Black Pioneers: A History of a Pioneer Family 
in Colorado Springs (1978) (9). The introduction to Black Pioneers, reprinted in 
full below, is like a room full of voices, past and present, where the slave 
narrative tradition is very much alive and present in "the big Brown house". 
Spann s family history is passed from her grandparents, to whom the account is 
dedicatedTjcombined with her own recollections; furthermore, the stories are 
inspired by, and a gift of identity for, younger family members. The Epilogue to 
Dess a Rose echoes in Spann's method of telling and in the details of the 
account Spann gives, for in the Epilogue we learn that Dessa Rose, her son, and 
husband Harker have travelled West and settled, and that Dessa's story is being 
taken down by her son. Dessa Rose ends, "we have paid for our children's place 
in this world again, and again", and the novel is dedicated to children who are 
named by Williams, and to their future. As in Incidents, pushed to the fore 
from the first page explaining Jacobs' father's and grandmother's respected 
positions in black and white communities, in Spann's account, 'telling' family 
history affirms unique personal identity and family pride, asserting the value 
and indeed the right to claim the role of historian-scribe: "our family does have 
a story to tell". Memories which may "crumble into dust" convey a much less 
powerful*™4nj as^ l7Qf j-he pas|- in the present than is evident in Beloved, but the 

significance of the link between the past and present, and the role of memory in 
sorting out "the rubble of the past" are dominant in both Black Pioneers and 
Beloved. Like Martin Jackson, Spann is a self-conscious story-teller, but not one 
who feels a need to 'close the door' before she can speak "the truth" or "take up 

her pen":

My name is Dorothy Bass Spann. I have spent most of my life in a 
big brown house in Colorado Springs, Colorado. So have my 
relatives, for it has been truly a family home. It has been the place 
where we have gathered to share our laughter and tears, our good 
times and bad. The walls seem steeped in our family history. Here, 
we have played a part in the history of this community.

Our family does have a story to tell. It is of incidents from slavery 
days, Civil War times, and covered wagon trains, bringing my people 
west. It tells of Indians and Spanish territorial days. Our story also 
has to do with life in the shadow of a castle growing up in Colorado 
Springs.

I am growing older. My children have not always listened to my 
stories, for they were young and time for them was forever forward 
with no need to look back. Now that days grow shorter, our children 
urge me to write it down.
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So I have taken up my pen and sketched the memories of a lifetime 
before they crumble into dust. Some memories are half-buried in the 
rubble of the past. I remember many events only as my grandfather 
and grandmother told them to me (p. 1)

At one level, Black Pioneers can be seen as a bridge between slave narrative, 
variously represented by Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs, and fictional narratives 
of slavery such as Beloved and Dessa Rose. The scope of Spann's family 
history, from "Civil War times" to westward expansion and settlement in 
Colorado, is a dimension of the black American diaspora, particularly the link 
with indigenous American peoples, suggested in chapter two of this study, 
which Toni Morrison foregrounds in Song of Solomon, and features in Beloved 
(10). Margaret McDowell relates how Margaret Walker, Audre Lorde, Alice 
Walker and Toni Morrison ground their creative impulse in "a fascination with 
those who feel that they possess unexplainable or unidentifiable powers" (11). 
Evidently, to Margaret McDowell, Alice Walker is one of these people: "In Alice 
Walker's case, she speaks of visitations from a Cherokee man who offered her 
help as she sought to develop an 'Indian consciousness' to serve as a kind of 
sub-text to Meridian‘ (12). The relationship I am suggesting between Spann's 
family history and McDowell's identification of creative impulse in the four 
writers goes beyond simple continuity to embrace unique presence manifested 
in black creative expression. McDowell observes:

rather than apologising for the stereotypical notion that blacks and 
women are in deep accord with the primitive and intuitive rather 
than the rational, [these womenj celebrate the mysterious and 
ineffable forces that may exist in their psyches, and they imply that 
the writer... may fortunately share with the black musician a sense of 
being possessed by 'spirit' that inspires innovative and spontaneous 
expression (13)

These four contemporary black women writers can be seen "in deep accord" 
with "mysterious, ineffable forces" first articulated in the songs and narratives of 
slaves, often obliquely but none-the-less consistently, through black picaresque 
and other characteristic signs of slave community and African-rooted cultural 
practice: religious syncretism, "the slave's wild songs", the magic root on which 
Douglass relies, Jacobs' prayers "in the burying ground of the slaves" and so on. 
Spann, M orrison and Williams do not write from first-hand, personal 
experience of slavery, as did hundreds of American and other ex-slaves, but for 
all these story-tellers- past and present, free and unfree, speaking and w riting- 
voice is presence. Gates asserts: "we must understand this correlation of
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language-use and presence if we are to begin to learn how to read the slave 
narrative within what Geoffrey H. Hartman calls its ’text-milieu'. The slave 
narrative represents the attempts of blacks to write themselves into being" (14). 
Spanns children, who grow up and "need to look back", who begin to hear and 
appreciate  the value of the old woman's voice, her experience, her 
remembering,intuitively grasp "this correlation between language-use and 
presence . Younger family members want Spann's voice-- their own presence 
in history— to survive: "now that days grow shorter, our children urge me to 
write it down".

Elizabeth Jo McDaniel implicitly acknowledges Gates' observation in a different 
context where strategic voice, as self-protection and as a means toward cathartic 
liberation, is the subject. In McDaniel’s dissertation, "Revising the Past: A 
Performance-Centered Analysis of Personal Experience N arratives About 
Divorce", she focuses on the need of the divorced person to control his or her 
past by 'storying': "This ability to feel some sense of control over past selves 
indicates that particularly traumatic events would be experiences that would 
often call for 'storying' "(15). While McDaniel focuses on contemporary oral 
narrative, and Gates emphasises written accounts, both make essentially the 
same point about presence and voice. I do not mean to imply that the traumas 
of slavery and divorce are the same, since they clearly are not, but there seems to 
be a resonance between oral and written slave narrative, and McDaniel’s careful 
analysis of the situation of the traumatised teller 'outside the community’, 
whose act of 'storying’ is cathartic. McDaniel observes:

Given the fact that the act of 'storying' an experience exerts some 
control over the event and the characters, the teller is able, through 
narrating, to create a structure in which he or she can place a version 
of the past se lf- as character in the s to ry - along side the teller's 
conception of the present self, the narrator, into some pattern of a 
coherent whole (16).

In the examples I will draw on in this chapter, the need to control or master the 
past is evident, but so is the residual vulnerability, anxiety and pain of 
remembering, or, in Toni Morrison’s words, of rememory. Strategic voice in 
these examples will demonstrate both self-conscious representation and 
manipulation of the text, for example in shifts in point of view, or literacy as 
metaphor, and limitations of strategic voice, signalled by unintentional ironic 
effect or unreconciled contradiction in the text. Limitation of strategic voice will
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be observed in this chapter in the narratives of Equiano and Jacobs, and in 
chapter five specifically in relation to maternalism in these two narratives. My 
Bondage and My Freedom comes under scrutiny in this chapter to demonstrate 
the dilemmas of self-representation which Douglass felt so keenly after 1845, and 
which substantially shaped the second autobiography. Like Sherley Anne 
Williams and Toni Morrison, Spann never was a slave, and her distance from 
that reality provides a measure of 'safety', through objective distancing (oblique 
references to racism in the text do hint at the importance of silence/invisibility 
in a narrative of slavery, particularly from a black woman's point of view). At a 
'safer distance' from the trauma of slavery not personally experienced but 
related to her, Dorothy Bass Spann's narrative rarely exhibits shifts in rhetorical 
style or point of view; it is a chronological account told in plain language. 
Spann wrote at a time-- 1978-- when social context could not be described as 
presenting the unique constraints and other factors which shape the tensions 
apparent in the FWP oral accounts, and at the heart of slave narrative, so 
strategic voice is all but absent. Though both Dessa Rose and Beloved are based 
on historical incidents, these novels are further removed from the immediate 
trauma of slavery as contemporary fictional renderings of that experience. From 
the vantage point of fiction, Morrison and Williams explore behind the mask of 
strategic posture to probe the situations which made them necessary and vital to 
the ex-slave attempting "to write [herjself into being".

I have drawn on a number of historical articles from The Slave’s Narrative 
because the focus on oral accounts is a vivid, concrete rendering of voice, 
stressed by McDaniel and in Spann's rationale for 'storying' her life, and valued 
as specially unique in written slave narrative by Stepto and Gates. McDaniel 
seeks to establish that personal narratives "are much less static and situated" 
than is often assumed; for McDaniel, "the key ideas of dynamic process and 
communication are central" (17), points well observed in relation to slave 
narrative and the deployment of strategic voice. The historian Gerald Jaynes 
brings a keen approach to bear on oral narrative, folk lore and slave song, a 
approach uninhibited by boundaries separating oral and written sources, or 
separating literary from historical material. Jaynes does what a literary critic 
might do, exploring sentence structure and word choice in slave narrative, 
questioning the position, authority and constraints of the speaker, the role of 

audience, and relating text to context. Jaynes observes. To understand, when

100



the slave or master spoke or acted, from which context the text should be 
analysed is to cast into treacherous waters" (18).

While Jaynes seems to be motivated in the same way as McDaniel who 
emphasises the interdependent relationship between text and context, seeking to 
"put the person, the individual, back into the fabric of what is studied" (19), Paul 
Escott, in The Art and Science of Reading FWP Slave Narratives", seems 
determ ined to remove the 'humanness' from FWP accounts in the name of 
objectivity. Focusing on the contextual problems surrounding the FWP 
interviews, Escott’s strategy is to separate the content of the interview from 
declarations of feeling, "designed to satisfy the racial etiquette of the day", thus 
enabling Escott to "work through layers of distortion  toward a truer 
understanding of the former slave" (20). My italics emphasise that Escott's 
approach is in the Olney mould; "declarations of feeling" and "layers of 
distortion" are rejected as irrelevant to the historians' or literary critics' 
expectation of what slave narrative 'should be'. The significance of what C. 
Vann W oodward describes as Martin Jackson's "rare candor " when Jackson 
said "lots of old slaves closes the door before they tell the truth about their 
days of slavery... ", is too subtle for the systématisation of voice relied upon by 
both Escott and Olney, or the assumptions brought to bear, particularly on black 
women's writing, by Watts or Tanner. Jackson's doors, opening and closing, do 
more than figure a self-censored ex-slave, essentially silenced despite his 
o ra l/au ra l presence. Instead, Jackson's words inscribe the self-possessed, 
strategic voice of the ex-slave,who is able to read dom inant white society, 
interpret its real dangers, and fashion into literature strategies of silence and 

concealment.

There is evidence in Equiano's narrative that he, in Gates' words, "said one 
thing to mean something quite other", and there is also evidence that Equiano 
was not always aware of emergent irony in the text. Edwards shows in the 
narrative a "process of ironic knee-bending that reveals thinly disguised rage" 
and points out that "while internal contradictions may point to deliberate 
ironies, a similar effect may often be produced by the failure of the author to 
reconcile such contradictions" (21). As we have seen in preceding chapters, a_ 
community of commerce shaped much of Equiano's experience, as a slave and

H-hi'S c®nMV>.M.ru U l,  _ . . .  .
a freeman, andjunderlies much of the conscious and unintentional irony m the 
narrative. For example, in chapter one of this study, two passages cited to
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illustrate the kind of adjustment taking place in Equiano's perspective of 
himself, and of dominant white society, work together and in relation to the text 
generally to create intended ironic effect. Equiano's description of his initial 
impressions of the slave ship create a 'Tutuolaesque' image of Europeans that is 
bizarre and hideous, startling and brutal. Qualities of these strange white 
creatu res are described as alien and unhum an, bringing to m ind 
characterisations of savages encountered from the sixteenth century onwards 
by European explorers, traders, travellers and colonials in new 'dark worlds' 
such as Africa. Equianos first impressions are of "a world of bad spirits... who 
looked and acted as I thought in so savage a manner: for I had never seen 
among any people such brutal cruelty; and this shown not only to us blacks but 
also to some of the whites themselves" (I. 72-75). Equiano's "capacity for 
realising in language the experiences of his younger self'jdramatises through a 
child's eye-view the 'magic powers' of these strange beings^'in this hollow place 
(the ship)";who make the vessel go with "cloths put upon the masts" and stop 
the vessel with "some spell or magic they put in the water" (I. 75-77). Writing 
for an audience accustomed to, and himself being to some extent influenced by, 
literary conventions of primitivism and the noble savage, Equiano is here 
establishing simple ironic contrasts between 'heathen' African and 'Christian' 
European peoples. The ironic effect of Equiano's description of the slave ship is 
heightened if we recall the first two chapters of the narrative, to be discussed in 
detail in chapter five. Magic, spirits, sacrifice and scenes of brutality associated 
w ith the Europeans seem all the more ironic if we recall Equiano's proud 
account of his early childhood in Essaka in chapter one of his narrative, or his 
relatively humane treatment as a captive at the hands of African slave traders 
and African 'masters' as he is transported to the coast by those who kidnapped 
him. That Equiano was influenced by a specific West African/Igbo social and 
family practice of keeping slaves clearly shaped and contrasted with his 
impressions of white slave traders and masters. It also influenced his attitude 
toward the issue of slavery, his perception of the "good" master, and his own 
self-image reconciling the status of slave and, in freedom, slave owner, as 
Edwards has argued. In relation to the- passage in which Equiano demonstrates 
an 'adjusted' opinion of Europeans and of himself, conscious irony invites the 
reader to re-view Equiano's relationship to his "new countrymen":

It was now between two and three years since I first came to England, 
a great part of which I had spent at sea; so that I became inured to that 
service,and began to consider myself/happily situated, for my master
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treated me always extremely well; and my attachment and gratitude 
t(? were very great- From the various scenes I had beheld on 
shipboard, I soon grew a stranger to terror of every kind, and was, in 
that respect at least, almost an Englishman. I have often reflected 
with surprise that I never felt half the alarm at any of the numerous 
dangers I have been in,that I was filled with at the first sight of the 
Europeans, and at every act of theirs, even the most trifling, when I 
first came among them, and for some time afterward?. That fear, 
however, which was the effect of my ignorance, wore away as I began 
to know them. I could now speak English tolerably well, and I 
perfectly understood e+verything that was said. I now not only felt 
myself quite easy with j  new countrymen, but relished their society 
and manners. I no longer looked upon them as spirits, but as men 
superior to usjand therefore I had the stronger desire to resemble 
them, to imbibe their spirit, and imitate their manners; I therefore 
embraced every occasion of improvement; and every new thing that 
I observed I treasured up in my memory. I had long wished to be 
able to read and write; and for this purpose I took every opportunity 
to gain instruction (I. 132-3)

Happily situated? Inured to that service? Having looked in some detail at 
Equiano's ambiguous position as a member of a ships' crew, and the dilemmas 
with which this position sometimes faced him, the reader might hesitate to take 
only literally some of the statements above which, in Chinosole's words, cause 
"no small amount of embarrassment to some post-Malcolm X critics. At first 
reading, we feel the hairs prickle on the backs of our necks and reach 
comfortingly for our frazzled copy of Black Skins, White Masks" (22). Equiano's 
use of irony expresses the dilemmas he faced in feeling happily situated at a time 
in his life when he ceased to see himself as a slave-- just prior to being re-sold by 
Pascal, a bitter reminder of his enslaved condition. Equiano fancies himself 
"almost an Englishman" but qualifies this, distinguishing the fact that, in other 
respects, he is not like his new countrymen. When Jacobs writes, "No matter 
whether the slave girl be black as ebony or as fair as her mistress", she is making 
a point about her vulnerability, but the remark also reminds her reader that 
blackness is more than skin-deep; no matter what the colour, one never escapes 
blackness, one can never be, whether one wants to or not, other than 'other'. 
Thus, what seems essential is Equiano's qualification "almost an Englishman". 
Equiano's use of "countrymen" to describe shipmates returns us to chapter one 
of his narrative, where Igbo kinsfolk are referred to as "countrymen", suggesting 
new relationships in a (temporarily) settled time in his life are rooted in 
'homegrown' ideas of comradery. Alluding to his homeland and reminding his 
reader of the "terror of every kind encountered on that first slave ship, what is
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the reader to make of apparently uncritical acceptance of the "manners and 
customs of a superior society"? These ironic contrasts invite the reader to 
make comparisons between societies, stereotypes of which Equiano deliberately 
contrasts to point to the hypocrisy of western Christian values. Comparisons the 
reader is invited to make are precisely those which slavery made inevitable for 
Equiano. In relation to this, William Andrews in To Tell a Free Story: The First 
Century of Afro-American Autobiography, 1760-1865, is particularly relevant. 
Emphasising as he does with all the texts he examines the relationship between

■+b*y
an "implied reader" andj slave narrator, Andrews' argument can illustrate a 
dynamic of the conscious irony in Equiano's narrative:

Having been initiated into the wonders and terrors of the Euro- 
Christian world order, [Equiano] could not blink away the material 
and technological advantage of that civilization over the one from 
which he had been kidnapped. Unwilling to deny his affinities with 
either civilization, Equiano designed an autobiographical persona 
that embraced both. Unwilling to hymn a testimonial to the 
blessings of acculturation, he paid special attention to the processes of 
acculturation, noting what was gained and lost as the African 
outsider took up a new role within the Western world order. Most 
im portant, Equiano structured the developm ent of his own 
bicultural perspective in his narrative so as to conduct his white 
reader along the same path of psychic evolution. The result was an 
oratorical autobiography whose vocation was as much the creation of 
an implied reader as the education of the narrator. This implied 
reader was to be converted from his monocultural errors by 
experiencing repeatedly the gap between Western materialism and 
Western idealism. To recognize the gap, Equiano's reader is obliged 
to undergo a de-culturation process through which he divests 
him self of his insider's cultural myopia and accepts the 
complementary value of the African outsider's perspective (23)

Equiano "embraced" both the "Euro-Christian world" and the "civilization from 
which he was kidnapped", but to describe this process as "balanced and 
complementary" does not do justice to the complexity of experience, often 
indicated by the manipulation of point of view and irony, which Equiano 
conveys in his narrative. Equiano does illustrate a process of acculturation , 
for example chronicling his quest for literacy, ^as we have also seen, 
participating as a "sharer in the generaljdiscourse about slavery", as
anti-slavery activist and as a writer, is not a value neutral or dilemma-free 
process as Andrews’ "balanced and complimentary" implies. The journey of the 
reader outside of his or her "cultural myopia", who experiences "repeatedly the 
gap between Western materialism and Western idealism" may begin when the
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reader recognises Equiano's use of irony to point to that gap, or his failure to 
reconcile contrary elements within his experience.

Equiano s autobiography also reveals a level of complexity and self contradiction 
hardly surprising for a man engaged in working partnerships with slave traders 
and in paradoxical relationships with men such as Pascal and Farmer, and the 
Quaker Robert King who owns Equiano just prior to his self-emancipation. The 
perplexity and self-contradiction are apparent, again in the context of the ships' 
crew, in the dilemma posed for Equiano by the 'good master'. Unlike Equiano, 
Douglass is clear, in both the 1845 and 1855 narratives, that a master should be 
judged good' or 'bad' relative to other masters; absolute moral standards are 
made a mockery of in slavery. Douglass' sure-footed stand on the 'good master1 
is in line with Byerman's identification of "the disordered and self-deceiving 
world of masters..., a morally ambiguous world in which basic securities... are 
problematical":

Though the narrators call it a system, it is the arbitrary, fluid, 
unsystematic nature of the slaveholder's world that is emphasized.
For example, while cruelty is stressed repeatedly, it is the inconsistent 
application of deception and violence that makes Southern life so 
harsh... In such a world, the definition of trickster behavior 
becomes relative, especially when masters are capable of conscious 
deceit (24)

In the 1845 Narrative, Douglass contrasts two overseers* Mr Severe, whose 
presence in the fields made them "the fields of blood and blasphemy" (p. 
56/1845) J  the more benign Mr Hopkins. Mr Hopkins "whipped but 
seemed to take no pleasure in it. He was called by the slaves a good overseer" (p. 
56/1845). Equiano makes the same kind of comparison discussed below, but in a 
very different context of disturbing self-contradiction. The comparison between 
Severe and Hopkins in Douglass' 1845 autobiography is a stinging example of 
the subversive power of slavery to turn upside down the moral values of 
society, while Equiano's description of his Quaker master, Robert King, as I 
alluded to in chapter one, cannot be understood as "crafted" in the sense that 
one sees Douglass' dramatisation of "the arbitrary, fluid, unsystematic nature of 

the slaveholder's world". Equiano writes:

I have often seen slaves, particularly those who were meagre, in 
different islands, put into scales and weighed; and then sold, from 
three pence to six pence or nine pence a pound. My master, whose
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humanity was shocked by this mode, used to sell such by the lump 
(I. 73) 3 K

The Equiano comic-book, discussed in chapter one, asks children to read a copy 
of a run-away slave advertisement and to choose, from a list of words, those 
which describe the social attitudes toward black people conveyed in the poster. 
The exercise is meant to encourage critical reading skills and to begin to reveal 
the subtext of slavery (25). We might ask similar questions about the above 
passage, but the answers to those questions would be more difficult to arrive at: 
does Equiano approve of King's mode of selling "by the lump"? What is 
Equiano telling his reader about the humanity of people who buy and sell 
hum an beingsjdefined by law as chattel property? How does Equiano see 
himself in relation to those slaves "put into scales and weighed", and in 
relation to his master, Robert King, who was "shocked" by this m ethod of 
assessing ’property value’? By contrast, Freeland stands out in Douglass’ 1845 
autobiography as a ’good master’ and as a ’good Southerner’ compared to 
Freeland's slaveholding neighbours, but this is not a dilemma for Douglass. 
Life at Freeland's farm is "heavenly" compared to the hell at Covey's ("the 
nigger breaker"; "the snake") but Douglass knows where he stands: "I will 
give Mr Freeland the credit of being the best master I ever had, till I became my 
own master'Xp. 121/1845). In isolation, the extract from Equiano's narrative 
describing King's 'humane' method seems overtly ironic in the essentially 
irrelevant distinction made between selling by the pound and selling by the 
lump. But the context of the whole chapter raises questions about whether 
Equiano's irony is directed against the institution of slavery— as in the case of 
D ouglass- or only against its  cruel practices. Equiano’s ambivalence lies in his 
explicitly stated awareness, and at times seeming approval, of benevolently 
practiced slavery, not in the language of irony, which draws attention to his true 
target, cruelty and insensitivity, precisely those features of slavery revealed 
'between the lines' of the runaway slave advertisement in the comic-book 
version of Equiano's narrative. As reader, we associate this cruelty and 
insensitivity with the institution of slavery (just as Douglass does in comparing 
'good' and 'bad' overseers and masters)/in a way that Equiano does not, or does 
only in a hesitant way, having clear memories of his own experience in his 
father's house, and even after capture, of benevolent Igbo slaveowning.

The types of irony which I have discussed suggest the limitation of strategic 
voice where ironic effect is the result of unresolved, possibly unconscious
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contradiction. This is unlike Incidents, where the 'conflict' suggested by 
rhetorical shifts marks the limits confronted by the narrator seeking to "tell the 
whole truth . The limitations of strategic voice in Equiano's narrative point to 
a critical dilemma described by Chinosole below. I disagree with her reading of 
Equiano s elitist self-portrayal and am supported in doing so by critics 
previously cited, particularly Edwards and Shaw. But Chinosole is correct to 
question the tendency to ' dismiss a text because it does not fit a predetermined, 
progressive black literary canon" and to be sceptical about relativism in assessing 
Equiano's narrative:

The Life of Olaudah Equiano has been subjected to patronizing 
criticism to the extent that it has been dismissed or apologized for as 
semi-militant slave narrative. Clearly in the anti-slavery tradition, 
its tone and theme fall somewhere between the militancy of 
Frederick Douglass and the "uncle tomism" of Josiah Henson. Some 
of Equiano's non-m ilitant elitism comes through in this self 
portrayal: 'I regard myself as a particular favorite  of heaven, and 
acknowledge the mercies of Providence". This kind of statement 
causes no small amount of embarrassment to some post-Malcolm X 
critics. At first reading, we feel the hairs prickle on the backs of our 
necks and reach comfortingly for our frazzled copy of Black Skins,
White Masks. But can we afford to dismiss a text because it does not 
fit neatly into a predetermined, progressive black literary canon, or 
because it falls outside some idealized black aesthetic? At the same 
time, can we afford in our criticism to ignore or erase clear evidence 
of mental colonization by rationalizing that Equiano is, after all, just a 
product of his times? And yet, fundamentally, Equiano's Life is 
liberating to re a d -  in spite of, and sometimes because of, its 
contradictions. If we are to find what is most liberating in this work, 
though, we must look more closely at the way in which he narrates 
what he says. We must focus on narrative posture. (26)

Chinosole's observation of the "liberating" effect of reading the narrative, and 
her insistence that "we must focus on narrative posture" are difficult to fault, 
and apply equally well to nineteenth century slave narrative.

In chapter twenty-three of My Bondage and My Freedom, Introduction to the 
Abolitionists", Douglass reflects on becoming a fugitive lecturer and the events 
which lead to his writing his first narrative. The events he recalls are ten years 
or more behind him, and hind-sight provides an opportunity for Douglass to 
assess his younger self and his abolitionist friends. He does so with skill, 
carefully developing scenarios in which speaking and writing as modes of self

representation are explored. Douglass writes that
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U.p<̂
young, ardent and hopeful, I enteredjthis new life in the full gush of 
unsuspecting enthusiasm... For a time I was made to forget that my 
skin was dark and my hair crisped. For a time I regretted that I could 
not have shared the hardships and dangers endured by the early 
workers for the ex-slave's release (p. 219/1855)

Unsuspecting , the repetition of "for a time" and the phrase "I was made to 
forget , characterise Douglass as naive and suggest that, as a "young" and 
enthusiastic fugitive, Douglass temporarily lost sight of his true identity as a 

black man, and of the significance of his own "hardships and dangers endured" 
as a slave. It is implied that the cause of abolition threatened to define Douglass. 
Douglass continues: "I soon, however, found that my enthusiasm has been

Kn.d
extravagant; that hardships and dangers were not yet passed;Jthat the life now 
before me,had shadows as well as sunbeams" (p. 220/1855). This short passage is 
distinguished by the repeated use of the semi-colon, as Douglass shifts from 
remembering the past to anticipating a less predictable future where the security 
of closure becomes problematic. "Shadows as well as sunbeams" reminds me of 
Jacobs' letter to Ednah Dow Cheney, quoted in Chapter Three, where her 
memories of the past, her knowledge of the present, and her anxieties and hopes 
for the future, are summed up in the uneasy shifting between light and dark 
images, prevalent throughout her letters and narrative. In both cases, the 
simple, effective image suggests «-**■ increasingly mature and more complex 
analysis of slavery befitting ex-slaves who look back and forward from a vantage- 
point shaped by experiences of slavery and freedom. In the case of Douglass, the 
significance that his initial "enthusiasm" had been "extravagant" is developed 
using metaphors of literacy which contrast his changing perception of the power 
of self-representation, with conventional expectations of what the slave/fugitive 
'should be'. That the articulate Douglass did not give the impression of an 
ignorant, victimised slave when he addressed audiences as a fugitive lecturer, 
meant people began to doubt he had ever been a slave. The voice which 
Douglass constructs below levels accusations at him which echo the initial 
impact of abolitionists on Douglass: in both cases, Douglass is threatened by a 
loss of identity, when others assume the power to define h im - "for a while, I 

was made to forget that my skin was black and my hair crisped .

They said I did not talk like a slave, look like a slave, nor act like a 
slave "He don't tell us where he came from - what his master's 
name w a s- how he got aw ay- nor the story of his experience. 
Besides, he is educated, and is, in this, a contradiction of all the facts
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we have concerning the ignorance of slaves". Thus, I was in a pretty
fair way to be denounced as an impostor (p. 221 /1855)

It is almost possible to imagine that the audience which Douglass constructs in 
the passage above had in hand Olney's "Master Plan for Slave Narrative"; their 
expectations demand a specific plot and certain characters, set in a predictable 
pattern by a simple-minded slave, preferably baring fresh wounds! Douglass 
recalls the qualities by which abolitionists characterised him: "I was a 'graduate 
of the peculiar institution', Mr John A. Collins used to say...'with my diploma 
written on my back'... I was generally introduced as a ’chattel’— a ’thing’— a piece 
of .southern^ 'property'— the chairman assuring the audience that ’i t ’ could 
speak" (p. 220/1855). Note the frequency with which Douglass calls attention to 
the act of speaking and writing in these examples. In the passage above, 
Douglass constructs a voice which does not differentiate the speech of the 
unconverted, ignorant audience-- "he don't tell us...'|, from the more refined 
speech pattern which closes the statement. "Mr John A. Collins used to say...", "I 
was generally introduced", and "the chairman assured the audience", also call 
attention to speaking, while "graduate" and "diploma" call attention to formal 
education. Douglass' use of italics and quotation marks not only calls attention

h is  p u n cK M .K in a l'S C i
to specific words and phrases,! repeatedly isolates words, as does his use of

7Viwi>
dashesjforegrounds language itself as a tool to create, define aj>d establish 
presence. Williams' technique in Dessa Rose, as observed byjMcDowell, is 
relevant and should be noted. McDowell writes: "Just whose 'word' can and 
should be taken in Dessa Rose is a question the novel worries in its multiple 
versions of Dessa's life as a slave. A continuous thread of quotation marks 
woven throughout the text calls attention to words as words, evoking 
uncertainty and ambiguity. But then again, this styli ation of quotation-marks 
can be said to quarantine misnamings and representations from the implicit^ 

authority of a counterdiscourse" (27)

In My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass claims that being thought an 
im postor " prompted the writing of the 1845 Narrative, a revelation of facts 
that could not be made by any other than a genuine fugitive" (p. 221/1855). 
Douglass writes that he "was growing, and needed room". I have pointed out 
that Douglass expresses restless exasperation when he recalls white abolitionist 
friends "who always wished to pin me down to my simple narrative , night 
after night, telling the same story, as a fugitive on the abolitionist lecture circuit, 
was boring, uninteresting, and annoying for young Douglass. In recording the
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attempts of his abolitionist friends to "pin [him] down to [his] simple narrative",
Douglass could not make clearer the tendency to misread and misrepresent 
slave experience:

Let us have the facts, said the people. So also said Friend George 
Foster, who always wished to pin me down to my simple narrative.
Give us the facts, said Collins, "we will take care of the philosophy?'

Just here arose some embarrassment. It was impossible for me to 
repeat the same old story month after month, and to keep up my 
interest in it. It was new to the people, it is true, but it was an old 
story to me; and to go through with it night after night, was a task 
altogether too mechanical for my nature. "Tell your story Frederick," 
would whisper my then revered friend, William Lloyd Garrison, as I 
stepped upon the platform. I could not always obey, for I was now 
reading and thinking. New views of the subject were presented to 
my mind. It did not entirely satisfy me to narrate wrongs; I felt like 
denouncing them. I could not always curb my moral indignation for 
the perpetrators of slaveholding villainy, long enough for a 
circumstantial statement of the facts which I felt almost everybody 
must know. Besides, I was growing, and needed room. "People 
won't believe you ever was a slave, Frederick, if you keep on this 
way" said Friend Foster. "Be yourself", said Collins, "and tell your 
story". It was said to me, "Better have a little of the plantation 
manner of speech than not; 'tis not best that you seem too learned".
These excellent friends were actuated by the best of motives, and 
were not altogether wrong in their advice; and still I must speak just 
the word that seemed to me the word to be spoken by me (p. 220- 
1 /1855)

Douglass 'quotes' the spoken word of one "excellent friend" or another, seven 
times in the passage above, voices which dominate the scenario Douglass 
creates. Garrison "would whisper" rather give full voice to his expectations of 
his star fugitive, implying that the famous abolitionist, not Douglass, had reason 
to feel "embarrassed". Douglass’ repeated use of metaphors of literacy, and 
quoting the spoken word, articulates the hypocrisy and irony of the widely held 
view, among both the 'enlightened' abolitionists and unconverted audiences, 

that "'tis not best that you seem too learned". I have already suggested that 
Douglass does not differentiate the speech characteristic of different white 
groups, suggesting shared ignorance, demonstrated once again in the comment 
by an abolitionist friend, "People won't believe you ever was a slave, Frederick, 
if you keep on this way". The sentence broken in the middle by Collins 
presence, " 'Be yourself, said Collins, and tell your story , enacts and 
communicates the position of conflict in which Douglass felt himself to be. As
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long as others had, or assumed they had, the power to mediate Douglass' self
presentation, Douglass could not "be him self when he told his story.

When Douglass wrote to Thomas Auld, the 'master' who had once 'owned' 
him, and published thaU etter in the North Star newspaper^ 1848; and in My 
Bondage and My Freedom^ he was aware of the significance of an ex
slave addressing his ex-master "in this open and public manner"; Douglass had 
indeed taken "a great liberty", self-consciously changing roles so that a black man 
publicly names, and thus defines and controls, a white man. The letter is 
not intended to be cruel or malicious, and though it is amply ironic, it is also 
generous: the letter ends: "There is no roof under which you would be more safe 
than mine, and there is nothing in my house which you might need for your 
comfort, which I would not readily grant. Indeed, I would esteem it a privilege 
to set you an example as to how mankind ought to treat each other. I am your 
fellow-man, but not your slave." (p. 271/1855). The letter is not motivated by 
revenge, but is, "on the anniversary of my emancipation", intended, ironically, 
to draw  Auld into "celebrating that truly important event" (p. 265/1855). At one 
level the celebration of freedom is also a demonstration of Douglass' mastery 
over language and through it, over Auld: "You may experience [surprise] on 
again finding your name coupled with mine, in any other way than in an 
advertisement, accurately describing my person, and offering a large sum of 
money for my arrest" (p. 264/1855). As in previous examples, Douglass can be 
seen to return to scenes, images and ideas connected to voice, both spoken and 
written. In the first paragraph of the letter, the analogy of Auld as a robber is 
significant because of the attention Douglass gives to public display— 
simultaneously recalling and revising images of slave-sales at the auction block, 
public whippings and fugitive lecturers- and exposure, foregrounding strategic 
voice, the picaresque art of masking for protection, and manipulating the strong 

by the apparently less powerful:

All will agree that a man guilty of theft, robbery, or murder, has 
forfeited the right to concealment and private life; that the 
community have-a right to subject such persons to the most complete 
exposure. H ow ever much they may desire retirement, and aim to 
conceal themselves and their movements from the popular gaze, the 
public have a right to ferret them out... Sir, you will undoubtedly 
make the proper application of these generally admitted principles, 
and will easily see the light in which you are regarded by me; I will 
not therefore manifest ill temper, by calling you hard names. I know 
you to be a man of some intelligence, and can readily determine the
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precise estimate which I entertain of your character. I may therefore 
indulge in language which may seem to others indirect and 
ambiguous, and yet be quite well understood by yourself (p. 264- 
5/1855)

The final sentence is startling in the same way that Martin Jackson's candid 
statement delights by surprising the reader: it is rare in slave narrative to find 
direct reference to language games', not least of all because they are linked to 
physical survival, which often meant some kind of subversive, necessarily 
covert, activity^Douglass knows he is playing a word game which challenges 
Auld to see J  as " your fellow man, not your slave". The second paragraph 
shifts from crass, sentimental rhetoric— "Just ten years ago this beautiful 
September morning, yon bright sun beheld me a slave— a poor, degraded chattel- 
- trembling at the sound of your voice..." (p. 265/1855), to a more characteristic 
style, as Douglass recalls his escape from bondage: "The probabilities so far as I 
could by reason determine them, were stoutly against the undertaking..." (p. 
265/1855) Significantly, the shift in style occurs after the statement, "I have no 
words to describe to you the deep agony of soul which I experienced on that 
never-to-be-forgotten morning— for I left by daylight. I was making a leap in the 
dark" (p. 265/1855). "Deep agony of soul" echoes Douglass' description of slave 
song, and it is easy to imagine Douglass' passage from light to dark occuring in a 
magical wood. At this transitional point, Douglass has "no words"; "daylight"; s, 
like the inflated rhetoric which opens the paragraph, illusory, followed as it is 
by his leap into the dark. After his "leap into the dark" self-representation 
demands a new voice to convey new realities. The paragraph ends: "I... took the 
morning tide at the flood, and a free man, young, active and strong, is the 
result" (p. 265/1855). The contrast between this image and the way in which it is 
conveyed, with the first image of Douglass as "a slave- a poor degraded chattel" 
in "yon bright sun", could not be more apparent. Douglass plays with 
convention, stereotypical images and rhetorical devices;not only as a means of 
describing his flight to freedom, but also to demonstrate his understanding and 
grasp of the power of language to create and define presence.

As I have pointed out, early in the letter, Douglass anticipated Auld's surprise at 
finding their two names linked together in a form other than a run-away slave 
poster. [Douglass confronts Auld with the continued ill-treatment of Douglass' 
siblings, he writes: "At this moment you are probably the guilty holder of at least 
three of my own dear sisters, and my only brother, in bondage. These you regard 
as your property. They are recorded in your ledger" (p. 269/1855). Douglass
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demands that Auld inform him of their welfare: "And my sisters— let me know 
all about them. I would write to them, and learn all I want to know of them, 
without disturbing you in any way, but that, through your unrighteous conduct, 
they have been entirely deprived of the power to read and write... Your 
wickedness and cruelty, commited in this respect on your fellow-creatures, are 
greater than all the stripes you have laid upon my back or theirs" (p. 270/1855). 
Douglass is somewhat unconventional in assuming that literacy skills are the 
right of black women at a time when even white women had difficulty 
exercising their right to an education. More importantly, Douglass' sisters take 
on an even greater importance when Douglass, who previously cast Auld in the 
role of robber and criminal with no right to "concealment", becomes the villain 
who threatens "your own lovely daughter, Amanda":

How, let me ask, would you look upon me, were I, some dark 
night, in company with a band of hardened villains, to enter the 
precincts of your elegan t dwelling and seize the person of your 
own lovely daughter, Amanda, and carry her off from your family, 
friends, and all the loved ones of her youth— make her my slave— 
compel her to work, and I take her wages—place her name on my 
ledger as property— disregard her personal rights— fetter the powers 
of her immortal soul by denying her the right and privilege of 
learning to read and write-feed her coarsely- clothe her scantily, and 
whip her on the, naked back occasionally; more, and still more 
horrible, leave her unprotected- a degraded victim to the brutal lust 
of fiendish overseers, who would pollute, blight, and blast her fair 
soul...Sir, your treatment of my beloved sisters is in all essential 
points precisely like the case I have now supposed. Damning as 
would be such a deed on my part, it would be no more so than that 
which you have commited against me and my sisters (p. 270/1855)

The scene which Douglass creates to shock his ex-master into recognising the 
human identity of black people would be unthinkable in the 1845 Narrative, not 
only because of the boldness with which Douglass presents himself as villain, 
threatening a young white girl, but also, and more importantly, because of the 
authority Douglass assumes through language. Auld is challenged to see his 
own daughter as a ' "chattel"-a "thing"-a piece of outhem "property" f l u id  
is helpless to protect her from the enslavement Douglass imposes through the 
scene he creates: "I would... place her name on my ledger". As we shall see in 
chapter six, throughout My Bondage and M y Freedom, Douglass performs 
naming as an "act of genealogical revisionism", and reflects on the power of 
slavery to "rob" words "of their true meaning": "I heard the words brother and
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sister, and knew they must mean something, but slavery had robbed these terms 
of their true meaning" (p. 36/1855).

Incidents provides the most striking narrative representation of Martin 
Jacksons opening and closing doors, in the consistent, striking rhetorical shifts 
from plain language to sentimental rhetoric. I pointed out an example of such 
shifts in Jacobs account of her mistress's betrayal, but shifts from a 'normal' to a 
stilted, artificial voice tend to occur primarily when Jacobs' sexual history is the 
subject. I want to look at what these shifts may signify about strategic voice in 
Incidents, particularly the extent to which Jacobs can be seen, like Douglass, to 
consciously manipulate and thus control the narrative. Unlike Escott, Olney or 
Watt, Gloria Shepherd is able to appreciate "constraints of racial etiquette", 
particularly when sexual experience is the subject, in her treatment of three 
black women's FWP accounts. Shepherd writes:

Two of the three accounts hint that acts of sexual exploitation were 
facts of life, known but rarely discussed. These accounts do not 
become narratives fully controlled by the black women subjects 
because they are constructed out of responses delivered to the 
questions of a shaper/interviewer/ editor... In the FWP narratives, 
the reader is conscious of the interviewer, but not always aware of the 
informant's presence, whose voice in some instances can hardly be 
heard (28)

Laura Tanner acknowledges such constraints by focusing her analysis on 
Incidents, andfundamentally disagreeing with Stepto's analysis of modes of

I A.A nvr . . .  | ,
slave narration.) argues that the eclectic narrative -«nac-rs an act of

ioho i t
defiance on the part of a narratorjunwilling to integrate his tale within an 
externally imposed framework (29). Shepherd sees that full length written 
narratives, such as Jacobs' Incidents, Elizabeth Keckley's Behind the Scenes, Or 
Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House (1868) and Harriet 
Wilson's Our Nig (1859), are better positioned than oral accounts, through the 
manipulation of point of view and flexibility of form, to disguise and reveal the 
experiences of black women in slavery. As writers they are in a relatively 
powerful position to control experiences previously outside their control (30). 
But, as Wallace points out, the need to disguise experience, or the inability to 
speak directly about it, testifies to the vulnerability of black women writers:

That black women should be unable to articulate their own 
experience other than in the most allegorical and coded language 
t "fiction’) has everything to do with how 'race' currently functions
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(31)COrr°k ° ra ê 3n<̂  va^ a*-e their economic and political inequality

The observations of Shepherd and Wallace are not opposed, since both women 
recognise the position of black women as a dilemma when she 'stories' her 
experiences. Jacobs is no exception. Shepherd's acknowledgement of the 
difficulty for the female ex-slave to be fully present in her own self
representation includes the possibility of a more substantial presence in the 
accounts. FWP female informants "had to negotiate strategies of discourse... [in 
order] to present a fraught subject [such as rape] to an interviewer", who was 
usually a much younger white male. These black women must have realised 
that "the turning over of their power", (exposing themselves through 
disclosure) "was not always to their advantage... Realising the dangers in giving 
other people the power to present their realities [black women interviewed] 
allowed certain incidents... to stand without explanation" (32). Shepherd's 
observation is critical if we are to understand the significance of silence in black 
women's early writing, specifically Jacobs' Incidents. Shepherd's reading of the 
FWP accounts is considerably more subtle than Tanner's reading of Incidents, 

where she takes literally what I would interpret as verbal posture. Harriet 
Jacobs, like Martin Jackson and the black women's FWP accounts, 'opens and 
closesdoors', and in so doing exercises the power of self-representation, fully 
aware of the dangers in "giving other people the power to present [her] 
realities".

Jacobs certainly recognised the inadequacy of self-representation rooted in a 
literary convention such as the sentimental, as I have argued. She also realised 
the danger in turning over her power to Harriet Beecher Stowe, as Yellin, who 
views Jacobs' encounter with Stowe as "decisive in the genesis of Incidents" also 
suggests (33). Jacobs agreed to Amy Post’s proposal that Jacobs should write an 
account of her life. The project was initially envisaged by Jacobs as a dictated 
narrative in which Stowe would be involved, but the famous author seemed 
interested in the project only in so far as it served her own needs. Stowe 
informed Post, who acted as go-between on Jacobs behalf, that she intended to 
use Jacobs' story in her forthcoming Key to Uncle Tom s Cabin— evidence 
gathered after the publication of the novel to counter accusations of 
sensationalism (34). We might see in Stowe's response to Jacobs the kind of 
attitude which Olney implies characterised white sponsors m relation to ex
slaves. Stowe went further than assuming the right to present Jacobs' realities;
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she treated the heroic slave mother with disdain. Through Post, it was 
suggested that Jacobs daughter, Louisa, could accompany Stowe abroad. Jacobs' 
hope that Louisa would benefit from the experience, as well as interest Stowe in 
her mother s story, was dashed when Stowe rejected the idea. Jacobs was angry 
and disappointed, not least of all for the sake of her daughter, and must have 
felt, as Yellin states, Tetrayed as a woman, insulted as a mother and threatened 
as a writer" (35).

If the Stowe incident can stand as an instance of self assertion by a black woman 
in the face of the danger Shepherd describes, then Jacobs' letters to Post 
concerning the incident begin to illustrate the dilemmas which Jacobs would 
face as a writer who, as I have pointed out, was determined to give a truthful 
account, "not a portraiture of feelings". Jacobs' judgement of Stowe as "our 
friend" and as "not lady like" following the incident might remind the reader of 
Equiano's "thinly disguised rage", apparent as both intentional irony, and as 
unconscious ironic effect. Jacobs' treatment of Stowe's betrayal also conceals 
rage; Jacobs tries to remain positive and to maintain hope that there are 
opportunities for the project, and Louisa's journey. Jacobs mentions Stowe's 
rationale for excluding Louisa— the trip would "subject her to much petting and 
patronizing"— but she encourages Post to pursue the matter, and reminds Post 
that Jacobs intends to "pay Louisa's expenses". Jacobs' letter shows she is 
particularly annoyed that Stowe, in order to validate the story of Jacobs life 
received from Post, contacted Jacobs' employer, Mrs Willis (Mrs Bruce in the 
narrative), for verification:

I had never opened my lips to Mrs Willis concerning my Children- 
in the Charitableness of her own heart she sympathised with me and 
never asked their origin my suffering she knew it embarrassed me 
at first but I told her the truth but we both thought it was wrong in 
Mrs Stowe to have sent your letter [to Mrs Willis] she might have 
written to enquire if she liked Mrs Willis wrote her a very kind 
letter beging that she would not use any of the facts in her key saying 
that I wished it to be a history of my own life entirely by itself which 
would do more good and it needed no romance but if she wanted 
some facts for her book that I would be most happy to give her some, 
she never answered the letter she [Mrs Willis] wrote again and I 
wrote twice with no better success it was not ladylike to treat Mrs 
Willis so she would not have done it to anyone I think she [Mrs 
Stowe] did not like my objection I can’t help it (p. 235)
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Already, Jacobs dilemma of how to handle her sexual history is apparent in her 
anxiety- "it embarrassed me at first"- that her friend and employer should find 
out about her past through Stowe- "it was wrong in Mrs Stowe". Despite the 
controlled presentation of her anger and disappointment in the letter, Jacobs is 
frank in stating that Stowe behaved wrongly and rudely. Jacobs is prepared to 
acknowledge that she offended a relatively powerful public figure, but is 
unapologetic. I can t help it . In another letter to Post, Jacobs' unambiguous 
response to Stowe's betrayal is made clear in frank, candid language : "Think 
dear Amy that a visit to Stafford House would spoil me as Mrs Stowe thinks 
petting is more than my race can bear well what a pity we poor blacks don't 
have the firmness and stability of character that you white people have" (36). If 
the example of Stowe suggests Jacobs' awareness of the power inherent in self-

. J&Colos

representation (which ] claims by deciding to write her own account rather 
than dictate it to a white amanuensis), then the treatment in Incidents of her 

_sexual history is testament to her vulnerability as a black woman writer, 
[signalled by her anxiety about Stowe's breach of trust in contacting Mrs Willis, 
and apparent in the narrative where sexual experiences are left to "stand 
without explanation" in the silent space between conflicting narrative voices.

Jacobs describes her response to Dr Flint's sexual harassment and her limited 
options for dealing with him in the passage below:

My soul revolted against the mean tyranny. But where could I turn 
for protection? No matter whether the slave girl bejblack as ebony or 
as fair as her mistress. In either case, there is no shadow of law to 
protect her from insult, from violence,or even from death; all these 
are inflicted by fiends J the shape of men (p. 27)

Young, isolated in Flint's home, afraid of losing her virginity which her 
grandmother has carefully guarded, Jacobs apparently has no power to affect the 
course of events of her life which point to concubinage or rape. Similarly, as an 
adult black woman narrator writing about a taboo topic, Jacobs is severely 
constrained and cannot, despite her repeated desire expressed m letters written 
before Incidents, "tell the whole truth". Toni Morrison and Sherley Anne 
Williams can and do treat sexual experience in slavery from female points of 
view, both love making and the abuse of power through rape, m a bill, frank 
way that Jacobs cannot. The expectation, which Tanner seems, perhaps 
unconsciously, to bring to the text, that Incidents should present sexual 
experience openly, is to deny the Uiatoncal and literary constraints which shape
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female experience in, and writing about,slavery. In Incidents, Jacobs can be seen 
to address her reader directly, through stilted language, reminding the reader of 
her desire to give an honest account of lived experience, "let it cost me what it 
may . She records her "plunge into the abyss"-- a sexual liaison with a white 
man— in similarly guarded language, though the image brings to mind 
Douglass leap into the dark" where the fear of the unknown is second only to 
the horror of the known in slavery. Jacobs asksj "pity me and pardon me, O 
virtuous reader!", which, in isolation, could be interpreted as self-condemnation 
in line with Laura Tanner's analysis, but Jacobs continues:

You never knew what it is to be a slave; to be entirely unprotected 
by law or custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition of a 
chattel, entirely subject to the will of another. You never exhausted 
your ingenuity in avoidjlhe snares, and eludp the power of a hated 
tyrant; you never shuddered at the sound of his footsteps, and 
trembled within hearing of his voice. I know I did wrong. No one 
can feel it more sensibly than I do. The painful and humiliating 
memory will haunt me to my dying day. Still, in looking bacl̂ jorvHhe 
events of my life, I feel that the slave woman ought notjbe judged by 
the same standard as others (p. 55-6)

rhckivi cari S
It is difficult to accept Tanner's reading (^Incidents'- Jacobs "calls into 
question her own integrity as a human being" because she "presents and defines 
herself in the context of a white Christian ethic which fails to take her life 
situation into account" (37). Jacobs appeals to the
sympathies of an audience she often addresses as female, but she does not ask to 
be judged according to white standards of appropriate sexual behaviour. 
Repeating "You never knew") and stating "no one can feel", Jacobs distinguishes 
the circumstances of her sexual history as unique to black women. She avoids a 
self-image as sentimental heroine and repeatedly points to the failure of law and 
custom to recognise her as a woman with the sole right to her body. The 
presence of Flint makes her "shudder" and "tremble", but Jacobs is an ingenious 
woman who has outwitted this "fiend in the shape of a man . Significantly, 
Jacobs maintains her blunt style when she states "I know I did wrong". Rather 
than beg forgiveness, she asserts her ability and right to form that judgement, 
"no one can feel it more sensibly than I do", suggesting that the "wrong" done is 
judged as such according to standards not dictated by nineteenth century 
American Victorian morality. The shifts into guarded language, Pity me and 
Pardon me, O virtuous reader!" seem significant in context, not in isolation as 
an example of sentimental rhetoric. The final sentence in the passage above is
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perhaps the most compelling shift in the whole narrative wherein Jacobs 
reflects, deliberately and clearly, in the present tense, that the context in which 
the slave woman is confronted with apparently impossible choices demands our 
attention, if actions such as a "plunge into the abyss" are to be understood, not as

CcJhyli^)
moral failure, but as survival strategy: "Still, in looking backJon the events of

to —J
my life, I feel that the slave woman ought notjbe judged by the same standard as 
others".

Jacobs guides our response to the silent spaces created by the shifts in voice, 
particularly through her complex characterisation of Linda Brent. When Jacobs 
learns that Flint intends to build a house in a secluded place and "make a lady of 
her", Jacobs vows never to enter it. Brent is characterised, not as a helpless 
victim, begging our sympathetic forgiveness, but as a determined young woman 
who has a right to live unmolested and cannot, so she must make an apparently 
impossible choice:

I was determined that the master whwl so hated and loathed, who 
had blighted the prospects of my youth, and made my life a desert, 
should not, after my long struggle with him, succeed at last... I would 
do anything, everything, for the sake of defeating him. What could I 
do? I thought, Fill I became desperate, and made a plunge into the 
abyss(p. 53)

Jacobs’ question, "What could I do?" challenges the reader to put herself in 
Brent’s situation, arrived at only after "determined" effort and "long struggle" 
against a "hated and loathed" master whom Jacobs is determined to defeat. So 
the reader is not prompted by Jacobs' question to see life through the eyes of a 
victim, but rather, from the stand point of a gutsy young black woman pushed to 
act in desperation. As readers, we are challenged by Jacobs to see her in tegrjjs of 
Rufel's recognition of Dessa's courage and agency (though not in terms of J 
belittling language)*."Something in [Rufel] wanted to applaud the girl’s will, the 
spunk that had made action possible. The wench was nothing but a little old 
colored gal, yet she had helped to make herself free (38). Jacobs asserts that 
Brent's choice between, on the one hand, becoming a concubine or being raped, 
and,on the other hand, doing what she has been taught is a sin,but what she 
knows to be her weapon of revenge and means of self-assertion, is a decision 
made with "deliberate calculation". The passage below presents a complex 

portrayal of Brent and her sexual history:
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So much attention from a superior person was,of course.flattering; 
for human nature is the same in all. I also felt grateful for his 
sympathy, and encouraged by his kind words. It seemed to me a great 
thing to have such a friend. By degrees, a more tender feeling crept 
into my heart. He was an educated, eloquenyman; too eloquent, alas, 
for the poor slave girl who trusted him. Of course I saw whither all 
this was tending. I knew the impassable gulf between us; but 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 onds 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. There may be 
sophistry in all this; but the condition of a slave confuses all 
principles of morality, and) in fact, renders the practice of them 
impossible.

When I found that my master had actually begun to build the lonely 
cottage, other feelings mixed with those I have described. Revenge, 
and calculations of interest, were added to my flattered vanity and 
sincere gratitude for kindness. I knew nothing would enrage Dr 
Flint so much as to know that I favo ed another; and it was 
something to triumph over my tyrant even in that small way. I 
thought he would revenge himself by selling me, and I was sure my 
friend, Mr Sands, would buy me (p. 54-5)

At one level the passage is a testament of adolescence. While I disagree with 
Tanner, who characterises the liaison as a love relationship, Brent's confused 
and unfamiliar emotions are complex, as is the characterisation of Samuel 
Tredwell Sauxjerf Mr. Sands in Incidents (39). Every adolescent knows the power 
of those bewitching feelings that "crept in" to Jacobs’ heart. Jacobs' choice to 
enter into this relationship rather than "submit to compulsion" is complicated 
by her age, references to which render Jacobs' account of the "plunge" more 
humanj despite her guarded language and difficult subject. As I argued in 
chapter three, the journey from slavery to freedom can be seen at one level as an 
archetypal human voyage from childhood innocence to adult maturity. Jacobs5 

affair with Mr. Sands is a result of adolescent
affection and curiosity, asjas a strategic step toward freedom. This is important, 
not only because experiences of childhood and adolescence in slavery tend t̂o^be 
overlooked in slave narrative, thereby diminishing their complexity; Jacobs] can 
be seen to suggest a wider context of sexual attraction and activity,

opposed to the sexual pressures she endures from Dr. Flint, for human
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nature is the same for all". I am not suggesting that Jacobs condones or 
advocates free love or sex outside of marriage; her moral values, "the pure 
principles inculcated by my grandmother and the good mistress of my 
childhood (p. 54), in no way suggest this. My point is that the relationship with 
Mr. Sands is part of the larger narrative fabric, in the same way that the shifts 
into sentimental rhetoric are too; neither can be seen as isolated 
acts/expressions. Jacobs’first step toward freedom is also the beginning of the 
end of her girlhood, made exceptionally traumatic by slavery, as her 
grandmother knows. When she welcomes home her pregnant granddaughter 
having initially thrown her out in anger over the affair, grandmother's 
knowing silence speaks louder than words of the "living death" endured by 
female slaves: grandmother "did not say 'I forgive you'; but she looked at me 
lovingly, with her eyes full of tears. She laid her hand gently on my head, and 
murmured, 'poor child! poor child!'” (p. 57) Jacobs loves and respects her 
grandmother, but circumstances demand that she break the 'rules' , central to 
what she has been taught by the loved figure. I commented in chapter three that 
I disagree with Yellin's reading of the relationship between Jacobs and her 
grandmother which does not appreciate either the complex circumstances 
strain the relationship, or the extent to which silences communicate in 
Incidents. As we shall see in chapter six, Betsy Baily's withholding voice as a 
response to the inevitable suffering of her grandson, Frederick Douglass, also is 
misunderstood. Yellin's refusal to penetrate the silences results in a reading of 
the text that provides much needed historical background to Jacobs' life, but does

r  I t  (S
not allow Jacobs’ voice to be fully heard.Jas if we were listening behind a closed 
door. Thus, Yellin swithers in assessing rhetorical shifts: "it is difficult to 
determine the extent to which [Jacobs'] characterisation of her action as a head 
long plunge" and a "great sin" are merely conventional, and the extent to which 
these articulate a serious endorsement of a sexual standard which condemns 
her" (40). The result of Laura Tanner's decisive but equally flawed reading of 
Jacobs' rhetorical shifts also seriously constrains the possibilities of Incidents.

Furthermore, as the long passage makes clear, the plunge is a distinctly female 
manipulation of the strong by the weak, calculated to infuriate Dr. Flint, 
showing Jacobs in fine picaresque form. Jacobs insists that the event with Sands 
be seen in the wider c o n ^ i  of her ingenuity and determination to thwart; 
for as long as possible, the inevitable 'show down’ between Jacobs and Dr. Flint. 
Jacobs recognises the 'sin’ of sex outside of marriage as a weapon of revenge and
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a means of self assertion: I knew nothing would enrage Dr. Flint so much"; "It 
was something to triumph over my tyrant even in this small way"; "there is 
something akin to freedom in having a lover who has no control over you". 
Tanners reading of Jacobs' affair with Sands misreads the picaresque use of 
voices in Incidents; she rejects any possibility that Jacobs could "open and close 
the door". Shepherd observes that black women interviewed in the FWP felt it 
expedient to let silence testify to sexual exploitation in slavery: they "allowed 
certain instances... to stand without explanation". To Tanner, that silence in 
Incidents testifies to Jacobs' loss of integrity in her attempt to represent her 
sexual history through language "inherently inadequate" to the task (41). For 
Tanner, using "pure white language" is analogous to "turning over your 
power", raising the issue of post modernism and slave narrative. While this
particular critical approach does not direct my study, it should be acknowledged;

Je-> j £ '
the debate between Joyce A. Joyce, Houston A. BakerJ and Henry Louis Gates[ in
New Literary History demonstrates this unequivocally (42). Michele Wallace
sees the value, and the dangerSj of post modern criticism: the need for
familiarity with "major works of male (and ethnocentric) intellectual figures"
leads Wallace to identify a two-fold problem: "not only is there the manner in
which sexism and racism are reinscribed by these texts, there is the larger
problem of risking being unable to communicate with a heterogenous black and
female audience if one takes too seriously one's reference to such work'. But
Wallace does not reject post modernism because of these limitations:

Nevertheless, as I become increasingly interested in the cultural 
problems of black female 'silence', negation and absence, I am 
inclined more and more to draw upon such intellectual and 
theoretical explanations of discourse and mass culture in order to 
describe these problems (43)

Any theoretical framework brought to bear on slave narrative must take account 
of text as well as context, and of the relationship which pertains between the 
two, as Wallace acknowledges. Like Chinosole, Wallace explicitly questions the 
role and position of the critic in promoting-- and possibly undermining— an 
understanding of black creative expression. To claim, as Tanner does, that Jacobs 
calls into question her integrity as a human being because she relied upon "an 
inherently inadequate... pure white language", is to make wrong assumptions 
about the options open to Jacobs,and about the very nature of language itself.
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As a master of what Gates, in Black Literature and Literary Theory, describes as 
m etaphorical literacy , Martin Jackson, and the black women Shepherd 

discusses, can be seen as sharing essentially with their 'exceptional' brothers and 
sisters in slavery, such as Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs:

Black people have always been masters of the figurative: saying one 
thing to mean something quite other has-been basic to Black survival 
in oppressive cultures. Misreadingjcould be, and indeed often 
was, fatal. Reading'qn this sense,was not play; it was an essential 
aspect of the 'literacy' training of a child. This sort of metaphorical 
literacy, the learning to decipher complex codes is just about the 
blackest aspect of the black tradition (44)

I have discussed the significance of literacy for Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs in 
terms that recognise each writer as, in some respects, unique, as well as in terms 
that recognise continuity of experience in slavery over time and across gender 
distinctions. Part one of this study has stressed that achieving literacy meant 
more than learning to read, or write, or do sums, though the real importance of 
these empowering skills should not be underestimated. It is no
accident that in both Beloved and Dessa Rose, black women protagonists must 
contend with "schoolteacher" and "Teacher Man", white male characters whose 
very names encode issues of power and presence specifically tied to literacy. It is 
significant that in McDowell's discussion of Dessa Rose, the quote from Beloved, 
"the future was a matter of keeping the past at bay' ,̂ shitj-s McDowellijfrom 
Dessa's capacity to resist and frustrate Nehemiah's (Teacher Man's) efforts to 
represent her in his book, to Dessa's real vulnerability as a young, illiterate 
woman with deeply felt pain to conceal: "Dessa's refusal to confess the intimate 
details of her life... is both an act of resistance (she is the repository of her own 
story) and a means of containing her pain by forgetting the past... Like so many 
A fro-A m erican novels, Dessa Rose links getting beyond slavery to 
remembering it, paradoxically burying it and bearing it" (45). I will argue in 
chapter seven that Dessa Rose and Beloved, two contemporary narratives of 
slavery, are compelling precisely because the imaginative treatm ent of the 
blackest aspect of the black tradition" foregrounds silence and voice in slavery, 

specifically for the female slave.

As McDaniel recognises: “part of the strong urge to tell, to 'story' can be 
explained by the concept of liminality" (46), In Victor Turner's article " 'Betwixt 
and Between': The Liminal Period in Rifes De Passage", this anthropologist 
discusses rites of passage, focusing on the liminal stage of "neither this nor that".
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Intriguing similarities with the situation of the slave should be apparent 
(keeping in mind of course that rites of passage, unlike slavery, exclude in order 
to re-incorporate, and deny identity in order to redefine and validate presence in 
the group). Turners emphasis on invisibility, naming rituals, andjsolidarity of 
the group undergoing passage, are compelling observations in relation to slave 
narrative, including FWP accounts. During the liminal period, the state of the 
ritual subject or "passenger" is ambiguous, that is, "structurally, if not physically, 
invisible" (47). Turner observes: "The structural invisibility of liminal personae 
has a two-fold character. They are at once no longer classified and not yet 
classified"(48). He goes on, bringing to mind, for example, naming linked to 
identity in slave narrative. Turner writes: "Often their very names are taken 
from them  and each is called solely by the generic term for neophyte or 
initiand... Transitional beings have physical but not social identity... they have 
nothing,... no status,... no rights. In the words of King Lear they represent 
'naked, unaccom m odated man' " (49). In "I yam what I am: the topos of 
(un)naming in Afro-American Literature", Kimberly W. Benston writes:

For the Afro-American, then, self-creation and reformation of a 
fragm ented familial past are endlessly interwoven: naming is 
inevitably genealogical revisionism. All of Afro-American literature 
may be seen as one vast genealogical poem that attempts to restore 
continuity to the ruptures or discontinuities imposed by the history 
of black presence in America. At its center-- the slave-narrative 
tradition, which the poet Michael Harper calls 'sacred texts' of the 
canon— we find most explicitly the need to resituate or displace the 
literal m aster/father by a literal act of unnaming... In its earliest 
manifestations the act of unnaming is a means of passing from one 
mode of representation to another, of breaking the rhetoric and 
"plot" of influence, of distinguishing the self from all else(50)

It is at this level of significance that Samuels explores "the myriads of significant 
data that [Equiano] included in his narrative", specifically in the "reciprocal 
relationship he sought to establish between [his given European name] and his 
African name" as representing "his effort to disguise, mask, and invert the 
essential m eaning of his discourse. The dual names are not present for 
historical accuracy alone, for Equiano sought to use them to amplify and give 
credence to the central "metaphor of self' which he seems to have consciously 
employed in his narrative-autobiography" (51). Douglass' letter to Auld, where 
the names of his sisters and brother are figuratively replaced by the name of 
A uld 's daughter, and persistent naming throughout My Bondage and My
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Freedom, clearly substantiate Benston's observation, as does Jacobs' fury at 
Stowe, who threatened to define and thus control her.

Black women interviewed for the FWP repeatedly stress "the strong culture that 
blacks created within the circumstances of their lives. It is obvious in Minnie 
Davis story that the most important aspect of black culture, with the exception 
of the family, was religion, which she presents as the practice that kept blacks 
from becoming complete victims" (52). This continuity in FWP accounts is in 
line w ith the consistent presence in earlier slave narrative of family and 
community as dominant in slaves' lives, counterbalancing the victimisation of 
slavery, as well as conventional images of the male 'picaro-slave'. Dixon, drawn 
on extensively in chapter two of this study, describes the slave community's 
church built "upon the rock that was traditional African religion as well as 
A m erican Christianity". Fie stresses the importance of "conversion-like 
initiation" to that group, "an inner cult":

The complexity of the religious experience, as well as the complexity 
of the day to day social experience in the slave quarters, centered in 
a conversion-like initiation and became further testing grounds for 
individual and corporate faith in the possibility of freedom. And, as 
the slave lived, he would reckon with time, community and his own 
life journey. He sang:

God dat lived in Moses' time 
Is jus' de same today.

Slavery brought black men and women face to face with the extreme 
fact of their wretchedness as individuals. Conversion to an inner 
cult, an in-group morality, provided the very real awareness that 
individual loneliness and despair could be resolved in group 
solidarity (53).

It is a central argument of this study that the slave's own world is far more 
significant than has generally been recognised in relation to slave narrative. It is 
in the early narratives such as Equiano's autobiography, and female slave 

narrative,that this is most explicit. These voices, normally treated
as m arginal to the tradition, have much to tell us about the "one vast 
genealogical poem that attempts to restore continuity to the ruptures and 
discontinuities imposed by the history of black presencejn America". Turner's 
discussion of comradeship among "transitional bemgs'Junder-go a rite of
passage, recalls the emphasis on slave family and community in chapters two 
and three of this study, but similarities between Turner's conceptualisation of
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transitional beings , those who, in Benston's words, are "passing from one 
mode of representation to another", takes us beyond simply recognising black 
com m unity in slave narrative. We are compelled to appreciate a deeper 
dynamic shaping that group, a process which Douglass handles beautifully in his 
treatm ent of the slave s wild songs. Turner writes: "the liminal group is a 
community or comity of comrades... This comradeship transcends distinctions 
of rank, age, kinship position and [sometimes] even sex. Much of the behaviour 
recorded by ethnographers in seclusion situations falls under the principle 'each

1 u rritr*  cieijcr i p-H^rvc Y\gj*-T curv-
for all, and all for each other"' (54XJ echo of Douglass' description of fraternal 
bonds between slaves on Freeland's farm: "we never moved separately, we were 
one; and as much by our tempers and dispositions as by the mutual hardships 
and suffering to which we were necessarily subjected by our condition as slaves" 
(p. 122/1845). Douglass' abiding love for his brother slaves, "deeper than 
anything I have experienced since", dominates his memories of Freeland's farm 
in both autobiographies. This group of male slaves were "linked and 
interlinked with each other" (p. 121/1845), and, when they fail in their attempt 
to run away and are jailed, Douglass suffers less from the disappointment of 'a 
dream  deferred ' and more from the forced break-up of this "comity of 
comrades". Turner's exploration of liminality can be seen to describe the 
journey of the ex-slave from a state of deracination and legally-defined "non- 
personhood" to freedom } where the valued skills of literacy are vital to 
establishing public identity. Turner provides a perspective which encourages us 
to see the journey from slavery to freedom as ritual passage and archetypal 
hum an voyage, a level at which slave narrative is a uniquely compelling and 
engaging literature. But Turner provides more than an anthropological 
m etaphor (55) for the "dynamic process", to use McDaniel's phrase, of slavery; 
Turner's exploration of liminality signifies the tensions at the heart of slave 
narrative, "betwixt and between" academic subject categories, and challenging 
conventional approaches and ideas of what literature should be . It is not 
labouring the analogy of slave as "transitional being to see in Turner s 
description of the liminal, a description of the tensions, ambiguities and 
com plexities which distinguish these "plain, unvarnished tales : This
coincidence of opposite processes and notions in a single representation 
characterises the peculiarity of the liminal: that which is neither this nor that 

and yet is both" (56).
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...to listen to the spaces that the long-ago singing had left behind

—Beloved

Silently [Dessa] had thanked the Laxvd, Legba and all the gods she knew... She

would not be a slave anymore in this world
—Dessa Rose

C h a p t e r  V. 
M a t e r n a l i s m  in  

E q u i a n o 's  I n t e r e s t i n g  N a r r a t i v e  a n d  
J a c o b s '  I n c i d e n t s  i n  t h e  l i f e  o f  a  S l a v e  g i r l

This chapter does not argue, as the title might be construed to suggest, that 
O laudah Equiano and Harriet Jacobs both wrote narratives fundamentally 
shaped in the same way by maternalism. Indeed, on first reading these two 
narratives, the reader would probably be struck by the vastly different contexts in 
which the narrators experienced slavery, sought freedom and attem pted to 
determ ine the course of their lives. Equiano's boyhood in Africa prior to 
enslavem ent, the world of the ships' crew in slavery and freedom, his 
abolitionist and other activities which made of him a travelled and practised 
public speaker in eighteenth century Britain, are in stark contrast to what I have 
characterised as the intimate domestic world of Harriet Jacobs, a nineteenth 
century black American woman, born into slavery. Furthermore, while Jacobs' 
account is rooted in her experience of omnipresent sexual threat and her 
determ ination to provide a decent life for her children, Equiano s account is 
rooted in a predominantly male world, from which conventional domesticity, 
or the plantation slave's domestic world, treated by Douglass and Jacobs, are 
virtually absent. As I have pointed out and have drawn on in previous 
chapters, Edwards provides the most salient treatm ent of Equiano s 
quintessential^ male world in " 'Master' and ’Father' in Equiano's Interesting 
Narrative", while Costanzo specifically locates in a literary context the male 
friendships made possible at sea (1). I recognise this and other critical work as 
valid and important, not least of all because it allows Equiano’s narrative to be
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valued in relation to his African heritage and the world of the ships' crew. It 
should be noted that Equiano scholarship has yet fully to address female 
presence, an omission which I hope to begin to correct in this chapter (2). Baker 
is right to point to the "subtlety1 of Equiano's narrative which"defies the single 
view", and to call attention to its elusive possibilities (3).

Part one of this study does not simply establish difference in slave narrative on 
the basis of gender, or identify negative female images in male slave narrative. 
The implicit critique embodied in Incidents of the 'sacred' male text initially 
excited me about slave narrative generally, and helped establish the gender
subtext of this study. | re-viewing two classic male slave narratives in light of
alternative realities and literary strategies evident in Incidents is not intended to 
labour the obvious point that female and male slave narrative differ from each 
other. I share Deborah McDowell's historical appreciation of, and scepticism 
about, separatist approaches to black writing, and I recognise that attempts to 
define black women's writing, however necessary, are probably ultimately futile 
if critical enterprise ends there. While McDowell "believe[s] that the immediate 
concern of Black feminist critics must be to develop a fuller understanding of 
Black women writers who have not yet received the critical attention Black male 

writers have", more importantly, McDowell

cannot advocate indefinitely such a separatist position, for the 
countless thematic, stylistic and imagistic parallels between Black 
male and female writers must be examined. Black feminist critics 
should explore these parallels in an effort to determine the ways in 
which these commonalities are manifested differently in Black 
women's writing and the ways in which they coincide with writings 
by Black men.

Of course, there are feminist critics who are already examining Black 
male writers, but much of the scholarship has been limited to 
discussions of the negative images of Black women found in the 
works of these authors. Although this scholarship served an 
im portant function in pioneering Black feminist critics, it has 
virtually run its course. Feminist critics run the risk of p ungmg 
their work into cliche and triviality if they continue merely to focus 
on how Black men treat Black women in literature (4)

This chapter will focus on images of African women, slave women, and white 
women in Equiano's Narrative to establish female presence linked to the 
African identity Equiano sought to develop in his autobiography. As Edwards 
and Shaw observe: "Equiano's devotion to the writing of his Narrative, often

128



under the most difficult circumstances, is obviously at one level an outcome of 
his detestation of slavery. But at another level, it might properly be seen as a 
homage to his Igbo ancestors in whose concepts and values his experience of a 
personal god of destiny is rooted" (5). While Samuels' analysis of Equiano's 
d isguised African voice focuses on the male world of chapter four, and 
substantiates my general observations about strategic voice in Equiano's 
narrative, it also relies on female-focused passages of the narrative. I would 
argue that the significance of women in Equiano's narrative begins to emerge in 
its protest elements, and in Equiano's autobiographical journey, what Samuels 
deems "the single most important purpose of the narrative: the recreation of a 
'single self which is related to an idealised African identity that Equiano wishes 
to claim as his legacy" (6). Furthermore, this chapter will assess that female 
presence in relation to Incidents, and a critical context that includes black 

feminist of lo /a ^ m a /e  Lohcfinj •

In chapter one of Equiano's narrative, details of the manners and customs of 
Equiano's village Essaka include women in celebrations, patterns of work and 
family life, religious rites, attention to cleanliness and warfare. Equiano 
illustrates the last three with memories of his mother about whom he writes: "I 
was very fond of my mother, and was almost constantly with her" (I. 28). The 
picture of Igbo society which emerges is idyllic, contrasting with white society 
particularly in terms of women's traditional roles. Essaka is a stable world from 
which emerges a moral system illustrated with an account of the punishment of 
adultery. The passage below is the first example of the consistent association 
Equiano makes between the presence and role of women in society and that 
society's sense and demonstration of morality and justice. It could be read as 
Equiano advocating a conventionally European sexual morality, the
hypocrisy of a sexual morality which jealously guards the fidelity of wives but 
not husbands seems to suggest that the adult writer was indeed, as Equiano at 
one point describes himself, "almost an Englishman". Equiano describes how

Adultery...was sometimes punished with slavery or death; a 
punishm ent which I believe is inflictedj throughout most of the 
nations of A frica: so sacred among them is the honour of the 
marriage bed, and so jealous are they of the fidelity of their wives. Of 
this I recollect an instance:- a woman was convicted before t e 
judges of adultery, and delivered over, as the custom was, to her 
husband to be punished. Accordingly he determined to put her to 
death; but it being found, just before her execution that she had an 
infan at her breast; and no woman being prevailed on to perform
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the part of a nurse, she was spared on account of the child. The men, 
however, do not preserve the same constancy to their wives, which 
they expect from them; for they indulge in a plurality, though 
seldom more than two... (I. 8-9)

It would be a misreading of the passage to accept that Equiano has assumed a 
white Christian morality in judgement of adultery, or, more generally, a 
conventionally Euro-American view of women, particularly since it is found in 
the first chapter of the narrative where Equiano carefully reconstructs the world 
of his Igbo childhood. The importance of the infant or child to Igbo society, not 
just the moral implications of adultery, is privileged in Equiano's account of an 
African system of moral justice, and surely this is significant from the pen of an 
African man whose childhood was cruelly disrupted by slavery. The favourable 
light in which Equiano casts his memories of Turkey is an important context in 
which to view this passage. As Edwards and Duffield point out, "just as his 
experience of superior Turkish commercial m orality p rovided  sharp 
com m entary on, and contrast with, some deep and bitter memories [of 
commerce among Europeans], so did his experience of Turkish sexual morality" 
(7). In chapter nine of his narrative, Equiano presents a positive picture of life in 
Smyrna and feels very much at home when he visits there after achieving his 
freedom. Equiano describes mutually favourable impressions among the Turks 
who were "well looking and strongly made and treated me always with great 
civility. In general I believe they are fond of black people" (II. 88); "I liked the 
place and the Turks extremely well" (II. 90). From Equiano's perspective, 
Turkish society is, like Igbo society, hospitable, generous and devout. The Turks 
are presented as dealing honestly in trade and commerce, are handsome and 
healthy, and demonstrate a sexual morality which appeals to Equiano's African 
sensibilities; indeed, Equiano is tempted by the offer of two wives from a 
Turkish host keen that Equiano stay among them. Observations of Turkish 
society work both within the protest and autobiographical elements of the 
narrative and are not revengeful, but rather, a compelling analogy encouraging 
Equiano's audience to see, through the eyes of the ex-slave, the hypocrisy of 
Christian Britain. The passage concerning the treatment of the female adulterer 
in Igbo society is significant not simply on the grounds of female presence, but 
because sexual morality is rooted in a stable African society, defining its own 

system of justice.

There is further explicit evidence that Equiano is inviting his reader to view 
Igbo women in relation to a positive image of Africa, and to distinguish African
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women as a presence, different from white and slave women. Equiano's use of 
the w ord even shortly after the previous passage suggests his conscious 
awareness of contrasting roles and attitudes toward women in African and 
European societies. Equiano describes agriculture as "our chief employment, 
and everyone, even the children and women are employed in it" (1.20). He 
writes that "all are taught the use of weapons, even our women are warriors and 
march boldly out to fight along with the men" (I. 25). In his 1937 account of Igbo 
life, C.K. Meek identifies a variety of Igbo women's roles in agriculture, viewed 
as complementing men's agricultural activities (8). The image of the African 
wom an as an 'Amazonian' warrior is confirmed by Meek’s account of the 
Women's Riots in 1929. Meek links the riots to the need for some form of 
colonial government in the region, and feels compelled, at the end of the book, 
to return to the subject of the riots. Meek seems obsessed by the women's riots, 
referred to as a "strange phenomena", threatening law and order. The Igbo 
wom en rioters seem to represent to Meek a particularly terrifying and 
uncontrollable threat to the kind of "apple pie order" which C onrad’s 
accountant strives to achieve in the West Africa of Heart of Darkness

(9). Meek writes:

The women's riots broke out suddenly in November of 1929. It is 
unnecessary to describe them in detail— how mobs of frenzied 
Amazons, sometimes numbering 10,000, with their heads decorated 
with palm-leaves and wild fem (a symbol of war), their faces smeared 
with charcoal, and carrying cudgels of bamboo or cassava, marched 
from village to village assaulting the "Warrant Chiefs" and 
compelling them to deliver up their caps of office— a mode of 
degradation practiced by the Ozo and other titled societies— how they 
pulled to pieces and burnt down the Native Courts buildings, 
destroyed bridges, looted European trading stores, released prisoners 
and in many cases offered active opposition to armed bodies of 
Government police or troops (10)

Equiano describes the positive physical and moral characteristics of the Igbo 
wom an in terms which can be seen to challenge, if not contradict, the 
stereotypical image of black women suggested by Meek's "mobs of frenzied 
Amazons". In the passage below, Equiano's description of the affinity between 
the Igbo woman and 'Mother Africa' could not be more explicitly stated:

Our women were in my eyes at least uncommonly graceful, alert and 
modest to a degree of bashfulness; nor do I remember to have ever 
heard of an instance of incontinence among them before marriage.
They are also remarkably cheerful. Indeed cheerfulness and affability 
are two of the leading characteristics of our nation (I. 21).
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This description emerges early in the narrative, where Equiano recalls happy, 
pre-slavery youth in Essaka, so it is not surprising that images of strong, 
nurturing African women such as his mother are made central to the physical, 
moral and spiritual health of the community. What begins to emerge as a 
multi-faceted, Igbo female presence in Equiano's narrative, seems to substantiate 
Christine Oppong's editorial comments on recent articles exploring gender in 
West Africa: "A notable feature of social and economic life in West Africa is the 
segregation of the sexes and yet at the same time the sense of connection and 
complementarity of the roles of women and men is strong and pervasive" (11). 
Oppong views the position of West African women as "betwixt and between" 
the domestic and the public, the passive and the aggressive, the visible and the 
invisible: "this sim ultaneous ambiguity of separation and connectedness 
[manifests itself] in several spheres of traditional life: in the division of labour; 
in political and military life; in ritual and ideology; in domestic economies; and 
in sexuality and procreation" (12).

The perspective which Oppong provides encourages us to consider Igbo women 
in Equiano's narrative in relation to black women in Harriet Jacobs' narrative 
where they are a locus of strength within the slave community. Many examples 
could be pointed out, including Jacobs' reminiscence, quoted earlier, of her 
mother: "they all spoke kindly of my dead mother, who had been a slave merely 
in name, but in nature was noble and womanly" (p. 7). Perhaps more revealing 
are Jacobs' memories of her Aunt Nancy, who can be seen living in the 
"simultaneous ambiguity of separation and connectedness as a domestic slave 
in the Flint household. Jacobs describes Aunt Nancy at the centre of two 
domestic worlds, that of the plantation home and that of Jacobs own family, but 
Aunt Nancy is not the mammy stereotype suggested by the opening of the 
passage below— "nothing went on well without her ; rather, she is a guiding 
mother* force who advocates resistance to oppression in slavery— never to 
yield"- and who does "everything in her power" to keep her family morally and 
spiritually whole, as the bulk of the passage from Incidents below clearly 

demonstrates:

Aunt Nancy was housekeeper and w aiting-m aid in Dr. F lin ts 
\u . Indeed, she was the factotum of the household. Nothing 

went on well without her. She was my mother s twin sister, and, as 
far as was in her power, she supplied a m other’s place to us 
orphans. I slept with her all the time I lived in my old master's 
house, and the bond between us was very strong. When my friends
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tried to discourage me from running away, she always encouraged 
me. When they thought I had better return and ask my master's 
pardon, because there was no possibility of escape, she sent me word 
never to yield. She said if I persevered I might, perhaps, gain the 
freedom of my children; and even if I perished in doing it, that was 
better than to leave them to groan under the same persecutions that 
had blighted my own life. After I was shut up in my dark cell, she 
stole away, whenever she could, to bring me the news and say 
something cheerful. How often did I kneel down and listen to her 
words of consolation, whispered through a crack! "I am old, and 
have not long to live", she used to say, "and I could die happy if I 
could only see you and the children free. You must pray to God, 
Linda, as I do for you, that he will lead you out ofjcl'arkness". I would 
beg her not to worry herself on my account; that there was an end of 
all suffering sooner or later, and that whether I lived in chains or 
freedom, I should always remember her as the good friend who had 
been the comfort of my life. A word from her always strengthened 
me, and not me only. The whole family relied upon her judgement, 
and were guided by her advice (p. 144)

Equiano provides details about African women which show them as a mother 
force that combines gentle nurture and warrior strength. Black women who 
resist and assert themselves against brutality in Douglass' My Bondage and My 
Freedom (1855), differ from the dominant, recurrent image of the defenceless 
female slave in the 1845 Narrative. Douglass' mother and grandmother, all but 
absent from the 1845 Narrative, are powerful figures of love, security and 
strength in My Bondage and My Freedom, as I argue in chapter six. In M y  
Bondage and My Freedom, the whipping of Aunt Ester (she is Hester in 1845) is 
revised to emphasise Ester's will to resist, the use below of ' of course , and 
"meet they would, and meet they did", being particularly emphatic. Ester 
refuses to obey her master's order that she stop seeing her black lover, Edward 

Roberts. Douglass explains that Thomas Auld

strictly ordered her to quit the company of Roberts, telling her that he 
would punish her severely if he ever found her again injEdward's 
company. This unnatural and heartless order was, of course, broken.
A woman's love is not to be annihilated by the perem ptory 
command of any one... It was impossible to keep Edward and Ester 
apart. Meet they would and meet they did (p. 57-8/1855)

Even more striking is the characterisation of the slave woman Nelly, whose 
general demeanour, and whose response to being whipped, can be seen to 
manifest warrior strength of will as a response to brutality. Significantly, 
Douglass asserts that Nelly was "a vigorous and spirited woman" (p. 61/1855), 
words he uses to describe his beloved grandmother. Unlike the 1845 Narrative
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where slave women are merely figures of abuse, in My Bondage and My 
Freedom, scenes of brutality simultaneously show the warrior strength and will 
to resist of the slave woman, and act as an indictment of slavery. When 
Douglass sees Sevier the overseer dragging Nelly to a tree to flog her, Nelly is 
"sternly resisting", while three of her five young children "gallantly came to 
their mother's defence" (p. 62/1855). The overseer is made to suffer:

There were numerous bloody marks on Mr Sevier's face, when I first 
saw him, and they increased as the struggle went on. The imprints of 
Nelly's fingers were visible, and I was glad to see them...She nobly 
resisted, and seemed determine to make her whipping cost Mr Sevier 
as much as possible. The blood on his (and her) face, attested to her 
skill, as well as her courage and dexterity in using her nails ... There 
were many times when she seemed likely to get the better of the 
brute, but he finally overpowered her (p. 62-3/1855)

Douglass' treatment of Nelly suggests how the slave woman could ultimately 
trium ph despite brutality personally suffered. Douglass observes that Nelly 
"was whipped-- severely whipped; but she was not subdued... He had bruised 
her flesh, but had left her invincible spirit undaunted" (p. 63/1855). Neither 
Nelly nor Equiano's mother can be seemtojValidate the romanticised view of the 
Amazonian [African/slave] woman, since Equiano, and Douglass in 1855, 
provide in their narratives a range of female 'types', making the identification 
of stereotypical images problematic for the reader. My point in drawing 
attention to female characters such as Jacobs' Aunt Nancy and Douglass' Ester 
and Nelly, in relation to Equiano's early memories of his mother, is the 
com parative grounds which emerge when female presence in male slave 
narrative is explored at more than a superficial level. Not only do similarities 
between male and female slave narrative emerge, but the slave narrative 
tradition can be seen to make more substantial the interm ittent presence of 
"black female heroes" in the early tradition of Afro-American writing (13).

A major difference of course, between Jacobs images of black women, and those 
presented by a male writer, is the point of view from which they are rendered 
which determines to a large extent complexity and depth of presentation. The 
resonance I am suggesting between free African women of Equiano s youth, and 
black women such as Aunt Nancy in Incidents or Nelly in My Bondage and My 
Freedom, persists if we examine how Equiano positions and relates to African 
women during his journey to slavery. It is useful to see Equiano's journey to 
slavery as structured by the transition from black to red and finally to white, a
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journey from a pre-colonial African village, through the world of the 
mahogany-coloured people, the Oye-Eboe, both like and unlike Equiano, which 
ends in the alien white man's world. During Equiano's forced journey to the 
coast after being kidnapped, Equiano is kept in African households similar 
enough to those of Essaka to be comforting. Despite feeling "quite oppressed and 
weighed down by grief after my mother and friends" (I. 53), Equiano is among 
people who "did all they could to comfort me" (I. 53). In reconstructing this 
in itia l journey, Equiano not only draws attention to his m other by 
foregrounding his memory of her, he also makes her presence real by 
continuing to associate morally sound behaviour the Igbo woman. Equiano 
writes of accidentally killing a chicken belonging to his first African master and 
he adm its to the crime despite great fear. When he writes that "I told the truth 
because my mother would never suffer me to tell a lie" (I. 54), he reminds the 
reader of the moral code which will help him navigate a difficult course to

CL m o A a - i  C & d Z '
freedorn^J which consistently contrasts with the values and behaviour of 
white society. Later in the narrative, Equiano "hoped, if ever I was freed, whilst 
I was used well, it should be by honest means" (I. 258). An African sense of 
correct behaviour prevents Equiano from escaping from the West Indies on 
French ships bound for Europe; he remembers his mother's "maxim, that 
'honesty is the best policy'" (I. 252), and remains in the West Indies. It is this 
integrity and honesty which ultimately persuade King not to sell Equiano on the 
basis of rumours that his valuable slave is planning to run. Indeed, King and 
his sh ip 's m aster, Farmer, then make available to Equiano increased 
opportunities to earn money trading, and King promises him his freedom, for 
forty pounds sterling money, which was only the same price he gave for me (I.
260). We might see in My Bondage and My Freedom a manifestation of the 
African moral code which Equiano associates with his mother (14).

Equiano's remarkable self-restraint, what he refers to as the African metal (I.
261) honours his mother who was clearly a strong, meaningful presence in his 
lived and written life (1 5 ) Sj ' ^ ' t h e  actual guiding presence of Aunt Nancy 
strengthens and sustains Jacobs, enabling her to follow a difficult road to 
freedom, defined in moral terms by this surrogate mother. The moral code 
associated with Equiano's mother also may remind the reader of Jacobs' 
grandmother's moral expectations against which the adolescent was compelled 
to transgress, losing her virginity in her attempt to thwart her licentious master.
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A guiding maternal presence may have helped Equiano remember the wealthy 
African widow whom Equiano is meant to serve as a slave, and her son. 
Equiano's sense of belonging among "people who did all they could to comfort 
me , his hope that I was to be adopted into the family"^ resonate with the 
feeling of home, and may remind the reader of Jacobs' self-identification as 
orphan cared for by her mother's twin sister, Aunt Nancy. Equiano writes:

I was washed and perfumed and when meal-time came I was led into 
the presence of my mistress, and ate and drank before her with her 
son. This filled me with astonishment; and I could scarce help 
expressing my surprise that the young gentleman should suffer me, 
who was bound, to eat with him who was free;... he would not... eat 
or drink till I had taken first because I was the eldest, which was 
agreeable to our custom. Indeed everything here, and all their 
treatment of me made me forget I was a slave (I. 64)

As we shall see in chapter six of this study, the imaginative perceptions and joys 
of boyhood, despite enslavement, pervade My Bondage and My Freedom, 
particularly when Douglass is under the maternal care of his grandmother. In 
this "resemblance to [his] happy state" Equiano and his "young master" were 
daily attended by slaves and "with other boys sported with our darts and bows 
and arrows, as I had been used to at home". Able to communicate easily because 
the language and customs of these people "resembled ours so nearly", Equiano 
"passed about two months" (I. 65). The narrative continues to move toward the 
reality of slavery when he is snatched at night from this potential family, and is 
faced with "a scene which is inexpressible", confronting him now as the author, 
and then as a child eleven years old, with the alienation of enslavement, 
foreshadowed in chapter one. In chapter one, Equiano writes of frequent visits 
with his m other to the market (16) which was "sometimes visited by stout 
m ahogany-coloured men... red men living at a distance , who brought 
firearms, gun powder... and always carried slaves through our land (I. 18). The 
violent link suggested between the red African slave traders and Europeans 
disrupts the narrative, giving Equiano's childhood memory of the market— 
mother-focused and happy— ominous meaning. Equiano writes, this practice 
of kidnapping induces me to think that... their principle business among us was 
to trepan our people. I remember too they carried great sacks... which not long 
after I had an opportunity of fatally seeing applied to that infamous purpose (I. 

19-20).
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In ch a p ter  tw o , in exp ressib le  is perfect to describe the red s la v e  traders' so c ie ty  

s in c e  th is  u n fa m ilia r  w o r ld  is characterised  in  term s o f absence. The "red m en  

l iv in g  a t a d ista n ce  , w h o m  Equiano is n o w  am on g, are not 'African' in  term s o f  

E q u ian o  s Igb o  w o r ld -v iew . T hese p eop le  are characterised  b y  n eg a tio n s  o f  Igbo  

p ractice . F urtherm ore, characteristics o f the red m en  w h ich  estab lish  p r e s e n c e -  

iro n  p o ts , f ist  f ig h ts , an d  E u rop ean -sty le  w ea p o n s— are lin k ed  to w h ite  so c ie ty , 

b u t are n o t characteristic  o f  Igbo society . In the p a ssa g e  b e lo w , the co m m ercia l 

l in k  b e tw e e n  red  a n d  w h ite  s la v ers is v io len t, a face o f  s la v e r y  s o o n  to be  

r e v e a le d , w h ile  th e  lack o f an ad eq u ate  m oral cod e  is  m ad e  ap p aren t th rou gh  

w o m e n 's  im m o d e s t  c o n d u c t, as w e ll  as the a b sen ce  o f  c o m m u n ity  v a lu e s  

p r e v io u s ly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  Igbo w o m en  and Essaka:

I c a m e  a m o n g  a p e o p le  w h o  d id  not c ircu m cise  a n d  a te  w ith o u t  
w a s h in g  th e ir  h a n d s. T h ey  c o o k ed  a lso  in  iron  p o ts , a n d  h a d  
E u ro p ea n  cu tla sses  an d  cross b o w s,w h ic h  w ere  u n k n o w n  t o  u s, 
a n d  fo u g h t w ith  their fists  am on gst th em selves. T heir w o m e n  w ere  
n o t so  m o d e s t  as o u rsjfo r  th ey  a te ,a n d  d ra n k ,a n d  s le p t  w ith  their  
m en . B ut a b o v e  all, I w a s  am azed  to see  no sacrifices or o ffer in g s  
a m o n g  th em  (I. 67)

B y im p lic it  c o m p a r iso n  w ith  E ssaka, E quiano ch a ra c ter ises  an  u n fa m ilia r  

A frica n  so c ie ty  as in ferior b ecau se  crucial s ig n s o f a w h o le , h ea lth y  so c ie ty  are  

ir r e d e e m a b ly  absent. T his scen e anticipates E quiano's arrival in  a

lan d  ev en  further, in p h ysica l and  m oral term s, from  E ssaka. But 

th at arriva l is  d e la y e d , thereby creating su sp en se  in the narrative. Just as the  

f o r e b o d in g  p r e se n c e  o f  red m en  at the m ark et w ith  th e ir  "great sacks"  

foresh ad ow * E quiano's k id n a p p in g  and creates su sp en se , so  E quiano p resen ts  the  

a b o v e  s c e n e  as a s ta g e  b etw een  freed om  and  e n s la v e m e n t, c o m m u n ity  an d  

iso la tio n , c iv ilisa tio n  an d  barbarism . If w e think o f Jacobs self-in carceration  as a 

s ta g in g  p o s t ,  th e  contrast b e tw een  the tw o  jou rn eys to freed o m  c o u ld  n o t b e  

m o r e  a p p a ren t. O n the o n e  h an d , E quiano's n arra tive  d e sc r ib e s  a jo u rn ey  

th ro u g h  tim e  and  sp ace , structured in the narrative by the tran sition  from  black  

to red  a n d  fin a lly  to w h ite  soc ie ty , a p a ssa g e  m arked  b y  p ro x im ity  to q u a litie s  

s ig n if ie d  b y  the Igbo w om an; on the other hand, on e  quarter o f  Jacobs' narrative  

d escr ib es  a sta te  o f lim b o  b etw een  slavery  and freed om  w h ere  actu a l m o v e m e n t  

is  a ll b u t im p o ss ib le  and  narrative action  b ecom es in ternal. A n o th er  d im e n sio n  

o f th e  con trast is  a lso  apparent. Equiano's stag in g  p ost s ig n a ls  the en d  o f hope; 

h is  arr iv a l a t the coast is d e la y e d -  but inevitab le: there is  n o  p o ss ib ility  that 

a m o n g  the "red m en  liv in g  at a distance" E quiano w ill fin d  a su rro g a te  fa m ily
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a n d  fo r g e t  I w a s  a slave". By contrast, d esp ite  lo n g  h a rd sh ip  an d  s e e m in g ly  

o v e r w h e lm in g  o d d s  a g a in st com p letin g  the journey to freed om , Jacobs' sta g in g  

p o st  is  a p o s it io n  o f strength  and a p lace o f  h op e, as in terpreted  b y  A u n t N a n cy  

w h o s e  w o r d s  o f  en cou ragem en t "always strengthened" Jacobs.

H a v in g  b een  k id n a p p ed  from  Essaka, and  m o v ed  through  'red' A frican  society  

to  f in a lly  arrive  at th e  coast, E quiano is on  the threshold  o f b eco m in g , in  G ates' 

w o r d s , a tr a v e le r , a lb eit an abrupt, ironic traveler " from  Essaka to a n e w  w orld  

(17). W h e n  E q uiano arrives at the coast, h is jou rn ey  to s la v e r y  e n d s , as d o e s  

c o n ta c t  w ith  free  A frican  w o m e n , w h o  can be seen  to  s ig n ify  a s u s ta in in g  

c o m m u n ity  p resen ce  in  w h ich  m orality , justice and  k in d n ess  are firm ly  in tact. 

B ru ta lity  an d  v io le n c e  assu m e giant proportions on ce  E quiano se e s  "the sea , and  

a s la v e sh ip ... w a itin g  for its cargo" (1.70). The "white m en  w ith  horrib le  lo o k s, 

red  fa ces  an d  lo o se  hair", w h o se  lan gu age is u n in te llig ib le , s ig n ify  the c o m p le te  

a b sen ce  o f  c iv ilise d  society . A s I p o in ted  out in chapter four, E quiano d ram atises  

th is  s c e n e  th ro u g h  a ch ild 's p o in t o f v iew , ask in g  n a iv e  q u estio n s  ch aracterised  

b y  e m p tin e ss , no 's, never's and  not's (em p h asised  by m y italics). H e ask s ab ou t  

th e  w h ite  m e n  "if th e se  p e o p le  had no country  bu t liv ed  in th is  h ollow  p lace  

(th e sh ip)" , an d  then  relates the absence of hom e and cou n try  to E ssakan history: 

"how  c o m e  w e never heard o f them ?”. H e queries, "where w ere  their  w o m e n . . .  

h ad  th ey  a n y  lik e  th em se lv es  an d  w h y ... d o  w e  not see them?" (I. 76), the first 

in s ta n c e  o f  in v is ib le  p r e se n c e  u se d  to ch aracterise  w h ite  w o m e n  in  th e  

n arrative . A t th is p o in t in the narrative w e  are in v ited  to s e e  w h ite  so c ie ty  as  

the a n tith e s is  o f  c iv ilised  A frican society , a p ersp ective  rooted  in  the im m ed ia cy  

o f  A frican  exp erien ce  for E quiano, as w e ll as black p icaresq u e tradition . E quiano  

is  m y s t if ie d  b y  th e  sh ip , h o w  it m o v e s  a n d  w h e n  h is  q u e s t io n s  to h is  

c o u n tr y m e n  h a v e  b een  an sw ered , Equiano is co n v in ced  h e  has arrived  in  an  

in h u m a n  w o r ld  o f  "bad spirits" w h ere he "feared I sh o u ld  be p u t to d ea th , the  

w h ite  p e o p le  lo o k ed  and acted , as I th ou gh t, in  so  sa v a g e  a m anner; for I h ad  

n e v e r  se e n  a m o n g  an y  p eo p le  such  instances of cruelty, and  th is n o t o n ly  sh e w n  

to w a r d s  u s  b lack s, b u t a lso  to so m e  o f the w h ite s  th em se lv es"  (I. 75) (18). 

E q u ia n o  h a s arrived  in "the d isord ered  and se lf-d e c e iv in g  w o r ld  o f  m asters... a 

m o ra lly  a m b ig u o u s  w o r ld  in  w h ich  basic securities... are p rob lem atica l (19).

T h e f ig u r e  o f  the A frican  w o m a n  con tin u es to b e s ig n ifica n t in  th e  n arrative , 

sp e c if ic a lly  in  re la tio n  to to E quiano's accou n t o f g a in in g  fr e e d o m  w h ic h  is  

c o n s c io u s ly  ro o ted  in  an  A frican  context. But b efore  w e  g o  o n  to c o n s id e r
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p a ssa g e s  from  the text to su p p ort this, it is u sefu l to con sid er  a critical con text in  

w h ic h  to  p la c e  im a g e s  o f th e  A frican  w o m a n  w h ich  em e r g e  in  E q u ia n o 's  

n a rra tiv e . In  d o in g  so , C h ristin e O p p on g 's o b serv a tio n  o f th e  " sim u ltan eou s  

a m b ig u ity  o f  sep ara tion  and connectedness"  o f  W est A frican w o m e n  in  "several 

s p h e r e s  o f  tr a d itio n a l life" is  im p ortan t to k eep  in  m in d . O p p o n g  w rites: 

" W h a tev er  th e ir  a c tiv it ie s  w ith in  or b ey o n d  the co n fin es  o f  th e  h o m e , [W est 

A frican ] w o m e n  m ain ta in  a basica lly  d o m estic  or m aternal orien tation ... A t the  

s a m e  t im e , h o w e v e r , w e  are g iv e n  im p ortan t in s ig h ts  [in the e ssa y s  w h ic h  

O p p o n g  r e v ie w s]  in to  fem a le  sp h eres o f control an d  in flu en ce" , w h e r e  W est  

A fr ica n  w o m e n  d em o n stra te  their a ssertiv en ess , a lacrity , an d  a u to n o m y . (20). 

O m o la ra  O g a n d ip e -L e s lie  p o in ts ou t that "the E uropean n o tio n  o f fem in in ity  is  

e v e n  le s s  a p p lica b le  to Africa w h ere w o m en  h ave a d o p ted  a ll k in d s o f  ro les n o t  

c o n s id e r e d  fe m in in e  in  E urope. The w ife  ofjJTutuola's Palm Wine D rinkard  is 

o n e  o f  th e  b est an d  m o st correct im ages o f the Yoruba w o m a n  o f all classes" (21). 

In a litera ry  co n tex t ex p lo r in g  A frican and A fro-A m erican  w o m e n ’s fic tio n a l 

p o rtra y a ls  o f  m o th erh o o d , Barbara C hristian em p h asises "the m a n y -s id e d n e ss  of 

A fr ica n  w o m e n 's  status" (2 2 ), and  sh e observes: "given th e  im p o rta n ce  o f  the  

c o n c e p t o f  m o th erh o o d  in  A frican culture, it is not su rp risin g  that [m oth erh ood ] 

is  a m ajor  th em e  in  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  A frican literature" (23). T he ex a m p les  

c ite d  fro m  th e early  ch ap ters o f E quiano's narrative, and  critical o b serv a tio n s  

su c h  a s  th o se  q u o ted  ab ove, b eg in  to con vey  the s ign ifican ce o f  fem a le  p resen ce  

in  th e  n arrative, an d  h o w  w e  m ight assess that s ig n ifica n ce .

A n o th e r  A fr ica n  co n te x t for  co m p a r iso n  m ig h t b e the n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y  

p o lit ic a l  w r it in g  o f  A frican  n o ta b les  Jam es A fr ica n u s H o rto n  an d  E d w a rd  

W ilm o t B ly d en . T heir w r itin g s focu s on the in terrelated  th em es o f  e d u ca tio n , 

r e l ig io n  a n d  race  in  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  A frican  d e v e lo p m e n t . E q u ia n o 's  

n a rra tiv e  d o e s  n o t articu late sp ecific  support for w o m e n ’s r igh ts as a d im e n sio n  

o f  h is  c o m m itm e n t  to  b lack  p e o p le , en s la v ed  and  free , b u t h is  n a rra tiv e  

d is t in g u is h e s  itse lf  in  the portrayal o f A frican w o m en  w h e n  it is co m p a red

to H orton 's West African Countries and People (1868). H o rto n 's  v ie w  

o f  th e  b arb aric  s ta te  o f  u n im p ro v ed  A frican so c ie ty  co n tra sts  s tr ik in g ly  w ith  

E q u ia n o 's  im a g e  o f  E ssaka. D esp ite  in freq u en t referen ce to A fr ican  w o m e n ,  

H o rto n 's  v ie w  o f in d ig en o u s A frican soc ie ty  is in flu en ced  b y  th em  a n d  im p lie s  

t h f e p Worna fe  ex tern a l to the so c ia l grou p . H orton  h o ld s  A fr ica n  w o m e n  

resp o n s ib le  for d e fo rm in g  and deb ilita tin g  generations o f A frican s b eca u se  th ey  

are sq u a sh e d  and  sm oth ered  as babies carried on their m other's backs! A frican
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w o m e n  are su b jected  to the d eb a sin g  in flu en ce  of fie ld  lab ou r w h ic h  le a d s  to 

r e c k le s s  lib e r ty  ; ru d e  tastes" d e v e lo p  and  c o n se q u e n tia l w o m e n  h o ld  a 

d e g r a d e d  p o s it io n  a m o n g  men" (24). In E quiano's narrative, the re fresh in g ly  

freq u en t p re se n c e  an d  h u m an e portrayal o f a variety  o f free b lack  w o m e n , a n d  

h is  a w a r e n e s s  o f  d ifferen t gen d er  ro les for w o m en  in A frican  an d  E u rop ean  

so c ie t ie s , is  b a sic  to h is p o sitiv e  portrayal of black com m u n ities, th u s ch a llen g in g  

th e  s te r e o ty p e  a n d  b ias in form in g H orton's p ersp ective  o f  W est A frican  soc ie ty . 

B ly d e n ’s  b itter  racism  contrasts w ith  E quiano’s attitu d e to racial m isceg en a tio n , 

b u t B ly d e n  m a k es exp lic it h is belief, like that o f  D o u g la ss , in  equal ed u cation a l 

o p p o r tu n it ie s  regard less o f gender. U n lik e  D o u g la ss , B lyd en  clearly  lin k s equal 

a ccess  to  e d u ca tio n  to th e  m ain ten an ce  and in d eed  s tren g th en in g  o f w o m e n 's  

tr a d itio n a l d o m e stic  ro les. In Christianity, Islam, and the Negro Race  (1887), 

B ly d e n  declares:

I trust arran gem en ts w ill be m ade b y  w h ich  girls... m ay  be ad m itted  to 
sh a re  in  the a d v a n ta g es o f this C ollege [n ew ly  estab lish ed  in  Liberia].
I c a n n o t s e e  w h y  ou r sisters sh o u ld  not rece iv e  ex a ctly  th e  sa m e  
g en era l cu ltu re  as w e  d o . I thinkjthe progress of the cou n try  w ill be  
m o r e  rap id  a n d  p erm an en t w h en  the girls rece ive  the^sam e gen era l 
tra in in g  as the boys; and our w om en , b esid es b e in g  ablejto ap p reciate  
th e  in te llec tu a l labours o f their husband s and brothers, w ill b e ab le  to  
sh a re  in  th e  p lea su res o f  in tellectual pursuits. W e n eed  not fear that 
th ey  w ill  b e le ss  graceful, less natural, or less w om anly; but w e  m atj b e  
su r e  th e y  w il l  m ak e w iser  m oth ers, m ore a p p rec ia tiv e  w iv e s ; an d  
m o re  a ffection ate  d au gh ters (25)

B ly d en 's  v ie w s  on  w o m en 's  ed u cation  are probably in flu en ced  to so m e  ex ten t by  

th e  u n h a p p y  c ircu m stan ces o f  h is paradoxical private life. D esp ite  h is  h atred  of 

p e o p le  w ith  m ix e d  an cestry  h e  m arried  a w o m a n  w h o  w a s n ot, in B ly d en 's  

w o r d s , "pure black". O ne o f B lyden's daughters w as m en ta lly  d isa b led , a n d  h is  

le tter s  s h o w  that h e  w a s m iserab le  in  h is m arriage to a w o m a n  w h o  d id  not 

p r o v id e  in te llec tu a l stim u la tio n  (26). Perhaps the im age B ly d en  p u ts  forw ard  o f  

in t e l l ig e n t  w o m e n  a b le  to " ap p recia te  th e  in te lle c tu a l la b o u r s  o f  th e ir  

h u sb a n d s" , re flec ts  p e r so n a l regret an d  lo n g in g , as m u c h  a s it  r e f le c ts  a 

p r o g r e ss iv e  v ie w  o f equal op p ortu n ities in education . D o u g la ss  a lso  se e m e d  to 

h arb ou r  regrets con cern in g  h is d om estic  life w h ich  em erge in  a letter to a fem a le  

friend: "I am  sa d  to sa y  that sh e [D ouglass' w ife  A nna M urray D o u g la ss] is  b y  no  

m e a n s  w e ll- -  an d  if  I sh o u ld  w rite  d o w n  all her c o m p la in ts  there c o u ld  b e no  

ro o m  e v e n  to p u t m y  n am e at the bottom , a lth ou gh  the w o r ld  w ill h a v e  it that I 

am  a c tu a lly  at the bottom  o f it a l l " (27). E quiano's w ill p ro v id es  m o n e y  for h is  

d a u g h ter 's  ed u ca tio n , w h ile  D ou g lass' d au gh ter  R osetta p r o v id e s  a fa sc in a tin g
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in s ig h t  in to  h er  p a ren ts  r e la tio n sh ip , fo c u ss in g  on  h er  m o th er 's  la ck  o f  

e d u c a tio n , in  a m em o ir  w ritten  as a tribute to A nna M urray D o u g la ss . Extracts 

fro m  th e  rare m em o ir , as w e ll as from  D ou glass' letter d isc u ss in g  h is w ife , can  

b e  fo u n d  in  P h illip  F oner s  in trod u ction  to Frederick D ouglass  on W om en's  

R igh ts ,  an  in v a lu a b le  sou rce  o f in form ation  on  D o u g la ss  as a " w o m en 's  r ig h ts  

m a n  a n d  h is  l ife - lo n g  co m m itm en t to the cau ses o f  race and  gen d er  eq u a lity  

(28).

I h a v e  a lr e a d y  d r a w n  on  a n th ro p o lo g ica l o b serv a tio n s  m a d e  e a r ly  in  th e  

tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry , an d  m ore recent ob servation s, to illu m in a te  fem a le  p resen ce  

in  E q u ia n o 's  n arrative. T he an th ro p o lo g ist M argaret G reen  o b serv ed  in  1947  

w o m e n 's  m e d ia tio n  ro le  in  relation  to p eacek eep in g  in the Igbo v illage: "in w ar  

it is  th e  fu n c tio n  o f the w o m a n  to override the figh tin g  o f  the m en  an d  m ak e  

p ea ce ... th e  fem a le  p r in c ip le  seem s to be, in general, a sso c ia ted  w ith  a co o lin g , 

p a c ify in g  in flu en ce"  (2 9 ). In 1937 M eek, p r e v io u s ly  q u o te d , m a k es  s im ila r  

o b se r v a tio n s  a b o u t Igbo w o m en  in the roles o f  U m ada and  o f Eze: "the w o m e n  

k n o w n  a s U m a d a  so m e tim e s  in terv en e  as arbitrators in  q u arre ls b e tw e e n  

k in d r e d s  or lo c a l groups"  (3 0 ), and  "exercise co n sid era b le  a u th o r ity  in  th e  

c o m m u n ity , for n o t o n ly  are th ey  arbiters in quarrels b e tw een  w o m e n , but they  

s o m e t im e s  in te r v e n e  to se tt le  quarrels w h ich  the m ale  a u th o r itie s  h a v e  b een  

u n a b le  to se ttle . T h ey  o ften  p la y  an im portant part in  p reserv in g  the p ea ce  o f  

th e  m arket"  (3 1 ) . W e h a v e  seen  that E quiano d r a w s o n  th e  'A m a zo n ia n '  

w a rr io r  im a g e , as w e ll  as the im age of nurturer, in p resen tin g  h is m o th er  and  

o th e r  A fr ica n  w o m e n . M ore recen tly , the K enyan a n th r o p o lo g is t , C h r istin e  

O b b o , d e s c r ib e s  w h a t  s h e  b e lie v e s  is  th e  c o n te m p o r a r y  A fr ic a n  m a le  

c o n c e p tu a lisa t io n  o f th e  p o sit io n  and role o f A frican w o m e n  in  term s that can  

b e s e e n  a s  re lev a n t to E quiano's narrative, and  w h ich  rela te  to G reen  s an d  

M eek 's ob servation s:

e v e n  th o u g h  the w o r ld  is ch an g in g  all around th em , it se e m s that 
w o m e n 's  o w n  attem p ts to co p e  w ith  the n ew  s itu a tio n s  th ey  fin d  
th e m se lv e s  in  are regarded  as a 'problem' by m en  and  a b etraya l o f  
tra d itio n s  w h ic h  are often  co n fu sed  w ith  w o m e n 's  ro les . W o m e n  
m u st  act as mediators between the past and the p resen t ,  w h ile  men  
see themselves as mediators between the present and the fu tu re  (3 2 )

E q u ia n o  d id  n o t v ie w  or p resen t the Igbo w o m a n  as a "problem  ; rather, m y  

ita lics d ra w  atten tion  to w h at w e  m igh t see  as a fair d escr ip tion  o f the p o sit io n  of 

A frican  w o m e n  in  E quiano's narrative, presented  as m ed ia tin g  b e tw e e n  the p ast
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a n d  p r e se n t, a n d  o f  E quiano s au tob iograp h ica l se lf , m ed ia tin g  b e tw e e n  the  

p r e se n t  a n d  fu tu re , th rou gh  the act o f narration . A s w e  sh a ll se e , E q u ian o  

re m e m b e rs  E ssaka and  fem ale  lo v ed  on es in  the m om en t h e a c h ie v e s  freed om , 

lo o k in g  b a ck  to h is  A frican  b o y h o o d  to root and  g iv e  m ea n in g  to h is  n e w  

id e n t i ty  in  fr e e d o m  w h ic h  w il l  sh a p e  h is fu tu re . In th is  s e n s e , O b b o 's  

p o s it io n in g  o f  the A frican w o m en  b etw een  the p ast and  p resen t can  be seen  to 

a n ch o r  E q u ian o 's au tob iograp h ica l journey to a p rou d  p ast w h ich  h e lp s  d e fin e  

an  u n su r e  fu tu re  (33).

T h e  s te r e o ty p e  o f  the "sw eet, sacrific in g  A frican  M other" fig u re , c o m m o n ly  

c o n f la te d  w ith  an  im a g e  o f  u n sp o ile d , fru itfu l "M other Africa" id e n tif ie d  in  

c o n te m p o r a r y  A fr ican  m en 's literature (34), is tem p tin g  to a sso c ia te  w ith  the  

first tw o  ch a p ters o f  E quiano's narratives, I w o u ld  h eed  Baker's w a rn in g

a b o u t ta k in g  th e  narrative  "as the ep iso d ic  ram blings o f  an  ex o tic  prim itive": 

"only  at a v e r y  p r im itiv e  le v e l o f literary u n d ersta n d in g  c o u ld  o n e  in terp ret  

V a ssa 's  a sse r tio n s  o f  the 'u n b ou n d ed  cred u lity  and  su p erstitio n ' o f  h is  fe llo w  

E ssa k a n s a n d  h is  d escrip tion s o f the in d igen ou s purity  o f  the A frican interior as 

te s t im o n y  from  the sch o o l o f  n ob le  savagery" (35). H o w  w e  m ig h t a sse ss  "the 

in s t itu t io n a lis e d  se x ism  o f con tem p orary  A frican  life" is a "vexed  issu e"  in  

A frica n  stu d ies; "long sta n d in g  debate" about the origin  o f  stereo ty p es o f A frican  

w o m e n  w il l  "probably n ev er  be settled  once and for all (36). K atherine Frank  

in  Women in African Literature Today  ou tlin es the term s o f the literary  debate:

F lora N w a p a  an d  A m a Ata A id oo  hold  that it d er iv es from  the w h ite  
m a n , or m ore  accu rately , from  the w h ite  m a n s  w ife ...A c c o r d in g  to  
th is  vievy the E uropean im p eria lists-b rou gh t the n orm  o f  fem in in e  
s u b o r d in a tio n  in  th e  fa ce  o f  m a sc u lin e  p o w e r  a n d  o p p r e ss io n . 
W riters  su c h  as B u ch i E m ech eta , an d  th e  cr itic  L lo y d  B ro w n , 
h o w e v e r , d isa g ree  and  reject in B row n s w o rd s , the im a g e  o f  th e  
free -sp ir ited  an d  in d ep en d en t A frican w o m a n  w h o s e  p ro b lem s, as  
w o m e n  h a v e  f lo w e d  from  c o lo n ia lism  rather th an  in d ig e n o u s  
m ores". T his fa lse  im age... "has b ecom e one o f the en d u r in g  c lich es  
o f A frican  stu d ie s  everyw here" (37)

T h e  m a jo r ity  o f  A frican  w o m e n  literary critics in  the c o lle c t io n  W om en  in  

A fr ic a n  L i te r a tu r e  T oday ,  a s so c ia te  w ith  A fr ica n  m e n 's  lite r a tu r e  th e  

m y s t if ic a t io n  o f  th e  rural A frican  w o m a n  an d  n o s ta lg ic  y e a r n in g  for th e  

"patriarchal p ast w h ere  [m an] w as d efin ite ly  k ing as father, h u sb a n d  an d  ru ler  

(38). It w o u ld  b e  w ron g  to charge Equiano w ith  stereo typ in g  the A frican  w o m a n  

in  th is  w a y . W e can id en tify  in the narrative the "free sp ir ited  A frican  w om an", 

b u t a lso  w e  can  lo o k  to the treatm ent o f the u n fa ith fu l A frican  w ife  to s e e  h o w
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in d ig e n o u s  m o r e s  m a in ta in ed  a "norm o f  fe m in in e  su b o rd in a tio n "  lo n g  

b e fo r e  th e  w h ite  m an  an d  h is  w ife  arrived  in  A frica. In "M ale C h au v in ism :  

M en  a n d  W o m e n  in  G h an aian  H ig h life  Songs", N im ro d  A sa n te -D a rk o  an d  

S jaak  V a n  D er  G eest a rg u e  that "the v ie w s  on lo v e  an d  m arita l p ro b lem s  

e x p r e sse d  in  th e  so n g s  o ften  serve  as id eo lo g ica l charters, ex p ressin g  the m a le  

p o in t  o f  v ie w  a n d  su p p o rtin g  a v ie w  o f m ale  suprem acy", b u t th e  lyr ics a lso  

m a sk  a d e e p e r  le v e l o f  m ean in g  w h ere w o m en  can b e seen  to "retain p o w er  an d  

in d e p e n d e n c e  in  m ore h id d en  forms" (39). E ldred D u rosim i Jones p o in ts  ou t in  

th e  in tr o d u c tio n  to  Women in African Literature Today: "It is  n o t true to sa y  

th at a ll  m a le  [A frican ] w riters h a v e  b een  u n sy m p a th e tic  to w a rd s [A frican] 

w o m e n , or h a v e  lack ed  the ab ility  to present tru ly  co m p lex  w o m e n , or h a v e  

m e r e ly  g iv e n  u s  stereotypes"  (40). Jones refers to contem porary  A frican  w riters, 

b u t th e  c o m m e n t is  v a lid a ted  by Equiano's autob iograp h y , n o t in  that E q u ian o  

p r e se n ts  u s  w ith  a 'fem ale character' but in  that he a ssim ila tes in to  h is  accou n t a 

m o re  c o m p le x  im a g e  o f  w o m en  than w o u ld  be co n veyed  b y  a stereotyp e.

In M iriam a Ba's w o r d s , "the nosta lg ic  praise of the A frican M other, w h o , in  h is  

a n x ie ty , m a n  c o n fu se s  w ith  M other Africa" (41), takes on  a n e w  and  d e e p e r  

m e a n in g  in  a con tex t o f slavery , experienced  prior to the sy stém a tisa tio n  o f that 

in s t itu t io n  w h ic h  en tren ch ed  racism  and racist stereo typ es o f b lack  p eo p le . Just 

a s E q u ia n o 's  id e n t ity  as a s la v e  narrator sh o u ld  n o t b e  l im ite d  to th e  

c o n v e n t io n a l im a g e  o f  the n in eteen th  century  m ale narrator as p ic a r o -s la v e ,  

n e ith e r  s h o u ld  E q u ia n o  b e  co n stra in ed  b y  the title , A fr ican  w r it e r .  T h e  

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  m a tern a lism  in E quiano's narrative is  rev ea led  from  a critical 

s ta n d -p o in t  that reco g n ises  E quiano as "betwixt and b etw een  the id en tifica tio n s  

A frica n  w riter  an d  s la v e  n a rra to r . This is esp ec ia lly  clear w h e n  w e  ex a m in e  

h o w  E q u ia n o  p o s it io n s  and  d raw s on im ages o f The A frican  M o th e r /M o th e r  

A frica' in  n arratin g  the ach ievem en t of freedom . In d eed , that a ch iev em en t, and  

E q u ian o 's c o n sc io u s  foregrou n d in g  o f the pow er o f the w ritten  w o rd  to v a lid a te  

id e n t ity , d e m o n str a te s  h is  u n iq u e  p ositio n  a s j  A frican  s la v e  narrator in  th e  

e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry .

T h e  fo r e g r o u n d in g  o f w o m e n  in E quiano's n arra tive  w o r k s  to  d e f in e  the  

A frica n  id e n tity  o f  h is freed om , the ach ievem en t an d  d e m o n str a tio n  o f  w h ic h  

are  r e c o r d e d  in  ch a p ters  s e v e n  th rou gh  n in e  o f  th e  n a rra tiv e . A s  su c h , 

E q u ia n o 's  n a rra tiv e  can  be seen , lik e  In c id e n ts  and  M y  B ondage and M y  

F reedom ,  to g ro u n d  the search for h om e in fem ale p resen ce . In ch ap ter  s e v e n
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E q u ia n o  p resen ts  a d o u b le  v is io n , recording an im ag in ed  se lf-im a g e  w h ich , it is 

s u g g e s te d , th e  Igbo p e o p le  con tin u e  to hold  o f  him . O n h is w a y  to rece iv e  h is  

free  p a p e r s , E q u ian o  im a g in es  h im se lf like the B ib lical Pe-k-r and  p la ces  th is  

C h ristia n  im a g e  w ith in  an A frican fram e of reference. H e w rites that h e flew  to  

th e  R eg ister  O ffice  lik e  PeJtr (w h o se  deliver^ from  p rison  w a s  so  su d d e n  an d  

ex tra o rd in a ry  that h e  th o u g h t h e w as in  a vision)" (II 15). E quiano co n tin u es , 

s ig n if ic a n tly  in  the p resen t-ten se, to describe id ea lised  im ages o f the free s la v e  as 

th e  tr iu m p h a n t A frican  son  reun ited  w ith  fam ily  and  com m unity:

'Jj
I c o u ld  scarce^ b e liev e  I w as aw ake. H eavens! W ho cou ld  d o  ju stice  to  
m y  fe e lin g s  at th is m om ent! N o t the con q u erin g  h ero es th em se lv es , 
in  th e  m id st  o f  a tr iu m p h -- N o t the ten d er m oth er w h o  h as just 
re g a in e d  h er  lo n g - lo s t  infant, and  p resses it to her heart— N o t the  
w e a r y  h u n g ry  m ariner, at the sigh t o f the d esired  frien d ly  p ort— N o t  
th e  lo v e r , w h e n  h e once m ore em braces h is b e lo v ed  m istress , after  
sh e  h a s  b e e n  ra v ish ed  from  h is a r m s!-  A ll w ith in  m y  breast w a s  
tu m u lt, w ild n e ss , an d  delirium ! M y feet scarcely tou ch ed  the grou n d , 
for th ey  w ere  w in g e d  w ith  joy... (II. 16)

Im a g e s  o f  th e  " con q u erin g  hero" and "hungry mariner" ech o  E q u ian o's life  at 

sea , p a rticu la r ly  h is  accou n t in  chapter four o f the S ev en  Year W ar. S a m u e ls  

d e sc r ib e s  E q u ian o  em erg in g  in th is chapter "as on e w h o  has risen  to th e  sta tu s  

th at w o u ld  h a v e  b een  h is in  Essaka, w h ere the m ale y o u th ’s se lf-u n d ersta n d in g  

is  g r o u n d e d  in  th e  co n cep tu a l m etap h or £m an is w a rr io r5 a n d  w arr ior  is  a 

p e r so n  o f  h o n o u r , action , and  bravery"(42). W hile Sam uels can b e seen  to o v e r 

s ta te  th e  a g g r e s s iv e  s ig n if ie d  b y  the tag "man as w arrior  , I w o u ld  w a n t to  

s u b s t i t u t e i tit led  m a n 7 as a m ore  ap p rop riate  m e t a p h o r ,  an d  I

th in k  th e  n arrative su b stan tia tes this. W e m ay recall that in  chapter o n e  o f  the  

n a rra tiv e  E q u ia n o ’s m o th er  is central to h is m em ories o f  the u s e  o f  w e a p o n s  

a n d j th o s e  w h o  d e fe n d  E ssaka, an im age w h ich  co m b in es th e  fe m in in e  an d  

’m a sc u lin e ’ as I h a v e  a lread y  argued . The "lover...ravished from  h is arms" m ay  

r e m in d  th e  rea d er  o f  d e sc r ip tio n s  in ch ap ter  tw o  o f  E q u ia n o  s r e u n io n ,  

separatiO TjTnd reflection.,, on  the fate of h is sister, about w h ich  m ore w ill  b e  said: 

"T h ou gh  y o u  w e r e  early  forced from  m y  arm s, y o u r  im a g e  h as b een  a lw a y s  

r iv e tte d  in  m y  h eart, from  w h ich  n eith er tim e n or fo rtu n e  h a v e  b een  a b le  to 

r e m o v e  it” (I. 61). It se e m s o b v io u s that E quiano's m o th er  is fo rem o st in  h is  

m in d  w h e n  h e  hurries to the R egister O ffice. Perhaps the p e o p le  o f  E ssaka, and  

h is  a g e d  m o th er  w h o m  h e  im agin es praying for h im  in the p a ssa g e  b e lo w , h o ld  

a s im ila r  im a g e  o f their lo st so n , w h o se  a ch iev em en t o f  freed o m  an d  h ero ic  

ro le s  in  s la v e r y -  sh ip 's captain , author, p olem icist an d  so u rce  o f  Ig b o /C h r is tia n
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b a la n c e , a n d  u lt im a te ly  as su ccessfu l b u sin essm an  an d  'p o lit ic ia n '-  fu lf il h is  

A frican  d e stin y . E quiano receives h is free papers and

b efo re  n ig h t I w h o  had  b een  a sla v e  in the m orn ing , trem b lin g  at the  
w ill  o f  an oth er , w a s b ecom e m y  o w n  m aster, and  co m p le te ly  free. I 
th o u g h t th is w a s  the hap p iest d ay  I had ever experienced; and  m y  joy  
w a s  s t ill  h e ig h te n e d  b y  the b lessin g s and  prayers o f  the sa b le  race, 
p a rticu la r ly  the ag ed , to w h om  m y heart had ever been  attached  w ith  
rev eren ce  (II. 16-17).

T he co n te x t d e v e lo p e d  ab ove  seem s to be a reference to 'the A ncestors', the a g ed  

o n e s , a sso c ia te d  b y  E quiano w ith  h is m other's nocturnal v is its  to her "m other's 

tom b" (I. 28). In th e  con text of the ach ievem en t o f freed om , I w o u ld  a rg u e  that 

'The A fr ica n  M o th e r /M o th e r  Africa', takes on  a u n iq u e  s ig n ifica n ce  g ro u n d e d  

in  th e  ex p e r ie n c e  o f  slavery . In a sen se , the im m ed iacy  o f h is  A frican  p a st and  

its  fu n d a m e n ta l im p o rta n ce  to the id en tity  o f the a u to b io g ra p h ica l se lf , sh o w  

E q u ian o  a s  ab le  to return, at least through the act of narration, to the "patriarchal 

past"  in  a w a y  that the m od ern  A frican w riter cannot. L ike co n tem p o ra ry  

n o s ta lg ic  A fr ica n  im a g e s , E quiano's A frican  w o m en  are n o t fu lly  or d e e p ly  

d r a w n  ch aracters, b u t th ey  are notable as m ore than s tereo ty p es  b y  v ir tu e  o f  

E q u ia n o 's  p o s it io n  as an A frican  sla v e  narrator, particu larly w h en  co m p a red  to 

n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  m a le  s la v e  narrative, as w e  shall see  T his ch ap ter w ill a lso  

s h o w  th a t th e  s u s ta in in g  p resen ce  o f a b lack  su p p o r t sy s te m , e v e n  o n ly  

r e m e m b e r e d  from  's la v ery  d ays', is  v ita l to d e fin in g  fr e e d o m  in  I n c id e n ts ,  

w h e r e  Jacobs, lik e  E quiano, p laces the ach ievem ent of freed o m  in a p er so n a lly  

s ig n ifica n t an d  sa tis fy in g  context.

E q u ian o 's se lf- im a g e  in  freed om  is a d ou b le  v ision  in another sen se . T he sh ared  

im a g e  o f  th e  tr iu m p h a n t so n  a ch iev in g  freed om  is se t w ith in  an d  a g a in st  a 

w h ite  le g a lis t ic  co n tex t o f freedom . Equiano in clu d es in  the text a c o p y  o f  h is  

m a n u m iss io n  p ap ers w h ich  interrupt the narrative. The free p ap ers p o te n tia lly  

s ile n c e  E q u ian o's v o ic e  and  threaten to re-d efin e  the A frican  im a g e  o f  the e x 

s la v e . K een ly  aw are o f  th is p o w er  to validate— and thus d efin e  and  con tro l— h is  

n e w  id e n tity  as a free m an, E quiano ch a llen ges the p o w e r  o f  the w h ite  m a n  s 

w o r d . H e  co n ta in s it in  the presentation  o f the m a n u m iss io n  papers: th e y  are  

p h y s ic a lly  iso la ted  from  the su rrou n d in g  text by h eavy  h o r izo n ta l lin es  p rior to 

a n d  fo llo w in g  the papers. Equiano confronts the ex c lu siv e  p o w e r  o f  the w h ite  

m a n 's  w o rd : h e  in ser ts  h is  o w n  v o i c e -  on e  sh ort p a r a g r a p h -  w ith in  th is  

d e lin e a te d  sp a c e , ch a llen g in g  its p o w er  and ex p la in in g  that h is  free  p a p e r s
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e x p r e ss  th e  a b so lu te  p o w er  and  d o m in ion  on e m an cla im s over  h is fe l lo w ’ (II. 

17). T h e  r e la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  the w h ite  and  A frican  co n tex ts  o f  freed o m  is  

m a d e  m o r e  c o m p le x  if w e  recall that E quiano's freed o m  is g iv e n  B ib lica l 

s ta n d in g  b y  co m p a r iso n  w ith  v ision ary  m om en ts from  b oth  the O ld  an d  N e w  

T e sta m e n ts , w ith  Elijah s a scen t into h eaven , and  w ith  the d e liv e r a n c e  o f  St. 

P eter  fro m  p rison . The w h ite  legalistic  context o f  freedom  is n o t the so le  register  

th ro u g h  w h ic h  E quiano s freedom  is va lid ated  and d efin ed , sin ce  the very  act o f  

q u o t in g  th e  m a n u m is s io n  p a p e r s  s u b s u m e s  th em  in to  th e  n a r r a t iv e ,  

e s ta b lish in g  th e  s lave 's  v o ice  as an exten sion  of the fu ll p o w e r  o f  ’The W o rd ’.

E q u ia n o  c o n t in u e s  to  r e g is te r  h is  fr e e d o m  w ith in  an  A fr ic a n  c o n te x t  

im m e d ia t e ly  f o l lo w in g  th e  q u o ta tio n  o f h is  m a n u m iss io n  p a p e r s . T h e  

ce leb ra tio n  d escr ib ed  b e lo w , and the num erous references to d an ce  ce leb ration s  

at th is  p o in t  in  th e  n a rra tiv e , m ak es rea l E q u ia n o 's  o r ig in a l v is io n  o f  

tr iu m p h a n t freed o m , and  m ay  be seen  as r itualising  the transition  from  s la v ery  

to  fr e e d o m . T urner's in s ig h ts  into lim in a lity  and  ritual tran sition  d ra w n  on  

e x te n s iv e ly  in  ch a p ter  four, and  D ixon 's in s ig h t in to  b lack  A m erica n  s la v e  

c u ltu re  p r e v io u s ly  c ited , su p p ort such  a v iew . Equiano writes:

In sh ort, the fair as w e ll as the black p eop le  im m ed iate ly  s ty led  m e by  
a n e w  a p p e lla tio n , to m e the m ost desirable in  the w o rld , w h ich  w a s  
F reem an , an d  at the d an ces I gave m y G eorgia su p erfin e  b lu e  c lo th es  
m a d e  n o  in d iffe r e n t ap p earan ce, as I th ou gh t. S o m e o f th e  sable  
fe m a le s , w h o  form erly  sto o d  a loof, n o w  began  to relax an d  ap p ear  
le ss  coy... (II. 19)

T h is is  a fin e , ap p rop riate  celebration  for the n ew ly  n am ed  Freem an, w h o  w ro te  

in  ch a p ter  o n e  "we are a lm o st a nation  o f dancers, m u sic ian s, and  p o ets . T hus  

e v e r y  g rea t ev e n t, su c h  as a trium phant return from  b attle ... is  ce leb ra ted  in  

p u b lic  d a n c e s , w h ich  are accom p an ied  w ith  so n g s and m u sic ... (I. 10). W e a lso  

lea rn  in  ch a p ter  o n e  o f the narrative that b lue is a favou rite  co lo u r  in  E ssaka  

(I. 12), w h ile  th e  "sable fem ales" at Equiano s dance su g g est the lin k  b e tw een  the  

jo u rn ey s  th ro u g h  sla v ery  and ad olescen ce to freedom  and m an h ood . In chapter  

n in e , ju st prior to  v is itin g  Turkey, Equiano celebrates h is lo n g  a w a ited  d ep artu re  

fro m  th e  W est In d ies  w ith  "free d an ces, as they  are ca lled , w ith  so m e  o f m y  

co u n tr y m e n "  (II 79-80), an d , in  Sm yrna h e w itn e s se s  G reek  d a n c e s  w h ic h  

rem in d  h im  o f Essaka. In k eep in g  w ith  the portrayal of h is  A frican  id en tity  in  

fr e e d o m , E q u ian o  p resen ts p o sitiv e  im ages of sla v e  so c ie ty  in  Jam aica w h ich  h e  

v is it s  after le a v in g  T urkey, E quiano describes a ga th erin g  o f  "A fricans... at a
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la rg e  c o m m o d io u s  p la ce  ca lled  S p rin g  Path" w h ere  "each d ifferen t n ation  o f  

A frica m e e t  a n d  d a n ce  after the m anner o f their o w n  country" (H  101). Like the 

r e p e a te d  v a lid a t io n  o f  n e w  id e n tity  th rou gh  d a n ce , th e  n am in g  ritual w h ich  

co n fers  a t it le d  id e n t ity  is  en acted  on ce  again  in  ch ap ter  sev en  after E quiano  

s teers  to  p ort h is  cap ta in 's sh ip . "M any w ere  su rp rised  w h en  th ey  heard o f m y  

c o n d u c t in g  th e  s lo o p  in to  the port an d  I n o w  ob ta ined  a n e w  ap p ella tion , and  

w a s c a lle d  C ap ta in . T his e la ted  m e n o t a little , and  it w as q u ite  flattering to m y  

v a n ity  to  b e  th u s  s ty le d  b y  as h igh  a title as an y  free m an in th is p lace possessed"  

(II. 35 ). T h e  s tru ctu re  o f  th is ch ap ter, con trastin g  black and w h ite  con tex ts of 

fr e e d o m  a n d  e n d in g  w ith  E quiano at the helm  in the W est Ind ies, cou ld  b e seen  

as a r e v is io n  o f  th e  jo u rn ey  to s la v ery  in ch ap ter tw o , w h ere  the narrative  

m o v e s  fro m  M o th er  A frica to the d iv is io n  o f fa m ilies and  sa le  o f  in d iv id u a ls  

in to  s la v e r y  in  th e  W est Indies.

W h ile  th e  e d ito r  o f  Women in African Literature Today  a ck n o w led g es that the  

A frican  m a le  w r iter  m a y  b e ab le to go  b eyon d  triv ia lisin g  A frican w o m en , he

co n c lu d es  that "in the final analysis... it is left to the w o m en  w riters, as 

K a th erin e  Frank sa y s , to p resen t fem ale characters 'w ith a d estin y  o f their o w n '" 

(43). Barbara C h ristian  n a m es a num ber of A frican w o m en  w riters an d  p o in ts  

o u t th a t "in th e  p r o c e ss  o f  a ttem p tin g  to stren gth en  their  so c ie tie s , th ro u g h  

c r itiq u in g  th em  as w e ll  as celebrating  them , they  all present, in  vary in g  d eg rees, 

m o r e  r e a lis t ic  p o r tra its  o f  th e  A frican  m other" (44). L ike E q u ian o , Jacobs 

im a g in e s  cen tra l lo v e d  o n e s  w itn e ss in g  her a ch iev em en t o f  freed om . W h en  

Jacobs lea rn s  th a t h er  e m p lo y e r  M rs B ruce h as p u rch a sed  Jacobs a n d  her  

c h ild r e n ’s fr e e d o m ; Jacob s w r ite s  "my heart w a s e x c e e d in g ly  fu ll" , a n d  

im m e d ia te ly  c o n te x tu a lis e s  her g ift o f  freed om  in d o m e stic  ex p e r ie n c e  an d  

p e r s o n a l /s o c ia l  m e m o r y , ju st as E quiano links freed om  to m em o r ie s  o f  h is  

A frica n  h o m e la n d  an d  casts h im se lf as fu lfilling  h is Igbo d estin y . The p a ssa g e  

b e lo w  co m p a r e s  w e ll  w ith  E q u ian o’s treatm ent of ga in in g  freed om , p articu larly  

h is  e x p lic it  m e m o r ie s  o f  h o m e and his in ten se desire  to h ave d istan t lo v e d  on es  

k n o w  a n d  p artic ip a te  in  the great occasion. Jacobs w rites.

I rem em b ered  h o w  m y  poor father had tried to b u y  m e, w h en  I w a s  a 
sm a ll c h ild , a n d  h o w  he had  been  d isap p o in ted . I h o p ed  h is sp ir it  
w a s  r e jo ic in g  o v e r  m e  n o w . I rem em b ered  h o w  m y  g o o d  o ld  
g ra n d m o th er  h ad  la id  u p  her earnings to p u rch ase m e p l a t e r  years, 
a n d  h o w  o ften  her p la n s had  b een  fru stra ted  H o w  that fa ith fu l  
lo v in g , o ld  heart w o u ld  leap  for joy, if sh e cou ld  lo o k  on  m e  a n d  m y  
ch ild ren  n o w  that w e  w ere  free! _ M y  relatives had  b een  fo iled  m  all 
th eir  efforts, but G od had r a i s e d ^  a friend a m o n g  stran gers, w h o
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h a d  b e s to w e d  on  m e the p reciou s lon g-d esired  boon . Friend ! It is  a 
c o m m o n  w o r d , o ften  lig h tly  u sed . L ike other g o o d  an d  b ea u tifu l 
th in g s , it  m a y  b e tarn ished  by careless handling; but w h en  I sp eak  of 
M rs B ruce as m y  friend, the w ord  is sacred (p. 200-1)

A s d o e s  E q u ian o  in  a ssu m in g  his rightfu l role as titled  m an in  freedom , Jacobs 

a c h ie v e s  th e  ro le  o f  h ero ic  m other by sa v in g  h erself and her ch ildren  from  a life  

o f  b o n d a g e , fu lf il l in g  A u n t N an cy 's prayers. Furtherm ore, as chapter three of 

th is  s tu d y  h a s  esta b lish ed , the im age o f the heroic sla v e  m oth er is p resen ted  not 

o n ly  in  r e la tio n  to th e  co n v en tio n a l role of nurturing m other, but a lso  in  term s 

o f  th e  la rg er  s tr u g g le  in  s la v ery  aga in st racist and  patriarchal d o m in a tio n . A s  

su ch , th e  im a g e  o f  th e  h ero ic  s la v e  m other can b e seen  not o n ly  to rev ise  the  

im a g e  o f  th e  d e fe n c e le ss  fem ale  slave , but also to participate in a tradition  o f  the  

b lack  w o m a n  as n u rtu r in g  peace-k eep er and  w a rr io r /d e fen d er , as creative force  

and  r e c e p t iv e  'space'. S trong, nurturing A frican w o m en  in  E quiano's narrative, 

w h o  ca n  b e  s e e n  to " m ed iate b e tw een  the past an d  the present" , em erg e  in  

Incidents  a s  b la ck  w o m e n  w h o  not on ly  en d eavou r to control the p resen t, but 

a lso  w h o  are  s h o w n  to str ive  to d eterm ine their future, and  a better fu tu re for  

fa m ily  m em b ers , p articu larly  children.

Jacobs' a c c o u n t  o f  A u n t N a n cy 's  d ea th  characterises b lack  w o m e n  "w ith a 

d e s t in y  o f  th e ir  ow n", w h o  are "linked and in ter lin k ed  w ith  each  o th er  , to  

b o r r o w  D o u g la s s '  p h rase , and  a lso  lin k ed  to w h ite  p eo p le , p articu larly  w h ite  

w o m e n , a s  p r e v io u s  ch a p ters  o f  th is s tu d y  h a v e  d em o n stra ted . H o w e v e r ,  

u n lik e  Jacobs' a cco u n t o f  her b e lo v ed  m istress's betrayal, in  w h ich  th e  fa m ilia l 

b o n d s  o f  fo s te r  s is te r  an d  m o th er  s ig n a l a g en u in e  e m o tio n a l d ile m m a  for  

Jacobs, h ere , Jacobs ca lls a tten tion  to fam ilial b on d s w h ich  reveal the h y p o cr isy  

a n d  c r u e lty  o f  th e  F lint fam ily . A n im portant d im en sion  o f the d ea th  scen e  and  

its  a fterm a th  is the fact that th ese black and w h ite  w o m en  are m em b ers o f  the  

sa m e  'fam ily ', th o u g h  th ey  com p reh en d  and experience th is rea lity  d ifferen tly . 

T he d e a th  o f  A u n t N a n c y  is  a lo ss  to A unt N ancy's real fam ily , but a lso  to the  

F lin t fa m ily , th o u g h  the F lints d o  not recogn ise , in d eed , refu se  to face, th eir  

r e sp o n s ib ility  for A u n t N an cy 's life  o f hardship  and p oor h ealth , in c lu d in g  six  

p rem a tu re  still-b ir th s, and  the death  in in fancy of tw o  babies. Jacobs o b serv es, 

w h e n  M rs F lin t d e c id e s  that A u n t N an cy  sh o u ld  be b u ried  m  the F lint g ra v e 

yard , "it n e v e r  occu red  to M rs Flint that slaves have feelings" (p. 146), but Jacobs 

a lso  re fers  to  M rs F lin t as the fo ster  s ister  o f A u n t N a n c y  (p . 145). T h e  

in te r l in k in g  o f  th e  F lin t fa m ily  and  their  s la v e s  is  e v id e n t  w h e n  Jacobs' 

g r a n d m o th er  g o e s  to com fort her d y in g  daughter N ancy: "G randm other h ad  n ot
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en tered  Dr. F lint's h o u se  for sev era l years. T h ey  h ad  treated  her cru e lly , b u t sh e  

th o u g h t  n o th in g  o f  that n ow " (p. 144 ), e n c o d in g  a d o m e s t ic  d ram a w h ic h  

u n fo ld s  in  Incidents.  T h e b o n d s  b e tw e e n  three g en era tio n s  o f b lack  w o m e n  are  

o b v io u s  a t A u n t  N a n c y 's  d e a th  b e d . N a n c y  a n d  h er  m o th e r  (Jacobs' 

g ra n d m o th er ) are " d ev o ted  to each  other" a n d  are lin k ed  b y  m u tu a l lo v e  a n d  

r esp ec t, as w e ll  a s  b y  th e  secre t o f  Jacobs' co n cea lm en t, "that h ad  w e ig h e d  so  

h e a v ily  o n  th e  h earts o f  both" (p. 144-5). Jacobs ca re fu lly  a v o id s  stereo ty p ica l  

im a g e s  o f  b la ck  w o m e n , w h ile  M rs F lin t, w h o  d o e s  n o t fu lly  c o m p r e h e n d  th e  

m e a n in g  o f  A u n t N a n c y 's  l ife  or h er  d e a th , is  p r e s e n te d  a s  th e  ty p ic a l  

in s e n s it iv e  s la v e  m istre ss . M rs F lin t is  p o r tra y ed  a s  u n a b le  to c o p e  w ith  th e  

e m o tio n a l stra in  o f  A u n t N a n cy 's  d e a th  a n d  is  p r e se n te d  as se n tim e n ta l an d  

in e ffec tu a l, as w e ll  a s  cru e lly  re sp o n sib le  for A u n t N a n cy 's  hard  life: "Mrs F lint 

r e n d e r e d  h er  p o o r  fo s te r -s is te r  [N a n cy ] c h ild le s s ,  a p p a r e n t ly  w ith o u t  a n y  

c o m p u n c tio n ; a n d  w ith  cru e l s e lf ish n e ss  h ad  ru in ed  h er  h ea lth  w ith  y ea rs  o f  

in c e ssa n t, u n req u ited  to il, an d  broken  rest. But sh e  w a s  n o w  v ery  sentim ental"  

(p . 146). W h ile  Jacobs r e le n tle ss ly  e x p o se s  th e  c r u e lty  o f  M rs. F lin t, A u n t  

N a n c y ’s "foster-sister" , a n d  e m p lo y s  b itter m o th er  w it  a g a in st  M rs F lin t, the  

trea tm en t o f  M rs F lin t d o e s  n o t s ig n ify  only  a n ta g o n ism  b e tw e e n  b la ck  a n d  

w h ite  w o m e n . M ore im p o rta n tly , Jacobs ren d ers a d o m e s t ic  w o r ld  w h ic h  is 

th r e a te n in g  a n d  n u r tu r in g , d is e m p o w e r in g  a n d  the so u r c e  o f  tr e m e n d o u s  

stren g th  for b lack  w o m e n . If w e  recall w h ite  w o m e n  in the narrative  s h o w n  to 

b e  s tu r d y  fr ien d s, an d  th o se  w h o  are u n p red ictab le  b u t n o t as cru el as M rs Flint, 

th en  Jacobs' so c ia l m atrix  can  b e se e n  to articu late  an e lab orate m a te m a lism . In 

I n c i d e n t s ,“ fo ster  s is te r  "can b e  se e n  to  s ig n a l a c o m p lic a te d  b o n d  o f  g e n u in e  

affec tio n  w h ic h  is th rea ten ed  b y  the constra in ts o f sla v ery  a n d  patriarchal so c ie ty  

in  g en era l. A s Jacobs' trea tm en t o f  the re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  M rs. F lin t a n d  

A u n t N a n c y  d em o n stra te s , "foster sister" m ay a lso  b e u se d  a s  p u r e ly  iron ic , in  

ord er to d ra m a tise  th e  h u g e  g u lf  b e tw e e n  b lack  an d  w h ite  w o m e n  w h o  liv e  in  

th e  sa m e  h o u se  to g e th e r , b u t w h o s e  ex p er ien ces  an d  p e r c e p tio n s  are w o r ld s  

apart. Jacobs a ssu m e s  th e  p o sit io n  o f p o w er  accord ed  to the h ero ic  s la v e  m oth er  

a n d , a s  n arrator, sh e  is  ab le  to con tro l the p a in fu l p ast, to p u t p e o p le  in  their  

p ro p er  p ersp ec tiv e , just as A u n t N a n cy  is  la id  to rest, n ot in  th e  F lint grave-yard  

as M rs F lin t d es ire s , b u t "with all the rest o f  the fam ily" (p. 146). In so  d o in g ,  

Jacobs ren d ers  a sc e n e  in  w h ic h  b lack  w o m e n  "have a d e s t in y  o f  th eir  ow n" , 

co m m u n ic a tin g  s ile n tly  w ith  each  other, p ro tec tin g  an d  su p p o r tin g  each  o ther, 

e n su r in g  freed o m  for th o se  w h o  can en d u re  lo n g  en o u g h , an d  se e in g  that th o se  

w h o  d ie  in  s la v e r y  d o  so  w ith  d ig n ity , a m o n g  th o se  w h o  tru ly  lo v e d  an d
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a p p rec ia ted  th em . T he fu n era l scen e  w h ic h  Jacobs d escr ib es b e lo w  is  a p o w er fu l  

e v o c a tio n  o f  b la ck  c o m m u n ity , a n d  an in d ic tm e n t o f  th e  tr iv ia lisa tio n  o f b lack  

exp erien ce:

It w a s  ta lk ed  oP b y  th e  s la v e s  as a m ig h ty  gran d  funeral. N orth ern  
tr a v e lle r s , p a s s in g  th r o u g h  th e  p la c e , m ig h t  h a v e  d e sc r ib e d  th is  
tr ib u te  o f  resp ect to th e  h u m b le  d e a d  as a b e a u tifu l fea tu re  in  the  
'p a tr ia rch a l in s t itu t io n ';  a to u c h in g  p r o o f  o f  th e  a t t a c h m e n t ^  
s la v e h o ld e r s  an d  their  servan ts; an d  ten d er  h ea rted  M rs F lin t w o u ld  
h a v e  co n firm ed  th e  im p ress io n , w ith  h a n d k erch ie f at h er  ey es . W e 
c o u ld  h a v e  to ld  th em  a d ifferen t story  (p. 146-7)

T h e p a ssa g e  d ir e c tly  a d d r e sse s  the in a b ility  o f  o u ts id e r s— " p assin g  th ro u g h  the  

place"— to co m p reh en d  or rep resen t b lack  exp er ien ce , b u t reco g n ise s  a n d  em b ed s  

th is  e x p e r ie n c e  w ith in  th e  w e b  o f  r e la t io n s h ip s  th a t s la v e r y  a c t iv a te s ,  

p articu larly  for b lack  an d  w h ite  w o m e n , sh a r in g  the d o m e stic  s ta g e  o f  th e  dram a  

o f  s la v e r y . T h e ch a p ter  w h ic h  n arrates A u n t N a n c y 's  d e a th  is  a v ir tu o s o  

p erfo rm a n ce  b y  Jacobs, a b ea u tifu l tribute to a m u ch  lo v e d  su rro g a te  m o th er , a 

s tu d y  o f  the c o m p le x  w e b  o f w o m en 's  re la tio n sh ip s  in  s la v ery , a n d  a p o w e r fu l  

in d ic tm e n t o f  s la v ery .

Jacob s v u ln e r a b ility  in  fr e e d o m  can  b e  o b se r v e d  as a n o th e r  d im e n s io n  o f  

m a tern a lism . Jacobs fo u n d  little  p ea ce  in her hard  earn ed  freed o m , a n d  n o  real 

se c u r ity  liv in g  w ith  her tru sted  frien d  an d  em p lo y er , M rs B ruce, w h o  p resen ts  a 

d ile m m a  for Jacobs. Jacobs is c lear ly  o p p o se d  to p a y in g  m o n e y  for h er  freed o m , 

d e s p ite  h er  v u ln e r a b ility  as a fu g it iv e :  "p ay in g  m o n e y  to th o se  w h o  h a d  so  

g r ie v o u s ly  o p p r e sse d  m e  se e m e d  lik e  ta k in g  from  m y  su ffe r in g s  th e  g lo r y  o f  

trium ph" (p. 199). Jacobs ex p er ien ces  d e e p  frustration  as a fu g it iv e , p articu larly  

c o n c e r n in g  th e  te n u o u s  fr e e d o m  o f h er  ch ild ren  th rea ten ed  b y  M r D o d g e , a 

re la tiv e  o f  Jacobs' d e c e a se d  m aster, w h o  search es ou t Jacobs and  h er  ch ild ren  to  

retu rn  th em  to s la v ery . Jacobs w r ite s  w ith  a n g er  an d  c o n v ic t io n , b u t sh e  h as  

little  p o w e r  to  p ro tect h erse lf or h er  children:

I h a d  b een  to ld  that Mr D o d g e  sa id  h is w ife  h ad  n e v e r  s ig n e d  a w a y  
her r igh t to m y  ch ild ren , an d  if  h e co u ld  n o t g e t m e, h e  w o u ld  take  
th em . T h is it w a s , m o re  th an  a n y th in g  e lse , that r o u se d  su c h  a 
te m p e st in  m y  so u l... I th o u g h t o f w h a t I h ad  su ffered  in  s la v e r y  at 
[m y d au gh ter's] age , an d  m y  heart w a s lik e  a tiger's w h e n  a h u n ter  
tries to se iz e  her y o u n g  (p. 1 9 8 -  “t ~)

W h en  M rs B ruce in form s Jacobs o f  her in ten tio n  to 'do a dea l' w ith  Mr. D o d g e ,  

Jacobs "felt gratefu l... b u t the idea w a s not so  p lea sa n t to m e  as m ig h t h a v e  b een
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exp ected "  (p. 199). Jacobs in itia lly  th an k s M rs B ruce for her k in d n ess , b u t rejects 

th e  p la n  to  p u r c h a se  h er  fr e e d o m  b e c a u se  "being  s o ld  fro m  o n e  o w n e r  to  

a n o th e r  se e m e d  too  m u ch  lik e  sla v ery ; ...su ch  a great o b lig a tio n  c o u ld  n o t be  

e a s ily  cancelled"  (p. 199). M rs B ruce g o e s  a h ea d  an d  a rran ges for m o n e y  to b e  

p a id  to  M r D o d g e , secu r in g  th e  leg a l freed o m  o f Jacobs a n d  h er  ch ild ren . A s  I 

h a v e  p o in te d  o u t, Jacobs "felt a h e a v y  lo a d  h a d  b een  lifted  from  m y  sh ou ld ers"  

(p. 200), an d  p ro c la im s "w hen I sp e a k  o f  M rs B ruce as m y  fr ien d , th e  w o r d  is  

sacred" (p. 201), b u t th e  acco u n t in  the fin a l p a g e s  o f  Incidents  is  m o re  c o m p le x  

th an  Jacob s0 r e lie f  a n d  g r a titu d e  m ig h t su g g e s t . I h a v e  a lr e a d y  s u g g e s te d  a 

re jec tio n  o f  se n tim e n ta l c o n v e n tio n  in  Jacobs' s ta tem en t th at h er  "story e n d s ... 

n o t in  th e  u su a l w a y , w ith  m arriage". In th e  p a ssa g e  b e lo w , Jacobs d is ta n c e s  

h e r se lf  fro m  th e  fru stra tio n  a n d  d isa p p o in tm e n t that "the d rea m  o f  m y  life  is  

n o t y e t  rea lised "  b y  'b lam ing' G o d , a n d  m a k in g  a d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  w h ite  

p ity  to w a rd s b lack  p e o p le , and  the practical o u tco m e  o f  freed o m , e sp e c ia lly  for  

h er  ch ild ren . Further, Jacobs ex p resses  the p a in  an d  d iff ic u lty  o f  rem em b er in g  

a n d  n arra tin g  "the d rea ry  years", m a d e  to lera b le  b y  "tender m e m o r ie s  o f  m y  

g o o d  o ld  grandm other" . Jacobs rem in d s her read er that th e  " in estim a b le  b o o n  

o f fr e e d o m ” is  a sh a red  tr iu m p h , n o t d e fin ed  so le ly  b y  the in te r v e n t io n  o f  h er  

e m p lo y e r /fr ie n d . Jacobs w rites in the c lo s in g  paragraphs o f Incidents:

R ead er , m y  s to ry  e n d s  w ith  freed om ; not in  the u su a l w a y , w ith  
m arriage. I a n d  m y  ch ild ren  are n o w  free!...T he d ream  o f m y  life  is  
n ot y e t rea lized . I d o  n o t sit w ith  m y  ch ild ren  in  a h o m e  o f m y  o w n .
I s t ill lo n g  for a h ea rth sto n e  o f m y  o w n , h o w e v e r  h u m b le . I w ish  it 
for m y  c h ild r e n 's  sa k e  far m o re  th an  for m y  o w n . B ut G o d  so  
o r d e r s  c ircu m stan ces as to  k eep  m e w ith  m y  frien d  M rs Bruce. L o v e  
d u ty , gra titu d e , a lso  b in d  m e  to  her s id e . It is  a p r iv ile g e  to  se r v e  her  
w h o  p it ie s  m y  o p p r e s s e d  p e o p le ,  a n d  w h o  h a s  b e s to w e d  th e  
in estim a b le  b o o n  o f freed o m  on  m e an d  m y  ch ild ren .

It h a s b een  p a in fu l to m e , in m a n y  w a y s , to recall the d reary  years I 
p a sse d  in  b o n d a g e . I w o u ld  g la d ly  forget th em  if I c o u ld . Y et th e  
re tro sp ectio n  is  n o t a lto g eth er  w ith o u t solace; for w ith  th o se  g lo o m y  
re c o lle c tio n s  co m e  ten d er  m e m o r ie s  o f  m y  g o o d  o ld  g ra n d m o th er ,  
lik e  lig h t;fleecy  c lo u d s  floa tin g  o v er  a dark and  trou b led  sea (p. 201)

B o th  E q u ia n o  a n d  Jacob s e x p lic it ly  sp e a k  o f  g r a t itu d e  a n d  o b lig a t io n  a s  

u n co m fo r ta b le  b o n d s , and  in  o th er w a y s  d ra m a tise  the p a ra d o x ica l d y n a m ic  of 

in d e b te d n e s s  to th o se  w h o , fr ien d  or o th e r w ise , are a b le  to d e te r m in e  th eir  

fu tu res in  w a y s  that th ey , as b lack  p eo p le , cannot. A s I h a v e  sh o w n , E q u ian o  is  

a c tiv e  in  th e  p ro cess  o f  g a in in g  h is  freed o m , b u t E q u ian o  can  b e  se e n , at an  

e m o tio n a l le v e l, to b e  in  a p o s it io n  lik e  that o f Jacobs at th e  en d  o f In c id en ts .
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E q u ian o  fe e ls  " b ow ed  d o w n  b y  gratitude" w h e n  h is  c a p ta in /m a s te r  from  w h o m  

h e  h a s p u rch a sed  h is  freed o m , ask s E q u ian o to c o n tin u e  w o r k in g  for h im  in  the  

W est In d ies . E q u ian o  d o e s  so , d e sp ite  h is lo n g -h e ld  w ish  to  return to E n g lan d  as 

a free  m a n , a n d  d e te r m in e  th e  co u rse  o f  e v e n ts  o f  h is  o w n  life . E d w a rd s has  

s h o w n  h o w  E q u ian o  b e c o m e s  "m aster o f  th e  sh ip  o f  h is  o w n  d e s t in y  a n d  p a sses  

b e y o n d  th e  n e e d  for a su rro g a te  father, th o u g h  n o t w ith o u t  a tten d a n t pangs"  

(4 5 ), p a n g s  w h ic h  rev ea l E q u ian o's p o s it io n  in  freed o m , lik e  that o f  Jacobs, as  

v u ln e r a b le  a n d  in secu re . T he c o m p lica ted  b o n d s  o f " love, d u ty  an d  gratitude"  

b e t w e e n  J a co b s a n d  h e r  e m p lo y e r , M rs B r u c e , u n d e r s c o r e  a le v e l  o f  

v u ln era b ility , a n d  lim ite d  o p tio n s , for a b lack  w o m a n , that is  lin k e d  in  Incidents  

to  th e  threat to  th e  fa m ily  p o se d  b y  sla v ery . In freed o m , Jacobs "still lo n g s  for a 

h ea r th  m y  o w n , h o w e v e r  h u m b le" . D o u g la s s  s e e m s  to  c o m p r e h e n d  th e  

e s s e n t ia l  m e a n in g  a n d  v u ln e r a b ility  o f  h o m e  c o n v e y e d  in  I n c id e n t s , in  part  

b e c a u se  h e  im a g in e s  it from  a fem a le  p e r sp e c t iv e  in  M y Bondage and  M y  

F re e d o m : "M y p o o r  m o th er , lik e  m a n y  o th er  s la v e -w o m e n ,h a d  m a n y  ch ildren  

b u t N O  FA M ILY . T h e d o m e s t ic  h earth , w ith  its h o ly  le s s o n s  a n d  p r e c io u s  

e n d e a r m e n ts , is  a b o lish e d  in  the case  o f  a s la v e -m o th e r  a n d  h er  ch ildren"  (p. 

36/1855).

T h e  im a g e  o f  th e  fem a le  s la v e  is, in  H a z e l C arby's w o r d s , " ex clu d ed  fro m  the  

p aram eters o f v ir tu o u s  p ossib ilities" . A s an  im a g e  o f  u n restra in ed  se x u a lity , the  

s la v e  w o m a n  b e c o m e s  r e sp o n s ib le  for b r in g in g  ou t the b ea st in  th e  w h ite  m an , 

w h o  is  th u s  b o th  rap ist an d  v ic tim  (46). Frances S m ith  F oster  sp ea k s  for  m a n y  

critics w h e n  sh e  sta tes  that "our m o st freq u en t im a g es  o f  the s la v e  w o m a n  are o f  

v ic tim s  o f illic it sex  an d  as c h ild le ss  m others" (47). F oster an d  C arby b oth  a rg u e  

th a t th e  im a g e  o f  th e  d e fe n c e le s s  fem a le  s la v e  is  in  la rg e  p art a le g a c y  o f  

n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  m a le  s la v e  narrative. It certa in ly  is  true that critica l n e g le c t  

o f  fe m a le  s la v e  n a rra tiv e  h a s m ea n t th e  b lo o d y , h a lf-n a k ed  im a g e  o f  A u n t  

H ester  in  F rederick  D o u g la ss ' 1845 N arrative  p r e v a ils  o v e r  a lte r n a tiv e  fe m a le  

im a g e s  in  Incidents, from  H arriet Jacobs, w h o  ch o o ses  sex  w ith  a free w h ite  m an  

ra th er  th an  " su b m it to c o m p u ls io n "  w ith  h er  l ic e n t io u s  m a ste r , to  Jacobs' 

g ra n d m o th er , A u n t N a n c y , as w e ll as w h ite  w o m e n  w h o  are ca p a b le  o f  great  

c r u e lty , as w e ll  a s  g e n u in e  fr ien d sh ip . U n lik e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y  n arrators, 

E q u ia n o  c o u ld  d r a w  d ir e c tly  on  c h ild h o o d  m e m o r ie s  for w h a t  are

a ltern a tiv e  im a g e s  o f  b lack  w o m en . T he p ers is ten t p r e se n c e  o f  w o m e n  in  the  

n a r r a t iv e  s h o w s  g rea t v a r ie ty : free  A fr ic a n  w o m e n  a n d  g ir l s - w o r k in g ,  

w o r sh ip p in g , d e fe n d in g  E ssaka, en jo y in g  w ea lth  as a w id o w ; e n s la v e d  A frican
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fe m a le s  in  A fr ica , th e  W est In d ie s  a n d  V irg in ia , in d o o r s , in  th e  f ie ld s  a n d  as  

m e m b e r s  o f  s la v e  c o m m u n it ie s , lik e  th e  "sable fem ales"  at d a n c e s  ce leb ra tin g  

E q u ia n o  a s F reem an; in  E n g la n d , w h ite  g ir ls , C ap ta in  P asca l's g ir lfr ien d s , an d  

P asca l's  re la tio n s  th e  M iss  G u erin s w h o  se e  to E q u ian o's ed u c a tio n  in  L o n d o n  

a n d  to  h is  b ap tism ; T urk ish  w o m e n , an d  o f c o u rse , o u ts id e  th e  N a r r a t iv e  but  

p r e se n t in  E q u ian o 's le tters , w il l  a n d  p r iv a te  p a p ers , h is  w h ite  w ife  S u sa n n a  

C u llen  a n d  their  tw o  d a u g h ters .

Im a g es  o f  d e fe n c e le s s  fem a le  s la v e s  in  E q u ian o's narrative  are n o t d ra w n  from  

th is  rea lm  o f stro n g , se lf-d e term in in g  b lack  w o m e n , b u t can  b e  seen  to  co m m en t  

o n  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  sep a ra tio n  from  'M other A frica'. R e la t iv e ly  in freq u en t  

im a g e s  o f  s la v e  w o m e n  in  E q u ia n o 's  n a r r a tiv e  c o m m u n ic a te  h is  o n -g o in g  

v u ln e r a b ility  as h e  recon stru cts p a in fu l p ast e v e n ts , u n a b le  to p u t h is  s itu a tio n  

in to  w o rd s. Im m ed ia te ly  fo llo w in g  the d escr ip tio n  o f the s la v e sh ip  at th e  en d  o f  

ch a p ter  tw o , E q u ian o  c o n c lu d es  the ch ap ter  w ith  an a cco u n t o f  fa m ilie s  d iv id e d  

a n d  in d iv id u a ls  s o ld  at th e  a u c tio n  b lo ck  in  th e  W est I n d ie s , a

s ta n d a rd  im a g e  o f  th e  'evil in stitu tion '. T his first u s e  o f  in fla ted  rh etoric  in  the
&lCLV*Ls

n a rra tiv e  s ig n a ls  th e  p ro fo u n d  ru p tu re  b e tw e e n  an  A fr ica n  ^narrator a n d  h is  

h o m e  a n d  fa m ily  in  E ssaka. So, d e sp ite  th e  co n v en tio n a l a b o litio n ist la n g u a g e --  

"O, y e  n o m in a l C h ristia n s! M ig h t n o t an  A fr ican  a sk  y o u ..." — th e  im a g e  o f  

v u ln e r a b le  b lack  fa m ilie s  c o n v e y s  d e e p e r  m e a n in g  th an  a s im p le  stereo ty p e :  

"W hy are p aren ts to lo se  their  ch ild ren , brothers their  s isters , or h u sb a n d s their  

w iv e s?  S u re ly  th is  is  a n e w  r e fin em en t in  cruelty"  (I. 87-88). C h a p ter  th ree  

o p e n s  w ith  an  abrupt sh ift o f  s ty le  an d  la n g u a g e , d ra m a tis in g  the lo n e lin e ss  and  

estra n g em en t o f  a y o u n g  b o y  in  a n e w  w o r ld , con fron ted  b y  s ilen ce  and  m atern al 

a b sen ce . C hapter th ree b eg in s: "I n o w  to ta lly  lo st th e  sm a ll rem ain s o f co m fo rt I 

h a d  e n jo y ed  in  c o n v e r s in g  w ith  m y  C ou n trym en ; the w o m e n  to o , w h o  u s e d  to 

w a sh  a n d  take care o f m e, w e r e  all g o n e  d ifferen t w a y s , an d  I n ev er  sa w  o n e  o f  

th em  afterw ards" (I. 89-90). T h e ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  a b o lit io n is t  rh etor ic  a n d  th is  

v u ln e r a b le  v o ic e  p o in ts  to the fu n d a m en ta l d ilem m a  for th e  s la v e  narrator o f  

litera cy  a n d  id en tity , o f  f in d in g  a v o ice  an d  th ro u g h  that p ro cess  m a in ta in in g  or  

r e c o v e r in g  th e  s e lf  from  th e  p h y s ic a l an d  p sy c h o lo g ic a l v io le n c e  o f  s la v ery . 

E q u ian o  is tak en  to "V irginia c o u n ty  w h ere  w e  sa w  fe w  or n o n e  o f  o u r  n a tiv e  

A fr ic a n s , a n d  n o t o n e  s o u l w h o  c o u ld  ta lk  to m e ... I w a s  n o w  e x c e e d in g ly  

m isera b le , and  th o u g h t m y se lf  w o rse  o ff than  an y  o f the rest o f  m y  co m p a n io n s , 

for th ey  c o u ld  ta lk  to each  o th er b u t I h ad  no p erso n  to sp e a k  to  that I c o u ld
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u n d erstan d "  (I 90-91). E q u ian o is  ca lled  in  from  th e  f ie ld s  to fan  a w h ite  m an.

H e  w rites:

W h e n  I c a m e  in to  th e  ro o m  w h e r e  h e  w a s  I w a s  v e r y  m u c h  
a ffr ig h ted  at so m e  th in gs I sa w , an d  the m ore  so  as I h ad  se e n  a b lack  
w o m a n  s la v e ...w h o  w a s  c o o k in g  d in n er , a n d  th e  p o o r  creatu re  w a s  
c r u e lly  lo a d e d  w ith  v a r io u s  k in d s  o f  iron  m a ch in es;  sh e  h a d  o n e  
p a rticu la r ly  on  h er  h ea d , w h ic h  lo c k e d  h er  m o u th  so  fa st that sh e  
c o u ld  sc a r c e ly  sp eak ; a n d  c o u ld  n o t ea t n o r  d r in k . I w a s  m u c h  
a s to n is h e d  a n d  sh o c k e d  at th is  c o n tr iv a n c e , w h ic h  I a fte r w a r d s  
lea rn ed  w a s  ca lled  the iron  m u zz le . (I. 91-92)

Baker's a n a ly s is  o f  ch a p ters  o n e  th rou gh  three o f  E q u ian o's narrative  fo c u se s  on
aio<5ve- •

th e  fo r e g r o u n d in g  o f  te c h n o lo g y  an d  c u lm in a te s  in  th e  iron  m u z z le  p a ssa g e , I 

E q u ia n o  ca p tu r e s  "one o f  th e  m o st  s ig n if ic a n t  im p lic a t io n s  o f  th e  E u ro p ea n  

in d u str ia l r e v o lu tio n ... n o t o n ly  h as he arrived  in  a la n d  m o v in g  to w a rd  a n e w  

m e c h a n ic a l o rd er  (o n e  in  w h ic h  th e  A fr ica n  is m u z z le d  a n d  cu t o f f  fro m  

n o u r ish m en t), b u t a lso  h e  h a s co m e  face to face w ith  a cu ltu re  w h ere  objects of 

m a n u fa c tu re  are p u t to cru el a n d  in h u m a n e  use" (48). E q u ian o 's p ortraya l o f  

w o m e n  su p p o r ts  B aker's th e s is— th e m u z z le d  A frican  w o m a n  s y m b o lis e s  th e  

in h u m a n ity  o f  w h ite  so c ie ty  in s ile n c in g  th e  v o ic e  an d  d e n y in g  su ste n a n c e  in  a 

s in g le  m e c h a n ism . T h e  e m p t in e s s  a n d  s i le n c e  that are th e  fo c u s  o f  th e  

b e g in n in g  o f  ch a p ter  th ree— th e 'gap' b e tw e e n  a b o lit io n is t  rh eto r ic  a n d  th e  

s im p le  p r o se  that fo llo w s; th e  ex p er ien ce  o f  iso la tio n  as s ilen ce; th e  m u z z le d  

s la v e  w o m a n — are cen tra l co n cern s in  M orrison 's B eloved ,  w h e r e , as w e  sh a ll  

se e , th is  a u th o r  d r a w s o n  the p o w e r fu l m u z z le  im a g e  to  e x p lo r e  im p o se d  an d  

seZ /-im posed  s ile n c e  : " H e  w a n ts  to te ll m e js h e  th o u g h t. H e  w a n ts  m e  to ask  

h im  a b o u t w h a t it w a s  lik e  for h im -a b o u t  h o w  o ffe n d e d  th e  to n g u e  is , h e ld  

d o w n  b y  iron , h o w  th e  n e e d  to sp it is  so  d eep  y o u  cry for it. S h e  a lrea d y  k n e w  

a b o u t it, h a d  se e n  it t im e after tim e... T he w ild n e ss  that sh o t u p  in to  th e  e y e  th e  

m o m e n t th e  lip s  w e r e  y a n k ed  back... " (49). M orrison 's e n g a g e m e n t w ith  b lack  

h is to ry  (50) u n d ersco res  the co n tin u ity  o f b lack  w r itin g . In Beloved  h er  lu c id  

p ro se  articu la tes  w h a t o n ly  s ile n c e  an d  o m iss io n  can  c o m m u n ic a te  in  th e  s la v e  

n a rra tiv e  trad ition .

C arb y  in d ica te s  that m a le  p ortraya ls o f m o th ers, s isters  an d  d a u g h te r s  can  b e  

se e n  to  b e "linked to a threat to or d e n ia l o f  th e  m a n h o o d  o f  th e  m a le  slave"  

(5 1 ), a n d  th is  is  born  o u t in E quiano's n arrative, for in sta n ce  in  d e sc r ip tio n s  o f  

th e  ra p e  o f  s la v e  g ir ls . In ch a p ter  f iv e , E q u ia n o  d e sc r ib e s  h is  p o s it io n  as  

d ise m p o w e r e d  o b server , w itn e ss in g  "the con stan t p ractice  o f  rape": "I w a s , w ith
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re lu cta n ce , o b lig e d  to  su b m it at a ll t im es , b e in g  u n a b le  to h e lp  them " (I. 205). 

E q u ian o 's p o s it io n  is  s im ila r  to D o u g la s s ’ se lf-p resen ta tio n  in  1845 as w itn e s s  to  

th e  w h ip p in g  o f  h is  A u n t H ester: "I w a s  d o o m e d  to b e  a w itn e s s  a n d  a 

p a rtic ip a n t. It s tru ck  m e  w ith  a w fu l force. It w a s  th e  b lo o d -s ta in e d  g a te , the  

en tran ce to th e  h e ll o f  s la v ery , th rou gh  w h ich  I w a s  a b o u t to p a ss . It w a s  a m ost  

terrib le spectacle"  (p. 5 1 /1 8 4 5 ) . D o u g la ss  re lied  h e a v ily  on  the recurrent im a g e  o f  

th e  d e fe n c e le s s  fe m a le  s la v e  in  th e  first a u to b io g r a p h y  to  p r e se n t  a ra tio n a l 

c r it iq u e  o f  th e  in s t itu t io n  o f s la v e r y . L ike E q u ia n o  in  th e  p a s s a g e  b e lo w ,  

D o u g la s s  is  e m o tio n a lly  d ista n t from  an im a g e  m ea n t to  m o v e  readers' h earts, 

a n d  h is  e m o tio n a l r e sp o n se  to  w itn e s s in g  su ch  a trocities is  s ile n tly  su p p r e sse d  

in  th e  1845 N arrative:  "I w is h  I c o u ld  co m m it to p ap er  th e  fe e lin g s  w ith  w h ic h  I 

b eh e ld  it" (p. 5 1 /1 8 4 5 ) . E q uiano w rites:

I have^  k n o w n  [w h ite  m e n  t o j  g ra tify  th e ir  b ru ta l p a ss io n  w ith  
fem a le  [s la v es] n o t ten  years o ld ;...A n d  y e t in M on tserrat I h a v e  se e n  
a n eg ro  m a n  sta k ed  to  th e  g ro u n d , a n d  cu t m o st sh o c k in g ly ...b e c a u se  
h e  h a d  b e e n  c o n n e c te d  w ith  a w h ite  w o m a n  w h o  w a s  a c o m m o n  
prostitu te: as if  it w e r e  n o  crim e in  w h ite s  to rob an  in n o cen t A frican  
g irl o f  h er  v irtue; b u t m o st h e in o u s  in  a b lack  m an  o n ly  to gra tify  a 
p a ss io n  o f  n a tu re , w h e r e  th e  tem p ta tio n  w a s  o ffe r e d  b y  o n e  o f  a 
d ifferen t co lou r , th o u g h  th e  m o st a b a n d o n ed jo f h er  sp e c ie s  (11.206-7).

M a le  e x p e r ie n c e  is  th e  fo c u s  o f  th is  p a ssa g e , p articu la r ly  th e  th reat to b lack  

m a n h o o d  w h ic h  C arby id e n tif ie s . W h ile  E q u ian o 's r e la tiv e  p o w e r le s s n e s s  is  

a p p a ren t, so  is h is  ch o ice  as a w riter  to treat "the con stan t practice  o f rape" from  

a d is ta n c e  w h ere  rap e  is  s im p ly  a m o ra l is su e , lik e  p r o s t itu t io n . Im a g e s  o f  

b ru ta lised  b lack  g ir ls  a n d  a w h ite  p ro stitu te  d o  n o t c h a lle n g e  n e g a t iv e  fem a le  

s te r e o ty p e s , b u t the a c k n o w le d g e m e n t o f b lack  m a le  se x u a lity  d ep a rts  from  the  

s te r e o ty p e  o f  b la ck  s e x u a lity  as u n n a tu r a l a n d  th r e a te n in g . In c o n tr a st  to  

EquianOj an d  D o u g la s s ’ first a u to b io g ra p h y , Jacobs o m its lu rid , p o ss ib ly  titilla tin g  

d e ta ils  o f  se x u a l a n d  o th er  a b u se , b u t is  ab le  to c o n v e y  th e  h orrors o f  su c h  

a tro c itie s  w ith  im m e d ia c y  a n d  u rg en cy , in  part b eca u se  sh e  narrates p e r so n a l  

exp er ien ce , as b oth  w itn e ss  to an d  object of, sex u a l exp lo ita tion .

A  m o re  p e r so n a l p e r sp e c tiv e  is  a ffo rd ed  in E q u ian o 's trea tm en t o f  h is  s is ter , 

w h o  w a s  k id n a p p ed  w ith  E q u ian o , b u t sep ara ted  from  h im  early  in the jou rn ey  

to  th e  coast. E q u ian o 's s is ter  ca n n o t b e trea ted  'o b jectiv e ly ' lik e  a s la v e  g irl 

o b se r v e d  b u t n o t p erso n a lly  k n o w n , b u t n e ith er  can  th e  fu ll fo rce  o f  E q u ia n o 's  

e m o tio n s  b e  ex p ressed , so  the s ilen ce  o f o m iss io n  carries th e  e m o tio n a l w e ig h t  

o f a p a ssa g e  w h ich  su p erfic ia lly  con firm s C arby's an a ly sis . E q uiano w rites  o f  h is
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"anxiety" a b o u t h is  s is ter 's  fa te  a fter  th e y  are f in a lly  se p a r a te d , a n d  o f  h is  

"ap p reh en sion " , "lest h er  su ffe r in g s  b e  g rea ter  than  m in e , w h e n  I c o u ld  n o t b e  

w ith  her to  a llev ia te  them " (I. 61). H e  refers to her as "my d ear  partner o f  all m y  

c h ild h o o d  sp o rts  ! th o u  sh arer o f  m y  jo y s an d  so r r o w s !" (I. 61), an d  reflects on  

h er b e in g  "forced from  m y  arms" (I. 61):

To that H e a v e n  w h ic h  p ro tects  th e  w e a k  from  th e s tr o n g , I c o m m it  
th e  ca re  o f  y o u r  in n o c e n c e  a n d  v ir tu e s , i f  th e y  h a v e  n o t a lr e a d y  
r e c e iv e d  th eir  fu ll rew a rd , a n d  if  y o u r  y o u th  an d  d e lic a c y  h a v e  n o t  
lo n g  s in c e  fa llen  v ic t im s  to the v io le n c e  o f  th e  A fr ican  trad er, th e  
p e stile n tia l s ten ch  o f th e  G u in ea  sh ip , th e  s e a so n in g  in  th e  E u rop ean  
c o lo n ie s , or th e  la sh  an d  lu st  o f  a bruta l an d  u n re len tin g  o v erseer  (I.
62)

In th e  co n tex t o f  th e  d e v e lo p in g  iso la tio n  a n d  trau m atic  lo s s  in  w h ic h  E q u ian o

reco rd s  th is  im a g e  o f  h is  s is te r , th e  c o n v e n t io n a l, o v e r w r o u g h t  s ty le — m a d e

m o re  p e r so n a l b y  E q u ian o  d irec tly  a d d r e ss in g  h is  sister , "your  in n o c e n c e  an d
<s

virtue" , y o u r  y o u th  a n d  delicacy" — su ggest] th e  s ile n c e  an d  p a in  o f  'rem em ory'

w h ic h  h au n t Beloved. A fter a ll, th is p a ssa g e  fo llo w s  accou n ts o f  a ser ies  o f  lo sse s

for E quiano: h e  is  k id n a p p ed  w ith , an d  sep a ra ted  from , h is  sister; h e  is  sn a tch ed

fro m  a k in d  w id o w ;  h e  su ffe r s  th e  s e c o n d  lo s s  o f  h is  s is te r  a fter  th e y  are

u n e x p e c te d ly  reu n ited  an d  separated; h e  is  con fron ted  w ith  the so c ie ty  o f th e  red

s la v e r s  a n d  fin a lly  th e  s la v e  sh ip . A  c u m u la t iv e  s e n s e  o f  lo s s  a n d  g r o w in g

iso la t io n  for an  e le v e n  y ea r  o ld  b o y  e m erg es  an d  is s t ill rea l— E q u ian o 's sh ifts

in to  th e  p resen t ten se  are a lw a y s  su g g e s t iv e . T he im p erso n a l la n g u a g e  p rotects

th e  a d u lt  narrator fro m  w h a t h e  d o e s  n o t w a n t to k n o w  or r e m e m b e r — th e

rea lity  o f  s la v ery  for h is  sister. T o p araphrase S ch w ip p er , E q u ian o  can b e  se e n  to

tra n sp o se  th e  p erso n a l traum a o f sla v ery  on to  the im a g e  o f  h is  s is ter  b e c a u se  h e
o f -

is u n a b le  to p u t so m e  a sp ectsjh is  situ a tio n  in to  w ord s.

CONCLUSION

E q u ia n o 's  p o rtra y a ls  o f  b lack  w o m e n , b o th  free an d  e n s la v e d , can  b e  se e n  in  

r e la tio n  to  th e  ch a ra c ter isa tio n  o f w h ite  w o m e n  as in v is ib le  or in su b sta n tia l  

p r e se n c e , n o te d  in  E q u ian o 's d escr ip tio n  o f  fem a le  a b sen ce  o n  th e  s la v e  sh ip . 

W h ite  w o m e n  ch a ra cter ised  as in su b sta n tia l p re se n c e  can  b e  fo u n d  in  ch a p ter  

th ree , w h e n  E q u ian o  first s e e s  w h ite  w o m e n  in  F a lm ou th  a n d  "could  n o t h e lp  

rem a rk in g  on  th e  s le n d e r n e ss  o f  th e ir  w o m e n ... I th o u g h t th e y  w e r e  n o t so  

m o d e s t  a n d  sh a m e-fa ced  as the A frican  w om en "  (I. 106). W h ile  E q u ia n o  d o e s
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m e n tio n  w h ite  w o m e n  o th er  th an  th o se  "slender" o n e s  h e  s e e s  in  F a lm o u th , 

th e ir  fla t, in fr e q u e n t p r e se n c e  in  th e  n a rra tiv e  u n d e r sc o r e s  a m a le  fo c u s  a n d  

A frican  co n tex t in  w h ic h  E q u ian o p la ces th e  a u to b io g ra p h ica l self. E q u ian o  g e ts  

a fr igh t w h e n  a y o u n g  w h ite  girl takes a fan cy  to h im . H e "began to fear I sh o u ld  

b e b etro th ed  to th is  y o u n g  lady" (I. 108) a n d  is  c learly  re lie v e d  w h e n  h e  esca p es  

from  h er, w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  h is  sh ip s' crew  u n d e r  co v er  o f  n ig h t— a c o m ic  sc e n e  

w h ic h  h in ts  at th e  se x u a l te n s io n s  a life  at sea  m a y  a v o id . E q u ian o  a lso  g e ts  a 

fr igh t from  th e  ro sy  ch eek s  o f  a se c o n d  little  w h ite  g irl w h o m  h e  a lso  m e n tio n s  

in  ch a p ter  three. W h ile  a n u m b er  o f critics se iz e  on  E q u ian o's "m ortification" at 

th e  d iffe r e n c e  in  th e ir  c o m p le x io n s  to  in terp ret it in  d e e p  p sy c h o lo g ic a l term s, 

m y  im p r e s s io n  is  o f  th e  la rg er  c o n te x t  o f  m a le  a d o le s c e n t  e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  

a w a k e n in g  in  w h ic h  h e  m ee ts  th is little  girl. A  n u m b er  o f p a ssa g e s  from  ch ap ter  

th ree  o f  E q u ia n o 's  n a rra tiv e  can  b e c ited  to  d e m o n str a te  E q u ia n o 's  c o n s c io u s  

se lf-p r e se n ta tio n  as th e  a d v e n tu r o u s , care-free boy: "My g r ie fs ...w h ic h  in  y o u n g  

m in d s  are n o t p erp etu a l w ere  n o w  w ea r in g  aw ay" (I. 112); "There w a s  a n u m b er  

o f  b o y s  on  b oard  sh ip  w h ic h  s till m a d e  it m ore  agreeab le; for w e  w e r e  a lw a y s  

to g eth er  an d  a great part o f  ou r  tim e w a s sp en t in  p la y  "(I. 112). In d eed , E quiano  

se e m s  to d e a l e ffe c t iv e ly  w ith  th e  m o rtifica tion  o f racial d ifferen ce  b o x in g  w ith  

w h it e  b o y s  a b o a rd  s h ip . |_scenes d o  n o t c o m m u n ic a te  th e  p a in fu l

v u ln era b ility , ro o ted  in  racial id en tity , that, for ex a m p le , E llison  d em o n stra te s  in  

th e  b o x in g  m a tch  in  Invisible M an,  w h ere  b lin d -fo ld e d  b lack  b o y s  are fo rced  to  

fig h t each  o th er  for th e  a m u se m e n t o f  w h ite  o n -lo o k ers (52). E q u ian o's a cco u n t  

m in g le s  th e  p a in  a n d  p le a s u r e  o f  a d o le s c e n c e  m a d e  m o r e  c o m p le x  a n d  

th rea ten in g  b y  s la v e r y , r eca llin g  th e  tw ilig h t  w o r ld  o f  c h i ld h o o d /a d o le s c e n c e  

m a d e  p r o m in e n t in  M y Bondage and  M y Freedom. W e m a y  a lso  reca ll Jacobs' 

c o m p le x  m o t iv a t io n s  fo r  a s e x u a l r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  a w h ite  m a n , a s  an  

a d o le sc e n t ap p a ren tly  trap p ed  b e tw e e n  th e  threat o f  rape b y  h er  m a ster  o n  th e  

o n e  h a n d , a n d , o n  th e  o th er  h a n d , th e  m oral ex p ec ta tio n s  o f h er  g ra n d m o th er , 

m a d e  im p o ss ib le  in  the co n tex t o f "a m o ra lly  a m b ig u o u s  w o r ld  in  w h ic h  b a sic  

secu r it ie s ... are p rob lem atica l" . T h ese  ex a m p les  su g g e s t  that w e  m u st k eep  in  

m in d  th e  r e la t iv e ly  in freq u en t en co u n ters  w ith  w h ite  w o m e n  w h ic h  E q u ian o  

h ad . T h eir  in v is ib ility  in  the text m a y  b e seen  to reflect a facet o f  e ig h te e n th  

cen tu ry  s la v ery , and  an  'off-shore', m a le  p ersp ectiv e  o f it, n o t n ecessa r ily  literary  

strategy.

M ore in tr ig u in g  p erh ap s, E quiano p la ces  o u ts id e  the text tw o  w h ite  w o m e n  w h o  

cru cia lly  in flu en ce  h is fate. S ig n ifica n tly  it is in  a footnote  that E q u ian o  ex p la in s
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h o w  jea lo u sy  an d  r iva lry  b e tw e e n  a p r e v io u s  an d  a n e w  g ir lfr ien d  o f  h is  m aster  

forced  P asca l to s u d d e n ly  se ll h is y o u n g  s la v e  E quiano:

T h u s w a s  I sa cr ificed  to  th e  e n v y  an d  resen tm en t o f  th is  w o m a n  for  
k n o w in g  that th e  la d y  w h o m  sh e  h ad  su c c e e d e d  in m y  m aster's g o o d  
g r a c e s  d e s ig n e d  to  tak e  m e  in to  h er  se r v ic e ; ...S h e  fe lt  h er  p r id e  
a la rm ed  at th e  su p er io r ity  o f  her r iva l in  b e in g  a tte n d e d  b y  a b lack  
servan t... (I. 186) (53)

A s  fo o t -n o te d  in fo r m a tio n , w e  m ig h t  read  th e se  w h ite  w o m e n  s im p ly  as  

in c id e n ta l, an  a fter th o u g h t lo ca ted  o u ts id e  o f  the m a in  text. B ut as fo o t-n o te d  

in fo r m a tio n , w e  a lso  m ig h t  in terp re t E q u ia n o  as c o n s c io u s ly  m a r g in a lis in g  

w h ite  w o m e n . If w e  c h o o se  to s e e  th e  fo o tn o te  as s tr a te g ic a lly  p la c e d , th en  

q u e s t io n s  can  b e  a sk e d  r e g a r d in g  th e  c o h eren ce  o f  m a te r n a lism  in  E q u ian o 's  

n a rra tiv e . C an  E q u ia n o 's  p o r tra y a l o f  w o m e n  in  th e  n a rra tiv e  b e  s e e n  as  

r ev ers in g  th e  term s o f m ea n in g  d e fin in g  b la ck n ess  as a b sen ce  an d  n eg a tio n ?  A  

v a r ie ty  o f  b la ck  w o m e n  are present  th r o u g h o u t th e  n a rra tiv e , w h ile  w h ite  

w o m e n  cen tra l to  th e  e v e n ts  o f  E q u ian o's life , are m a rg in a lised  in  a fo o tn o te . 

T h is s e e m s  s ig n if ic a n t  in  re la tio n  to C arby's d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  

im a g e  o f  th e  s la v e  w o m a n . T h is critic  a rg u es that fig u ra tio n s  o f  b lack  w o m e n ,  

s in c e  at lea st th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry , ex ist in  an  a n tith e tica l r e la t io n sh ip  w ith  

th e  v a lu e s  e m b o d ie d  in  th e  C u lt o f  T rue W o m a n h o o d , an a b sen ce  o f  p ie ty  and  

p u rity  b e in g  a crucia l s ig n ifiers  (54). If w e  recall the im a g e  o f  the Igbo w o m a n  as 

p h y s ic a lly  b e a u tifu l, m o d e s t  an d  p u re , th en  w e  m ig h t a sk  i f  m a te r n a lism  in  

E q u ian o 's n arra tive  b e  seen  to rev erse  the a n tith etica l r e la tio n sh ip  id e n tif ie d  b y  

C arby, T h e stru c tu re  o f  th e  n a rra tiv e  e n c o d in g  e le m e n ts  o f  p ro te s t  a g a in st  

w h ite  s o c ie ty  s u g g e s t s  w h ite  w o m e n  la ck  th o se  ch a ra c ter is tic s  w ith  w h ic h  

E q u ian o  d e fin e d  Igbo w o m a n h o o d . E ven  w h e n  th ey  are p h y s ic a lly  ab sen t, b lack  

w o m e n  r e m a in  a m e a n in g fu l p r e se n c e  d u r in g  E q u ia n o 's  jo u r n e y  th r o u g h  

s la v e r y , a n d  h e lp  d e fin e  the A frican  id e n tity  o f  h is  freed o m ; w h ite  w o m e n  in  

th e  text are n o te d  as s len d er  or in  o th er w a y s  lack in g , or th ey  are n o ta b ly  absent. 

If Igb o  w o m a n h o o d  s ig n if ie s  the m oral an d  just so c ie ty , d o  im a g e s  o f  the s la v e  

w o m a n — m u z z le d , in  th e  k itch en — sig n a l the d escen t o f that so c ie ty , v io la te d  b y  

s la v e r y , in to  o n e  in  w h ic h  th e  in v is ib le  w h ite  w o m a n  s ig n if ie s  an  e m p ty  

so c ie ty , d e v o id  o f  h u m a n ity , co m p a ss io n , m ora lity  and  justice? T h o u g h  it m a y  

b e te m p tin g  to a n sw e r  su ch  q u estio n s  so  that m a tern a lism  is  se e n  as a co h eren t  

p attern , E q u ian o's tex t stu b b o rn ly  resists  a forced  rea d in g  o f th e  s ig n ifica n ce  o f  

m a te m a lism . U n lik e  Inciden ts ,-w here  b lack  an d  w h ite  w o m e n  are at th e  cen tre  

o f a c o m p le x  d o m e stic  dram a o f s la v ery , a dram a e m b e d d e d  in a larger s tru g g le
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fo r  b la c k  a d v a n c e m e n t , w o m e n  in  E q u ia n o 's  tex t c a n n o t b e  d e sc r ib e d  as  

c o n stitu tin g  a "social m atrix". But w o m e n  in  E quiano's narrative  are a p resen ce  

w ith  w h ic h  to  b e  r e c k o n e d , c h a lle n g in g  th e  rea d er  fo r  w h o m  m a le  s la v e  

n a r r a tiv e  is  a c c e p te d  as th e  sa cred  s la v e  tex t, c o m m u n ic a t in g  a u n ifo r m ly  

n e g a t iv e  im a g e  o f  th e  s la v e  w o m a n . P erh ap s w h a t w e  can  c o n c lu d e  fro m  the  

fo o tn o te  is  in h eren t in  its a m b ig u o u s  p o s it io n  o u tw ith , a n d  y e t  co n n ec ted  to , the  

m a in  tex t. T h e  fo o tn o te  m a y  b e  g e n e r a lly  in terp re ted  a s  a m e ta p h o r  o f  th e  

a m b ig u o u s  r e la t io n sh ip  b e tw e e n  th e  s to r y  o f  E q u ia n o 's  life , a n d  th e  lim in a l  

p re se n c e  o f  w h ite  w o m e n  in  it. Just as a fo o tn o te  is  lin k ed  to a n d  co m m en ts  on  

th e  m a in  tex t, so  fe m a le  p r e se n c e  in  E q u ian o 's n a rra tiv e  m a y  b e  v ie w e d  as  

" b etw ixt a n d  b etw een "  w h a t is  cen tra l to , a n d  w h a t is  o u ts id e  o f, E q u ia n o 's  

jo u rn ey  from  s la v e r y  to  freed om . T h u s, it is  the process of q u es tion in g  possib le  

m eanings  o f  fem a le  p resen ce  that is  o f  the greatest s ign ifican ce .

A s I h o p e  th is  s tu d y  h a s  m a d e  c lear, th ro u g h  th e  act o f  ca refu l re a d in g  an d  

a tten tiv e  'listen in g ' to a text su ch  as Incidents,  th e  reader n o t o n ly  p artic ip a tes  in  

th e  resto ra tio n  o f  fe m a le  p re se n c e  in  the s la v e  n arra tive  tra d itio n , th e  read er  

a lso  is  m a d e  m o re  fu lly  a w a re  o f  th e  la ten t p o ss ib ilit ie s  o f m a le  s la v e  narrative. 

B y o p e n in g  u p  th e  trad ition  so  that it in c lu d es  fem a le  as w e ll  as m a le  v o ic e s , the  

rea d er  is  in  a p o s it io n  to ree v a lu a te  the w h o le  trad ition . F rom  th is  v a n ta g e  

p o in t , th e  id e n tif ic a tio n  o f fem a le  p resen ce  in  E q u ian o's n arra tive  b e c o m e s  an  

act o f  r e v is io n  that is  lib era tin g , regard less o f w h eth er  or n o t w e  m a y  u lt im a te ly  

c o n c lu d e  that a fem in ist  pattern  h as em erg ed  in  the text. O n e d a n g er  in h eren t  

in  th e  r e -v is io n in g  o f  a tex t su c h  as E q u ian o's n arra tive  is  th e  d a n g e r  o f  o n ly  

p a r tia lly  c o m p le t in g  th e  task. D eb o ra h  M cD o w ell m a k es th is  c lea r  w h e n  sh e  

s ta te s  th a t th e  ta sk  o f  th e  b la ck  fe m in is t  cr itic  m u s t  in c lu d e  m o r e  th an  

id e n tify in g  and  retr iev in g  b lack  fem a le  p resen ce  in  literary trad ition s. A s  I h a v e  

p o in te d  o u t, M c D o w e ll e n co u ra g es  th e  critic to iso la te  fem a le  p resen ce  in order  

to reincorporate and look again  at th e  tra d itio n s  w h ic h  h a v e  e x c lu d e d  b la ck  

fem a le  v o ice s . So id e n tify in g  fem a le  p resen ce  in  E quiano's n arrative sh o u ld  n o t  

b e an  en d  in  an d  o f itself; the n ext s tep  is  to v ie w  that p resen ce  in  re la tion  to the  

te x t  a s  a w h o le ,  a n d  in  r e la tio n  to  litera ry  tr a d it io n s  in  w h ic h  th e  tex t  

p artic ip a tes . To d o  so  rev ea ls  that c o n v e n tio n a l a ssu m p tio n s  a b o u t m a le  s la v e  

narrative  h a v e  lim ited  th ese  texts, an o b servation  b orn e o u t in ch ap ter  s ix , as w e  

sh a ll se e . W o m e n  in  E q u ian o 's n arra tive  rev ea l a d e g r e e  o f  c o m p le x ity  an d  

v a r ie ty  n o t n o rm a lly  r e c o g n ise d  in  m a le  a cco u n ts  o f s la v e r y . F u rth erm o re , w e  

are co n fro n ted  w ith  th e  u n iq u e  p o s it io n  o f th e  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry  text, in  c lo ser
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p r o x im ity  to ]A fr ica n  h er ita g e , a n d  re flec tin g  a r e la tiv e ly  a m b ig u o u s  ex p er ien ce  

o f s la v e r y , w h e r e  a y o u n g  Igbo b o y  is  m a d e  to b e c o m e  an  "ironic tr a v e le r "  as  

s la v e -s a ilo r ,  e n tr e p r e n e u r , F r e e m a n /c a p ta in , a u th o r , a c t iv is t ,  h u sb a n d  an d  

father. H o w  m a n y  o th er  s la v e  narratives in v ite  u s  to  w itn e ss  Igbo d a n ce , as w e ll 

as ta k e  u s  th ro u g h  the ic y  sea s to w a rd  th e  A rctic, an d  to the h o t co a st o f  B ritish  

H o n d u ra s?  E q u ian o 's n arra tive  is  a liv e  w ith  p o ss ib ilit ie s , m a n y  o f  w h ic h  are  

m a d e  a p p a r e n t w h e n  w e  o p e n  o u r  e y e s  a n d  se e  th e  w o m e n  w h o  s h a p e d  h is  

early  life , a n d  th o se  on  the p er ip h ery  o f  it.

E q u ia n o 's  n a rra tiv e  e n c o u r a g e s  h is  rea d er  to d e v e lo p  th e  sk ill o f  " d iasp oran  

literacy" d escr ib ed  b y  A b en a  B usia as "an ab ility  to read  a var ie ty  o f  cu ltu ra l s ig n s  

o f  th e  l iv e s  o f  A frica 's ch ild ren  at h o m e  a n d  in  th e  N e w  W o rld ... T o acq u ire  

'd ia sp oran  literacy'... is  to b e ab le  to se e  a g a in  the fra g m en ts  that m a k e  u p  the  

w h o le  , n o t a s  iso la te d  in d iv id u a l and  ev en  red u n d a n t fra g m en ts , b u t as part o f  

a cr e a tiv e  a n d  su s ta in in g  w h ole"  (55). Such  rea d in g  sk ills  m ak e it m o re  lik e ly  

th at m a le  a n d  fe m a le  s la v e  n arra tive  w ill  be read  "as part o f  a cr e a tiv e  a n d  

su s ta in in g  w h ole" . A lso , e x p lo r in g  m a te r n a lism  in  E q u ia n o 's  n a rra tiv e  a n d  

In c id en ts  d e m o n str a te s  th e  o p p o r tu n it ie s  for a n a ly s in g  s la v e  n a rra tiv e  in  th e  

co n tex t o f  A frican  literature. T hat is  n o t to sa y  that s la v e  narrators sh o u ld  b e  

treated  as if  th ey  w ere  n o  d ifferen t from  A frican w riters; just as A frican  h isto r ies  

an d  cu ltu ra l trad ition s m u st be a cco u n ted  for in  a p p rec ia tin g  A frican  w r itin g , so  

m u st th e  h isto r ica l a n d  cu ltu ra l rea lities  o f the s la v e  narrator b e  a c k n o w le d g e d . 

But A frican  s tu d ie s  d o e s  p r o v id e  a co n tex t in  w h ich  im a g es  o f  w o m e n  as w e ll  as 

v a lu e  a n d  cu ltu ra l sy s te m s , an d  su r v iv a l stra teg ies , take on  a n e w  d im e n s io n  in  

s la v e  narrative. T h is is  m a d e  clear b y  ex p lo r in g  E quiano's and  Jacobs' n arratives  

to g eth er , re v e a lin g  ro o ts  o f  s im ila r ity , and  th e  b a sis  o f  difference). w h ic h  are too  

ea s ily  o b scu red  or ig n o red  if  the tex ts are o p p o se d  on  the b a sis  o f  g en d er , or on  

th e  b a s is  o f  g e o g r a p h y — e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y  'h ig h  se a s ' s la v e r y  v e r s u s  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y  A m e r ic a n  p la n ta t io n  s la v e r y . M c D o w e ll  s tr e s s e s  th e  

im p o r ta n ce  o f  h isto r ica l co n tex t in  rea d in g  b lack  w o m e n 's  w r itin g , p articu lar ly  

early  w r itin g , b efore 1940:

R e g a r d le ss  o f  w h ic h  th e o r e tic a l fra m ew o rk  B lack  fe m in is t  cr itics  
ch o o se , th ey  m u st h a v e  an  in fo rm ed  h a n d le  on  B lack  litera tu re  an d  
B lack cu ltu re  in  general. Su ch  a g ro u n d in g  can g iv e  th is sch o la rsh ip  
m o re  tex tu re  a n d  c o m p le te n e ss  an d  p erh a p s p r e v e n t s o m e  o f  th e  
p ro b lem s that h a v e  h ad  a v itia tin g  effect on  the criticism .

T h is fo o tin g  in  b lack  h is to ry  an d  c u ltu re  se r v e s  as a b a s is  for th e  
s tu d y  o f  the literature (56)
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Just as th e  d isp la c e m e n t a n d  rejeveluation  o f th e  m a le  s la v e  v o ic e  b y  a text su ch  

as Inciden ts  tran sform s the w a y  in w h ic h  w e  se e  and  v a lu e  fem a le  p resen ce  in  

E q u ian o 's n a rra tive , so  th e  d isp la c e m e n t b y  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom^oi the  

p r iv ile g e d  p o s it io n  o f  D o u g la ss ' 1845 N arra tive  tran sform s th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  h is  

se c o n d  a u to b io g r a p h y  is  read  an d  v a lu e d . M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  (1855) 

w ill  b e  s h o w n  to  e s ta b lish  a fem a le  p re se n c e  w h ic h  s h o w s  grea t v a r ie ty , but 

w h ic h  g o e s  b e y o n d  the p o ss ib ilit ie s  o f E quiano's rep resen ta tion s. W o m en  in  M y  

B on dage  a n d  M y  F reedom  are at th e  c en tre , c r u c ia lly  e m b e d d e d  in  th e  

a u to b io g ra p h ica l act a n d , as in  Incidents,  lin k ed  to the n e e d  an d  search  for h o m e  

th at is  th e  g o a l w h ic h  d r iv es  D o u g la ss ' se c o n d  narrative jou rn ey  from  sla v ery  to  

freed o m .
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Defin itions belonged to the definers, not the defined

—B e lo v e d

I cou ldn 't  see that p r in t in g  press often enough to su it  me

—Dessa Rose

C h a p t e r  V I.
R e m e m o r y  a n d  F e m a l e  P r e s e n c e  in

M Y  B O N D A G E  A N D  M Y  F R E E D O M

T h e in tr ig u in g  sen ten ce , "But to return , or rather, to begin ..."  in  ch ap ter  th ree o f  

D o u g la ss ' M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  su g g e s ts  a ltern a tiv e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  th is  

text can  b e  v a lu e d  in  re la tion  to th e  1845 N a r r a t iv e .  O n  th e  o n e  h a n d , "But to 

retu rn , or rather, to  b egin" , m ig h t  b e  se e n  to v a lid a te  th e  e s ta b lish e d  cr itica l 

o p in io n  that M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  is  a v erb o se  an d  b o r in g  e x p a n s io n  o f  

th e  fir st  n a rra tiv e . T h e s e n te n c e  to  w h ic h  I h a v e  d r a w n  a tte n tio n  s ig n a ls  

D o u g la s s ’ return  in  ch a p ter  th ree to th e  portra it o f  h is  m o th er  w h ic h  h e  b egan  

in  ch a p ter  o n e . In th e se  in it ia l ch a p ters  o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom,  

D o u g la s s  h a s b e e n  se e n  to  w a n d e r  th ro u g h  h is  early  c h ild h o o d , in d u lg in g  in  

n o s ta lg ic  r e m in isc e n c e s  w ith  litt le  in terest in  e s ta b lish in g  th e  b r isk  n a rra tiv e  

p a ce  ch aracteristic  o f  th e  1845 N arra tive .  T he jou rn ey  from  s la v e r y  to  freed o m  

w h ic h  stru ctu res a n d  d e fin e s  th e  first narrative, m ig h t b e  se e n  as d ilu te d  in  the  

s e c o n d  n arra tive: a p p a r e n t ly  ir r e le v a n t in fo r m a tio n  a b o u t D o u g la s s '  ea r ly  

c h ild h o o d , se n tim e n ta l re fle c tio n s  on  b o y h o o d  in  s la v e r y , lo n g  c o m m e n ta r ie s  

m o r a lis in g  a b o u t s la v ery , an d  a lo o se  co llec tio n  o f  in c id en ts  in  freed o m , as w e ll  

a s a p p e n d e d  sp e e c h e s , a ll b u t ru in  the b o ld  a n d  b ru ta l lon er 's  w o r ld  o f  1845. 

T h u s, fro m  th e  c o n v e n tio n a l cr itica l p e r sp e c tiv e , "But to  retu rn , or ra th er, to
ibis

begin" , s ig n a ls jp o o r  literary  p ractice  o f  a se lf- in d u lg e n t narrator. In To Tell A  

Free S tory ,  w h e r e  th is  c o n v e n tio n a l a p p ro a ch  is  d is c u s s e d , W illia m  A n d r e w s  

te lls  u s  that

o n ly  o n e  critic  h as th u s  far tak en  the tim e to  e v a lu a te  th e  [1845] 
N a rra t iv e  in  lig h t o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  [1855]... an d  h is  
c o n c lu s io n  is  that a fter  th e  "excellence" o f th e  N a r r a t i v e ,  w e  fin d  
o n ly ”d e c lin in g  literary  merit" in  th e  e fforts o f  1855 a n d  th ereafter...
Jam es M a tlo ck  a rg u es  that M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  "is d iffu se d
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a n d  a tte n u a te d  b y  an  e n o r m o u s ly  lo o s e n e d  s e n s e  o f  stru ctu re  a n d  
s ty l is t ic  control" . H e  d is m is s e s  th e  b o o k  w ith  th e  e p ith e ts  o f  a 
cu rso ry , im p r e ss io n is t ic  rea d in g . M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  isn't 
"taut a n d  crisp"; "its p a c e  lags"; its  n a rra tio n  is  "ram bling"; its 
rhetoric  is  "puffy";l,th ere  is  n o  p u n c h  to  it”. S u ch  a c o m m e n ta r y  
w o u ld  sca rce ly  b e  w o r th  n o tin g  h ere  b u t for w h a t it su g g e s ts  a b o u t  
th e  p r iv ile g e d  s ta tu s  th at th e  N a r r a t iv e  m a y  b e  a s s u m in g  a s  th e  
p a r a d ig m  b y  w h ic h  e v e r y th in g  e ls e  D o u g la s s  w r o te  is  n o w  b e in g  
m ea su red  (1)

In p r e v io u s  ch a p ters  I h a v e  s u g g e s te d  that th e  " p r iv ileg ed  status"  o f  th e  1845  

N a rra t ive  h a s  l im ite d  o u r  a p p r e c ia t io n  o f th e  w o r k 's  su b tle r  fe a tu r e s , for  

e x a m p le  th e  trea tm en t o f  "the s la v e 's  w ild  songs"  w h ic h  I d isc u sse d  at le n g th  in  

ch a p ter  tw o , a n d  w ill  co m m e n t o n  aga in  in  th is ch ap ter. F u rth erm ore, b eca u se  

th e  1845 N arrative  is  v ie w e d  as th e  sacred  te x t o f  th e  s la v e  narrative  trad ition , 

o u r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  that tra d itio n  is  a t r isk  o f  b e in g  r e d u c e d  to a l is t  o f  

in g r e d ie n ts  w h ic h  m a tch  th e  "taut an d  crisp  excellen ce"  o f  the 1845 N a r r a t iv e .  

A s A n d r e w s  r eco g n ise s ,

W h e n  M a tlo c k  c o m p la in s  th a t "the te r s e n e s s  so  a p p r o p r ia te  to  
d e sc r ib in g  life  u n d e ^ h a r d s h ip s  o f  bondage"  has b een  sq u a n d ered  in  
th e  "com p lex  a n d  slop p y"  se n te n c e  stru ctu re  o f  M y Bondage and M y  
F reed o m ,  [M atlock ] a s s ig n s  m o ra l a n d  p o lit ic a l as w e ll  a s  litera ry  
correctn ess to o n ly  o n e  o f the m a n y  sty listic  d e v ic e s  D o u g la ss  ex p lo its  
in  th e  N a rra t iv e  (2)

A n d rew s' co m m en t is re lev a n t to a w id e r  co n sid era tio n  o f s la v e  n arrative, s in ce  

th e  a s s ig n m e n t  o f  "moral a n d  p o lit ic a l as w e ll  as literary  correctn ess"  to s la v e  

n a rra tiv e  h a s c o n s is te n tly  p r iv ile g e d  s o m e  s la v e  v o ic e s , sp e c if ic a lly  that o f  th e  

1845  D o u g la s s ,  w h ile  m a r g in a lis in g  o th ers , su c h  as e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y  a n d  

fe m a le  s la v e  narrators. U p  to A n d r e w s' trea tm en ts  o f  M y Bondage and M y  

F r e e d o m ,  th e  c r it ic a l n e g le c t  o f  th is  tex t d e m o n s tr a te s  th e  u n fo r tu n a te  

c o n se q u e n c e  o f  a ccep tin g  the p ica resq u e  as d o m in a n t in  s la v e  narrative: the text 

w h ic h  d o e s  n o t co n fo rm  to  th is  ex p ecta tio n  is rejected  or s im p ly  ig n o red . L ike  

m u c h  w o m e n 's , a n d  in  p articu lar b lack  w o m e n 's , w r itin g , M y Bondage and M y  

Freedom  h as for  to o  lo n g  b een  ren d ered  in v is ib le . A s  w e  h a v e  se e n  in  ch ap ter  

f iv e , a n d  sh a ll e x p lo r e  fu rth er  in  th is  ch a p ter , M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  

sh a res q u a lit ie s  o f  E q u ia n o ’s an d  Jacobs' narratives w h ic h  are o n ly  h in ted  at in  

th e  1845 N a rra t ive ,  in  p articu lar th e  im p o rta n ce  o f  h o m e  a n d  c o m m u n ity  prior  

to , a s  w e ll  as in , s la v e r y  a n d  freed o m . It h a s b een  e s ta b lish e d  in  th e  s la v e  

n arratives u n d e r  d isc u ss io n  in  th is s tu d y , that a p p a ren tly  "com plex  a n d  slop p y"  

se n te n c e s  m a y  s ig n a l so m e th in g  q u ite  o th er  th an  p o o r  w r it in g , p r o v id in g  a
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g lim p se  b e h in d  th e  p ica resq u e  m a sk  o f d e feren ce , in n o cen ce , or m o ck  ign oran ce, 

a n d  s u g g e s t in g  th e  lim ita tio n  o f  stra teg ic  v o ic e  at the te n u o u s  b o u n d a ry  b e tw e e n  

d isc lo su r e , a n d  su p p r e ss io n  o f  w h a t is  too  p a in fu l to  tell. L ike E q u ia n o ’s an d  

Jacobs' n a r r a tiv e s , M y B ondage an d  M y  Freedom  c h a lle n g e s  lo n g -s ta n d in g  

cr itica l c o n v e n t io n , b u t M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  d o e s  so  in  a m u ch  m ore  

im m e d ia te  w a y , s in c e  it is  w r itte n  b y  th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  m o s t  fa m o u s  a n d  

in f lu e n t ia l s la v e 's  "Word" on  s la v e r y , an d  can  b e  se e n  to  c h a lle n g e  an d  r ev ise  

th e  "textual tem ple"  that is  th e  1845 au tob iograp h y:

To M atlock , th e  1845 Narrative  w a s  the first an d  fin a l W o rd , w h o se  
p u r ity  D o u g la s s  c o u ld  n e v e r  resto re  as h e  w e a r ily  g r o u n d  o u t h is  
la ter  m em o irs . M atlock  is  a p p a lled  to d isc o v e r  the d esecra tio n  o f  the  
tex tu a l tem p le  o f  1845 th ro u g h o u t th e  re v is io n s  o f  1855... N e x t  to the  
N a r r a t i v e ' s  p r is t in e  le a n n e s s  o f  p h r a se  a n d  to n e  o f  " r ig h teo u s  
anger" , M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  can  o n ly  b e  rated  a tired  an d  
"flabby" se q u e l that s u p p le m e n ts  th e  o r ig in a l tex t w ith  "verbiage"  
th at o n ly  "stretches o u t” a n d  "dilutes" that g o o d ’o ld  m ateria l from  
th e  N arrative  (3)

A n d r e w s  d ec la res  that "it is  t im e to reth in k  [co n v en tio n a l] a ssu m p tio n s  a n d  to 

ask , if  th e  se c o n d  a u to b io g r a p h y  can  b e  se e n  as th e  su c c e sso r  o f  th e  first, w h y  

can 't th e  N arra tive  b e  e x a m in e d  a s  th e  p recu rso r  o f  M y  Bondage and M y  

F re e d o m ? ”. If w e  a c c e p t th e  n e w  r e la t io n sh ip  b e tw e e n  D o u g la ss ' fir st a n d  

s e c o n d  a u to b io g r a p h ie s  th a t A n d r e w s  e n c o u r a g e s  u s  to  p u r su e , th e n  th e  

se n te n c e , "But to return , or rather, to begin", can  b e  seen  to su g g e s t  th e  co m p lex  

a u to b io g ra p h ica l p ro cess  o f  s im u lta n e o u s ly  retu rn in g  to a n d  r e v is in g  th e  sto ry  

o f  D o u g la ss ' life. It is  a p ro cess  exp lored  in  fiction al narratives o f  s la v ery  b y  Toni 

M o rriso n  in  B eloved  an d  S h er ley  A n n e  W illia m s in  Dessa Rose, as I p o in te d  

o u t in  ch a p ter  fo u r  o f  th is s tu d y , q u o tin g  D eb o ra h  M cD o w ell:  "like so  m a n y  

A fr o -A m e ric a n  n o v e ls , Dessa Rose  [a n d  Beloved] links g e tt in g  'b ey o n d ' s la v e r y  

to  rem e m b e r in g  it  , p a r a d o x ic a lly  b u r y in g  it an d  b ea r in g  it" (4). I th in k  th is  

p r o c e s s  o f  r e m e m o r y  is  e v id e n t  in  D o u g la s s '  se c o n d  a u to b io g r a p h y , m a d e  

ap p a ren t, a s  I h o p e  to  sh o w , b y  ca llin g  a tten tion  to p o in t o f  v ie w . R em em o ry  as  

p o in t o f  v ie w  w ill  b e  ex a m in ed  in  th is ch ap ter in  rela tion  to th e  restora tion  and  

r e v is io n  o f  fe m a le  p r e se n c e  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom. A n d r e w s '  

in tr o d u c tio n  to  th is  tex t a rg u es  that " D o u g la ss  p ro b ed  th e  d y n a m ic s  o f  lo v e ,  

a u th o r ity  a n d  p o w e r  in  a lm o s t  a ll o f  th e  m ajor r e la t io n s h ip s  o f  h is  life ,  

p a r tic u la r ly  th o se  in v o lv in g  fa th er  figures"  (5 ). M y  e m p h a s is  o n  m a tern a l 

fig u res  b r in g s to th e  fore  th e  im p o rta n ce  o f  w o m e n  in  D o u g la ss ' ea r ly  life , an d  

th e  lin k  b e tw e e n  fem a le  p resen ce  an d  th e  "fraternal co m m u n ity " , as A n d r e w s
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d e fin e s  it, w h ic h  D o u g la ss  p o se s  a s  an  id ea l o f  A fro -A m erican  c o m m u n ity  in  M y  

B on dage  a n d  M y  F reedom .  A n d r e w s  r e c o g n is e s  th a t h is  in tr o d u c to r y  

d is c u s s io n  "can o n ly  o u tlin e  D o u g la ss ' p sy c h o lo g ic a l s tr u g g le s  after le a v in g  h is  

first hom e" (6), w h ile  th is  ch ap ter  fo c u se s  o n  that early  h o m e  a n d  lo o k s  in  m ore  

d e ta il at w o m e n  su c h  a s  D o u g la ss ' m o th er , a b o u t w h o m  A n d r e w s  h a s little  to  

say.

A s  A n d r e w s  o b se r v e s , "My Bondage and M y  Freedom  w a s  n o t d e s ig n e d  to  serv e  as  

m e r e ly  a n  u p d a te d  se c o n d  in sta lm en t o f  th e  N a rra t ive .  In its to n e , structure  

an d  d o m in a n t m eta p h o rs, the n e w  b o o k  rep resen ts a th o u g h tfu l rev ised  rea d in g  

o f  th e  m e a n in g  o f  D o u g la ss ' life ... M y Bondage an d  M y  Freedom... is  b ig g er , 

ro o m ier , m o re  d e ta ile d , a n d  m o re  e x p o sito ry , b e fittin g  the m ore  re flec tiv e  m o o d  

o f its a u th o r  in  1855" (7). L ike th e  w id e  p aram eters o f  E quiano's life  a n d  travels, 

M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  o c c u p ie s  a m o re  e x p a n s iv e  g e o g r a p h ic a l sp a ce  

th a n  th e  terra in  o f  th e  1845 jo u rn ey  fro m  (S o u th ern ) s la v e r y  to (N o r th ern )  

freed o m . D o u g la ss ' re feren ces to th e  W estern  A m erican  frontier, an d  to B ritain, 

s h o w  th e  ex ten t o f  h is  tra v e ls  a n d  th e  larger la n d sc a p e  o f  h is  e x p e r ie n c e s  in  

freed o m  after 1845. D escr ib in g  the "slaves' w ild  songs"  in  1855, D o u g la ss  recalls  

th at "I] n e v e r  h ea rd  a n y  s o n g s  lik e  th o se  a n y w h e r e  s in c e  I le ft s la v e r y , ex cep t  

w h e n  in  Ire lan d . T h ere I h eard  th e  sa m e  w a ilin g  notes, a n d  w a s  m u ch

a ffec ted  b y  th em . It w a s  d u r in g  th e  fa m in e  o f  1845- 6" (6 5 /1 8 5 5 ). D o u g la ss  did  

n o t tra v e l to A frica , b u t th e  m a n y  referen ces in  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom to 

A frica , a n d  to " gen u in e A fricans" su ch  as S a n d y  Jenkins, su g g e s ts  h e  tra v e lled  to 

A frica in  h is  m in d , ro o tin g  h is  1855 p ro ta g o n ist, an d  b lack  p e o p le  in g en era l, in  a 

larger  h isto r ica l la n d sca p e . A s I h a v e  arg u ed , th e  1845 N a r r a t i v e  o n ly  h in ts  at 

th is  c o m m u n ity  rea lity  in  s la v ery , th ro u g h  the treatm en t o f  s la v e  so n g , a n d  the  

p r e se n c e  o f  b ro th er  s la v e s  su c h  as Jen k in s, w h o m  D o u g la s s  reca lls  in  b o th  

a u to b io g r a p h ie s  w ith  great a ffectio n . T h ro u g h o u t M y Bondage and M y  Freedom 

freq u en t e c h o e s  o f  grea t w o r k s  o f  litera tu re , p a r ticu la r ly  H a m le t ,  s u g g e s t  an  

e x p a n d e d  a n d  en r ich ed  in te lle c t , fu rth er  b o rn e  o u t b y  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  litera ry  

c o n te n t o f  D o u g la ss ' n e w sp a p e r  (8 ). T h is m o re  e x p a n s iv e  g e o g r a p h ic a l an d  

in t e l le c tu a l  terra in  s u g g e s t s  th a t M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  d isp la c e s  

fr e e d o m  an d  in d e p e n d e n c e  as th e  " con su m in g  g o a ls  i n  life", as A n d r e w s  p o in ts  

out: "before th e  id e a l o f  fr e e d o m  h a d  in fu se d  [D o u g la ss ']  c o n s c io u s n e s s , h is  

heart h ad  b een  p r o fo u n d ly  to u ch ed  b y  h u n g er  for a hom e" (9). L ike Jacobs' and  

E q u ia n o 's  n a rra tiv es , in  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom, D o u g la s s  e s ta b lish e s  th e  

im p o r ta n c e  o f  h is  ro o ts  in  fa m ily  a n d  th e  b la ck  c o m m u n ity . In th e  1845
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N a r r a t i v e ,  th e  a lie n a tio n  o f D o u g la ss ' ea r ly  yearSj c o m m u n ic a te d  th r o u g h  

im a g e s  o f  b ru ta lised  b lack  w o m e n , an d  th ro u g h  a sk e tch y  accou n t o f  p aren tage , 

is  r e -fig u red  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom, a p ro cess  se t  in  m o tio n  in  ch ap ter  

o n e , th e  a cco u n t o f  D o u g la ss ' early  c h ild h o o d  w ith  h is g ran d m oth er , B etsy  B aily.

C h a p ter  o n e  o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  in d ic a te s  a sh ift  in  se lf-p e r c e p tio n  

w h ic h  c a lls  in to  q u e s t io n  the im a g e  o f  th e  m a le  s la v e  a s  p ica ro , a c c e p te d  b y  

m a n y  critics  as rep resen ta tiv e  o f  D o u g la ss  as s la v e  narrator. It is  o f  m ore  than  

a n e c d o ta l in terest that th e  se n te n c e , "But to  return , or rather, to  begin" , m a k es  

g o o d  D o u g la ss ' p ro m ise  in  ch ap ter  o n e  to p r o v id e  th e  read er (and  h im se lf)  w ith  

th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  h is  m o th e r  in  th e  r e v ise d  s to ry  o f  h is  life . In th e  p r o c e ss  o f  

fu lf illin g  h is  p r o m ise  to  th e  read er, D o u g la s s  retu rn s in  h is  m in d  to th e  s ilen t  

sp a ce  o f  th e  1845 N arra tive  s ig n ify in g  lack  o f m atern a l a ffec tio n  a n d  co n n ectio n  

a n d , in  1855, b r in g s th e  m atern a l rea lm  to life . T h ro u g h o u t M y  Bondage and M y  

Freedom, D o u g la s s  can  b e  se e n  to en co u ra g e  h is  read er to a p p rec ia te  c h ild h o o d  

in  a w a y  that h e  p erh a p s ca m e  to v a lu e  h is  o w n  c h ild h o o d  as a sp e c ia l an d  

fo r m a tiv e  p e r io d  o f h is  life , th ro u g h  th e  p ro cess  o f  re sto r in g  cen tra l m a tern a l 

f ig u r e s  to h is  a u to b io g r a p h y . In c h a p te r  o n e , D o u g la s s  e s ta b lis h e s  th e  

im p o r ta n c e  o f  c h ild h o o d  as a b a sic  h u m a n  sta te  o f  "w ild  freed om " , a n d  as a 

sp e c if ic  tim e  in  h is  o w n  life  o v er  w h ic h  "dark c lo u d s  hung", b u t w h ich  w a s , in  

th e  m a in , a s  h a p p y  as a n y  w h ite  b o y 's  c h ild h o o d . In th e  o p e n in g  p a g e s  o f  

D o u g la ss ' s to ry , w e  are im m e d ia te ly  rem in d ed  o f Jacobs' ch aracterisa tion  o f  her  

c h ild h o o d  a s a su n n y  realm  in  Incidents,  an d  o f E quiano's c h ild h o o d , in  E ssaka  

a s w e ll  a s  on  b o a rd  sh ip s  as a y o u n g  p erso n a l s la v e . D o u g la s s  w r ite s , "The 

so r r o w s o f c h ild h o o d , lik e  the p lea su res  o f  after life , are transien t. It is  n o t ev en  

w ith in  the p o w e r  o f  s la v e r y  to  w rite  indelible  so rro w , at a s in g le  d a sh , o v er  the  

h eart o f  a child" (p. 3 1 /1 8 5 5 ) . D o u g la s s  d ra m a tise s  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  s la v e r y  

th r o u g h  th e  ch ild s' e y e  v ie w  in  m u ch  the sa m e w a y  that E q u ian o  recreates h is  

in n o c e n t p e r sp e c tiv e  early  in  h is  n arrative. D o u g la s s  r e p e a te d ly  refers to  h is  

o w n  "boyish  v ision"  in  th e  ea r ly  ch a p ters  o f M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom, an d  

w rite s , "children h a v e  their  so r r o w s, a s  w e ll a s  m e n  an d  w o m en ; a n d  it w o u ld  

b e w e l l  to r em em b er  th is  in  o u r  d e a lin g s  w ith  them " (p. 3 0 /1 8 5 5 ) .  S u ch  

c o m m e n ts  p rob ab ly  d isa p p o in t  critics a n tic ip a tin g  the "pristine lean n ess"  o f  the  

1845 a cco u n t, s in c e  re flec tio n s  su ch  as th ese  are freq u en t a n d  o ften  le n g th y . I 

th in k  th e y  are s ig n if ic a n t  in d ic a t io n s  o f  D o u g la s s ' p r o c e s s  o f  r e m e m o r y ,  

rev ea lin g  to th e  reader a narrator se lf-c o n sc io u s ly  re -v is io n in g  h is  life . D o u g la ss  

is  a d e p t  at d r a m a tis in g  the ch ild 's  e y e  v ie w , for ex a m p le , h is  lo v e ly  d e sc r ip tio n
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o f fea tu res  o f  h is  gran d p aren t's  cab in  w h ere  h e  sp e n t the first f iv e  y ea rs o f  h is  

life . D o u g la s s  reca lls that

T h e  d w e l l in g  o f  m y  g r a n d m o th e r  a n d  g r a n d fa th e r  h a d  fe w  
p re ten s io n s ... T o m y  ch ild 's  ey e , h o w e v e r , it w a s  a n o b le  stru ctu re ...
A  fe w  r o u g h , V irg in ia  fe n c e -r a ils , f lu n g  lo o s e ly  o v e r  th e  rafters  
a b o v e , a n sw e r e d  the tr ip le  p u r p o se  o f  floors, c e ilin g s  a n d  b ed stea d s .
T o b e  su re , th is  u p p e r  ap artm en t w a s  reach ed  o n ly  b y  a la d d er— but 
w h a t in  th is  w o r ld  c o u ld  be better for c lim b in g  than  a ladder?  To m e , 
th is  la d d er  w a s  rea lly  a h ig h  in v en tio n , an d  p o sse s se d  a sort o f  charm  
as I p la y e d  w ith  d e lig h t u p o n  the ro u n d s o f  it (p. 2 9 /1 8 5 5 )

D o u g la s s  c lo s e s  th e  fir st ch a p ter  o f  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  w ith  th e  

r e f le c tio n  th at "he is , for th e  m o s t  p art o f  th e  first e ig h t  y ea rs  o f  h is  life , a 

sp ir ite d , jo y o u s , u p r o a r io u s , an d  h a p p y  b o y , u p o n  w h o m  tro u b les  fa ll o n ly  lik e  

w a ter  o n  a d u ck 's back. A n d  su ch  a b o y , as far as I can  n o w  rem em b er, w a s  the  

b o y  w h o s e  life  in  s la v ery  I a m  n o w  narrating" (p. 3 2 /1 8 5 5 ) . A  co m m en t su ch  as 

th is , p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  sh if t  in to  th ird  p e r so n  p o in t  o f  v ie w , s u g g e s t s  th at 

D o u g la s s '  re tu rn  to  h is  c h i ld h o o d  h e lp e d  e s ta b lish  in  h is  o w n  m in d  th e  

im p o r ta n ce  o f  p o in t o f  v ie w , as narrative  sta n ce  as w e ll  as th em e, in  h is  se c o n d  

a u to b io g r a p h y , a s  I h o p e  to  s h o w . W h en  D o u g la s s  is  m o v e d  fro m  h is  

g ra n d m o th er 's  h o m e  to  th e  L lo y d  p la n ta tio n , th e  ch ild 's  e y e  v ie w  d o m in a te s  

th r o u g h o u t th e  ch ap ter , as h e  s h o w s  h is  read er the "alm ost E d en ic  beauty"  an d  

o p u le n c e  o f  "The G r e a t  H o u se"  a n d  its' su r r o u n d in g s: "They o c c u p ie d  [th e  

G reat H o u se ];  I  e n jo y ed  it... It w a s  a treat to m y  y o u n g  an d  g r a d u a lly  o p e n in g  

m in d , to  b e h o ld  th is  e la b o ra te  e x h ib it io n  o f  w e a lth , p o w e r  a n d  van ity"  (p. 

4 7 /1 8 5 5 ) . D o u g la s s  re flec ts  on  h is  b o y h o o d  fr ien d  D a n ie l L lo y d — in  term s  

s tr ik in g ly  s im ila r  to  E q u ian o 's a cco u n t o f  h is  a tta ch m en t to  D ick  B aker— an d  

th e n  sh if ts  in to  p r e se n t te n se  o b serv a tio n ; D o u g la s s  w r ite s , "the e q u a lity  o f  

n a tu re  is  s tro n g ly  a sser ted  in  c h ild h o o d , a n d  c h ild h o o d  req u ires ch ild ren  for its  

a sso c ia te s . C o lor  m a k es n o  d ifferen ce  w ith  a child" (p. 5 3 /1 8 5 5 ) . Just p rior  to 

l e a v in g  th e  L lo y d  p la n t a t io n  fo r  B a lt im o r e , D o u g la s s  d r a m a t is e s  a 

c o n te m p la tiv e  face  o f  ch ild h o o d : "I u se d  to con trast m y  co n d itio n  w ith  th e  b lack  

b ir d s , in  w h o s e  w ild  a n d  s w e e t  s o n g s  I fa n c ied  th em  so  h a p p y ! T here are
Hit- _ l8 ^

th o u g h tfu l d a y s  in ] liv e s  o f  ch ild ren — at least there w e r e  in  m in e" (^ .S y j )W h en  

D o u g la s s  le a v e s  for B a ltim ore , th e  m o o d  a n d  im a g e  h e  crea tes  s tr o n g ly  ech o  

E q u ian o 's fam iliar  p la ce  aboard  sh ip s , an d  E q u ian o's 'off sh o re ' p o in t  o f  v ie w .  

T h e p a ssa g e  b e lo w  is p erh a p s the m o st ex p lic it ex a m p le  o f  th e  lin k  b e tw e e n  th e  

im p o rta n ce  o f  e sta b lish in g  th e  se lf  as ch ild  and  p o in t o f v ie w , an  act w h ic h  b oth  

g r o u n d s  a n d  em p o w e r s  the a d u lt narrator as se lf-co n sc io u s  self-creator:
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W e s a ile d  o u t o f  M ile s  R iv er  for B a ltim o re  ea r ly  on  a S a tu rd a y  
m o r n in g ... A fter  ta k in g  th is  la st v ie w  [o f C o l.L lo y d ’s p la n ta tio n ], I 
q u itte d  th e  quarter d eck , m a d e  m y  w a y  to th e  b o w  o f the s lo o p , and  
sp e n t  th e  rem a in d er  o f  th e  d a y  in  lo o k in g  ah ead ; in te r e stin g  m y s e lf  
in  w h a t w a s  in  th e  d is ta n c e , rather th an  w h a t w a s  n ear  or b eh in d .
T h e v e s s e ls ,  s w e e p in g  a lo n g  th e  b a y , w e r e  v e r y  in te r e s t in g  objects.
T h e b road  b a y  o p e n e d  lik e  a sh o r e le ss  o cea n  o n  m y  b o y ish  v is io n , 
f illin g  m e  w ith  w o n d e r  a n d  ad m ira tio n  (p. 8 7 /1 8 5 5 )

W h ile  th is ch a p ter  ca n n o t b e g in  to  rev ea l th e  ex ten t or s ig n ifica n ce  o f  c h ild h o o d  

a s  a m a jo r  th e m e  in  M y  B ondage and  M y  F r e e d o m ,  i t s  im p o r ta n c e  is  

u n q u e s tio n a b le , n o t lea st b e c a u se  o f  the c o m p a ra tiv e  p o ss ib ilit ie s  w h ic h  em erg e  

w ith  o th er  s la v e  n arra tiv es su c h  a s  E q u ian o's a u to b io g r a p h y  a n d , in  particu lar, 

I n c id e n ts ,  w h e r e  c h ild h o o d  a n d  m o th e r h o o d  are in te r d e p e n d e n t  th e m e s  in  

Jacobs' life . C h ild h o o d  in  s la v e  n a rra tiv e  h a s  e m e r g e d  in  th is  s tu d y  a s  a 

s ig n ific a n t an d  v ir tu a lly  u n e x p lo r e d  th em e w h ic h  d e se r v e s  critica l a tten tion .

U n t il  th e  a g e  o f  f iv e , D o u g la s s '  life  as p r e se n te d  in  M y  Bondage and M y  

Freedom  is  lik e  that o f  Jacobs w h o  w a s, b efore  th e  a g e  o f  s ix , "so fo n d ly  sh ie ld e d  

that I n e v e r  d rea m ed  I w a s  a p iece  o f  m erch a n d ise , tru sted  to [her paren ts] for  

sa fe  k e e p in g , a n d  lia b le  to b e  d e m a n d e d  o f  th em  at a n y  m om ent"  (p. 5). T h e  

im a g e  w h ic h  b est c o n v e y s  c h ild h o o d  as s ig n ifica n t to D o u g la ss ' a u to b io g ra p h ica l  

're-birth', is  that o f  th e  s w e e t  p o ta to  s e e d lin g  n u rtu red  an d  p ro tec ted  b y  B etsy  

B aily , D o u g la ss ' m atern a l gran d m oth er . B etsy  B aily  is  v ir tu a lly  ab sen t from  the  

1845 N a rra t iv e ,  a s  is  D o u g la ss ' early  c h ild h o o d  in  T u ck a h o e , M ary lan d . W h en  

Jacobs w r ite s , "I h a d  a lso  aj trea su re  in  m y  m a tern a l g ra n d m o th er  w h o  w a s  a 

rem a rk a b le  w o m a n  in  m a n y  resp ects"  (p. 5 ), o n e  m ig h t  im a g in e  D o u g la s s  

in tr o d u c in g  h is  read er to B etsy  B aily  w ith  p rec ise ly  the sa m e  w o r d s . T he s w e e t  

p o ta to  s e e d lin g  a lso  b r in g s  in to  fo c u s  a ll th e  q u a lit ie s  w ith  w h ic h  D o u g la s s  

ch aracter ises h is  gra n d m o th er  as a resp ected , w ise , sk ilfu l w o m a n , w h o s e  p o w e r  

o f  n u rtu re  is  c lo se  to m ir a c u lo u s  a n d , as su ch , is  s im ila r  to  th e  p o w e r s  o f  th e  

" gen u in e A frican", S a n d y  Jen k in s, a "conjure man" w h o , as w e  sh a ll se e , a lso  is  

ab le  to w o r k  w ith  th e  natural en v iro n m en t to en su re  that v u ln era b le  life  is sa fe  

a n d  m a y  "flourish":

m y  grandm other^ e sp e c ia lly , w a s  h e ld  in h ig h  e steem , far h ig h er  than  
is the lo t o f m o st co lorecl p erso n s in  the s la v e  states. She w a s  a g o o d  
n u r se , a n d  a ca p ita l h a n d  at m a k in g  n e ts  for c a tc h in g  sh a d  a n d  
herring; an d  th ese  n e ts  w e r e  in  great d em a n d , n o t o n ly  in  T u ck ah oe , 
b u t [in]... n e ig h b o rm a  v illa g es. I h a v e  k n o w n  her to b e  in  the w a ter  
h a lf  th e  d a y . G ran d m a w a s  lik e w ise  m o re  p r o v id e n t th an  m o st  o f  
her n e ig h b o r s  in  th e  p reserv a tio n  o f se e d lin g  s w e e t  p o ta to es , a n d  it
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h a p p e n e d  to  h er... to  en jo y  th e  r ep u ta tio n  o f  h a v in g  b een  b orn  to 
"good luck". H er  "good lu ck  "was o w in g  to  th e  e x c e e d in g  care w h ic h  
sh e  to o k  in  p r e v e n tin g  th e  su ccu len t root from  g e ttin g  b ru ised  in  the  
d ig g in g , a n d  in  p la c in g  it b e y o n d  th e  reach  o f  fro st, b y  a c tu a lly  
b u r y in g  it u n d e r  th e  h earth  o f  th e  cab in  d u r in g  th e  w in te r  m o n th s .
In th e  t im e  o f p la n tin g  s w e e t  p o ta to e s  "G randm other Betty", a s  sh e  
w a s  fa m ilia r ly  ca lled , w a s  se n t for in  a ll d ir e c t io n s , s im p ly  to  p la ce  

tth e  s e e d lin g  p o ta to e s  in  th e  h ills; fo r  s u p e r s t it io n  h a d  it th a t, if  
1 G randm am m a B etty  b u t to u ch es  th em  at p la n tin g , th ey  w ill  b e  su re  to  

g r o w  a n d  flourish" . T h is h ig h  r ep u ta tio n  w a s  fu ll o f  a d v a n ta g e  to  
her, an d  t o t ^  ch ild ren  a ro u n d  her (p. 2 8 -9 /1 8 5 5 )

D o u g la s s ' c o n n e c t io n  to h is  g r a n d m o th e r  is  "full o f  a d v a n ta g e" . L ik e th e  

s e e d lin g  s w e e t  p o ta to , D o u g la s s  w il l  f lo u r ish  a n d  g r o w , d e s p ite  th e  le s s  th an  

c o n d u c iv e  e n v ir o n m e n t o f  T u ck a h o e , M a ry la n d , "a sm a ll d is tr ic t  o f  c o u n try ,  

th in ly  p o p u la te d  an d  rem ark ab le for n o th in g  that I k n o w  o f  m o re  than  the w o rn  

o u t, sa n d y , d eser t-lik e  a p p ea ra n ce  o f  its so il, the g en era l d ila p id a tio n  o f its farm s  

a n d  fe n c e s , th e  in d ig  e - n t  a n d  sp ir it le s s  character  o f  its  in h a b ita n ts , a n d  th e  

p rev a len ce  o f  a g u e  a n d  fever" (p. 2 7 /1 8 5 5 ). T u ck ah oe d o e s  n o t ap p ear  c o n d u c iv e  

to liv in g  th in g s  e s ta b lish in g  roo ts an d  g ro w in g , but B etsy  B aily  is  ab le  to en su re  

that e v e n  th e  m o st v u ln era b le  s e e d lin g s  d o  just that. She is ab le  to d o  so  b eca u se  

o f  h er  sk ills  a n d  stren g th , w h ic h  e sta b lish  h er  p o s it io n  o f  a u th o r ity  w ith in  her-
¡OCU,L

Ou>n fa m ily  an d ^ com m u n ity , b o th  o f w h ic h  are o u ts id e  o f  the p a tern a listic  w eb  

o f s la v ery . F urth erm ore, D o u g la ss  te lls  u s  that h e  sp en t th ese  early  years w ith  

c o u s in s , th e  so n s  an d  d a u g h ters  o f B etsy  B aily 's d a u g h ters . D o u g la ss  n a m es h is  

g r a n d m o th e r 's  d a u g h te r s ,  d r a w in g  a t te n t io n  to  th e  a c t o f  n a m in g  b y  

c a p ita lisa t io n :  "Their n a m e s  w e r e  JE N N Y , ESTER, M ILLY, PR ISC IL L A  an d  

H ARRIET. T h e d a u g h te r  la st n a m ed  w a s  m y  m o th er , o f  w h o m  the read er w ill  

learn  m o re  b y -an d -b y"  (p. 3 0 /1 8 5 5 ) . T h ro u g h o u t M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom, 

D o u g la s s  n a m e s  h is  r e la t iv e s , h is  b o y h o o d  fr ie n d s , b o th  b la ck  a n d  w h ite ,  

in f lu e n tia l a d u lts , th e  s la v e s  w ith  w h o m  h e su ffer s  tr e m e n d o u s  h a r d sh ip  on  

C o v e y 's  farm , th e  b ro th er  s la v e s  on  F reelan d 's farm , a s  w e ll  as w h ite  p e o p le ,  

m a n y  o f  w h o m  are n a m e d  as an act o f  ex p o su re . T he c o n s is te n c y  w ith  w h ic h  

D o u g la s s  n a m e s  p e o p le  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  is  c lea r ly  an  act o f  

" gen ea lo g ica l rev ision ism " , to  return  to K im berly  B en ston 's w o r d s  (10).

In ch a p ter  o n e  D o u g la s s  reflects  that "Betsy B aily  to o k  d e lig h t  in  h a v in g  [her  

g ra n d ch ild ren ] a ro u n d  her, an d  in  a tte n d in g  to th e ir  fe w  w an ts" (p . 2 9 /1 8 5 5 ) ,  

m u c h  lik e  Jacobs' g r a n d m o th e r . A s  an  o ld  w o m e n  c a r in g  for h er  o w n  

g ra n d ch ild ren  w h o  w il l  in e v ita b ly  b e  tak en  from  T u ck a h o e  to  w o r k  as s la v e s
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an d  p o ss ib ly  b e  to m  from  lo v e d  o n e s  th rou gh  sa le , B etsy  B aily , a g a in  lik e  Jacobs' 

g ra n d m o th er , k n e w  a ll to o  w e ll  th e  v u ln e r a b ility  o f  th e  s la v e  as ch ild . W h en  

D o u g la s s  c o m m e n ts  in  ch a p ter  th ir teen  o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  on  the  

s u d d e n  re -lo ca tio n  a n d  sa le  o f  s la v e s , in c lu d in g  h im s e lf  a n d  h is  g ra n d m o th er , 

h e  e x a m in e s  the im p o rta n ce  o f  place  to the s la v e , d irec tin g  h is  read er b ack  to  

th e  first ch a p ter  o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom, w h ic h  e sta b lish es  as e ssen tia l  

fa m ily  a n d  c o m m u n ity  ro o ted  in  an  a c tu a l p la ce . In ch a p te r  th ir teen , "The 

V ic is s itu d e s  o f  S lavery" , D o u g la s s  reflects that, u n lik e  "the p e o p le  o f  th e  north , 

a n d  free  p e o p le  gen era lly" , w h o  "have le ss  a tta ch m en t to th e  p la ces  w h ere  th ey  

are b o m  a n d  b ro u g h t up", a n d  w h o  en joy  th e  a b ility  "to g o  and  c o m e , to  b e  h ere  

a n d  there", th e  s la v e  "is p e g g e d  d o w n  to a s in g le  sp o t, a n d  m u st take root here, 

or n o w h e r e . T h e id ea  o f  rem o v a l e lse w h e r e , c o m e s ,g e n e r a lly , in  th e  sh a p e  o f  a 

threat", or p u n ish m e n t , a n d  is " attended  w ith  fear a n d  dread" (p . 1 1 1 /1 8 5 5 ) .  

D o u g la s s  w r ite s  that th e  s la v es ' fo rced  rem o v a l from  th e  p la c e  w h e r e  h e  h as  

ta k en  roo t "is lik e  a l iv in g  m a n  g o in g  in to  th e  tom b , w h o , w ith  o p e n  ey es, se e s  

h im s e lf  b u r ied  o u t o f  s ig h t  an d  h ea r in g  o f w ife , ch ild ren  an d  fr ien d s o f  k in d red  

tie" (p . 1 1 1 /1 8 5 5 ) . In  b e in g  b u r ied  a liv e , D o u g la s s  ren d ers a p o w e r fu l im a g e  

w h ic h  b ears a c o m p le x  re la tio n sh ip  to the im a g e  o f  th e  s w e e t  p o ta to  s e e d lin g ,  

rea d ied  for p la n tin g  b y  th e  w a rm  p ro tectio n  o f the h earth , an d  w h ic h  m u st  b e  

b u r ied  in  ord er  to g ro w . W h ile  b o th  im a g es  d ra w  on  the id ea  o f  b u ria l, "going  

in to  th e  tom b" c o n v e y s  th e  ex p er ien ce  o f  d era c in a tio n  w h ic h  up-roots  th e  s la v e  

w h o  e x p e r ie n c e s  so c ia l d e a th  w h e n  r e m o v e d  from  th e fa m ily  an d  co m m u n ity . 

T hat d e a th  is  a ll  th e  m o r e  h o rr ib le  b e c a u se  it  is  p r e se n te d  as c o n s c io u s ly  

e x p e r ie n c e d , "w ith  o p e n  e y e s  [he] se e s  h im se lf  buried..." . T on i M orrison  d ra w s  

o n  p r e c ise ly  th e  sa m e  im a g e  o f  b e in g  b u ried  a liv e  in  Beloved. P a u l D  is  so ld  

after  h is  u n su c c e ss fu l a ttem p t to  run  a w a y  from  S w e e t  H o m e  w ith  h is  fe l lo w  

s la v e s , to  w h o m  h e  is  b o u n d  in  m u c h  th e  s a m e l lD o u g la s s  is  to th e  F ree lan d  

farm  s la v e s . In  A lfr e d , G eo rg ia , P a u l D  w o r k s  w ith  fo r ty - f iv e  o th e r  m e n , 

c h a in e d  to g e th e r , d o in g  h ard  lab ou r. A t n ig h t, th e y  are p u t in to  " w o o d en  

boxes":

...h e  sa w  th e  d itch es; the o n e  th o u sa n d  feet o f  earth— f iv e  feet d eep , 
f iv e  fee t w id e , in to  w h ic h  w o o d e n  b o x es h ad  b een  fitted . A  d o o r  o f  
bars that y o u  co u ld  lift on  h in g e s  lik e  a ca g e  o p e n e d  to  th ree w a lls  
an d  a ro o f o f  scrap  lu m b er an d  red dirt. T w o  feet o f it o v er  h is head; 
th ree fee t o f  o p e n  trench in  front o f  h im  w ith  a n y th in g  that cra w led  
or scurried  w e lc o m e  to share that grave ca llin g  itse lf  quarters (11)
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M o rrison  a lso  ex p lo res  th e  co st o f  th is so c ia l d ea th , c o n sc io u s ly  ex p er ien ced , in  

th e  recu rren t im a g e  o f  su p p r e s s e d  e m o tio n  b u r ied  a n d  lo c k e d  in  b o x e s  that 

r e p la c e  th e  h eart a s  th e  se a t  o f  life -a ff ir m in g  em o tio n ; fo r  P a u l D , it is  th e  

"tobacco tin  lo d g e d  in  h is  ch est... n o th in g  in  th is  w o r ld  c o u ld  p ry  it open" (12).

U n lik e  D o u g la ss ' 1845 N a rra t iv e  w h e r e  th e  a cco u n t o f  th rea ten ed  d era c in a tio n  

d r iv e s  h o m e  th e  v ic is s itu d e s  o f  s la v e r y  an d  re in forces an  im a g e  o f  D o u g la s s  as 

iso la te d  a n d  in se c u r e  (1 3 ), in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom,  d e r a c in a t io n  takes 

o n  a d e e p e r  m e a n in g  b e c a u se  b la ck  fa m ilie s  a n d  th e  b la ck  c o m m u n ity  are  

e s ta b lis h e d  r e a lit ie s  fo r  s la v e s . T h e  th rea t o f  b e in g  se p a r a te d  fro m  "w ife, 

c h ild r e n  a n d  fr ie n d s  o f  k in d r e d  tie", d o e s  n o t s im p ly  illu s tr a te  th e  e v ils  o f  

s la v e r y , its  so le  p u r p o se  in  the 1845 N arra tive .  T en  yea rs later, D o u g la ss  is  a lso  

c o n c e r n e d  to  d r a m a tise  th e  h u m a n  c o s t , p e r s o n a lly  e x p e r ie n c e d , o f  su c h  

p ractices. S ig n ifica n tly , it is  in  ch ap ter  th irteen  o f  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  

th a t  D o u g la s s  c h o o s e s  to  tr a n sp la n t  w h o le  h is  1845  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h is  

g ra n d m o th er 's  fate. D o u g la s s  w r ites , "Ten years a g o , w h ile  sp e a k in g  o f th e  sta te  

o f th in g s  in  ou r fa m ily , I u se d  th is  language"  (p. 1 1 2 /1 8 5 5 ) , b u t th e  m e a n in g  o f  

th e  p a ssa g e  is  tran sform ed  in  a co n tex t w h ich  has esta b lish ed  B etsy  B aily  an d  her  

h o m e  as s ig n ific a n t a n d  r ep resen ta tiv e  o f  a c o m m u n a l, e m p o w e r in g  d im e n s io n  

o f  s la v e  ex p er ien ce . In 1845, the im a g e  o f  B etsy  B aily-- n o  lo n g e r  u se fu l to her  

m a ster , b a n ish e d  to  a ca b in  in  th e  w o o d s  a n d  " w e lco m e  to  th e  p r iv ile g e  o f  

su p p o r tin g  h e r se lf  there in  p erfect lon elin ess"  (p. 1 1 3 /1 8 4 5 )— is  a v ic tim -im a g e , 

e s s e n t ia l ly  n o  d iffe r e n t fro m  th e 1845 A u n t H ester; th e  fa te  o f  b o th  w o m e n  

illu stra te s  s la v e r y  a s  h ea rtle ss  a n d  ev il. In the 1845 Narrative  th ere  is  v ir tu a lly  

n o  e m o t io n a l  l in k  b e tw e e n  D o u g la s s  a n d  h is  g r a n d m o th e r , w h o s e  s o le  

a p p ea ra n ce  in  the 1845 N arra tive  is d escr ib ed  w ith  in fla ted  rhetoric a n d  sn a tch es  

o f se n tim e n ta l p o e try  (14). T he act o f  litera lly  d eco n stru c tin g  th e  1845 text and  

w e a v in g  a se c tio n  o f it in to  th e  1855 text is a b o ld  act, s im u lta n e o u s ly  v a lid a tin g  

an d  r e d e fin in g  th e  fig u re  o f  B etsy  B aily , as su fferer  o f  the v ic is s itu d e s  o f s la v ery  

and  a s b e lo v e d  m atern al p rotector, s te e lin g  her k in  a g a in st su ch  threats.

A s su g g e s te d  b y  th e  lo v e ly  d escr ip tio n  o f the la d d er— "what in  th is w o r ld  c o u ld

b e  b etter  for clim bing?"— D o u g la ss  se e m s  to en joy  h is  a u to b io g ra p h ica l jou rn ey ,

a n d , a s  th e  ch ild 's  e y e  v ie w  in  th e  la d d e r  a n d  sh ip  p a s s a g e s  q u o te d  ea rlier
UMAtass iAc-rr£>

in d ica tes , h e  se e m s to d e lig h t  in the act o f  narration itselfjjto grasp , in  a n e w  w a y  

in  1855, th e  s ig n ifica n ce  o f the p o w e r  to rep resen t h is  o w n  rea lities. T h e w o o d s  

sc e n e  b e lo w  can  b e  s e e n  as a d e v ic e  w ith  w h ic h  D o u g la s s  b o th  s h a p e s  a n d

171



c o m m e n ts  on  h is  1855 a u to b io g ra p h ica l jo u rn ey . In ch a p ter  tw o , "The A u th o r  

R e m o v e d  F rom  His F irst H om e" , w e  h a v e  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  th e  s to r y  o f  

D o u g la s s '  c h ild h o o d  fo c u se d  u p o n  h is  g ra n d m o th er , an d  h is  sep a ra tio n  fro m  

her. T he p a ssa g e  b e lo w  su g g e s ts  th a t b o n d a g e  n o t o n ly  refers to th e  exp er ien ce  

o f  s la v e r y , b u t a lso  s ig n if ie s  a d e e p e r  an d  m ore  e n d u r in g  d e p e n d e n c e  u p o n  the  

cen tra l lo v e d  o n e , B etsy  B a ily , to  w h o m  D o u g la s s  is  b o u n d  a s ^ m e m b e r -

T he d is ta n c e  from  T u ck a h o e  to W y e  r iv e r — w h e r e  m y  o ld  m a ster  
l iv e d — w a s  fu ll tw e lv e  m ile s , an d  the w a lk  w a s  q u ite  a sev ere  test o f  
th e  e n d u ra n ce  o f  m y  y o u n g  le g s . T he jo u rn ey  w o u ld  h a v e  p r o v e d  
to o  se v e r e  for m e, b u t that m y  d ear  o ld  g ra n d m o th er— b le ss in g s  on  
h er  m e m o r y !— a ffo r d e d  o c c a s io n a l r e l ie f  b y  "toting"  m e  (as  
M a r y la n d e r s  h a v e  it) o n  h er  sh o u ld e r . M y  g r a n d m o th e r , th o u g h  
a d v a n c e d  in  y e a r s— a s w a s  e v id e n t  from  m o re  th an  o n e  gray  hair, 
w h ic h  p e e p e d  from  b e tw e e n  th e  a m p le  an d  gra cefu l fo ld s  o f  her  
n e w ly - ir o n e d  b a n d a n n a  tu rb a n — w a s  y e t  a w o m a n  o f  p o w e r  an d  
sp ir it. S h e  w a s  m a r v e llo u s ly  stra igh t in  figu re , e la stic  an d  m u scu lar .
I se e m e d  h a rd ly  to b e  a b u rd en  to her. S h e w o u ld  h a v e  to ted  m e  
far th er , b u t that I fe lt m y s e lf  too  m u c h  o f  a m a n  to a llo w  it, and  
in s is te d  on  w a lk in g . R e lea s in g  d ea r  gran d m am m a from  carry in g  m e , 
d id  n ot m a k e  m e  a lto g e th er  in d e p e n d e n t o f  her, w h e n  w e  h a p p en ed  
to p a ss  th ro u g h  p o r tio n s  o f  the so m b er  w o o d s  w h ic h  la y  b e tw e e n  
T u ck a h o e  a n d  W y e  r iv er . S h e  o ften  fo u n d  m e in crea sin g  th e  en erg y  
o f  m y  g r ip , a n d  h o ld in g  h er  c lo th in g , le st so m e th in g  sh o u ld  c o m e  
o u t o f  th e  w o o d s  a n d  eat m e  u p . S ev era l o ld  lo g s  a n d  s tu m p s  
im p o se d  u p o n  m e, an d  g o t th e m se lv e s  tak en  for w ild  b easts. I c o u ld  
se e  th eir  le g s , e y e s ,a n d  ears, or I c o u ld  s e e  so m e th in g  lik e  ey es , 
a n d  ears, till I g o t  c lo se  e n o u g h  to th em  to s e e  that th e  e y e s  w e r e  
k n o ts  w a sh e d  w h ite  w ith  rain , an d  th e  le g s  w e r e  b rok en  lim b s, an d  
th e  ears, o n ly  ears o w in g  to th e  p o in t o f  v ie w  from  w h ic h  th e y  w ere  
seen . T h u s early  I lea rn ed  that the p o in t o f  v ie w  from  w h ic h  a th in g  
is v ie w e d  is  o f  so m e  im p ortan ce (p. 3 5 /1 8 5 5 )

A t o n e  le v e l  D o u g la s s  is  d r a m a tis in g  th e  ch ild 's  ey e  v ie w , just as E q u ian o  d o e s  

in  d e sc r ib in g  fea tu res o f  th e  s la v e  sh ip , "cloth p u tjth e  m asts" and  "this h o llo w  

place" to  create  an  in n o cen t p e r sp e c t iv e  o f th e  sa ils  a n d  h u ll o f  th e  sh ip  w h ic h  

tak es h im  from  A frica. D o u g la ss  ca lls  a tten tio n  to h is  o w n  y o u th , b e in g  "toted” 

b y  h is  g ra n d m o th er  w h e n  h is  "young legs" w ere  tired , a£id to the ty p ica lly  ch ild 

lik e  in s is te n c e  u p o n  a u to n o m y , "I fe lt m y se lf  too  m u ch ja  m an ... a n d  in s is te d  on  

w alk in g" . In p articu lar  D o u g la ss  e v o k e s  the im a g in a tiv e  re sp o n se s  o f  the ch ild  

to an  u n fa m ilia r  e n v ir o n m e n t, t ig h tly  g r ip p in g  h is  g ra n d m o th er 's  h a n d  a n d  

c lo th in g  w h e n  it s e e m e d  th e  w o o d s  w o u ld  "eat m e  up". E q u ian o  e m p h a s ise s  

that th e  w h ite  m en  ab oard  sh ip  are lik e  crea tu res from  th e  im a g in a tio n  w h o
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m ig h t  ea t h im  u p , b u t th ere  is  rea l d a n g e r  r e p r e se n te d  b y  th e se  "horrible  

creatures", w h ic h  E q u ian o  is ab le  to c o n v e y  at o n e  le v e l b y  th e  in n o c e n c e  o f  h is  

p ersp ec tiv e . B y con trast, in  the p a ssa g e  a b o v e , D o u g la s s  is sa fe  in  th e  ch arge  o f  

h is  m a tern a l p rotector. H e  e m p h a sise s  a g ra d u a l sh ift  in  in n o c e n t p e r sp e c tiv e  

w h ic h  I w o u ld  su g g e s t  s ig n if ie s  the p ro cess  u n d e r g o n e  b y  th e  n arrator to b r in g  

in to  b e in g  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom.  A s  m y  ita lic s  s u g g e s t , in  a s in g le  

s e n te n c e  w h ic h  u s e s  th e  co m m a  a n d  'or', 'till', a n d  th e  r e p e tit io n  o f  'see' to 

b rillian t e ffect, D o u g la ss  m o v e s  h is  reader from  th e ch ild s' rea lity  o f  b ea sts  in  the  

w o o d s , to th e  act o f  se e in g  w h a t ap p ear  to  b e  b ea sts , an d  fin a lly  to the p o w e r  o f  

p o in t  o f  v ie w , a s su m e d  b y  th e  a d u lt  narrator, to  create  a n d  r e v ise  th is  cru cia l 

sc e n e  fo r e s h a d o w in g  sep a ra tio n  from  h is  b e lo v e d  g ran d m oth er: " I could  see 

th e ir  le g s , e y e s ja n d  ears, or I could see something like eyes, leys, an d  ears, t il l  I got  

close enough to see that th e  e y e s  w ere  k n ots... a n d  the le g s  w e r e  b ro k en  lim b s, 

and the ears, o n ly  ears o w in g  to the po in t  from  w hich th ey  w ere  seen" (p . 

3 5 /1 8 5 5 ) . T h is se n te n c e  m a y  be se e n  as a cam era len s h e ld  u p  to th e  reader's ey e  

w h ic h  D o u g la s s  fo c u se s , a d ju stin g  the len s  so  that im a g e s  c o m e  in to  v ie w  an d  

are tra n sfo rm ed  b y  sh ift in g  p ersp ec tiv e . U ltim a te ly  it is  th e  process of seeing  to 

w h ic h  D o u g la s s  d ra w s a tten tion , m a k in g  o f the reader an  a c tiv e  p artic ip an t w h o  

rec o g n ise s , lik e  D o u g la ss , the p ro cess  o f  r e -v ie w in g  a n d  c o m in g  to  term s w ith  

d e v a s ta t in g  lo ss . T hat len s  is a lso  tu rn ed  on  D o u g la s s  as narrator so  that the  

read er o b se r v e s  D o u g la ss  in the se lf-c o n sc io u s  act o f  r e -v is io n in g  h im self: "thus 

early  I lea rn ed  that the p o in t  o f  v ie w  from  w h ich  a th in g  is  v ie w e d  is  o f  so m e  

im p ortan ce" . T h e s e n te n c e  e m b o d ie s  th e  life  c y c le , fro m  in n o c e n c e  to se lf-  

c o n s c io u s  a w a r e n e s s , m irro r in g  th e  jo u r n e y  fro m  th e  w r it in g  o f  th e  1845  

N a r r a t i v e ,  to  th e  w r it in g  o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom. A s  in  th e  1845  

a cco u n t o f  th e  s laves' so n g s , it is  n o t s im p ly  m eaning  or in terp reta tio n  o f  e v e n ts  

u p o n  w h ic h  D o u g la s s  fo cu ses; rather, it is the in terpretive process o f  r e a sse ss in g  

m ea n in g  w h ic h  D o u g la ss  seek s  to reveal.

I b e lie v e  th e  a tten tio n  w h ic h  D o u g la ss  g iv e s  to p o in t o f  v ie w  in  ch a p ter  tw o  is
col PU-)

lin k ed  to  h is  o n -g o in g  p ro cess  o f  rem em ory , o f  co m in g  to  terms^ in  th is  in stan ce , 

th e  sep a ra tio n  from  h is gra n d m o th er  that th e  jou rn ey  to W y e  iv er  m a d e  

in ev ita b le . In th e  p a ssa g e  u n d e r  d isc u ss io n , th e  carefu l a n d  lo v in g  d e sc r ip t io n  

o f B etsy  B a ily —"m ore than  o n e  gray  hair... p e e p e d  from  b e tw e e n  th e  a m p le  

an d  g racefu l fo ld s  o f  h er  n e w ly -ir o n e d  b an d an n a turban"— c o n tin u e s  to esta b lish  

a v ery  sp ec if ic  m a tern a l p re se n c e , n o t lea st o f  a ll b e c a u se  o f  th e  care sh e  is  

d e sc r ib e d  as h a v in g  tak en  w ith  h er  a p p ea ra n ce  (15). A n d  w e  sh o u ld  n o t be
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su r p r ise d  to  learn  th at, d e s p ite  h er  a g e , s h e  is  a p h y s ic a lly  s tr o n g  an d  su p p le  

w o m a n ; s h e  w o u ld  h a v e  to b e  to  "be in  th e  w a te r  h a lf  th e  day" (p. 2 8 /1 8 5 5 )  

f ish in g  w ith  h er  n e ts , a s  D o u g la ss  record s. T h is e m o tio n a l b o n d  esta b lish es  

in  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  n o t o n ly  r e la t io n sh ip s  a b sen t fro m  th e 1845  

N a r r a t iv e ,  b u t a lso  an e m o tio n a l d im e n s io n  o f D o u g la s s  a s  n arrator that d o e s  

n o t e m e r g e  in  th e  first a u to b io g r a p h y . W h en  D o u g la s s  w r ite s  "releasin g  d ear  

g r a n d m a m m a  fro m  ca rry in g  m e , d id  n o t m a k e  m e  a lto g e th e r  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  

her", h e  a c k n o w le d g e s  th e  p e r s is te n c e  o f  a b o n d  d e s p it e  th e ir  se p a r a tio n . 

W h erea s  A n d r e w s  s e e s  D o u g la s s  as v ir tu a lly  a b a n d o n e d  b y  h is  g ra n d m o th er , 

w h o  d e l iv e r s  h im  at th e  W y e  R iv er  p la n ta t io n  o f  C o l. L lo y d  w ith  n o  

fo r e w a r n in g  th at h e  is  n e v e r  a g a in  to  l iv e  w ith  h er  a t T u c k a h o e , I th in k  

D o u g la s s  d ir e c ts  ou r  in terp re ta tio n  o f th e  e v e n t  in  a d iffe r e n t  w a y , th ro u g h
G o u a ia s^  in n 'te -S

sh if t in g  p o in t  o f  v i e w .T b u s ,  the read er to s e e  th e  d e p th  o f  th e  e m o tio n a l  

b o n d  b e tw e e n  th e  g ra n d m o th e r  a n d  c h ild  in  (To d e e p e n  th e  a lte r n a tiv e  v ie w  

p o in t— th e ch ild 's  se n se  o f  betrayal.

W e m ig h t c o n c lu d e  th at th e  act o f  narratin g  sep a ra tio n  p u ts  D o u g la s s  in  th e  

p o s it io n  to  r e l ie v e  h is  g r a n d m o th e r  o f  th e  e m o t io n a l b u r d e n  o f  h a v in g  

d e liv e r e d  h er  g r a n d so n  to  "the e n v io u s , g r e e d y , a n d  tr e a c h e r o u s  h a n d s  o f  

slavery"  (p. 3 9 /1 8 5 5 ) . In 1845, n o th in g  is  sa id  o f  th is  jo u r n e y  th r o u g h  "the 

so m b e r  w o o d s  w h ic h  la y  b e tw e e n  T u ck a h o e  an d  W y e  r iver" , or o f  sep a ra tio n  

from  B etsy  B aily . In 1855, D o u g la ss  is ab le  to lo o k  back  an d  co m p reh en d  that h is  

lo s s  w a s  a lso  h is  gran d m oth er 's loss: "G randm am m a lo o k e d  sa d . S h e w a s  so o n  

to lo se  a n o th er  object o f  a ffectio n , as sh e  h ad  lo st m a n y  b efore. I k n e w  sh e  

w a s  u n h a p p y , a n d  th e  sh a d o w  fell from  her b row  on  m e th o u g h  I k n ew  n ot the  

cause" (p. 3 5 /1 8 5 5 ) . T hat D o u g la ss ' gran d m oth er  is stro n g  a n d  su p p le  b e g in s  to 

tak e o n  a d e e p e r  m e a n in g  as D o u g la s s  r e c o g n ise s  th e  e m o tio n a l b u r d e n  o f  

in e v ita b le  s e p a r a t io n s  w h ic h  a s la v e  w o m a n  e n d u r e s . U n d o u b te d ly  th e  

sep a ra tio n  is  th e  first a n d  m o st p a in fu l betraya l at th e  h a n d s o f  an  a d u lt lo v e d  

o n e  w h ic h  D o u g la s s  su ffers. Jacobs w o u ld  "give a n y th in g  to  b lo t o u t that o n e  

g rea t w ro n g " , th e  b e tr a y a l o f  h er  b e lo v e d  c h ild h o o d  m istr e ss ;  fe a tu r e s  o f  

E q u ian o 's n arra tive  s u g g e s t  th e  o n -g o in g  p a in  o f  rem em o ry , a n d  o f  c o m in g  to 

term s w ith  b etraya ls b y  fa iled  father f ig u r e s ; D o u g la ss  can  b e  se e n  to b e  at y e t  

a n o th e r  p o in t  in  th e  p r o c e ss  o f  c o m in g  to term s w ith  e n o r m o u s ly  p a in fu l  

p e r so n a l lo ss . H a v in g  b een  le ft at the L lo y d  p la n ta tio n  b y  h is  g ra n d m o th er , 

D o u g la s s  w rites: "I h ad  n ev er  b een  d e c e iv e d  before" a n d  is  " in d ig n a n t that a 

trick  h a d  b een  p la y e d  u p o n  m e  in  a m atter  so  serious"  (p. 3 6 /1 8 5 5 ) . T he
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b etra y a l "w as, in  fact, m y  first in tr o d u c t io n  to th e  r e a lit ie s  o f  slavery"  (p. 

3 7 /1 8 5 5 ) . I d isa g r e e  w ith  A n d r e w s' p r e se n ta tio n  o f  B e tsy  B a ily  as a k in d  o f  

n e u te r e d  fa th er  f ig u r e , th e  first o f a n u m b er  o f  o th e r w ise  m a le  a d u lts  w h o s e  

b etra y a ls  s e t  in  m o tio n  a p ro cess  o f  iron ic  d is illu s io n m e n t  for D o u g la ss . I a lso  

d isa g r e e  w ith  A n d rew s' s o le  fo cu s  on  the sep a ra tio n , rather than  on  th e  larger  

c o n te x t  in  w h ic h  it  ta k e s  p la c e , fo r  th a t c o n te x t  n o t  o n ly  in c lu d e s  th e  

c h a r a c te r isa t io n  o f  B e tsy  B a ily  a s  d is t in c t  m a tern a l p r e se n c e , it a lso  d r a w s  

a tte n tio n  to  p o in t  o f  v ie w  as a m ec h a n ism  o f  rem em o ry , a l lo w in g  D o u g la s s  to  

face an d  c o m e  to  term s w ith  a p a in fu l lo ss . A n d r e w s  d o e s  n o t a llo w  for th e  

c o m p le x  e m o tio n a l b o n d s  that th e  tex t h a s e s ta b lish e d  b e tw e e n  g ra n d m o th er  

a n d  c h ild , w h ic h  g iv e s  sp e c ia l s ig n ifica n ce  to w ith h o ld in g  v o ic e  as a re sp o n se  to 

th e  g r a n d c h ild 's  p o te n tia l su ffe r in g . So A n d r e w s  fa ils  to  c o n s id e r  th at th e  

se p a r a tio n  is  a r e v is io n  o f  th e  1845 N a r r a t i v e .  In th e  first a u to b io g r a p h y ,  

D o u g la s s  p o s it io n s  h im se lf  at "the b lo o d  sta in ed  gate , th e  en trance to the h e ll o f  

slavery" (p. 5 1 /1 8 4 5 )  as a resu lt o f h a v in g  w itn e sse d  A u n t H ester's w h ip p in g . In 

1845, H e ste r  rep resen ts  n o t o n ly  th e  d o m in a n t im a g e  o f  w o m e n  in  th e  n arrative, 

b u t a lso  can  b e  se e n  to rep resen t th e  a b sen ce  o f  m atern a l a ffec tio n  su ffered  b y  

D o u g la ss ;  h e  is  a d ise m p o w e r e d  ob server  o f  fem a le  su ffer in g , an d  in  n o  p o s it iv e  

w a y  is  h e  lin k e d  to  m a tern a l su cco u r . It is  the c lo se n e ss  o f  D o u g la s s  to  B etsy  

B a ily  w h ic h  is  e m p h a s is e d  in  1855, e s ta b lish in g  fa m ilia l b o n d s  p r io r  to th e  

r ea litie s  o f  e n s la v e m e n t, as w e ll as se tt in g  in  m o tio n  th e  r e -v is io n in g  o f  fem a le  

p resen ce . But A n d r e w s  o n ly  s e e s  that D o u g la s s ’ "trusted g ra n d m o th er , h a v in g  

h id d e n  fro m  h im  th e  rea so n  w h y  sh e  h ad  tak en  h im  a w a y  from  h o m e , le ft h im  

w ith o u t  w a r n in g  or exp la n a tio n ... H e  h ad  b e lie v e d  im p lic it ly  in  B etsy  B a ily , but 

sh e , th e  first au th or ity  fig u re  in  h is  life , h ad  d e c e iv e d  him" (16). I su sp ec t that a 

c lo s e  r e a d in g  o f  c h ild h o o d  as d o m in a n t th em e in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  

w o u ld  fu r th e r  r e v e a l th e  in a d e q u a c ie s  o f  A n d r e w s ' tr e a tm e n t o f  fe m a le  

p resen ce . A n d r e w s  w r ite s  that "the read er o f  M y  Bondage and  M y  Freedom  

ca n n o t ig n o re ... th e  g e n u in e  se n se  o f  lo ss  that a cco m p a n ied  D o u g la ss ' rep ea ted  

sep a ra tio n  from  or rejection  o f patern a l (and  so m e tim e s  m a tern a l) a u th o r it ie s , 

fr o m  B e tsy  B a ily  to  W illia m  L lo y d  G arrison"  (1 7 ) ,  b u t th e  p a r e n th e tic a l  

'm aternal' s u g g e s ts  o n ly  a m in o r  ro le  for w o m e n  in  A n d rew s' r e a d in g  o f M y  

Bondage an d  M y  Freedom. T he w o o d s  p a ssa g e  from  ch ap ter  tw o  s u g g e s ts  that 

D o u g la s s  is  a b le , a s  'cam era m an ', to arrive  at a p e r sp e c tiv e  from  w h ic h  that 

s e p a r a tio n  is  b a rea b le  a n d  b ea ra b le -- h e  can  r e v e a l /e x p r e s s  a d im e n s io n  o f  

e x p e r ie n c e , th e  p a in  o f  w h ic h , in  1845, w a s  p erh a p s so  g rea t th a t v ir tu a lly  

n o th in g  is  sa id  o f  B etsy  B aily  in  the first narrative.
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A s  I s u g g e s te d  in  ch a p ter  f iv e , fe m a le  p r e se n c e  is  m o r e  v a r io u s  a n d  m o re  

s ig n if ic a n t  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  th an  it is  in  the 1845 N a r r a t i v e .  

B e tw e e n  th e  b e n ig n  a u th o r ity  o f  D o u g la ss ' g ra n d m o th er , B e tsy  B a ily , a n d  the  

e v il  p o w e r  o f  th e  s la v e  w o m a n  A u n t K aty, o th er  s la v e  w o m e n  in  M y  Bondage  

and M y  Freedom  su c h  a s  A u n t E ster (h er  n a m e is H ester  in  th e  1845 N a r r a t i v e ) 

a n d  N e lly  are p resen ted  in  term s that e m p h a s ise  w ill  to res is t  d e sp ite  th e  threat 

o f  b ru ta lisa tio n . In ch a p ter  f iv e  o f  th is  s tu d y  I p o in te d  to  th ese  " v igorou s an d  

sp ir ite d  w o m a n " , s e v e r e ly  c o n s tr a in e d  b y  c ir c u m sta n c e , w h o  n e v e r th e le s s  

r e fu se , lik e  Jacob s, to  b e  d e h u m a n ise d . In lin e  w ith  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  I h a v e  

a tta ch ed  to  p o in t o f  v ie w  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom, D o u g la s s  e m p h a s ise s  

h is  p o s it io n  as o b serv er  in  w itn e s s in g  b o th  E ster a n d  N e lly  b e in g  w h ip p e d . In 

th e  1 8 4 5  N a r r a t i v e  D o u g la s s '  p o s it io n  a s  d is e m p o w e r e d  o b se r v e r  d r a w s  

a tte n tio n  to  h is  is o la t io n  a s  I h a v e  a r g u e d , b u t in  1855 E ster  is  v a lu e d  for  

c o n tin u in g  to s e e  her b lack  lo v er , d e sp ite  the in ev ita b le  w h ip p in g  w h ic h  resu lts . 

In th e  sc e n e  w h ic h  p r e se n ts  N e lly  fea r le ss ly  r e s is tin g  th e  o v erseer , D o u g la ss  is, 

lik e  N e lly 's  o w n  c h ild r e n , a c t iv e  in  the ev en t. H e  d o e s  n o t  in te r v e n e  as d o  

N e lly 's  ch ild ren , b u t a s  narrator h e  is  ab le  to p resen t the sc e n e  so  that th e  reader  

c o m p r e h e n d s  h er  v ig o u r  and  spirit: "I ca u g h t sight";, "w hen I first s a w  him"; "I 

e x p e c te d  to  see"; "I w a tc h e d ” (p. 6 2 -3 /1 8 5 5 ) . D ra m a tica lly , th e  rea d er  is  le d  to  

w a tc h  th e  b a ttle  th ro u g h  D o u g la ss ', th e  narrator's, ey e . S la v e  w o m e n  su ch  as  

N e lly  a n d  E ster d o  n o t em erg e  as p ro m in en t characters in  e ith er  a u to b io g ra p h y , 

b u t th e y  are s ig n ific a n t in  th e  r e v is io n  o f fem a le  p re se n c e  in  M y  Bondage and  

M y  Freedom .  In 1845 w e  learn  o f a s la v e  g irl n a m ed  H e n n y  w h o  h a s  b een  

s e v e r e ly  m a im e d  a s a re su lt  o f  fa llin g  in to  fire as a ch ild . H er  h a n d s  are so  

d is f ig u r e d  a n d  d isa b le d  th at sh e  c a n n o t u s e  th em . H e n n y  is  tu rn ed  o u t  b y  

T h o m a s A u ld , fo rced  to fe n d  for h erse lf , b e c a u se  J  u n a b le  to  w o r k . I n  

The 19 ^ 5 '  rp tr s-fiv « -)  H e n n y  is  p resen ted  as a d o o m e d  a n d  p a th e tic  v ic t im  o f  

s la v e r y , o b serv ed  b y , b u t n o t co n n ec ted  to, D o u g la ss . In 1855, w e  learn  that 

H e n n y  is  D o u g la s s ' c o u s in , a fact o m itte d  in  1845. F u rth erm o re , H e n n y  is  

g r o u n d s  fo r  a n  a r g u m e n t  b e tw e e n  T h o m a s  A u ld , D o u g la s s '  o w n e r , a n d  

T h o m a s' b ro th er  H u g h  A u ld , w h o m  D o u g la s s  s e r v e s  a s j  d o m e s t ic  s la v e  in  

B altim ore. H u g h  A u ld 's  re fu sa l to take H en n y  in to  h is  serv ice  le a d s  T h o m a s to  

ca st h er  o u t, a n d  to  r e m o v e  D o u g la s s  from  B a ltim o re  as an  a ct o f  r e v e n g e . 

D o u g la s s  retu rn s to T h o m a s A u ld  an d  so o n  f in d s  h im se lf  'leased ' for  o n e  y ea r  

to  C o v e y  th e  "nigger breaker" to b e  b rok en  (18). W ith in  s ix  m o n th s  o f  arr iv in g  

at C o v ey 's , D o u g la ss ' sp ir it is brok en , h is lo v e  o f  learn in g  has fa d ed  an d  rep eated  

b ea tin g s  h a v e  w e a k e n e d  h im . T his b ap tism  b y  fire at the h a n d s o f C o v ey  further
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lin k s D o u g la s s  to  h is  c o u s in  H en n y: H en n y 's  fate  se ts  in  m o tio n  an oth er  p a ssa g e  

o f  D o u g la ss ' life  w h e r e  D o u g la ss , w h o  m a y  b e  fit a n d  a b le , is , in  rea lity , just as  

v u ln era b le  as H en n y . D o u g la ss  is  little  m o re  than  a fish  tra p p ed  in  a n e t w h o se  

d e s t in y  is  n o t h is  o w n  to d e te r m in e . S im ila r ly , E q u ia n o  p r e se n ts  h im s e lf  as  

"sacrificed" b y  P a sca l's  n e w  g ir l fr ie n d , trea ted  a s  a n  ob ject th a t is  s im p ly  

d isc a r d e d  o n  a jea lo u s  w h im : "Thus w a s  I sacr ificed  to th e  e n v y  an d  resen tm en t  

o f  th is  w om an ..."  (I. 186). M in or  characters su c h  as E ster, N e lly  an d  H e n n y  are  

w o v e n  in to  th e  tex tu re  o f  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom, a n d  a s  su ch  th ey  g iv e  

s h a p e  to  a s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n ity  w h ic h  is  s im ila r  to  th e  c lo s e  k n it  b la ck  

c o m m u n ity  o f  Inc iden ts .

L ike th e  p o s it io n in g  o f A u n t H ester  an d  H e n n y  in  th e  first a u to b io g ra p h y , in  the  

1845 N a r r a t iv e  D o u g la ss ' m oth er's lo n e ly  w a lk s  at n ig h t to v is it  her so n  are a 

f ig u r e  o f  sep a ra tio n  d r a m a tis in g  th e  iso la t io n  o f th e  s la v e  ch ild . L ittle  can  b e  

g le a n e d  a b o u t th e  ch aracter  o f  D o u g la ss ' m o th er , w h o s e  fu n c tio n  in  th e  first 

n arrative  se e m s  to co n firm  an  im a g e  o f  thejnarrator as d era c in a ted  p ica ro -sla v e , 

as p u t  fo rw a rd  b y  N ich o ls: "the s la v e  narrators are n e g le c te d  (o ften  a b a n d o n ed )  

ch ild ren  c o n sta n tly  su b ject to p h y s ic a l p u n ish m e n t a n d  h o u n d e d  b y  fear... T h ey  

lo s e  th e  ca p a c ity  for  love; th e  so u l in  th em  v ir tu a lly  dies" (19). D o u g la ss  w rites  

in  1845 that "my m o th er  an d  I w ere  sep arated  w h e n  I w a s  b u t an in fan t— b efore  I 

k n e w  h er  a s  m y  m other"  (p. 4 8 /1 8 1 5 ) , an d  that "I r e c e iv ed  th e  t id in g s  o f  her  

d ea th  w ith  m u c h  the sa m e em o tio n s  I sh o u ld  h a v e  p rob ab ly  fe lt at the d ea th  o f a 

stranger"  (p . 4 9 / 1 8T5). In b o th  n a rra tiv es  D o u g la s s  d e sc r ib e s  h is  m o th er 's  

n o ctu rn a l w a lk s  to v is it  h im , bu t̂ irM h<y>e.cond a u to b io g ra p h y , h e  in c lu d e s  th e  

d a n g e r s  that th is  jo u rn ey  en ta iled  forjH arriet B a ily  a n d , m o re  s ig n if ic a n tly , h e  

in c lu d e s  a v iv id  r e c o lle c tio n  o f  H arriet B a ily  acting as mother,  n u r tu r in g  a n d  

p r o te c t in g  h er  so n . In M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom,  w e  are g iv e n  a

portrait o f  H arriet B aily , as w e ll  as d e ta ils  ab ou t the o u tco m e a n d  c o n seq u en ce  of 

D o u g la ss ' early  sep a ra tio n  from  her, w h ic h  s im u lta n e o u s ly  root th e  s la v e  ch ild  

in  a m atern a l co n tex t, and  illu stra te  th e  in h u m a n  ex p lo ita tio n  o f  fem a le  s la v es . 

In ch a p ter  th ree , D o u g la s s  m a k es  g o o d  h is  p ro m ise  in  ch a p ter  o n e  to  te ll h is  

read er m o re  a b o u t h is  m o th er , th e  fifth  d a u g h ter  o f  B etsy  B aily . H e  b e g in s  b y  

e s ta b lis h in g  h er  p h y s ic a l p resen ce: "But to retu rn , or ra th er , to  b e g in . M y  

k n o w le d g e  o f  m y  m o th e r  is v e r y  sc a n ty , b u t v e r y  d is t in c t . H er  p e r so n a l

a p p ea ra n ce  a n d  b ea r in g  are in e ffa cea b ly  s ta m p e d  u p o n  m y  m em o ry . S h e  w a s
ed

ta ll, a n d  f in e ly  proportion}; o f  d e e p  b la ck , g lo s s y  c o m p le x io n ;  h a d  r e g u la r  

fea tu res, a n d , a m o n g  th e  o th er s la v e s , w a s  rem arkably  se d a te  in  h er  m an n ers"
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(p. 3 8 /1 8 5 5 ) . W e are le ft in  n o  d o u b t ab ou t th e  p la ce  o f  H arriet B aily  in  her son 's  

life~ " y et I ca n n o t sa y  that I w a s  very  d e e p ly  a ttach ed  to m y  m other; certa in ly  n o t  

so  d e e p ly  a s  I sh o u ld  h a v e  b een  had  ou r  re la tio n s in  c h ild h o o d  b een  different"  

(p. 3 9 /1 8 5 5 )— b u t D o u g la s s  p la ces  the ten u o u s  lin k  b e tw e e n  m o th er  a n d  so n  in  a 

co n tex t that in c lu d e s  h is  gran d m oth er , B etsy  Baily: "The g erm s o f  a ffectio n  w ith  

w h ic h  th e  A lm ig h ty , in  h is  w is d o m  a n d  m ercy , arm  th e h e lp le s s  in fa n t... h ad  

b e e n  d ir e c te d  in  th e ir  g r o w th  to w a r d s  that lo v in g  o ld  g r a n d m o th e r , w h o s e  

g e n t le  h a n d  a n d  k in d  d e p o r tm e n t  it  w a s  th e  f ir s t  e ffo r t o f  m y  in fa n t ile  

u n d e r s ta n d in g  to  c o m p r e h e n d  a n d  appreciate"  (p . 3 9 /1 8 5 5 ) . In th e  p a ssa g e  

b e lo w , th e  d isp la c e m e n t o f  a tta ch m en t from  m o th er  to g ra n d m o th er  is  v ie w e d  

in  th e  co n tex t o f  g en era l h a rd sh ip s  u n iq u e  to s la v e  w o m e n . S ig n ific a n tly , he  

h a s n o  w o r d s  to d escr ib e  th e  e m p ty  sp a c e  o f  m a tern a l a b sen ce .

D o u g la ss ' r ep ea ted  referen ce  to n a m es on  led g ers  in  h is  le tter  to  T h o m a s A u ld , 

d isc u sse d  in  ch ap ter  four, recurs b elow :

T h e s la v e -m o th e r  can  b e  sp a r e d  lo n g  e n o u g h  fro m  th e  f ie ld  to  
en d u re  a ll th e  b ittern ess  o f  a m oth er's a n g u ish , w h e n  it a d d s  an oth er  
n a m e  to a m aster's led g er , b u t not lo n g  en o u g h  to r e ce iv e  th e  jo y o u s  
rew a rd  a ffo rd ed  b y  th e  in te llig en t sm ile s  o f  her ch ild . I n e v e r  th ink  
o f  th is  t e r r ib le  in te r fe r e n c e  o f  s la v e r y  w it h  m y  in f a n t i le  
a f f e c t io n s . . .w ith o u t  f e e l in g s  to  w h ic h  I can  g iv e  n o  a d e q u a te  
e x p ressio n  (p. 3 9 /1 8 5 5 )

B y 1855 w e  learn  th at D o u g la ss ' m o th er  w a s  a w o m a n  su ch  a s Jacobs, w ill in g  to 

r isk  h er  life  to p ro tect her ch ild , an d  cap ab le  o f  in terv en in g  on  h er  ch ild 's  b ehalf. 

T h e tyran n ica l A u n t K aty d escr ib ed  in  th e  p a ssa g e  b e lo w , is  a m o st in te r e stin g  

fig u re  in  th e  term s se t  ou t b y  A n d r e w s  in To Tell a Free Story:

A u n t K a ty 's ... fr e e d o m  to "beat, a s  w e l l  as starve"  [D o u g la s s ] ,  
reg a rd less  o f  the fact that sh e  w a s  o n ly  a s la v e  like h im se lf, a ttests  to a 
p e c k in g  o rd er  in  th e  s la v e  q u arters w h o se  character a n d  fu n ctio n  
th e  narrator o f  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  is  at s o m e  p a in s  to  
b r in g + o  lig h t-A u n t K aty  e x p lo it s  h er  p o s it io n  in  th e  k itc h e n  b y  
" cram m in g"  h e r  o w n  o f f s p r in g  w ith  fo o d , th o u g h  it m e a n s  
"starving" litt le  F red  an d  o th er  b lack  ch ild ren  w h o  d e p e n d  o n  her. 
T h o u g h  in  p r in c ip le  h er  m aster's s la v e  w ith  n o  r igh t to d e n y  o th er  
ch a tte ls  in  h is  p ro p er ty  th eir  su ste n a n c e , sh e  b e h a v e s  in  fact m o re  
lik e  h is  v a ssa l (20)

T h e sc e n e  w h ic h  D o u g la ss  d escr ib es  b e lo w  is " instructive as w e ll  as in teresting"  

b e c a u se  it tea ch es th e  y o u n g  s la v e  b o y  that he w a s  "som ebody’s ch ild " , d e s p ite  

a p p a r e n tly  m e a n in g le s s  s ta tu s  in  th e  w o r ld  o f  A u n t K aty's k itch en  a n d , b y  

ex ten s io n , th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  L loyd  p lan ta tion , w h ere  "the s la v e  b o y  fo u n d  little  to
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c a ll h om e"  (2 1 ) . D o u g la s s  r e m e m b e rs  th e  s c e n e  b e lo w  "very v iv id ly ,  a s  

a ffo r d in g  a b r ig h t g le a m  o f  a m oth er's lo v e , a n d  th e  e a r n e stn e ss  o f  a m oth er 's  

care" (40):

T he fr ien d le ss  an d  h u n g ry  b o y , in  h is  ex trem est n e e d --  a n d  w h e n  h e  
d id  n o t  d a re  to lo o k  for su c c o u r --  fo u n d  h im s e lf  in  th e  strong^  
p r o te c t in g  arm s o f  a m o th e r jjw h o  w a s , a t th e  m o m e n t  (b e in g '  
e n d o w e d  w ith  h ig h  p o w e r s  o f  m an n er as w e ll  as m atter) m ore  than  a 
m a tch  for  a ll h is  e n e m ie s . I sh a ll n e v e r  fo r g e t th e  in d e sc r ib a b le  
e x p r e ss io n  o f  h er  c o u n te n a n c e , w h e n  I to ld  her th at I h a d  h a d  n o  
fo o d  s in c e  m orn in g)]th a t A u n t K aty sa id  sh e  "m eant to sta rv e  th e  life  
o u t  o f  m e". T h ere  w a s  p ity  in  h er  g la n c e  at m e , a n d  a f iery  
in d ig n a tio n  at A u n t K aty at th e  sa m e  tim e; an d , w h ile  sh e  to o k  the  
c o m  from  m e  , a n d  g a v e  m e  a large  g in g er  cak e, in  its s tea d , sh e  read  
A u n t K aty  a lec tu re  w h ic h  sh e  n e v e r  forgot. M y m o th er  th rea ten ed  
h er w ith  c o m p la in in g  to  o ld  m a ster  o n  m y  b eh alf; fo r  th e  la tter , 
th o u g h  h a rsh  a n d  cru e l h im se lf , d id  n o t sa n c tio n  th e  m e a n n e ss ,  
in ju stic e , p a r tia lity  an d  o p p r e s s io n s  en a c ted  b y  A u n t K aty  in  th e  
k itch en . T hat n ig h t I lea rn ed  the fact, that I w a s  n o t o n ly  a ch ild , 
b u t so m e b o d y 's  ch ild . T h e" sw eet cake"m y m o th er  g a v e  m e  w a s  in  
th e  sh a p e  o f  a heart, w ith  a rich dark  ring g la z e d  u p o n  the e d g e  o f  
it. I w a s  v ic to r io u s , a n d  w e ll-o f f  for th e  m o m en t; p ro u d er , o n  m y  
m oth er's k n ee , th an  a k in g  u p o n  h is throne (p. 4 1 /1 8 5 5 )

Barbara C h ristia n 's  e x p lo r a tio n  o f  m o th erh o o d  in  A fr ican  a n d  A fro -A m erica n  

so c ie t ie s  r e c o g n ise s  that "slave n arra tives o f  m en , as w e ll  as w o m e n , s tre ss  the  

v ita l ro le  th eir  m o th ers  p la y e d , th ro u g h  sacrifice , w ill  an d  w is d o m , to e n su re  

th e  su r v iv a l o f  th eir  children" (22). D o u g la ss' portrayal o f h is  m o th er  reca lls the  

k in d  o f  im a g e s  Jacobs ch er ish ed  in  h er  m in d  o f h er  A u n t N a n c y , h er  m o th er  

a n d  h er  g ra n d m o th er , a n d  th e  k in d  o f  im a g e  Jacobs' o w n  ch ild r e n  m u st  h a v e  

ch e r ish e d  o f their  m o th er , w h o  m a d e  d a n g ero u s, n o ctu rn a l w a lk s  to v is it  a n d  

co m fo rt th em . In th e  p a ssa g e  a b o v e , D o u g la ss ' m o th er  tak es o n  th e  sta tu re  o f  

h ero ic  s la v e  m o th er  d e sp ite  in freq u en t con tact w ith  her so n . A u n t K aty  is , a s  

A n d r e w s  d e m o n s tr a te s , in te r lin k e d  in  th e  c o m p le x  "chains o f  p r iv ile g e  an d  

o b lig a tio n  th at lin k ed  s la v e  to m a ster  an d  m a ster  to overlord "  (2 3 ), b u t A u n t  

K aty can  a lso  b e  a p p rec ia ted  sp ec if ica lly  in rela tion  to o th er  w o m e n  in  th e  text. 

L ike A u n t H ester , N e lly , an d  H en n y , A u n t K aty co n trib u tes to a m o re  su b tle  a n d  

c o m p le x  p ic tu r e  o f  in te r r e la te d  b la ck  a n d  w h ite  c o m m u n it ie s  in  s la v e r y .  

A n d r e w s  p o in ts  to  D o u g la s s ' r e la t io n sh ip  to  L u cretia , w h o  b e c o m e s  M rs  

T h o m a s A u ld , a n d  th e  y o u n g  b o y  D a n ie l L lo y d , so n  o f the p la n ta tio n  o w n er ,  

C o lo n e l L lo y d , as ex a m p les  o f  h o w  D o u g la s s  le a r n e d  at an  ea r ly  a g e  to  

m a n ip u la te  th is co m p lex  w eb  o f p o w er  re la tion s on the p la n ta tio n . I b e lie v e  th e

179



r e la tio n sh ip s  w ith  L ucretia an d  D a n ie l are d e e p e r  than  A n d r e w s  su g g e s ts . The  

p a ssa g e  b e lo w  can  b e se e n  to su b stan tia te  m y  o p in io n . D o u g la ss  w rites:

T h e  rea d er  w il l  s e e  th a t I n o w  h a d  tw o  fr ien d s , b o th  at im p o rta n t  
p o in ts - -  M as' D a n ie l  at th e  g r e a t h o u s e , a n d  M iss  L u cretia  at 
[D o u g la ss ' m aster's] h o m e . F rom  M as' D a n ie l I g o t p ro tec tio n  fro m  
th e  b ig g e r  boys; an d  from  M iss Lucretia I g o t bread , b y  s in g in g  w h e n  I 
w a s h u n g ry , a n d  sy m p a th y  w h e n  I w a s  a b u sed  b y  that term a g a n t

[A u n t K aty], w h o  h a d  th e  re in s o f  g o v e r n m e n t  in  th e  
k itch en . For su ch  fr ien d sh ip  I fe lt d e e p ly  g ra tefu l, a n d  b itter  a s  are  
m y  reco llec tio n s  o f  s la v ery , I lo v e  to recall a n y  in sta n ces o f  k in d n ess , 
a n y  su n b e a m s o f  h u m a n e  trea tm en t, w h ic h  fo u n d  w a y  to m y  so u l  
th ro u g h  th e  iron  gra tin g  o f  m y  h o u se  o f  b o n d a g e . S u ch  b ea m s se e m  
a ll th e  b righ ter  from  th e g en era l d a rk n ess  in to  w h ic h  th ey  p en etra te , 
a n d  th e  im p r e ss io n  th ey  m a k e  is  v iv id ly  d is tin c t a n d  b e a u tifu l (p. 
8 4 /1855)

L ike Jacobs' letter to E dnah  C h en ey , q u o ted  in  ch ap ter  th ree , w h ic h  fo reg ro u n d s  

th e  process of m em ory  a s  Jacobs reca lls  lo v e d  fa m ily  m em b ers , D o u g la s s  te lls  u s  

n o t o n ly  o f  h is  a f fe c t io n  for L u cretia  a n d  D a n ie l, V\ê  a lso  e m p h a s is e s  th e  

p le a su r e  o f  rem em b erin g  th em . D ra w in g  on  im a g es  o f  lig h t an d  d ark  sim ila r  to 

th o se  w h ic h  D o u g la s s  u se s  a b o v e , Jacobs w r ite s  "I lo v e  to s it  h ere a n d  th in k  o f  

th em . T h ey  h a v e  m a d e  the fe w  su n n y  sp o ts  in  that d ark  life  sacred  to me" (p. 

249). In ch a p ters  s e v e n  th rou gh  n in e  o f  M y Bondage and  M y Freedom, D o u g la s s  

r e p e a te d ly  s tr e s se s  that D a n ie l is  h is  fr ien d , re lied  u p o n  as a p ro tec to r  w h o  

m e d ia te s  b e tw e e n  D o u g la s s  a n d  the are .art h o u se . "In M as' D a n ie l I h ad  a 

fr ien d  at court, from  w h o m  I lea rn ed  m a n y  th in g s w h ich  m y  eager  cu r io s ity  w a s  

ex c ite d  to  know " (p. 7 2 /1 8 5 5 ) . B oth  D o u g la ss  an d  D a n ie l are lim in a l fig u res  as  

c h ild r e n  in  th e  s tr u c tu r e d  w o r ld  o f  s la v e r y . T h eir  fr ie n d sh ip  is  s tr o n g ly  

r e m in isc e n t  o f  E q u ia n o 's  fr ie n d sh ip  w ith  D ick  B aker, "a k in d  in terp reter , an  

a g r e e a b le  c o m p a n io n , a n d  a fa ith fu l friend" (I. 99). W h e n  L u cretia  n u r se s  

D o u g la s s ’ w o u n d s  in flic ted  b y  A u n t K aty, D o u g la ss  reca lls that "the b a lsa m  w a s  

n o t m ore  h e a lin g  to th e  w o u n d  in  m y  h ead , than  h er  k in d n e ss  w a s  h e a lin g  to  

th e  w o u n d s  in  m y  sp ir it, m a d e  b y  the u n fe e lin g  w o rd s o f  A u n t K aty. A fter  th is, 

M iss L ucretia w a s  m y  friend" (p. 8 4 /1 8 5 5 ). D o u g la ss' m o th er  an d  L ucretia A u ld  

are b o th  p r e se n te d  as p ro tec to rs  o f  y o u n g  Fred a g a in s t " thcdr term a g a n t in  th e  

k itch en  , A u n t K aty. In b o th  ex a m p les  o f  m atern al su cco u r , D o u g la s s  rev ea ls  a 

d e p th  o f  e m o tio n a l n e e d  a b sen t from  th e 1845 N a r r a t i v e .  W h e n  D o u g la s s  

retu rn s to B a ltim ore  after h is  ill-fa ted  a ttem p t to run  a w a y  from  the F reelan d  

farm , h e  is  se v e r e ly  b ea ten  by w h ite  w ork ers at the sh ip y a rd  w h ere  h e  is  learn in g  

to b e  a cau lker. T h e s c e n e  in  w h ic h  S o p h ia  A u ld  n u r se s  D o u g la ss ' w o u n d s —
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"N o m o th er 's  h a n d  c o u ld  h a v e  b een  m o re  te n d e r  th an  hers" (p . 1 9 1 /1 8 5 5 )— 

re p e a ts  th e  p a ttern  o f  w o m e n  a c tin g  as n u rtu rers o f  D o u g la ss ' p h y s ic a l an d  

e m o tio n a l n e e d s . S op h ia  A u ld  is  "like a m other" to  D o u g la ss , w h ile  L ucretia is  

d escr ib ed  a s  "only se c o n d  in  m y  regard  to [Sophia] Auld" (p. 1 1 2 /1 8 5 5 ).

It is  im p o r ta n t to  n o te  th at D o u g la s s  d o e s  n o t m a sk  or ig n o r e  th e  p a in fu l  

rea lities  o f  lo s s  s ig n if ie d  b y  sep a ra tio n  from , or ab sen ce  of, m atern a l figu res. For 

e x a m p le , D o u g la s s  r e n d e r s  h is  m o th e r  th r o u g h  a p o rtra it m e ta p h o r  w h ic h  

s im u lta n e o u s ly  esta b lish es  H arriet B aily 's p resen ce , an d  d e fin e s  th e  lim its  o f  her  

p resen ce . D o u g la s s  p resen ts  h is  m o th er  a s  a tex t-b ook  im a g e  w h ic h  is p erso n a lly  

s ig n ific a n t b u t in a ccess ib le , a partia l, d ise m b o d ie d  fig u re  w h ic h  is  'm other' o n ly  

th ro u g h  an  act o f  im a g in a tiv e  lon g in g:

T here is  in  Pritchard's  N a tu ra l  H is to ry  of M an, the h ead  o f a f ig u r e -  
on  p a g e  157— the fea tu res o f  w h ic h  so  resem b le  th o se  o f m y  m oth er, 
that I o ften  recur to it w ith  so m e th in g  o f the fe e lin g  w h ic h  I s u p p o se  
oth ers ex p er ien ce  w h e n  lo o k in g  u p o n  th e  p ic tu res o f  d ea r  d ep a r ted  
o n es  (p. 3 1 /1 8 5 5 )

I w o u ld  s u g g e s t  th at th e  n a rra tiv e  p ro cess  o f  crea tin g  H arriet B a ily ’s im a g e  

en a cts  th e  b o n d in g  o f m o th er  a n d  so n  w h ic h  c o u ld  n o t h a p p e n  n a tu ra lly , s in c e  

th eir  re la tio n sh ip  w a s  d isru p ted  b y  sla v ery , an d  cut sh ort b y  H arriet's death:

It h as b een  a life - lo n g ,s ta n d in g  g r ie f to m e , that I k n ew  so  little  o f  m y  
m other; a n d  that I w a s  so  early  sep arated  from  her. T h e c o u n se ls  o f  
her lo v e  m u st h a v e  b een  b en efic ia l to m e. T he s id e  v ie w  o f her face  
is  im a g e d  on  m y  m em o ry , an d  I take fe w  step s  in  life , w ith o u t fee lin g  
her p resen ce; b u t the im a g e  is m u te , an d  I h a v e  n o  str ik in g  w o r d s  o f  
hers treasu red  u p  (p. 4 1 -2 /1 8 5 5 )

By resto r in g  H arriet B aily  to  the sto ry  o f h is life , D o u g la ss  p r o v id e s  the "striking  

w ords"  w h ic h  g iv e  h is  m o th er  sig n ifica n ce- in  th e  p resen t, d e sp ite  th e

s ile n c e  o f  her p resen ce  in  the past. D o u g la ss  w r ites  that s la v e r y  " converted  the  

m o th e r  th at b o re  m e  in to  a m yth" (p. 4 3 /1 8 5 5 ) , b u t th r o u g h  r e sto r in g  h er  

p r e se n c e  to  h is  s e c o n d  a u to b io g ra p h y , D o u g la ss  is  ab le  to at lea st p a rtia lly  re

e s ta b lish  a m o th e r -so n  b o n d , a n d  r e c o g n ise  th e  s ig n ific a n c e  o f  H arriet B a ily 's  

b r ie f  p r e se n c e  in  h is  life . T h e u s e  o f  th e  p o rtra it m e ta p h o r , a n d  tr e a tin g  

m atern a l a b sen ce  as s ilen ce , takes on  greater s ig n ifica n ce  w h e n  D o u g la ss  rev ea ls  

that h is  m o th er  w a s  literate . H arriet B aily  b e c o m e s  th e  a n cestra l g ro u n d  in  

w h ic h  D o u g la ss  ro o ts  h is  lo v e  o f  learn in g , lik e  th e  p la ce  b en ea th  th e  T u ck a h o e  

h ea rth  w h e r e  g ra n d m o th er  b u r ies  th e  s w e e t  p o ta to  s e e d lin g . B oth  B e tsy  an d  

H a rriet B a ily  are s h o w n  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  to  b e  rem a rk a b le
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w o m e n  o f  " n a t iv e  g e n iu s "  w h o s e  a b i l i t i e s  a n d  a c h ie v e m e n t s  a re  

ex tra o rd in a ry  d e s p ite  th e  u n p r o m is in g  e n v ir o n m e n t o f  T uckahoe:

I lea rn ed  after  m y  m oth er's  d eath ) that sh e  c o u ld  read , a n d  that sh e  
w a s  th e  o n ly  o n e  o f  a ll th e  s la v e s  a n d  c o lo r e d  p e o p le  in  T u ck a h o e  
w h o  e n jo y e d  th at a d v a n ta g e . H o w  s h e  a cq u ired  th is  k n o w le d g e )  I 
k n o w  n o t, for  T u ck a h o e  is  th e  la st p la c e  in  th e  w o r ld  w h e r e  sh e  
w o u ld  b e ap t to  f in d  fac ilities for learn in g . I can, th erefore, fo n d ly  
a n d  p r o u d ly  a scr ib e  to h er  an  ea rn est lo v e  o f  k n o w le d g e . T hat a 
"field  hand" s h o u ld  learn  to read , in  a n y  s la v e  s ta te , is  rem arkable; 
b u t th e  a c h ie v e m e n t o f  m y  m o th er , c o n s id e r in g  th e  p la c e , w a s  v ery  
extraord inary; a n d , in  v ie w  o f that fact, I am  q u ite  w illin g , an d  e v e n  
h a p p y , to  a ttr ib u te  a n y  lo v e  o f letters I p o sse ss ... to th e  n a tiv e  g e n iu s  
o f m y  sa b le , u n p ro tec ted , and  u n cu ltiv a ted  mother  (p. 4 2 /1 8 5 5 )

In ch a p ter  se v e n te e n , D o u g la s s  is  at h is  lo w e s t  p o in t fo llo w in g  a b ru ta l b ea tin g  

b y  C o v e y , b u t h e  p r o u d ly  a s su m e s  h is  m oth er's d is t in c t iv e  p o s it io n  a s  th e  o n ly  

lite r a te  s la v e  in  th e  r e g io n , a lin k  b e tw e e n  m o th e r  a n d  so n  w h ic h  D o u g la s s  

e n c o u r a g e s j is  to r eco g n ise  b y  ita lic is in g  only  an d  now: "a lthough  I w a s  h a ted  b y  

C o v e y  a n d jm y  m aster  [T hom as A u ld ], I w a s  lo v e d  b y  th e  co lo red  p e o p le , b eca u se  

they  th o u g h t I w a s  h a ted  for m y  k n o w le d g e , an d  p ersecu ted  b eca u se  I w a s  feared. 

I w a s  th e  only  s la v e  n ow  in  that reg ion  w h o  c o u ld  read  a n d  w r ite ” (p. 1 4 6 /1 8 5 5 ).

W ith  h is  lo v e  o f  k n o w le d g e  ro o ted  in  h is  m o th er , h is  a c h ie v e m e n t o f  litera cy  

b e g a n  to  b lo o m  u n d e r  th e  g u id a n c e  o f h is  B a ltim ore M istress , S o p h ia  A u ld : "I 

h a d  b e e n  trea ted  as a p ig  o n  th e  p lan ta tion ; I w a s  trea ted  as a c h ild  n o w ... I 

th ere fo re  s o o n  lea rn ed  to regard  [S op h ia  A u ld ] as so m e th in g  m o re  a k in  to  a 

m o th e r , th a n  a s la v e h o ld in g  m istress"  (p. 9 0 /1 8 5 5 ) . In th e  1845 N a r r a t i v e ,  

D o u g la s s  s tre sse s  co n flic t w ith  H u g h  A u ld  w h e n  H u g h 's  w ife  S op h ia  is  m a d e  to 

d is c o n t in u e  D o u g la s s ' r e a d in g  le s so n s :  "w hat h e  m o st  d r e a d e d , m o st

d e s ir e d . W h a t h e  m o st  lo v e d , that I m o st h ated . T hat w h ic h  to h im ^ j a great 

e v il, to be ca refu lly  sh u n n e d , w a s  to m e a great g o o d , to be d e lib era te ly  so u g h t... " 

(p. 7 9 /1 8 4 5 ) . In M y  Bondage and M y  F reedom ,  th e  c o n flic t  w h ic h  D o u g la s s '  

r e a d in g  le s s o n s  p r e c ip ita te s  is  m o re  f in e ly  d ra w n . D o u g la s s  ca n  b e  s e e n  to  

lib era te  h im se lf  fro m  O ln e y 's  tr ia n g u la r  re la tion sh ip : in  M y  Bondage and  M y  

Freedom ,  litera cy  is  n o t p resen ted  s im p ly  as a p o w e r  str u g g le  a lo n g  racia l lin es  

b e tw e e n  the b lack  (m ale) s la v e  an d  w h ite  patriarchal so c ie ty , p la y e d  o u t in  the  

p u b lic  arena o f a b o litio n . D o u g la ss ' lo v e  o f  k n o w le d g e  ro o ted  in  H arriet B a ily  

p r e c e d e s  h is  a c h ie v e m e n t o f rea d in g  a n d  w r itin g , sk ills  w h ic h  a w h ite  w o m a n , 

as w e ll  as ch ild ren  su ch  as th e  B altim ore b o y s , h e lp  m ak e p o ss ib le . U n lik e  the  

1845 a cco u n t w h ere  H u g h  A u ld  is  th e  central ch aracter o f in terest in  th e  m a le
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b a ttle  for litera cy  lin k e d  to  freed o m , in  th e  1855 a c c o u n t o f  le a r n in g  to read , 

S op h ia  A u ld  is  th e  p rim ary  focus:

I fran k ly  a sk ed  her to teach  m e to read; a n d , w ith o u t h es ita tio n , the  
d ear  w o m a n  b eg a n  th e  task , an d  v ery  so o n , b y  h er  a ss is ta n ce , I w a s  
m a ster  o f  th e  a lp h ab et, a n d  c o u ld  sp e ll w o r d s  o f  th ree or fou r letters.
M y  m istre ss  se e m d  a lm o st as p ro u d  o f m y  p ro g ress , as if  I h a d  b een  
h er  o w n  ch ild ; a n d  s u p p o s in g  th a t h er  h u sb a n d  w o u ld  beLyvell 
p le a s e d , s h e  m a d e  n o  secre t o f  w h a t  s h e  w a s  d o in g  for m e  (p. 
9 2 /1 8 5 5 )

W h e n  A u ld  fo r b id s  h is  w ife  fro m  fu rth er  in s tr u c tin g  D o u g la s s ,  h e  s e ts  in  

m o tio n  th e  d is so lu t io n  o f th e  b o n d  b e tw e e n  "Y oung Freddie" a n d  S op h ia  A uld:

If d ea r  T o m m y  w a s  ex a lted  to a p la ce  on  h is m oth er's  k n ee , T e d d y ' 
w a s  h o n o r e d  b y  a p la c e  at h is  m oth er's  s id e . N o r  d id  h e  lack  th e  
ca ress in g  strok es o f  her g e n t le  h a n d , to c o n v in c e  h im  th at, th o u g h  
m o th er le ss ,  h e  w a s  n o t fr ien d le ss ... T o m m y  a n d  I, a n d  h is  m o th er , 
g o t on  s w im m in g ly  togeth er , for a tim e. I sa y  for a time, b eca u se  the  
fa ta l p o is o n  o f  ir r e sp o n s ib le  p o w e r , a n d  the n a tu ra l in f lu e n c e  o f  
s la v e r y  c u s to m s , w e r e  n o t lo n g  in  m a k in g  a su ita b le  im p r e ss io n  on  
th e  g e n t le  a n d  lo v in g  d is p o s it io n  o f  m y  e x c e lle n t m is tr e ss  (p. 91- 
2 /1855)

Jacob s d r a m a t is e s  th e  p a tr ia rch a l p o w e r  o f  th e  w r it te n  w o r d  p e r s o n a lly  

e x p e r ie n c e d  th r o u g h  D r F lin t's fo u l n o tes; in  M y Bondage an d  M y  Freedom ,  

D o u g la s s  d ra m a tises  th e  sa m e  patriarchal w ill to d o m in a te  a n d  con tro l w h e n  h e  

d e sc r ib e s  th e  e v e n ts  w h ic h  b ro u g h t to an  en d  h is  r e a d in g  le s s o n s  u n d e r  the  

in stru c tio n  o f S o p h ia  A u ld : "M aster H u g h  w a s  a m a zed  at th e  s im p lic ity  o f  h is  

sp o u s e , a n 4  p rob ab ly  for the first tim e, h e  u n fo ld ed  to her the true p h ilo so p h y  o f  

s la v e r y , a n d  th e  p e c u lia r  r u le s  n e c e ssa r y  to  b e  o b se r v e d  b y  m a ste r s  a n d  

m is tr e s se s ...  M rs A u ld  e v id e n t ly  fe lt  th e  force o f  h is  rem ark s; a n d , l ik e  an  

o b e d ie n t  w ife , b e g a n  to sh a p e  h er  co u r se  in  th e  d ir e c t io n  in d ic a te d  b y  h er  

husband "  (p. 9 2 -3 /1 8 5 5 ) . A s  the em b o d im en t o f patriarchal s la v ery , H u g h  A u ld  

is  s h o w n  to p u t p e o p le  in  their p lace  so  that the dram a o f s la v ery  m a y  b e  a cted  

o u t p ro p er ly , a cco rd in g  to the w ritten  an d  u n w r itten  S o u th ern  c o d e  o f  p ractice  

w h ic h  d e f in e s  th e  dram a an d  the ro les  o f  the a c t o r s -  b lack , w h ite , m a le  an d  

fem a le . It is p rec ise ly  th ese  ro les a ss ig n e d  on  the b asis  o f  race an d  g en d er  w h ich  

Dessa Rose  e x p lo r e s  a n d  recasts. D o u g la ss ' r e la tio n sh ip  to  S op h ia  A u ld , a n d  to 

h er  s o n  T o m m y , c h a n g e s  d ra m a tic a lly  o v e r  t im e , so  th a t b o th  S o p h ia  an d  

T o m m y  u lt im a te ly  are ta u g h t to s e e  D o u g la ss , in  racial term s, as inferior; th ey  

each  learn  th e  m e a n in g  o f 'slave' a n d  a d o p t the p ro p er  ro le  in  re la tio n  to that 

d e s ig n a te d  'type'. A s  I p o in te d  o u t in  ch a p ter  tw o , D o u g la s s  r e se n ts  th at he

183



"cou ld  g r o w ... b u t m u s t  rem a in , a ll m y  life , a m in o r -  a m ere  boy" , w h ile  

T o m m y  "could  g ro w  a n d  b e c o m e  a M A N " (p. 1 8 7 /1 8 5 5 ). D o u g la s s  regrets that 

T o m m y ’s jo u r n e y  to m a n h o o d  in e v ita b ly  te a c h e s  h im  to  s e e  D o u g la s s  in  

d im in is h e d  term s, n o  lo n g e r  as th e  "half- brother" o f  h is  you th : "the tim e  h ad  

c o m e  w h e n  [T om m y's] fr iend  m u st  b e c o m e  h is  slave"  (p. 1 8 6 /1 8 5 5 ) . S o p h ia  is  

e v e n tu a lly  ta u g h t b y  her h u sb a n d  to s e e  D o u g la ss  as s la v e , an d  to  s e e  her s e lf  as  

m is t r e s s , th o u g h  D o u g la s s  is  g ra te fu l to  fin d  that "her a ffe c tio n a te  h eart w a s  

n o t y e t  d e a d , th o u g h  m u c h  h a r d e n e d  b y  t im e  a n d  b y  c ircu m sta n ces"  (p . 

1 9 1 /1 8 5 5 ) , w h e n  S op h ia  n u rses  h im  fo llo w in g  the bruta l sh ip y a rd  b ea tin g . T he  

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  w o m e n  a n d  c h ild r e n  to D o u g la s s ' a c h ie v e m e n t  o f  lite r a c y  is  

o b scu red  b y  A n d rew s' fo c u s  o n  m a le  co n flic t in  h is  in tro d u ctio n  to M y  Bondage 

and  M y  F reedom ,  b u t in  th e  m o r e  d e ta ile d  tex tu a l a n a ly s is  in  To Tell a Free 

S to r y ,  A n d r e w s' r e a d in g  o f  th e  le s so n  D o u g la s s  u lt im a te ly  lea rn s fro m  H u g h  

A u ld 's  in te r v e n tio n  is s e n s it iv e  to the m aternal:

[Y ou n g] F red  rea lise s  that k n o w le d g e  a n d  the e x p a n d e d  a w a r e n e ss  
th at a c c o m p a n ie s  it c o n st itu te  "the d irect p a th w a y  fro m  s la v e r y  to  
freed om " . It a lso  b e c o m e s  c lear  to th e  b o y  that th is  p a th w a y  to  
k n o w le d g e  le a d s  d ia m etr ica lly  a w a y  from  h o m e ... It w a s  n o t in  the  
b o y 's  n a tu re  to sp u rn  h is  p e tte d  sta tu s  u n d e r  S o p h ia  A u ld  a n d , b y  
d e fy in g  th e  p atern al ed ict, to b e cast ou t o f y et an oth er  m aternal E den , 
as it w er e , for th e  fo rb id d en  fruit o f  k n o w le d g e . T he m ore  lig h t that 
r e a d in g  ca st  o n  h is  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  th e  m o r e  d is t r e s s e d  a n d  
to r m e n te d  th e  b la ck  b o y  b eca m e. "Too th o u g h tfu l to b e  h ap p y" , 
D o u g la s s  sa y s  that h e  "alm ost en v ie d  [his] fe llo w  s la v e s  th eir  s tu p id  
co n ten tm en t" . T h e y  r e m a in e d  in s id e  th e  c irc le  o f  u n c o n s c io u s  
c o n te n tm e n t  th a t p a te r n a lism  r e se r v e d  for  a n y  s la v e  w h o  w a s  
w illin g  to accep t that as h is  h o m e . Y o u n g  F red erick  h a d  ta k en  h is  
first w ille d  step  o u ts id e  (24).

From  th is  "first w il le d  s te p  ou tsid e" , to  h is  sp lit  from  W illia m  L lo y d  G arrison , 

D o u g la s s '  l ife  a s  p r e se n te d  in  M y Bondage and  M y  Freedom  su b sta n tia te s  

A n d r e w s' r e a d in g  o f  a se r ie s  o f  m a le  co n flic ts  w h ic h  le a d  D o u g la s s  fro m " th e  

p r iso n s  o f  b o th  in d iv id u a lis m  a n d  a u th o r ita r ia n ism "  to "a tr u ly  c o m m u n a l  

A fro -A m erica n  hom e" (25). F o llo w in g  th e  grad u a l b u t in e v ita b le  e stra n g em en t  

b e tw e e n  D o u g la s s  a n d  S o p h ia , D o u g la ss ' life  b e c o m e s  in c r e a s in g ly  in se c u r e , a 

m ea su re , p erh a p s, o f  the d ista n ce  w h ich  s la v ery  has im p o se d  b e tw e e n  D o u g la ss , 

o n  th e  v e r g e  o f  m a n h o o d , an d  h is  c h ild h o o d  in  T u ck a h o e . T h e d ra m a  o f  

D o u g la s s '  jo u r n e y  fro m  B a lt im o r e , th r o u g h  "hell" a t C o v e y 's  fa rm , th e  

"heaven" o f  F ree lan d 's farm , an d  u lt im a te ly  to freed o m , is  p la y e d  o u t a m o n g  

o th er  m en . D o u g la ss ' c o n v e r s io n  to C h ristia n ity , sh o r tly  after  th e  ab ru p t en d
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p u t to  h is  rea d in g  le sso n s , is  fac ilita ted  b y  a w is e  o ld  b lack  m an , "U ncle Law son", 

in  m y  m in d  th e  first fath er fig u re  to e m erg e  as s ig n ifica n t in  M y  Bondage and  

M y  Freedom. T w o  o th er  m en , th e  w h ite  Mr. C o v e y  w h o  a lm o st k ills  D o u g la ss , 

a n d  S a n d y  Jen k in s, th e  b la ck  "conjure m an" w h o  en a b le s  D o u g la s s  to  d e fe n d  

h im se lf  a g a in st  C o v e y , are s ig n ifica n t at a cru cia l tran sitio n a l p o in t in  D o u g la ss '  

life; th e  p r e d o m in a n tly  m a le  c o m m u n ity  at F reelan d 's farm  is  th e  'h o t-h o u se '  

in  w h ic h  th e  " vu ln erab le  seed lin g"  e s ta b lish e s  its e lf  as lea d er  an d  teacher. 

T h e m a le  o r ien ta tio n  o f  th is  p er io d  o f D o u g la ss ' life  is  re in fo rced  b y  D o u g la ss '  

se lf -p r e se n ta tio n  as p ica resq u e  d isr u p te r  a n d  tro u b le -m a k er  (26). A n d r e w s  is  

correct to  p o in t o u t that

th e  r e p e a te d  iro n ic  r ev ersa ls  in  [D o u g la s s ’] q u e s t  for fr e e d o m  h a d  
ta u g h t h im  th e  p r im ary  n e c e ss ity  o f  d is t in g u ish in g  b e tw e e n  true an d  
fa lse  co m m u n ity  as th e  b asis  u p o n  w h ic h  real as o p p o se d  to d e lu so r y  
fr e e d o m  d e p e n d e d . T h u s, th e  p a ttern  o f  h is  life  in  h is  se c o n d  
a u to b io g r a p h y  r e fle c ts  h is  r e a lisa t io n  th a t a n y  a s c e n d a n t  A fr o -  
A m erica n  n e e d e d  a co m m u n a l an ch or b efore  h e  or sh e  c o u ld  attain  a 
tru ly  lib era tin g  id e n tity  as b oth  an in d iv id u a l an d  a s  part o f  a larger  
so c ia l w h o le  (27)

In M y Bondage and M y  Freedom,  th e  in itia l eu p h oria  e x p er ien ced  b y  D o u g la ss  

in  N e w  Y ork  as a n e w ly  se lf-e m a n c ip a te d  fu g it iv e , is  q u ic k ly  su p ersed ed ^ b ^  

lo n e lin e ss  a n d  d eso la tio n . D o u g la ss  o b serv es  "I w a s  n o t o n ly  free from  slavery^JI 

w a s  free from  h om e, as w ell"  (p. 2 0 7 /1 8 5 5 ). In freed om , D o u g la ss  is  d isco n n ec ted  

fro m  th e  su p p o r t iv e  co n tex t o f b lack  fr ien d s in  B altim ore, an d  p rior to that, h is  

b ro th er  s la v e s  at F ree la n d 's  farm , b u t h o m e  ca n n o t b e se e n  o n ly  in  term s o f  

th e se  fraternal co n tex ts , as I h o p e  th is  ch ap ter esta b lish es. T h e S abbath  sc h o o ls  

can  b e  s e e n  ro o te d  in  m a tern a l co n tex ts: B e tsy  B aily 's  h o m e ,

w h e r e  sh e  p ro tec ted  th e  "seedling", en su r in g  the p ro m ise  o f  its p o ten tia l;  the  

m ira cle  o f  H arriet B a ily 's a b ility  to read j S op h ia  A u ld  a n d  ch ild ren  su ch

as "Mas' D aniel" , T o m m y , a n d  the B altim ore b o y s , a ll o f  w h o m  s ig n ify  h u m a n  

p o ss ib ility  a n d  p o ten tia l u n sp o ile d  b y  sla v ery . L iteracy is  c lea r ly  ro o ted  in  an  

e m o t io n a l a s  w e l l  a s  an  in te lle c tu a l rea lm , d e f in e d  as m u c h  b y  a 'fem ale' 

d o m e stic  o r ien ta tio n , as b y  a 'm ale' p u b lic  or ien tation . I h a v e  a rg u ed , d r a w in g  

o n  th e  im a g e  o f  th e  s w e e t  p o ta to  s e e d lin g , that m a tern a l r e la t io n sh ip s  in  M y  

Bondage a n d  M y  Freedom  can  b e  se e n  as a " com m u n al anchor" a b s o lu te ly  

cru cia l to D o u g la ss ' se lf - id e n tif ic a t io n  "both a s  an in d iv id u a l a n d  as p art o f  a 

la rg er  so c ia l w h ole" . D o u g la s s ' trea tm en t o f  h is  m a tern a l g r a n d m o th e r , h is  

m o th er , w h ite  w o m e n  w h o m  h e v ie w e d  as m atern a l fig u res, a s  w e ll  as sp ir ited  

s la v e  w o m e n  o ften  id e n tif ie d  as au n ts an d  c o u s in s , are v ery  m u ch  a p art o f  th e
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"tru ly  c o m m u n a l A fr o -A m e r ic a n  h om e"  im a g in e d  in  M y  Bondage an d  M y  

F re e d o m .

I a m  n o t a r g u in g  th at th e  m a tern a l d isp la c e s , or is  m o re  im p o rta n t th a n , the  

p a te r n a l or  fr a te r n a l d y n a m ic  p r iv i le g e d  b y  A n d r e w s , b u t  I th in k  th e  

id e n t if ic a t io n  o f  th e  m a tern a l as s ig n if ic a n t  in  M y Bondage and  M y  Freedom  

m a k e s  p ro b lem a tic  a r e a d in g  w h ic h  iso la te s  a n d  p r iv ile g e s  d im e n s io n s  o f  b lack  

c o m m u n ity  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  g e n d e r . A s  I p o in te d  o u t  in  c h a p te r  f iv e ,  

d is t in g u is h in g  tex ts  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  g e n d e r  m u st  b e  p art o f  a la rg er  cr itica l  

e n d e a v o u r  w h ic h  r e c o g n is e s ,  in  M c D o w e ll 's  w o r d s , " c o u n tle ss  th e m a tic ,  

s ty lis t ic , a n d  im a g is t ic  p a ra lle ls" , a n d  e x p lo r e s  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  " th ese  

c o m m o n a lit ie s  are  m a n ife s te d  d if fe r e n t ly  in  B lack  w o m e n 's  w r it in g  a n d  th e  

w a y s  in  w h ic h  th e y  c o in c id e  w ith  w r it in g s  b y  B lack m en" (2 8 ). C o m p a ra tiv e  

te x tu a l a n a ly s is  o f  M y Bondage and M y  F reedom  a n d  I n c id e n ts ,  e x a m p le s  o f  

w h ic h  ca n  b e  fo u n d  th r o u g h o u t th is  s tu d y , r ev ea ls  n o t o n ly  c o m m o n a lit ie s  

an d  d ifferen ces , b u t a lso  in form s a n e w  u n d e r sta n d in g  o f th e  re la tio n sh ip  o f  the
. f  rcrrv~)

1845 N a r r a t i v e  to  th e  1855 text. T h e  m atern a l is  d is t in c t , b u t n o t  is o la te d lo r  

n e c e ssa r ily  m o re  im p o rta n t th an , th e  p atern a l an d  fraternal in  M y Bondage and  

M y  Freedom.  T h e ch a ra cter isa tio n  o f  im p o rta n t b lack  fa th er  f ig u r e s , a n d  th e  

tr e a tm e n t  o f  th e  s la v e s '  w i ld  s o n g s  in  M y Bondage and M y  f r e e d o m  

d e m o n str a te  th is.

L ik e  B e tsy  B a ily , " U ncle L aw son " , w h o m  D o u g la s s  a lso  refers to  a s  "Father  

L aw son" , p ro tec ts  a n d  g u id e s  D o u g la ss . A t a tim e in  h is life  w h e n  D o u g la s s  is  

"d istressed  an d  torm ented" , Father L a w so n  p r o v id e s  a co n tex t o f  h o p e  in  w h ic h  

D o u g la ss ' n e w ly  a cq u ired  litera cy  sk ills  can  b e  ro o ted  in  a sy s te m  o f  m e a n in g  

a n d  in  m e a n in g fu l a c tiv ity . L a w so n  d isp la c e s  a w h ite  p rea ch er  a s  so u r c e  o f  

r e l ig io u s  in s tr u c t io n , s u b s ta n t ia t in g  D ix o n 's  r e a d in g  o f  th e  c o n v e r s io n  o f  

C h ristia n ity  b y  s la v e s  in to  a sy s te m  o f  m ea n in g  that sp ea k s  d irec tly  to th eir  o w n  

n e e d s , b o th  earth ly  a n d  h e a v e n ly . D o u g la s s  w r ite s  that th e  R e v e r e n d  o f  th e  

E p isco p a l M eth o d  ch u rch , "Mr W a u g h , [cam e] to o u r  h o u se , a n d  g a v e  m e  an  

o p p o r tu n ity  to hear h im  exh ort and  pray. B ut m y  c h ie f  in stru ctor, in  m atters o f  

r e lig io n , w a s  U n c le  L a w so n . F ie w a s  m y  sp ir itu a l father; a n d  I lo v e d  h im  

in te n se ly , an d  I w a s  at h is  h o u se  ev ery  ch a n ce  I got"(p. 1 0 6 /1 8 5 5 ) . B e lo w , the  

" in ten se  lo v e  o f  k n o w led g e"  w h ic h  L a w so n  " fanned ... in to  a flam e" s u g g e s ts  

o n e  w a y  in  w h ich  H arriet B aily  rem ain ed  a g u id in g  p resen ce  in  her son 's  life:
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T h e g o o d  o ld  m a n  h a d  to ld  m e, that "the L ord h a d  a grea t w o r k  for  
m e to  do"; a n d  I m u st p rep are to d o  it; a n d  that h e  h ad  b een  s h o w n  
that I m u st preach  th e  g o sp e l. H is  w o rd s  m a d e  a d e e p  im p ress io n  on  
m y  m in d , a n d  I v e r ily  fe lt  th at so m e  su c h  w o r k  w a s  b e fo re  m e , 
t h o u g h  I c o u ld  n o t  s e e  h o w  I s h o u ld  e v e r  e n g a g e  in  its  
p erform an ce ...T h e  a d v ise  a n d  su g g e s t io n s  o f  U n c le  L a w so n , w e r e  n o t  
w ith o u t  th eir  in flu e n c e  on  m y  character a n d  d e stin y . H e  th rew  m y  
th o u g h ts  in to  a c h a n n e l fro m  w h ic h  th e y  h a v e  n e v e r  e n t ir e ly  
d iv e r g e d . H e  fa n n ed  m y  a lrea d y  in te n se  lo v e  o f  k n o w le d g e  in to  a 
f la m e, b y  a ssu r in g  m e  that I w a s  to b e  a u se fu l m a n  in  th e  w o r ld  (p. 
106/1855)

A s  th e  b la ck  e ld e r  w h o  e n v is a g e s  D o u g la s s  p e r fo r m in g  grea t a n d  u s e fu l  

w o r k , L a w so n  a lso  can  b e  s e e n -to  su p p la n t W illia m  L lo y d  G arrison  as the  

a d u lt  m a le  m en to r  w h o  d e fin e s  for D o u g la ss  the sh a p e  o f  h is  fu tu re  an d  h is ro le  

as race lead er . W h en  D o u g la ss  b eco m es teacher an d  lea d er  o f  h is  b roth er s la v e s  

o n  F r e e la n d 's  fa rm , h e  v ie w s  h im s e lf  a s  fu lf i l l in g  L a w so n 's  v is io n :  "Father  

L a w so n 's  so le m n  w o r d s , o f  w h a t I o u g h t to be, an d  m ig h t b e , in  the p r o v id e n c e  

o f  G o d , h a d  n o t fa llen  d e a d  on  m y  soul" (p. 1 6 8 /1 8 5 5 ). T h is is  p articu larly  clear  

w h e n  D o u g la s s  se e k s  to p ersu a d e  h is  fe llo w  s la v e s  to run  a w a y  w ith  him : "The 

fact is ,Ih e r e  b e g a n  m y  p u b lic  sp e a k in g . I c a n v a sse d , w ith  H e n r y  a n d  John  

[b roth er s la v e s  at F reelan d 's farm ], the subject o f  s la v ery , a n d  d a sh e d  a g a in st it 

th e  c o n d e m n in g  b ra n d  o f  G od 's etern a l ju stice , w h ic h  it e v e r y  h o u r  v io la te s .  

M y  fe llo w  serv a n ts  w e r e  n e ith er  in d ifferen t, d u ll n or in a p t... 'S h ow  u s  how  t h e  

th in g  is  to b e  d o n e ', sa id  th ey , 'and a ll e lse  is clear' " (p. 1 6 8 /1 8 5 5 ) . A n d rew s'  

rea d in g  o f  D o u g la ss  as a P ro m eth ea n  fig u re  at th is p o in t in  th e  story , sh o u ld  b e  

m e n tio n e d , s in ce  it is  lin k ed  to D o u g la ss ' ro le as teacher an d  lea d er  o f h is  fe llo w  

s la v e s  at F reelan d 's farm  a n d , I b e lie v e , can b e lin k ed  to m atern a l d im e n s io n s  in  

M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom.  A n d r e w s  q u ite  co rrectly  v ie w s  D o u g la s s  as 

p r e se n t in g  '‘h is  rea d er  w ith  an  im a g e  o f  h im se lf  a s  b o th  s a v io r  a n d  d e v il  

w h o s e  g o s p e l  th rea ten s o rd er  th r o u g h o u t th e  p la n ta tio n , w h o s e  le a d e r sh ip  is  

sh o t  th r o u g h  w ith  th e  m o t iv e s  o f  h a tred  a n d  th e  m e th o d s  o f  v io le n c e , an d  

w h o s e  u n sh a k e a b le  p r id e  r e fu se s  to a ccep t a n y  s ta tu s  or s e e k  a n y  o u ts id e  

ju stifica tion  that co n flic ts  w ith  the d esire  o f  self" (29). D o u g la ss  ca lls  a tten tio n  to  

p o in t  o f  v ie w  in  resto r in g  and  r e v is in g  fem a le  p resen ce  in  M y Bondage and M y  

F r e e d o m ,  in v o lv in g  th e  r e a d e r  in  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  c o n s tr u c t in g  a n d  

d e c o n str u c tin g  th e  characters a n d  e v e n ts  o f  the a u to b io g ra p h y . S im ila r ly , "the 

p r o m e th e a n  m etaphor"  in v o lv e s  th e  read er in  the a u to b io g r a p h ic a l act. T he  

fr e e d o m  A n d r e w s  id e n tif ie s  "to m o v e  back  an d  forth  acro ss  the m argin" b r in g s  

to  m y  m in d  D o u g la ss ' u se  o f  p o in t o f  v ie w  as a cam era  le n s  in  "the w o o d s

187



b e tw e e n  T u ck a h o e  an d  W y e  river" , a m a g ica l p la ce  o f  tra n sitio n , retu rn ed  to, in  

o rd er  to  b e g in  a ga in . G iv in g  h is  read er the "choices... the b lack  a u to b io g ra p h er  

tra d itio n a lly  h a d  to  m ake", w e  are e n c o u r a g e d  to  read  D o u g la s s  in  a w a y  that 

Jam es M atlock  d id  not:

W h en  h e  tu rn s th e  s a v io r  in s id e -o u t  to rev ea l th e  d e v il  to u s , h e  
b e c o m e s  a n o th er  m a n ife s ta tio n  o f  th e  tr ick ster , r e fu s in g  to  id e n tify  
h im se lf  w h o lly  or f in a lly  w ith  e ith er  th e  in s id e r  or o u ts id e r  b u t o n ly  
w ith  th e  freed o m  to m o v e  b ack  a n d  forth  across th e  m arg in . T here is  
n o  w a y  to u n d o  th is  D o u g la ss -d o u b lin g  sh ort o f  m a k in g  an arbitrary  
c h o ic e  o u r se lv e s  b e tw e e n  th e  s a v io r  /  sa ta n  a ltern a tiv es  that d efin e, 
th e  p o le s  o f  in terp reta tio n  o f  th e  P ro m eth eu s  figu re . In o ffer in g  u s  
th is  c h o ice , D o u g la s s  tu rn s th e  tab les on  h is read ers a n d  g iv e s  th e m  
th e  sa m e  u n te n a b le  ch o ice s  b e tw e e n  b inary  o p p o s it io n s  that th e  b lack  
a u to b io g r a p h e r  tr a d it io n a lly  h a d  to m a k e ... N o t  to  a c c e p t  
P r o m e th e u s  a s j  m e ta p h o r  o f  D o u g la s s '  m a r g in a lity  d u r in g  h is  
tra n sitio n  fro m  s la v e  to freem an  is  to restrict th e  p o ten tia l 'em ergen t  
m e a n in g s 'o f  th is  v e r y  m a n o eu v ra b le  figu re... (30)

S im ila r ly , n o t to  a ccep t th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  m a tern a l d r a w n  a tte n tio n  to  

th ro u g h  p o in t  o f  v ie w  in  M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  a s  a s ig n ific a n t r e v is io n  

o f  th e  1845 N a r r a t i v e ,  " is  to restrict th e  p o te n tia l e m e r g e n t m ean in gs"  o f the  

se c o n d  a u to b io g ra p h y .

L ik e F ather L a w so n , S a n d y  Jen k in s is  a fa th er  fig u re  se e n  to a s su m e  ro le s  in  

re la tio n  to D o u g la s s  as p ro tector  a n d  g u id e  first fu lfilled  b y  B etsy  B aily , th o u g h  

a s A n d r e w s  p o in ts  o u t , " [L aw son ] a ff ilia te s  h im se lf  w ith  th e  p o w e r  o f  the  

C h ristian  G o d  a n d  [Jenkins] w ith  th e  p o ten cy  o f the A frican  supernatural"  (31). 

D o u g la s s  d e sc r ib e s  S a n d y  Jenk ins as a w e ll-k n o w n  an d  r e sp e c te d  fig u re  in  the  

b la ck  c o m m u n ity , m u ch  lik e  B etsy  B aily . Jenkins is  "a m a n  as fa m o u s  a m o n g  

th e  s la v e s  o f  th e  n e ig h b o r  h o o d  for h is  g o o d  n atu re, as for h is  g o o d  sense"  (p. 

1 4 6 /1 8 5 5 ). L ike B etsy  B aily] S a n d y  Jenk ins h as a sp e c ia l r e la tio n sh ip  w ith  th e  

n atu ra l w o r ld . H e  a p p ears to perform  m iracles and  is k n o w n  a n d  re sp ected  for 

d o in g  so . D o u g la s s  p r o v id e s  m o re  than  o n e  in terp reta tion  o f  S an d y 's p o w e r s , 

just h e  g iv e s  tw o  e x p la n a tio n s  for h is  gran d m oth er's "good luck":

G ran d m a w a s  lik e w is e  m ore  p ro v id en t than  m o st o f  h er  n e ig h b o r s  
in  th e  p r e se r v a tio n  o f  s e e d lin g  s w e e t  p o ta to e s , a n d  it h a p p e n e d  to  
her... to en joy  th e  rep u ta tion  o f h a v in g  b een  b o m  to  "good  luck" H er  

" g o o d  luck" w a s  o w in g  to  th e  e x c e e d in g  care w h ic h  s h e  to o k  in  
p r e v e n tin g  th e  su c c u le n t  ro o t from  g e ttin g  b r u ise d  in  th e  d ig g in g ,  
an d  in  p la c in g  it b e y o n d  th e  reach  o f  frost, b y  a c tu a lly  b u r y in g  it 
u n d e r  th e  h ea rth  o f  th e  cab in  d u r in g  th e  w in te r  m o n th s  (p . 28- 
9 /1855).
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A t o n e  le v e l , w e  se e  D o u g la s s  d isp la c in g  "good luck" w ith  sk ill  to a cco u n t for  

B etsy  B aily 's  a b ilit ie s , b u t if  D o u g la s s  o n ly  in te n d e d  to illu stra te  th e  sk ill, w h y  

m e n t io n  th e  r e p u ta t io n  o f  " g o o d  luck"  at a ll?  I th in k  th a t D o u g la s s  

in te n tio n a lly  p r o v id e s  h is  read er w ith  a ltern a tiv e  co n tex ts  o f  in terp reta tio n , a n d  

in  th e  e x a m p le  o f  b o th  h is  g r a n d m o th e r  a n d  S a n d y  Jen k in s, th e  a ltern a tiv e  

c o n te x t  is  r o o te d , lik e  th e  s la v e s ' s o n g s , o u ts id e  o f  th e  p a te r n a lis t ic  w e b  o f  

s la v e r y , in  b la c k  s la v e  c o m m u n ity  in fo r m e d  b y  A fr ica n  c u ltu r a l p ra ctice . 

D o u g la s s '  a c c o u n t  o f  fo r tu ito u s ly  m e e t in g  J en k in s in  th e  w o o d s  fo l lo w in g  

D o u g la s s '  b r u ta l b e a t in g  b y  C o v e y  is  in tr ig u in g  at a n u m b e r  o f  le v e ls ,  

p a r tic u la r ly  th e  d o u b le  in te r p r e ta tio n s  o f  S a n d y  a n d  o f  h is  sk ills . In 1845, 

Jen k in s is  p r e se n te d  s im p ly  as su p e r st it io u s , b u t in  1855 h e  is  b o th  a r e lig io u s  

m a n  a n d  a conjurer: "I fo u n d  S a n d y  an o ld  ad v iser . H e  w a s  n o t o n ly  a re lig io u s  

m an , b u t h e  p r o fe sse d  to  b e lie v e  in  a sy ste m  for w h ic h  I h a v e  n o  n am e. H e  w a s  

a g e n u in e  A frican , a n d  h a d  in h er ited  so m e  o f the so  ca lled  m a g ica l p o w e r s ,sa id  

to  b e  p o s s e s s e d  b y  A frican  an d  e a s te r n  nations" (p. 1 4 6 -7 /1 8 5 5 ) . L ike th e  d e e p  

m e a n in g  o f  th e  s la v e s ' s o n g s , D o u g la s s  h as "no nam e" for  th e  b e lie fs  w h ic h  

S a n d y  h o ld s . In  th e  1845 a cco u n t, th is  a m b ig u ity  is  d is m is s e d  in  a fo o tn o te  

w h ic h  a ss ig n s  b e lie fs  o u ts id e  o f  a C hristian  fra m ew o rk  to th e  rea lm  o f ign oran t  

su p e r s t it io n . In 1855 , a m b ig u ity  rem a in s  an  e s s e n t ia l c h a ra c ter is t ic  o f  th e  

e n c o u n te r  w ith  S a n d y  a n d  is  e m p h a s ise d  b y  d o u b le  m e a n in g s . T o e n su r e  that 

D o u g la s s  s u r v iv e s  h is  retu rn  to  C o v e y 's  farm , Jen k in s g iv e s  D o u g la s s  a root

w ith  p r o te c tiv e  p o w ers: "He to ld  m e  that h e  co u ld  h e lp  m e; that, in  th o se  v ery

w o o d s , th ere  w a s an  herb... p o sse ss in g  a ll the p o w e r s  req u ired  for m y  protection"  

(p. 1 4 7 /1 8 5 5 ). T he root is  co n sid ered  b y  D o u g la ss  in  tw o  r e lig io u s  c o n te x ts— as  

part o f  an  A frican  sy ste m , an d , in  C hristian  term s, as s in fu l— a n d  it is  a lso  p laced  

in  co n tra stin g  co n tex ts  o f the ration a l an d  the m y ster io u s . In d escr ib in g  Jenkins' 

o w n  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  ro o ts , D o u g la s s  w r ite s , in  p a r e n th e s is , "(I p u t  h is  

th o u g h ts  in  m y  o w n  w o rd s)" , a n d  d e v e lo p s  th e  c o n tra st  b e tw e e n  w h a t  is  

ra tio n a lly  u n d e r sto o d  an d  w h a t is  in tu it iv e ly  grasp ed  on  the b a sis  o f  fa ith  ;

It w a s  b en ea th  o n e  o f  m y  in te llig e n c e  to co u n ten a n ce  su ch  d e a lin g s  
w ith  th e  d e v il , as th is  p o w e r  [o f the root] im p lied . B ut, w ith  a ll m y
b o o k  lea rn in g — it w a s  rea lly  p rec io u s  little— S a n d y  w a s  m o re  than  a
m atch  for m e. l'M y b o o k  learn in g  h ad  n o t k ep t C o v e y  off'] sa id  S a n d y  
(a p o w e r fu l a rg u m en t just then), an d  h e  en treated  m e , w ith  fla sh in g  
ey es, to try th is (p. 1 4 7 /1 8 5 5 )

D o u g la ss  p resen ts  a n u m b er o f p o in ts  o f  v ie w  o f the root, an d  a sso c ia te s  h im se lf, 

in  a m b ig u o u s  term s, w ith  S an d y: "I sa w  in  S a n d y  too  d e e p  an  in s ig h t  in to
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h u m a n  n atu re , w ith  all h is  su p e r stit io n , n o t to  h a v e  so m e  resp ect for h is  ad v ise;  

a n d  p erh a p s, to o , a s lig h t  g lea m  or sh a d o w  o f  h is  su p e r stit io n  h ad  fa llen  u p o n  

me" (p. 1 4 7 -8 /1 8 5 5 ). Iron ica lly , a m b ig u ity  rem ain s the o n ly  'fixed' q u a lity  o f  the  

roo t, an d  b y  ex ten s io n , o f  S an d y . W h en  D o u g la ss  retu rn s to C o v ey 's  farm , h e  is  

a m a z e d  to  b e  g r e e te d  b y  an  a p p a r e n tly  p a c if ie d  C o v e y , a n d  p r o v id e s  tw o  

e x p la n a tio n s:

th is  ex tra o rd in a ry  c o n d u c t o f  C ovey , rea lly  m a d e  m e  b e g in  to  th in k  
that S an d y 's  herb h ad  m o re  v ir tu e  in  it than  I, in  m y  p r id e , h a d  b een  
w ill in g  to  a llo w ; and) h ad  th e  d a y  b een  o th er  than  S u n d a y , I sh o u ld  
h a v e  a ttr ib u ted  C o v ey 's  a ltered  m an n er  so le ly  to th e  m a g ic  p o w e r  o f  
th e  root. I su sp e c te d , h o w e v e r , that the Sabbath, an d  not the roof, w a s  
th e  real ex p la n a tio n  (p. 1 4 8 /1 8 5 5 )

A s  in  th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  B etsy  B aily 's "good luck", D o u g la ss ' o w n  g o o d  lu ck  is
J> lSO

attr ib u ted  n o t o n ly  to  th e  ration a l, b u tjto  th e  p o ss ib ilit ie s  o f  m ea n in g  o u ts id e  o f  

th e  rational. In th is  case , D o u g la ss  h in ts that s w a llo w in g  h is p r id e  a n d  a ccep tin g  

th e  w is e  c o u n se l o f  an  e ld er  w a s  im p o rta n t to h is  g o o d  fortu n e. W h en  C o v e y  

d o e s  a ttem p t to  b eat D o u g la ss  th e  fo llo w in g  d a y , it is  D o u g la ss  w h o  b ea ts C ovey:  

"I n o w  fo r g o t m y  roo ts  and  stood up in m y  own defence"^p. 1 4 9 /1 8 5 5 ) , w ith  the  

tacit su p p o r t o f  o th er  s la v e s , Bill an d  C aroline, w h o  refu se  to h e lp  C o v e y  su b d u e  

D o u g la ss :  "We w e r e  a ll in  o p e n  reb e llio n , that m orning"  (p. 1 5 1 /1 8 5 5 ) . In the  

b attle , D o u g la ss  acts a ga in st h is  m aster  and  is su p p o rted  b y  other s la v e s— th e root  

h a s b een  a ca ta ly st  en a b lin g  D o u g la s s  to reco n n ect w ith  o th er  b la ck  p e o p le  so  

that h e  m a y  a sser t h im se lf  a g a in st a lm o st certa in  d ea th  at th e  h a n d s  o f  C o v ey .  

In lo o k in g  b ack  o n  th e  ep ic  b a ttle  b e tw e e n  h im se lf  a n d  C o v e y , th ro u g h  w h ic h  

D o u g la s s  reg a in s h is  se lf-resp ect an d  d eterm in a tio n  to p u rsu e  freed o m , D o u g la ss  

d o e s  n o t  p r o v id e  th e  read er w ith  a ra tion a l ex p la n a tio n  o f  h o w  h e  w a s  a b le  to 

str ik e  C o v e y  w ith o u t  b e in g  p u b lic ly  w h ip p e d  as a c o n se q u e n c e . Just as h is  

e x p la n a tio n  for C o v ey 's  p a c ifism  on  S u n d a y  d o e s  n o t re ly  s o le ly  on  the ration a l, 

n e ith er  d o e s  h is  ex p la n a tio n  for h is  tr iu m p h  o v e r  C o v e y  : "the rea d er  w il l  b e  

g la d  to k n o w  w h y , after I h ad  so  g r ie v o u s ly  o ffen d ed  M y C o v ey , h e  d id  n o t h a v e  

m e  tak en  in h a n d  b y  th e  a u th o r ities ...I  c o n fess , that the e a sy  m an n er  in  w h ic h  I 

g o t  o ff, w a s , for a lo n g  tim e , a su rp r ise  to m e , an d  I ca n n o t, e v e n  n o w , fu lly  

ex p la in  th e  cause" (p. 1 5 2 /1 8 5 5 ). D o u g la ss  d o e s  "venture to su ggest"  that C o v e y  

d id  n o t p u rsu e  th e  m atter  in  p u b lic  b eca u se  h is  rep u ta tio n  as a "nigger breaker"  

w o u ld  h a rd ly  b e  en h a n ced  if  the c o m m u n ity  k n e w  "he h a d  b een  m a stered  b y  a 

b o y  o f  s ix teen "  (p . 1 5 2 /1 8 5 5 ) , b u t th e  truth  o f  th is  e x p la n a t io n  in  n o  w a y  

u n d e r m in e s  the e sse n tia lly  m y ster io u s , en a b lin g  p o w e r  w h ic h  S a n d y  rep resen ts.
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D o u g la ss ' a sso c ia tio n s  w ith  b o th  B etsy  B aily  an d  S a n d y  Jenkins are th u s  seen  to  

b e  "full o f  advantage"; th ro u g h  resp ec ted  b lack  e ld ers, D o u g la s s  is  g r o u n d e d  in  

fa m ily  a n d  c o m m u n ity  a n d  th is  r e n e w s D o u g la ss ' fa ith  in  h im se lf , resu rrected  

after  s ix  m o n th s  o f p ersecu tio n  at C o v e y ’s farm .

F ath er  L a w so n  a n d  S a n d y  J en k in s s u g g e s t  th e  f lu id  b o u n d a r y  b e tw e e n  th e  

m a te r n a l a n d  fra tern a l in  th e  w o r ld  o f  M y Bondage and Freedom. W h i le  

b o th  m e n  u n d o u b te d ly  are im p o rta n t fath er fig u res to D o u g la ss , as b lack  e ld ers  

w h o  tea ch  D o u g la s s  w a y s  o f  s e e in g  a n d  in terp re tin g , th ey  p erfo rm  a fu n c tio n  

s im ila r  to  th a t o f  w o m e n  su c h  a s  h is  g r a n d m o th e r  a n d  m o th e r , B e tsy  a n d  

H a rr ie t B a ily . B lack  c o m m u n ity  is  n e ith e r  m a tern a l n o r  fra tern a l, b u t b o th , 

in fo r m e d  a s m u c h  b y  th e  id e a ls  o f  a d o m e stic  h a v e n  su c h  as th at e n jo y e d  b y  

D o u g la s s  in  h is  g ran d p aren ts' T u ck ah oe cab in , as it is b y  th e  id e a l b ro th erh o o d  

en a cted  in  th e  S abbath  sc h o o ls  w h ere  D o u g la ss  is teach er a n d  lea d er  o f b e lo v e d  

b roth er  s la v e s . A s  resp ected  a n d  p o w erfu l e ld ers B etsy  B aily , Father L a w so n  and  

S a n d y  Jen k in s are as m u ch  A frican  as th ey  are A m erica n . A frica  a n d  A frican  

p e o p le s  in  A m e r ic a  are p r o m in e n t  in  M y Bondage and  M y  Freedom  a n d  

su b sta n tia te  G ates' o b serv a tio n , q u o ted  in  ch ap ter  tw o , that "the fu ll erasu re  o f  

traces o f  cu ltu res  as sp le n d id , as an c ien t and  as sh ared  b y  th e  s la v e  tr a v e le r  as 

th e  c la ss ic  cu ltu res o f  trad ition a l W est Africa w o u ld  b e  ex traord in arily  d ifficu lt... 

In a d v er ten tly , A frican  s la v e r y  in  th e  N e w  W orld  sa tis f ie d  th e  p r e c o n d itio n s  for  

th e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  a n e w  cu ltu r e , a tru ly  P a n -A fr ica n  cu ltu r e  fa sh io n e d  a s a 

c o lo u r fu l w e a v e  o f  lin g u is t ic , in s t itu t io n a l, m e ta p h y s ic a l a n d  fo rm a l threads"  

(32). In M y Bondage and M y  Freedom, D o u g la ss  m e n tio n s  A frican  d ia le c t  (p. 52- 

3 /1 8 5 5 )  a n d  h e  d em o n stra te s  the g o o d  m an n ers o f  s la v e s  an d  resp ect for e ld ers  

(p. 4 9 /1 8 5 5 ) . I h a v e  su g g e s te d  that B etsy  B aily  an d  S a n d y  Jenkins can  b e  seen  as 

r e sp e c te d  e ld ers  in to u ch  w ith  n atu re  a n d  ab le  to w o rk  'm iracles'. P erh a p s the  

m o st in tr ig u in g  m a n ife s ta tio n  o f the " colourfu l w eave"  that is  A fro -A m erica n  

cu ltu re , is  s la v e  so n g  , th e  ex p r e sse d  s o u l o f  b lack  c o m m u n ity  a n d  th e  fu lle s t  

e x p r e ss io n  o f  th e  p ro cess  o f  rem em o ry  in  M y Bondage and m y  Freedom.

C O N C L U S I O N

U n lik e  th e  1845 N a r r a t iv e ,  in  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom, D o u g la ss  in c lu d e s  

s la v e  s o n g s  in  th e  b o d y  o f the text. H ere , their p resen ce  m ig h t b e  se e n  to d estro y  

th e  m y ste r y  o f  "the s la v es' w ild  songs"  c o n v e y e d  so  b e a u tifu lly  in  1845. In M y  

Bondage and M y  Freedom, the w o r d s  o f  s la v e  s o n g s  are reco rd ed  in  ch a p ter
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e ig h te e n  w h ic h  d escr ib es  th e  "jubilee beating"  at C h ristm as, a n d  so n g  is  p resen t  

in  ch a p ter  n in e te e n  w h e r e  the ru n a w a y  p lo t o f  the F reelan d  s la v e s  is  d escr ib ed . 

D o e s  th e  p r e se n c e  o f  th e  s o n g s  in  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  a m o u n t to  

n o th in g  m o re  than  triv ia  in  a b o r in g , re -te llin g  o f  D o u g la ss ' life?  If the 1845 text 

is  read  a s  p recu rso r  to th e  1855 text, th en  th e  m ere p resen ce  o f th e  w o r d s  o f  the  

s o n g s  in  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom  is  s ig n ifica n t, for D o u g la s s  is n o  lo n g e r  

" w ith in  th e  circle", e s se n tia lly  cu t o ff  fro m , th o u g h  m o v e d  b y , th e  s la v e s '  

s o n g . B y  1855 D o u g la s s  h as b e c o m e  s in g e r  a s  w e ll  a s  lis te n e r , c r e a t in g  a s  

p a r tic ip a n t in  a c o lle c t iv e , a s  w e ll  as l is ten in g  to  and com m en tin g  on  b la ck  

cre a tiv e  ex p r e ss io n . U n lik e  th e  1845 N a rra t iv e  w h ere  C h ristm a s fe s t iv it ie s  for  

s la v e s  are d escr ib ed  s o le ly  in  term s o f w h ite  e x p lo ita tio n  o f s la v e  le isu re -tim e , in  

1855, "the f id d lin g , d a n c in g  an d  'jubilee beating'  w a s  g o in g  o n  in  all d irections"  

(p . 1 5 5 /1 8 5 5 ) . D o u g la s s  d e sc r ib e s  th e  in str u m e n ts  " p layed  so  easily"  b y  the  

"perform er [w h o ] im p r o v ise s  as h e  b ea ts , an d  s in g s  h is  m erry  so n g s , so  ord er in g  

th e  w o r d s  a s  to  h a v e  th em  fa ll p a t w ith  th e  m o v e m e n t  o f  h is  h an d s"  (p . 

155/1855):

"We ra ise  d e  w h ea t,
D e y  g ib  u s  d e  com ;
W e b ak e d e  bread,
W e s if  d e  m eal,
D e  g ib  u s  d e  huss;
W e p ea l d e  m eat,
D e  g ib  u s  d e  sk in ,
A n d  dat's d e  w a y  
D ey  takes u s  in.
W e sk im  d e  p o t,
D e y  g ib  u s  d e  liquor,
A n d  sa y  dat's g o o d  en o u g h  for n igger.

W a lk  over! w a lk  over!
T om  Butter a n d  d e  fat;
P oor n ig g er  y o u  can't g et over  dat;

W alk  over!" (155) (33)

O n e  s e n s e s  in  th e  1855 d e sc r ip t io n  o f th e  ju b ile e  b ea t an  e s s e n t ia lly

p ic a r e sq u e  p erfo rm a n ce , fu n c tio n in g  in  term s sim ila r  to th o se  u s e d  b y  M ik h ail 

B akhtin  to d escr ib e  m e d ie v a l E u rop ean  carnival: "as o p p o se d  to  th e  o ffic ia l feast, 

o n e  m ig h t  sa y  th at c a rn iv a l ce leb ra ted  tem p o ra ry  lib era tio n  from  p r e v a ilin g  

truth  an d  form  o f  th e  esta b lish ed  order... C arnival w a s  th e  true fea st o f  tim e , the  

fe a s t  o f  b e c o m in g , c h a n g e , a n d  r e n e w a l. It w a s  h o s t i le  to  a ll th a t w a s  

im m o r ta lise d  a n d  co m p le ted "  (34). In M y Bondage and M y  Freedom,  b la c k
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p e o p le  are s h o w n  to se t  th eir  o w n  rh yth m  an d  their o w n  pace: ch ap ter  e ig h teen  

d e sc r ib e s  th e  g ro ss  ex p lo ita tio n  o f  s la v e  cu ltu re , b u t u n lik e  the 1845 a ccou n t, the  

d e sc r ip tio n  o f  s la v e  h o lid a y s  is d isr u p te d  b y  th e  w o r d s  o f  a s la v e  so n g . T he  

la rg er  co n te x t in  w h ic h  th e  ju b ilee  b ea t occu rs is  co rru p ted  b y  th e  u n d e r ly in g  

o b jec tiv e  o f  m a sters  w h o  en co u ra g e  d ru n k en , d iso r d e r ly  b e h a v io u r  in  ord er  to 

crea te  in  th e  s la v e s  d is g u s t  in  th e  freed o m  o f  h o lid a y  resp ite . B ut th e  s la v es' 

ju b ilee  b eat is  n o t co rru p ted  b y  th e  larger co n tex t o f  ex p lo ita tio n , a s  th e  w o r d s  to  

th e  s la v e s ’ so n g , c o m m e n tin g  on  th e  w h ite  m an 's e x p lo ita t io n  o f b la ck  lab ou r, 

d e m o n str a te s . T h e s o n g s  are sa cred  to th o se  w h o  s in g  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d  th em , 

d e s p ite  th e  fra u d u len t co n tex t o f  th e  ju b ilee  b eat, a s la v e  ce leb ra tio n  w h ic h  is 

m is u n d e r s to o d  b y  w h ite s  a s  a s ig n  o f  c o n te n tm e n t  in  s la v e r y . D o u g la s s  

c o m m e n ts  o n  th e  s o n g  w h o s e  w o r d s  h e  h a s  s e t  d o w n , "this is  n o t  a b a d  

su m m a r y  o f  th e  p a lp a b le  in ju stice  an d  fraud  o f  slavery"  (p. 1 5 5 /1 8 5 5 ) . In O u r  

M u s ic  is N o  A cc id en t  (1988), K alam u  ya S a laam  d e sc r ib e s  h is  o w n  g ra d u a l  

p ro cess  o f  rea lisa tio n  that jazz  is sacred  d e sp ite  its  su p er fic ia l a sso c ia tio n  w ith  

le s s  than  sacred  co n tex ts  an d  activ ities:

A t th e  c o r e  o f  o u r  m u s ic ,  e v e n  u n d e r  la y e r s  o f  f i l th  a n d  
c o m m e r c ia liz a t io n , th ere  is  a c r e a tiv e  h ea rtb ea t th at e d if ie s  a n d  
u p lif ts  a s e n s e  o f  s e lf  a n d  c o m m u n ity , o f  ta len t a n d  w o r th , o f  life .
E ven  as it sh a k es  a n d  sh im m ie s , d o e s  th e  fu n k y  b u tt, co ck s  its  le g , 
f la sh e s  its  b rea sts  or g r in d s  its  p e lv is , e v e n  th en  th ere  is  still, d e e p  
in s id e , so m e th in g  sacred  h a p p en in g  in  the m u sic  (35)

L ike D o u g la ss , K alam u  ya Salaam  u n d e r g o e s  a jou rn ey  from  in a b ility  to h ear h is  

p e o p le 's  m u sic --  "For a lo n g  tim e  I, lik e  m a n y  o th ers, m isu n d e r s to o d  the o r ig in s  

o f  w h a t  I heard"— to  r ea lisa tio n  o f th e  e sse n tia l s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  b la ck  crea tiv e  

ex p ressio n : "Our m u sic  is  h o w  w e  so u n d  w h e n  w e  in n o v a t iv e ly  s q u e e z e  ev ery  

o u n c e  o f  joy  w e  can  o u t o f  the so rro w  o f n e o -N e w  O rlean s slavery"  (36). L ike  

th e  ju b ilee  b ea t d u r in g  C h ristm as fe s tiv it ie s , D o u g la s s  in c lu d e s  w o r d s  o f s la v e  

s o n g  in  ch a p ter  n in e teen  w h ere  th ey  em b o d y  the b lack  c o m m u n ity 's  a b ility  to  

c o m m u n ic a te  c o v e r t ly  as D o u g la ss ' u s e  o f  " d ou b le m ea n in g "  b e lo w , c le a r ly  

s u g g e s ts . D o u g la s s  d escr ib es  h im se lf  an d  the m en  at F reeland 's' farm  as th ey  

a n tic ip a te  th e ir  f lig h t  fro m  s la v e r y , c a llin g  a tten tio n  to  " d ou b le  m ea n in g "  in  

s o n g s  w h ic h  ce leb rate  arrival in  the p ro m ised  lan d  :

A  k een  o b serv er  m ig h t h a v e  d etec ted  in  ou r rep ea ted  s in g in g  o f

"O, Canaan, sweet Canaan,
I am bound for the land of Canaan"
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so m e th in g  m o re  th an  a h o p e  o f  rea ch in g  h e a v e n . W e m ea n t to 
reach  th e  n  orth— a n d  the north  w a s  ou r  C anaan--

"I thought I heard them say,
There w ere  lions in the w a y ,
I  don 't  expect to s tay  
M u ch  longer here.
R un  to  Jesus— shun the danger—
I don 't  expect to s tay  
much longer here"

w a s a fa v o u rite  air, an d  h ad  a d o u b le  m ea n in g  (170) (37)

C o m m u n ity  b e c o m e s  a n  a c tiv e  verb  in  M y  Bondage a n d  M y  Freedom,  ju st as

K a la m u  ya  S a la a m  d e sc r ib e s  th e  p r e se n t-d a y  N e w  O rlea n s  b la ck  c o m m u n ity

g a th er in g  to g e th er  to p la y  an d  listen  to jazz; "In the b e g in n in g , th e  m u sic  w a s  all

ab o u t h o o k in g  u s  u p . Jazz w a s  the sh in e  an d  g lu e  o f  a ll ou r  so c ia l fu n ctio n s...

B lack  fo lk  w o u ld  m ee t to c o m m u n ity  w ith  each  other, a n d  a ll o f  o u r  in d ig e n o u s

a n d  e s s e n t ia l c o m m u n io n s  in v o lv e  o u r  m usic"  (3 8 ). B y 1855, D o u g la s s  h as

a c c e p te d  th e  s la v es ' w ild  s o n g s  as part o f  h is  life , h is  id e n t ity , h is  e x p r e s s iv e

h e r ita g e . S la v e  s o n g  b e c o m e s  a m e ta p h o r  o f  th e  a u to b io g r a p h ic a l a c t , as

D o u g la s s  retu rn s to  th e  m a g ica l w o o d  to b e g in  a g a in  th e  jo u r n e y  o f  h is  life .

S h er ley  A n n e  W illia m s h a s o b serv ed  that "until w e  [b lack  A m erican s] k n o w  the

b lu e s ... w e  w il l  n o t k n o w  o u r se lv e s ... [The b lu es] is  a r itu a lized  w a y  o f  ta lk in g

a b o u t o u r se lv e s  an d  p a ss in g  it on" (3 9 ). T h u s, M y  Bondage and M y  Freedom  is

"m uch le s s  sta tic  a n d  situ ated " , to return  to M cD an ie l's  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  p erso n a l

n a rra tiv e , th a n  c o n v e n t io n a l a s su m p tio n s  a b o u t th is  tex t, a n d  s la v e  n a rra tiv e

g e n e r a l ly ,  w o u ld  h a v e  u s  b e l ie v e .  T h e  l im ita t io n s  o f  O ln e y 's  r ig id

sy s té m a tisa tio n  o f  s la v e  narrative  as a sta tic  artefact o f  a b y -g o n e  p o lit ic a l/m o r a l

cru sa d e , is  o n ce  a g a in  e v id e n t  w h e n  w e  c o n sid er  the p ro cess  o f  r e v is io n  w h ic h
This

D o u g la s s  b r in g s  in to  fo cu s  in  M y  Bondage and M y  F r e e d o m ^ j  p ro cess  

retu rn s th e  fa m o u s  fu g it iv e  to h is  life  in  s la v e r y , an d  p r e se n ts  h im  w ith  th e  

o p p o r tu n ity  to te ll a s to ry  that is  "neither th is  n or that, a n d  y e t  is  both": M y  

Bondage and M y  Freedom  w ill  te ll th e  sa m e  sto ry  a s, a n d  y e t  b e  d iffe r e n t from , 

th e  first a u to b io g ra p h y . W h ile  D o u g la ss ' 1845 an d  1855 n arra tives are d ifferen t  

from  ea ch  oth er , b o th  a u to b io g ra p h ie s  m eet the author's n e e d , at d ifferen t tim es  

in  h is  life , to  b r in g  th e  p a st  a n d  p resen t s e lf  "into so m e  p attern  o f a co h eren t  

w h ole"  (40). W e se e  that D o u g la ss , a s  narrator o f  M y Bondage and M y  Freedom, 

to o k  p le a s u r e  a n d  in te r e st  in  th e  p ro c e s se s  o f  r e v is io n  w h ic h  r e sto r e d  h is  

g ra n d m o th er  a n d  h is  m o th er  to th e  early  ch a p ters o f  h is  l ife  a n d  tra n sfo rm ed  

th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  h e  v ie w e d  h is  life . In M y  B ondage a n d  M y  Freedom ,
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D o u g la s s  is  a b le  to sh o w  u s  th is  p ro cess  b eca u se  h e  h a s g o n e  b e y o n d  th e  in itia l, 

p a in fu l s ta g e s  o f  r e m e m o ry , w h e r e  T on i M o rriso n  p o s it io n s  her p r o ta g o n is t , 

S eth e  in  Beloved. D o u g la ss  is  ab le  to rev ea l th e  p ro cess  o f  rem em o ry  in  p o in t o f  

v ie w  a n d  s la v e  s o n g  b e c a u s e  h e  h a s  tr iu m p h e d  in  th e  s tr u g g le  o f  s e l f 

rep r e se n ta tio n , a p a in fu l b a ttle  w h ic h  s tru c tu res  th e  w o r ld  o f  S h e r le y  A n n e  

W illia m s' p r o ta g o n is t  D essa  R o se  in  h er  n o v e l Dessa Rose.
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We are... a nation of dancers, s ingers and  poets

—O laudah Equiano

I knew w hat I  did, and I  d id  it  w ith  deliberate calculation

—Harriet Jacobs

I was not o n ly  free from s lavery ,  I  w as free from home as well

—Frederick Douglass

C h a p t e r  VII 
UNFINISHED JOURNEYS:

B E L O V E D  A N D  D E S S A  RO SE

T w o  fic tio n a l n arra tiv es  o f  s la v e r y  (1), Dessa Rose  an d  B elo ved ,  c o m p le te  th is  

s tu d y , U nfinished ]o u rn e y j : N arra tives  of S lavery  from  Olaudah Equiano to Toni 

M o rriso n .  A s  I h a v e  tr ied  to d em o n stra te  in  p r e v io u s  ch a p ters, b o th  Dessa Rose 

an d  Beloved  d ra w  im a g in a tiv e ly  o n  th e  s la v e  n arrative tra d itio n , on  at lea st tw o  

le v e ls . A t o n e  le v e l, s la v e  n arra tive  can  b e se e n  to c o n te x tu a lise  Beloved a n d  

D essa  Rose  b y  r o o t in g  th e se  n o v e ls  in  a sp e c if ic  h is to r ic a l c o n te x t , a n d  b y  

p r o v id in g  a p r e c e d e n t for  'story in g ' ex p e r ie n c e s  o f  s la v e r y  fro m  th e p o in t  o f  

v ie w  o f  s la v e s . T h u s, th e  s la v e  n arrative, as h isto r ica l a n d  crea tiv e  p re c e d e n t, 

e sta b lish e s  a sp e c if ic  co n tex t in fo r m in g  b o th  S h e r le y  A n n e  W illia m s' u s e  o f  

c o m p e t in g  n a rra tiv e  v o ic e s  in  Dessa Rose, a n d  T on i M o rriso n 's  ch a ra cter istic  

"spiral" n arra tive  s ty le , w h ic h  c o n v e y s  th e  traum a o f rem em o ry  for the ex -sla v e . 

W h ile  at o n e  le v e l  s la v e  n arra tive  p r o v id e s  h isto r ica l a n d  crea tiv e  co n te x t for  

th e  n o v e ls ,  at a n o th er  le v e l, Dessa Rose  a n d  Beloved  can  b e  se e n  to c o m m e n t  

on  th e  s la v e  narrative  trad ition . B y fo c u ss in g  o n  the stru ctu re  o f Dessa Rose  in  

th is  ch ap ter , I h o p e  to s h o w  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  S h er ley  A n n e  W illia m s rev ea ls  

h er p r o ta g o n is t's  jo u rn ey  to  s e lf -k n o w le d g e , a n d  h o w  that jo u rn ey  c o m m e n ts  

o n  a n u m b er  o f th e  th em es  a n d  d ile m m a s w h ic h  h a v e  e m erg ed  in  th is  s tu d y  as 

s ig n ific a n t in  s la v e  n arrative , p articu lar ly  th e  p r im acy  o f th e  b lack  c o m m u n ity , 

a n d  r e la t io n s h ip s  b o th  w ith in  th e  b la ck  c o m m u n ity , a n d  b e tw e e n  it a n d  

d o m in a n t  w h ite  s o c ie ty . A s  w e  s h a ll  s e e ,  B e lo v e d  a ls o  e n g a g e s  th e s e  

d im e n s io n s  o f  ex p er ien ce  in  s la v ery , b u t M orrison's ch aracteristic  n arra tive  s ty le
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d ir e c ts  ou r  a tten tio n  to  th e  im p a ct o f  s la v e r y , a n d  h er  characters' r e sp o n se s  to  

th e  trau m a o f  s la v ery . W h ile  b o th  Dessa Rose  a n d  Beloved  fo c u s  sp e c if ic a lly  on  

fe m a le  e x p e r ie n c e  in  s la v e r y , a n d  can  th u s  b e  se e n  to  c h a lle n g e , in  D eb o ra h  

M c D o w e ll's  w o r d s , th e  "sacred text" o f  s la v e r y  (2 ), w e  h a v e  se e n  in  p r e v io u s  

ch a p ters  o f  th is  s tu d y  th at th e  s la v e  n a rra tiv e  tra d itio n  c o n ta in s  w ith in  it its  

o w n  'c h a lle n g e ', p e r fo r m e d  b y  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y  a n d  fe m a le  n a r r a tiv e s ,  

u s u a lly  m a r g in a lis e d  in  d e f in it io n s  o f  s la v e  n a rra tiv e . A s  I h a v e  a r g u e d ,  

narrators su c h  a s E q u ia n o  a n d  Jacobs c a n n o t b e  fu lly  a c c o u n te d  fo r  w ith in  

n a r r o w  cr itica l p a r a m e te r s  w h ic h  e s ta b lish  as r e p r e se n ta t iv e  th e  n in e te e n th  

cen tu ry  m a le  tex t o f  s la v ery . A lso , w e  h a v e  o b serv ed  in  D o u g la ss ' M y  Bondage  

and M y  Freedom, th e  d eco n stru c tio n  o f the sa cred  tex t o f  s la v e r y  as rep resen ted  

b y  D o u g la ss ' 1845 N a rra t ive .  In th e  co n tex t o f  th is  s tu d y  th en , b o th  Dessa Rose  

a n d  Beloved can  b e  se e n  n o t o n ly  to ch a lle n g e  the "sacred text o f  slavery" , b u t  

a lso  to  d r a w  fro m , a n d  v a lid a te , th e  w id e r  p a ra m eters  o f  th e  s la v e  n a rra tiv e  

tra d itio n  ex p lo red  in  th is  s tu d y .

D if fe r e n c e s  b e tw e e n  D essa  R ose  an d  B e lo v e d  are s ig n if ic a n t ,  d e s p it e  th e ir  

s im ila r it ie s  c o n te x tu a lise d  in  th e  s la v e  narrative trad ition . L inda O p y r  o b serv es  

th at th e  " m yth ic  d im e n s io n ...  s e ts  [T on i M o rr iso n 's  n o v e ls ]  a p a rt fro m  th e  

n o v e ls  o f  o th e r  b la ck  w o m en "  (3). W h at M argaret M c D o w e ll re fers  to  in  

M orrison 's w o r k  as th e  "sense o f  en la rg ed  tim e, o f  m y th , a n d  o f p rop h ecy"  (4), 

s u g g e s ts  a b a sis  o f  d ifferen ce  b e tw e e n  Beloved  and  Dessa Rose. In h er  in te r v ie w  

w ith  C la u d ia  T ate, S h er ley  A n n e  W illia m s reflects on  d ifferen t th em es  sh e  se e s  

as ch aracter istic  o f  b la ck  m en 's  a n d  w o m e n 's  w r itin g . W illia m s o b se r v e s  that 

T o n i M o r r is o n  tr ie s  to  tr e a t b o th  th e  " sm a ll t h e m e s — th e  p a r t ic u la r  

rela tion sh ip " , ch aracteristic  o f  b lack  w o m e n 's  w r itin g , a n d  th e  " rep resen ta tiv e
-Hie*
o r jb ig  th em es" , w h ic h  W illia m s id e n tif ie s  w ith  b lack  m a le  w r iters  (5 ). In the  

T ate in te r v ie w , W illia m s ex p r e sse d  d o u b t ab ou t "that w h o le  m y th ic  e lem en t in  

[M orrison 's n o v e ls ] ...  I th in k  n o v e ls  w o rk  b est on  the rea l, in tim a te  level"  (6). 

A  m o re  p rec ise  m e a n in g  o f  W illiam s' b a d ly  e x p ressed  o p in io n  w h ic h  p r iv ile g e s  

"the real, in tim a te  level"  w ill b e  m a d e  ap p aren t b y  e x p lo r in g  th e  b lu e s  id io m  in  

Dessa Rose. In m y  rea d in g  o f Dessa Rose, I h o p e  to m a k e  c lear  that W illia m s' 

p re feren ce  fo r  d o m e s t ic  d e ta il an d  p a r t i c u l a r  r e la tio n sh ip  " d o e s  n o t p r e v e n t  

h er n o v e l from  w o r k in g  at a m y th ic  lev e l. S im ilar ly , th e  " rep resen ta tive  or b ig  

th em es"  w h ic h  e m e r g e  as d o m in a n t  in  B elo ved  w il l  b e  o b se r v e d  r o o te d  in  

sp ec ific  h istor ica l co n tex t, an d  g iv e n  m ea n in g  th rou gh  sp ec ific  r e la tio n sh ip s  a n d  

a c t io n s . W illia m s  d o e s  n o t  reject "that w h o le  m y th ic  e lem en t" , a n d  h er
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c o m m e n ts  a b o u t M orrison 's a p p roach  can  b e  seen  to  illu stra te  artistic  d ifferen ce  

a s a d im e n s io n  o f  th e  tr e a tm e n ts  o f  s la v e r y  in  B e lo v e d  a n d  D essa  Rose.  

W illia m s  a p p r e c ia te s  th e  v a lu e  o f  d iffe r e n t  artistic  a p p r o a c h e s , a p e r sp e c tiv e  

m a d e  c lea r  in  h er  e x p r e sse d  resp ect for o th er  b la ck  w o m e n  w riters  v ie w e d  as  

p io n e e r s  o f  "uncharted  territory":

W h en  I read  T o n i M orrison 's a n d  A lic e  W alk er's n o v e ls , th ere  is  a 
se n se  o f  d isc o v e r y , a se n se  that th is is  u n ch arted  territory... It is th eir  
u n iq u e  s to r y te llin g  a b ility ; it ta k es u s  s o m e w h e r e  in  lite r a tu r e  w e  
m&(^ n o t h a v e  b een  b efo re  (7)

A rtistic  d ifferen ce , as rep resen ted  b y  con trasts b e tw e e n  Beloved  an d  Dessa Rose, 

s u g g e s ts  th e  te n s io n s  at th e  heart o f  s la v e  n arrative, b e tw e e n  its o u tw a rd , p u b lic  

th ru st, a n d  p a rtic ip a tio n  in a p o lit ic a l/m o r a l cru sa d e , an d  its in w a rd  orien ta tion , 

as a v e h ic le  for e x p r e ss io n  o f  a p erso n a l, a u to b io g r a p h ic a l jou rn ey . T his  

te n s io n  d o e s  n o t  d escr ib e  a s c h iz o p h r e n ic  d iv is io n  at th e  h eart o f  th e  s la v e  

n a r r a tiv e  tr a d it io n , b u t  ra th er , it a ffirm s th e  l im in a lity  o f  s la v e  n a rra tiv e , 

"neither th is  n o r  that, a n d  y e t both" (8). By fo c u ss in g  o n  th e  stru ctu re  o f  D essa  

R ose ,  that n o v e l  can  b e se e n  to ex p lo re  r e la tio n sh ip s  b r o u g h t in to  fo c u s  w h e n  

th e  e x -s la v e  b e c o m e s  "a sh arer in the gen era l p u b lic  d isco u rse  a b o u t slavery"  (9). 

Dessa Rose  a lso  w il l  b e  s h o w n  to a ccen tu a te  an d  p ro b e  r e la tio n sh ip s  b ro u g h t  

in to  fo c u s  p r im a r ily  in  fe m a le  d ra m a s o f  s la v ery . B y fo c u ss in g  o n  n arra tive  

te c h n iq u e  in  B eloved ,  th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l an d  e m o tio n a l trau m a o f  r e m e m o ry  

w ill  b e  o b se r v e d  to  b ear  w itn e s s  to th e  c o m p le x  e m o tio n a l an d  p sy c h o lo g ic a l  

d ra m a s w h ic h  n ecess ita te , stra teg ic  v o ic e  in  s la v e  n a rra tiv e , r e su lt in g  in  th e  

p r o fo u n d  im p o rta n ce  o f  s ile n c e  in  s la v e  narrative. M y a im  in  c o n c lu d in g  th is  

s tu d y  w ith  rea d in g s  o f  Dessa Rose  an d  Beloved  is  not to q u aran tin e  th ese  n o v e ls  

a n d  iso la te  th em  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  d iffe r e n c e s , a n y  m o re  th an  it is  to  s im p ly  

d e m o n s tr a te  s im ila r it ie s  a s  n a r r a tiv e s  o f  s la v e r y . T h e  s a lie n t  d if fe r e n c e s  

b e tw e e n  "the rea l, in t im a te  leve l"  o f  Dessa Rose, a n d  th e  " tim elessn ess"  o f  

B eloved  are o b se r v e d  in  th is ch ap ter , b u t so  are m ark ed  s im ila r it ie s  w h ic h  a lso  

esta b lish  lin k s b e tw e e n  th e  n o v e ls  an d  the s la v e  n arrative trad ition .

A s  I m a d e  re feren ce  to in  th e  d isc u ss io n  o f  s la v e  so n g  in  M y  Bondage and M y  

F reed o m ,  S h e r le y  A n n e  W illia m s v ie w s  th e  b lu e s  tra d itio n  a s  b la ck  crea tiv e  

p re se n c e  a n d  c o n tin u ity  in  h istory . A s su ch , th e  b lu es  id io m  b r in g s in to  fo c u s  

l in k s  w ith  s la v e  n a rra tiv e  that can  b e  o b se r v e d  at n u m b er  o f  le v e ls  in  D essa  

Rose. In th e  T ate in te r v ie w , S h erley  A n n e  W illia m s stated:

198



I use blues to refer to a body of continuous expression that 
encompasses popular Afro-American music, so that at any given 
time whatever is popular among black people can be found in that 
mass of songs and instrumentation. In blues there is some kind of 
philosophy, a way of looking at the world... The blues records of each 
decade explain something about the philosophical basis of our lives 
as black people. If we don't understand that as so-called intellectuals, 
then we don't really understand anything about ourselves. Blues is a 
basis of historical continuity for black people. It is a ritualised way of 
talking about ourselves and passing it on (10)

The blues idiom is a central dynamic shaping Dessa Rose. This can be observed 
in the use of dialect, slave song and intimate relationships in the novel^ 
suggestj Williams’ debt to her mentors, Zora Neale Hurston and the great blues 
singer, Bessie Smith (11). Dessa's journey from slavery to freedom, like those of 
Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs, is experienced at a number of levels: Dessa 
undergoes the physical journey from slavery to freedom, the events of which we 
discover through italicised flash-backs, and through the partial information 
conveyed by different narrators in the novel; Dessa also experiences an inner, 
contemplative, 'autobiographical' journey, looking back to the painful past and 
through that process, learning to live with, and articulate the past, and 
consequently-fhe, present; and, Dessa undergoes a rite of passage, and 'comes 
of age' as a woman, a journey linked to the resolution of conflicts between black 
and white women in slavery. It is the autobiographical journey which Dessa 
undergoes, and her rite of passage as a womanjwhich will be shown to convey 
mythic dimensions in Dessa Rose. As "a ritualised way of talking about 
ourselves and passing it on", the blues idiom enables Dessa by the end of the 
novel to transcend the specificity of her experience in slavery as a black woman. 
As in the narratives of Equiano, Jacobs and Douglass, Dessa's journey from 
slavery to freedom is rooted in a sustaining black community. The blues idiom 
grounds Dessa's multi-leveled journey, providing coherence and unity 
specifically in the realm of black community. For example, the novel, which 
opens with a Prologue, is initially set in the slave quarters where Dessa lives 
with her mother and siblings. The Prologue establishes the primacy of black 
community borne out in the novel, while the blues idiom identifies that 
community in specific terms. If we appreciate the mythic quality of music, 
particularly the way in which the blues has established and defined, since 
slavery, many of the black community's heroes, such as Bessie Smith, then we 
may observe that in specifying the black community, the blues idiom also 
provides a vehicle for transcending the particular as "a ritualised way of talking
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about ourselves and passing it on”. The first words of the Prologue, given 
below, are song fragments, interspersed with Dessa's thoughts. An intimate 
tone is established by the song which Kaine, Dessa’s lover, sings, and by Dessa's 
response to hearing the song. One senses a close knit community in the jovial 
conversation among slaves which follows Kaine's arrival in the quarters 

The love between Kaine and Dessa is made explicit at the end of the Prologue 
which describes their love making. The novel begins:

Som eone...

"Hey, hey..." 

coming down the Quarters.

"...sweet mamma."

Kaine, his voice high and clear as running water over a settled 
stream hzd, swooping to her, through her... He walked the lane 
between the indifferently rowed cabins like he owned them...

"Say hey now, hey now—"

Even without the banjo banging against his back—she would have  
known him

"Dessa da'ling..." (p. 11)

Italicised sections of the novel, such as the Prologue, Epilogue and other sections
within the main text, develop the events of Dessa's past and contrast

u p .ifh versions of Dessa's story put forward by a white male and
a white female narrator, to be discussed. The division of the novel into clearly
identifiable sections, denoting different voices, and signalling shifts from the
past to the present, emerges as significant in relation to slave narrative.
Through variation in type face, and the use of different narrators, Williams sets
up an explicit contrast between the world of the slaves,which is developed in
fine detail, and the white world, also given some depth, particularly through the
treatment of the white woman, Rufel Sutton. As we shall see, the relationship
between black and white domains of experience is, as demonstrated in slave
narrative, more complex than the structure of Dessa Rose might at first suggest.
The structure of Dessa Rose will be shown to bring into focus Dessa's position as 

•#£»
a member ofj black community, and as a marginal figure in the white world, 
engaging in an innovative way, levels of conflict which we have observed in the
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narratives of Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs, as they became "sharers in the 
general, public discourse about slavery

The recurrent image of hair braiding in Dessa Rose might be seen as a metaphor 
of the black community in the novel, which identifies and establishes black 
people as individuals, valued as members of the community. Unlike 
Morrison's treatment of black community to be discussed, hair braiding rituals 
in Dessa Rose convey the harmonious, integral relationship of the individual 
within her community. In the Epilogue, Dessa Rose recalls hair braiding as an 
important ritual of her youth. In the passage below, Dessa’s memory of her life 
before she "was sold away from home" is designated by italicised type, and is 
triggered by, and neatly woven into, the hair braiding occuring in the present, 
signalled by normal type:

I missed this when I was sold away from home,—”Turn your head, 
honey; I only got two more left to do"—The way the womens in the  
Quarters used to would braid hair. Mothers would braid 
children heads— girl and boy— until they went into the field or for as 
long as they had them. This was one way we told who they peoples 
was, by how they hair was combed. Mammy corn rowed our hair— 
mine and Carrie's— though she generally wore plaits herself... M y 
fingers so stiff now, I can’t do much more than plait, but I learned all 
kinds— corn row, seed braid, chain, thread wrap. After we got up in 
age some, girls would sometimes gather and braid each other's 
heads...Child learn a lot of thingsjbetween some grown person's legs, 
listening at grown peoples speak over they heads. This is where I 
learned to listen, right there between mammy's thighs, where I first 
learned to speak, from listening at grown peoples talk--.(p. 234)

We have observed in slave narrative treatments of black female presence, and of 
cohicK

childhood, _J convey experiences of membership in a sustaining black 
community. The image of hair braiding above suggests the focus on black 
women's realities in slavery, as other examples from the novel will show. 
Williams' use of dialect, song and intimate relationships can be seen to draw 
from a specifically female domain of experience inscribed in the "classic blues". 
Doris Davenport observes that Sherley Anne Williams

appropriates not just any blues, but the "classic blues" as performed 
by Bessie Smith. Bessie's songs and lyrics provide Williams with a 
way to utilise the blues to her own end, even as Bessie Smith (as 
much as Zora Neale Hurston) provides [Williams with] greater access 
to a use of black female culture (12)
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Drawing on other critical work, Davenport establishes a specifically female 
identity of classic blues: "classic blues singers such as Ma Rainey [Bessie Smith's 
mentor] focussed almost exclusively on love. Since the singers were mainly 
black women, the classic blues present a specifically female point of view" (13). 
In Dessa Rose, intimate relationships include loving, sexual relationships 
between men and women, such as Kaine and Dessa in the Prologue to the 
novel, and the sexual relationship which develops between the white woman 
Rufel, and the ex-slave, Nathan, discussed in chapter three of this study. In Part 
Three of Dessa Rose, the intimate relationship which develops between Dessa 
and another fugitive, Harker, specifies through "the real, intimate level" an 
important point in Dessa's journey to freedom, when she learns to trust the 
white woman, Rufel Sutton. Another dimension of intimacy is friendship, for 
example, between the slave women in the quarters braiding each other's hair, 
but also the friendship which develops between Dessa and Rufel by the end of 
the novel. In Dessa's relationship with Harker, we observe both sexual intimacy 
and friendship as the basis of the bond between them. While sexual intimacy 
sung in the classic blues, and treated explicitly in Dessa Rose, is not a feature of 
slave narrative, we have observed in the narratives of Equiano, Jacobs and 
Douglass, aspects of non-sexual intimacy, particularly between the narrators and 
their mothers and grandmothers, and surrogate paternal and maternal figures. 
Friendships in childhood and adult life also may be seen as a dimension of 
intimacy in slave narrative.

Claudia Tate describes Sherley Anne Williams' The Peacock Poems (1975) as 
focusing

on the black woman blues theme, in which 'the blues' is a term 
representing complicated despairing emotions out of which a 
catharsis may occur, giving rise to a new determination to survive 
with pride and dignity (14)

This cathartic process is a significant dimension of the characterisation of Dessa 
Rose, and, as we shall see, suggests how the blues idiom both specifies and 
transcends "the real, intimate level" of experience foregrounded in Dessa Rose. 

Dessa's journey from slavery to freedom will necessitate her coming to terms 
with painful loss: the loss of Kaine, killed by his master after Kaine strikes him 
for damaging Kaine's banjo, and Dessa's separation from her family, after Dessa 
is sold away. Dessa is sold because she attacks the wife of the man who kills 
Kaine, after the wife accuses Dessa of carrying the master's child. With Kaine
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dead, his banjo smashed, and Dessa's love for Kaine belittled by the paranoid 
accusations of a white woman, Dessa attempts to strangle the woman. As a 
result, Dessa is whipped "about her private parts", and becomes one of a number 
of slaves in a coffle, bound for market to be sold. These events are linked to the 
blues idioms Kaine is killed when he defends his great passion, that which 
places him within the community^ his banjo; Dessa is sold when she defends 
the essential meaning of her unborn child as a product of the loving 
relationship she enjoyed with Kaine. Kaine’s death and Dessa's sale result from 
fundamental attacks on the very fabric of the black community as Williams 
defines it. The blues idiom is privileged as significant in my reading of Dessa 

Rose, not simply because of the obvious "historical continuity" between the 
novel and representations of black community and slave song in slave 
narrative, but because the blues idiom is linked to the way in which Williams 
positions and constructs Dessa Rose. The blues idiom forms a "basis of historical 
continuity" within the novel, which foregrounds the black community as a 
source of support and subversive power. While the Prologue to Dessa Rose is 
revealed to be Dessa's bitter-sweet memory of loved ones lost to her since her 
sale, the rest of the novel activates a context of black support and care which 
enables Dessa to undergo a cathartic process of healing in order to accept her 
losses, and to know herself.

a.nt.
In both Dessa Rose and Beloved, black communities^ shown to be a vital context 
in which black people, enslaved or free, may find sustenance and a source of

'Wit-
empowering identity. WhileJ black community in Dessa Rose is a wholly 
positive, supportive and empowering context, always present for Dessa, despite 
moments in Dessa's journey when she perceives herself to be isolated and 
alone, in Beloved the black community is characterised in more complex terms, 
drawn on as both a negative and a positive force in the lives of Toni Morrison's 
characters. This is illustrated in the privileged position of conflict as a necessary 
dimension of human experience, imbuing all of Morrison's novels with a 
"mythic dimension" that sets them apart from the work of other black women 
writers. By emphasising such tensions, we observe Barbara Christian's 
comment that Morrison's novels "emanate a feeling of timelessness even as 
they are so pointedly concerned with the specificity of her character's 
communities" (15). In an interview with Mari Evans, Toni Morrison observed: 
"There isjconflict between public and private life, and it's a conflict that I think 
ought to remain a conflict. Not a problem, just a conflict" (16). Morrison

203



illustrates this view with reference to "the autobiographical form”. Morrison's 
designation of the autobiographical form as "classic in Black American 
literature" can be seen as an implicit acknowledgement of the slave narrator's 
declaration of presence, "I Was Born", which inscribes both unique identity and 
representative status, affirming membership in "the tribe". More importantly, 
Morrison focuses on the necessity of the conflict between the individual and the 
group, an implicit recognition of the liminality of slave narrative as both 
solitary and representative expression, suggesting the personal and public levels 
contained in slave narrative, and the resulting tensions which give rise to basic 
dilemmas at the heart of slave narrative :

The autobiographical form is classic in Black American literature 
because it provided an instance in which a writer could be 
representative, could say, 'My single solitary and individual life is 
like the lives of the tribe; it differs in these specific ways, but it is a 
balanced life because it is both solitary and representative' (17)

In her novels, Toni Morrison can be seen to bring into focus the conflict between
fer

tile individual andjcommunity from a black female point of view. In Beloved

the protagonist is a black woman, Sethe, who occupies a position of conflict as a
pariah figure. As we shall see, Morrison explores through Sethe-as-pariah the
complicated and problematic relationship of the past and present, a major theme
in the novel. Margaret McDowell's observations below contextualise the black
woman as pariah in Toni Morrison's experiences among the "superwomen" of
her own family and of black history (18). Like Dessa Rose, who comes to life in a
context of "historical continuity" informed by the blues idiom, Sethe's
characterisation is rooted in "the specificity of [Morrison's] characters'
communities". Like Harriet Jacobs' self-portrayal, and Sherley Anne Williams'
protagonist, Toni Morrison portrays Sethe as a "strong woman" who is
compelled, by slavery and for the sake of her children, to "transcend [her]
outward limitations". Margaret McDowell observes that Toni Morrison

feels a special debt to what she calls the "superwoman” in the family 
and in the history of American blacks, women who were not only 
slaves o r  pioneers, but who transcended their outward limitations.
She recalls with a kind of awe her grandmother coming from 
Alabama to Ohio with seven children and only fifteen dollars, but 
knowing surely that she was doing the necessary thing, because she 
was fleeing the likelihood of death for members of the family if they 
stayed in the South. Morrison expects to repay her debt to this heroic 
ancestor by creating strong women in her novels (19)
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Like Dessa Rose, Beloved is rooted in an actual historical event. The slave 
woman Margaret Garner, and Garner's harrowing journey to freedom with her 
four children, provided the inspiration for Beloved. Morrison has stressed the 
creative process in accounting for the historical roots of Beloved, and describes 
how she "did a lot of research about everything else in the book—Cincinnati, and 
abolitionists, and the underground railroad— but I refused to find out anything 
about Margaret Gamer. I really wanted to invent her life" (20). What seems to 
have been of particular interest to Morrison is the power of mother-love 
represented by the slave woman Margaret Garner, who, like Harriet Jacobs and 
Toni Morrison's grandmother, "did the necessary thing", despite inevitable risks 
and hardships, and as a result, "transcended [her] outward limitations". 
Morrison has commented that Margaret Garner

did something during slavery— she was trying to be a parent and a 
mother and have something to say about her children's lives in a 
slave system that said "you are not a parent, you are not a mother, 
you have nothing to do with your children" (21)

p a r in C a n d  <3 -

The dilemmas faced by the slave woman who wanted "to bê aj mother and have 
something to say about her children's lives", in a system that denied her that 
right, sets in motion the basic terms of conflict in Beloved. This conflict is 
explored through Sethe's act of infanticide, and the repercussions of it. While 
both Dessa and Sethe are supported by the black community in their escapes 
from slavery and their journeys to freedom, Sethe, unlike Dessa, will confront 
the impact of slavery, and the difficulties of freedom, alone, estranged from the 
black community. Having enjoyed "twenty-eight days of happiness" at her 
mother-in-law's Cincinnati home, following her harrowing escape with her 
children from the Sweet Home farm in Kentucky, Sethe sets out to kill all her 
children when Schoolteacher arrives unexpectedly to return Sethe and her 
children to slavery. Sethe manages to kill one baby daughter before she is 
restrained, and jailed for three months. Sethe's "twenty-eight happy days” 
within the folds of the black community prior to the killing, are followed by 
"eighteen years of disapproval and a solitary life" which result from what 
Morrison has described as Sethe's "ultimate act of motherhood":

The twenty-eight days of having women friends, a mother-in-law, 
and all her children together; of being part of a neighborhood; of, in 
fact, having neighbors at all to call her ow n- all that was long gone 
and would never come back. No more dancing in the Clearing or 
happy feeds. No more discussions, stormy or quiet, about the true 
meaning of the Fugitive Bill, the Settlement Fee, God's Ways and
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Negro pews; antislavery, manumission, skin voting, Republicans,
Dred Scott, book learning, Sojourner's high-wheeled buggy, the 
Colored Ladies of Delaware, Ohio, and the other weight^issues that 
held them in chairs, scraping the floorboards or pacingjin agony or 
exhilaration. No anxious wait for the North Star or news of a beat- 
off. No sighing at a new betrayal or handclapping at a small victory.

Those twenty-eight happy days were followed by eighteen years of 
disapproval and a solitary life (p. 173)

In Morrison's novels, her black women protagonists must struggle within and 
against "the tribe". While black community is a fundamental source of 
individual black identity rooted in black history, the conflicts which Morrison 
foregrounds in Beloved transcend the specificities of black community. Opyr 
observes that

the conflicts are not easily resolved in [Morrison's] fiction. Both the 
pariah and her community pose threats to the existence of each 
other. The community threatens to stifle the pariah's creativity and 
selfhood, while the pariah endangers the customs and values the 
community seeks to preserve... The stakes are high in these conflicts; 
the struggles are mythic (22)

Beloved explores the far reaching implications of Sethe's act of infanticide,
symbolised by the tree-shaped scar on Sethe's back, and the resulting
estrangement between Sethe and her children, and between Sethe and the black 

corvp//c+S
communityjwhich result in "eighteen years of disapproval and a solitary life". 
Stamp Paid and Ella are "ancestor figures" who perform a choric function in 
Beloved, establishing in this novel a pattern characteristic of Morrison's other 
work. Ancestor figures comment on events in the novel, and provide not only 
"historical continuity" rooted in the black community, but also establish a link 
between black and classical literary traditions, both of which inform Morrison's 
work. As Margaret McDowell observes, in Morrison's

attempt to connect her novels with folk history and with classical 
drama, she... is searching for a perspective that comes with a 
sensitivity to the past of her race and to literary tradition... She often 
uses an older character— an ancestor figure— in her novels to convey 
such a sense of enlarged time, of myth, and of prophecy, and this 
figure is a unifying influence in her novels as a voice throughout, 
embodying a choric and charismatic wisdom (23)

It is Stamp Paid who relates the process of estrangement between Sethe and the 
black community, and Ella who puts into perspective the act of infanticide from 
the community’s point of view. Both of these characters are linked to a third
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ancestral figure, Baby Suggs, Sethe's mother-in-law, who was, prior to the 
killing, a respected spiritual 'leader' of the black community, preaching 
spontaneous sermons in "the Clearing", and whose home was a station on the 
underground railroad, thus making it a centre of the black community. Stamp 
Paid's rememories reveal the effect of the killing on Baby Suggs, who is defeated 
by the realisation that any white man can enter her yard, as Schoolteacher does, 
and make a mockery of the freedom she so cherishes. She renounces her role as 
"Baby Suggs, holy" and withdraws from the world. After Baby Suggs' death, 
Sethe's pride, and the disapproval of the black community, combine to isolate 

¿ t^ a n d  her three remaining children at "124^jBaby Suggs house, where Sethe 
lives with her children in complete isolation from the black community that 
once looked to the house and its inhabitants as a source of strength, guidance 
and support. 124 is haunted, as the opening of the novel, given below, suggests. 
It emerges in the novel that the "spiteful" ghost haunting 124 is the spirit of the 
daughter, Beloved, whom Sethe killed eighteen years prior to the opening of the 
novel:

124 was spiteful. Full of a baby's venom. The women in the house 
knew it. and so did the children. For years each put up with the spite 
in his own way, but by 1873 Sethe and her daughter Denver were its 
only victims. The grandmother, Baby Suggs, was dead, and the sons, 
Howard and Buglar, had run away by the time they were thirteen 
years old— as soon as merely looking in a mirror shattered it (that 
was the signal for Buglar); as soon as two tiny hand prints appeared 
in the cake (that was it for Howard), (p.3)

Stamp Paid remains compassionate toward Sethe, though Sethe's pride prevents 
him from being able to demonstrate his friendship. As Stamp Paid tells Paul D, 
who leaves Sethe when he discovers she killed one of her children, "She ain't 
crazy. She love ibose. children- She was trying to out hurt the hurter" (p. 234). 
When Ella learns that the spirit of Sethe's dead daughter has returned from the 
other side, housed in the body of a young woman who threatens the lives of 
Sethe and Denver, Ella puts into perspective the black community's response to 
Sethe's act of infanticide. Ella's response also suggests that, despite the 
estrangement between Sethe and the black community, Sethe has not been 
abandoned. As we shall see, it is Sethe's daughter Denver who leaves 124 and 
forms a bridge between Sethe, locked into the past, and the community, needed 
in order to enter and live in the present:

She understood Sethe's rage in the shed twenty years ago, but not her 
reaction to it, which Ella thought was prideful, misdirected and Sethe
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herself too complicated... Whatever Sethe had done, Ella didn't like 
the idea of past errors taking possession of the present. Sethe's crime 
was staggering and her pride out stripped even that; but she could 
not countenance the possibility of sin moving on i n ' h o u s e ,  
unleashed and sassy. Daily life took as much as she had. The future 
was sunset; the past something to leave behind. And if it didn't stay 
behind, well, you might have to stomp it out. Slave life; freed life— 
every day was a test and a trial. Nothing could be counted'em where 
even when you were a solution you were a problem, (p. 256)

At the end of the novel, Ella and other black women of the community 
gather, approach 124, and "stomp out" Beloved, freeing 124 of the ghost of the 
past.

While Stamp Paid and Ella provide points of view of the black community in 
response to Sethe's act of infanticide, the inter-connected rememories of Sethe, 
Paul D and Denver convey the pervasive and profound impact of the event 
from multiple points of view. Like Williams, Morrison draws on intimate 
relationships to explore the experience of slavery from a black point of view, 
though often it is the lack of intimate relationships which conveys information 
about characters, and the difficult pasts with which they must come to terms. 
When Paul D arrives at 124, his presence temporarily suppresses the "spiteful" 
ghost, suggesting the hope which Paul D represents in the novel, as an 
opportunity for Sethe to re-engage with the black community, through a loving 
relationship which will demand investing trust and faith in the future. Because 
Sethe and Paul D were slaves together at Sweet Home, his arrival at 124 eighteen 
years after their shared experiences in slavery, sets in motion his own and 
Sethe's emotional and psychological journeys linked to the past. Paul D and 
Sethe elicit Sweet Home and other past rememories from each other. Paul D is 
able to provide an explanation for why another Sweet Home slave, Sethe's 
husband Halle, did not meet Sethe at the appointed time to escape from Sweet 
Home. This information triggers rememories which Sethe has buried very 
deeply indeed, and as these painful fragments emerge, Sethe begins to cautiously 
consider the possibility of a new life with Paul D. Sethe's impact on Paul D 
opens the "tobacco tin" in his heart, where Paul D has buried all instincts to 
connect emotionally. Sethe represents an opportunity for Paul D to quit his life 
of wandering; though Paul D is not estranged from the black community, he is 
unwilling, indeed, unable, to form intimate relationships. Sethe's daughter 
Denver is affected by the arrival of Paul D, which reveals her intense loneliness 
as a result of seclusion from the world outside of 124. She resents the presence
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of this man who scares away the ghost whom Denver knows to be her sister, and 
cherishes. In Denver we observe the debilitating affect of isolation, and the fear 
and resentment, as well as dependency, she feels toward her mother.

It is Morrison's technique as a writer which evokes the emotional and 
psychological states of her characters, making the impact of the past on Sethe, 
Paul D and Denver the focus of the novel. Beloved, like Morrison's other 
novels, demonstrates Morrison's interest in storytelling, and her desire to 
render in written language the loose structure and archetypal themes of orally 
transmitted stories, "to make the story appear oral, meandering, effortless, 
spoken", as Morrison herself describes it (24). In Beloved, the "holes and spaces" 
in the language described by Morrison below, convey the significance in Beloved 

of the absence of sustaining relationships in the lives of Sethe, Paul D, and 
Denver. The "holes and spaces" in the language take on added significance in 
light of the silent spaces characteristic of slave narrative:

The language has to be quiet; it has to engage your participation. I 
never describe characters very much. My writing expects, demands 
participatory reading, and that I think is what literature is supposed 
to do... The reader supplies the emotions. The reader supplies even 
some of the color, some of the sound. My language has to have holes 
and spaces so the reader can come into it (25)

Morrison's technique weaves narrative threads in a complex pattern u
the "holes and spaces" are as important as the threads which connect to form
'the story'. While Morrison's reflections below were made prior to the
publication of Beloved, I think they describe The web-like quality of Beloved

past
which results from revealing Jevents through the fragmented
rememories of the characters. Since nothing in Beloved is fully revealed 
through a single character's rememories, the reader "can't see the contours all at 
once", and is thus unable, like the characters in the novel, to fully grasp the 
present, or comprehend the possibilities of the future. "To me", Morrison has 
said,

every life...has a rhythm, a shape- there are dips and curves as well 
as straightaways. You can't see the contours all at once. Some very 
small incident that happens today may be the most important event 
that happens to you this year, but you don't know that when it 
happens. You don't know it until much later. I try to reflect this 
awareness in my work (26)
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It is difficult to extract passages from the novel because of the way in which 
Morrison fashions language so that "the story appears oral, meandering, 
effortless, spoken". The web-like quality of narration presents a seamless whole 
in which any details extracted are dependent on many other small, narrative 
threads. For example, the passage given below occurs early in the novel, before 
any context has been established which migh£ make sense of disconnected 
images of "the men coming to nurse [Sethe]^j"her back where the skin buckled 
like a washboard", or "the ink". The events which connect these images are 
later established in relation to Sethe's escape from Sweet Home, barefoot and 
pregnant, during which she gives birth to Denver, before crossing the Ohio 
River to freedom. But the identity of Sweet Home, and its significance in 
relation to Sethe's act of infanticide, are revealed gradually, emerging in 
fragments from Sethe's rememories. In this way, Morrison's technique 
foregrounds the process of memory, rather than events remembered: "[Sethe] 
worked hard to remember as close to nothing as was safe. Unfortunately her 
brain was devious". The significance of the technique comes into focus in 
relation to silent spaces in slave narrative which convey unspeakable events of 
the past, or emotional trauma re-experienced through 'storying' the painful 
past. The passage given below is rendered more complex by the profusion of 
natural imagery recurrent in the novel, conveying the "timelessness" of 
Beloved:

Her memory of Bulgar was fading fast. Howard at least had a head 
shape ncTbody could forget. As for the rest, she [Sethe] worked hard 
to remember as close to nothing as was safe. Unfortunately her brain 
was devious. She might be hurrying across a field, running 
practically, to get to the pump quickly and rinse the chamomile sap 
from her legs. Nothing else would be in her mind. The picture of 
the men coming to nurse her was as lifeless as the nerves in her back 
where the skin buckled like a washboard. Nor was there the faintest 
scent of ink or the cherry gum and oak bark from which it was made. 
Nothing. Just the breeze cooling her face as she rushed toward water.
And then sopping the chamomile away with pump water and rags, 
her mind fixed on getting every last bit of sap off— on her carelessness 
in taking a shortcut across the field just to savejhalf mile, and not 
noticing how high the weeds had grown until the itching was all the 
way to her knees. Then something. The plash of water, the sight of 
her shoes and stockings awry on the path where she had flung them: 
or Here Boy lapping in the paddle near her feet, and suddenly there 
was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling out before her eyes... in 
shameless beauty. It never looked as terrible as it was and it made 
her wonder if hell was a pretty place too. Fire and Brimstone all 
right, but hidden in lacy groves. Boys hanging from the most
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beautiful sycamores in the world. It shamed her-- remembering the 
soughing trees rather than the boys. Try as she might to make it 
otherwise, the sycamores beat out the children every time and she 
could not forgive her memory for that (p. 6)

While the opening of the novel names Sethe's sons, Howard and Buglar, we 
learn much later that the boys hanging from the trees, described above, are not 
Sethe's sons, but rather, an image rememoried in relation to Sethe's escape from 
Sweet Home. The narrative 'circle' which links "boys hanging from the most 
beautiful sycamores in the world", to the fading memory of Sethe's sons at the 
beginning of the passage, dramatises the process of rememory, and the power of 
the past to intervene in, and distort, the present. In Toni Morrison's technique 
of unfolding Beloved, one may observe a fundamental resonance with strategic 
voice in slave narrative. Morrison's style in Beloved seems ideally suited to 
explore the emotional impact of slavery. Morrison's technique enables us to 
view this novel as articulating the untold story implicit in the silent spaces of 
Incidents, between Jacobs' characteristic strong, steady voice, and her use of a 
masked, rhetorical voice; Beloved may be seen as an exploration of the kind of 
trauma signified by maternal absence in Douglass' 1845 Narrative; Beloved can 
be seen to probe the inevitable emotional cost of silence which confronts 
Equiano as a young slave in a strange, new world, cut off from his people. 
Unlike Dessa Rose, where shifts from italicised to standard type signal a shift 
from Dessa's memories of her past, to events in the present, Morrison does not 
'help' the reader distinguish between past and present events. It is only when 
Sethe sees Paul D sitting on her porch that the passage quoted above begins to 
come into focus, and the reader appreciates the fluid boundary between events 
of the present, and fragmented memories of the past:

When the last of the chamomile was gone she went around to the 
front of the house, collecting her shoes and stockings on the way. As 
if to punish her further for her terrible memory, sitting on the porch 
not forty feet away was Paul D, the last of the Sweet Home men. And 
although she could never mistake his face for another's, she said, "Is 
that you?" (p. 6)

Between the contexts of caring black community established in the Prologue and 
Epilogue of Dessa Rose, the bulk of the novel presents Dessa's journey from 
slavery to freedom as a series of "warring texts" which compete to claim the 
'true' story of Dessa Rose. Three titled sections, and italicised text denoting 
Dessa's inner thoughts, call attention to the structure of the novel, and 
comment on the dilemmas posed by each section of the novel. While the blues
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idiom permeates each section of Dessa Rose, providing unity and grounding in Me 
black community, the structure of the novel sets in motion a series of conflicts 
or dilemmas that can be seen to speak to central dilemmas dramatised in slave 
narrative. In the Author's Note that precedes the text of Dessa Rose, Sherley 
Anne Williams locates her novel in historical events she first encountered in 
Angela Davis's "Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of 
Slaves” (1971) (27). This historical context suggests the rationale for the structure 
of the novel, and the significance of the conflicts it sets in motion:

black-
Dessa Rose is based on two historical incidents. A pregnant (woman 
helped to lead an uprising on a coffle (a group of slaves chained 
together and herded, usually to market) in 1829 in Kentucky. Caught 
and convicted, she was sentenced to death; her hanging, however, 
was delayed, until after the birth of her baby. In North Carolina in 
1830, a white woman living on an isolated farm was reported to have 
given sanctuary to runaway slaves... How sad, I thought then, that 
these two women never met (p. 5)

Dessa Rose is the story of-fbega, two women, the slave Dessa Rose, and the white 
woman Rufel Sutton, brought together through Williams' skill as a writer. 
Dessa Rose i5 the pregnant slave woman who, in Part One of the novel, is 
interviewed by Adam Nehemiah for his book about slave rebellions. Through 
Nehemiah's interviews, and through Dessa's memories of the events which 
lead to her presence o n  the coffle, and her role in the uprising^
Dessa's often painful memories of her family, her slain lover Kaine, and her 
identity as a field labouring slave, begin to emerge. These memories, in 
italicised type, are separated from Nehemiah's text, which is presented as dated 
journal entries recording his impressions of Dessa, and of slavery in general. 
Parts Two and Three of the novel narrate Dessa's escape from Sheriff Hughes' 
cellar, the birth of her son, and her experiences at The Glen, 4he' isolated farm", 
where the white woman Rufel Sutton provides "sanctuary to run-away slaves". 
Unlike the historical incident which gave rise to Dessa Rose, in Williams' 
novel, the pregnant slave woman, Dessa, is rescued, and convalesces at the 
white woman's farm, where the events of Part Two take place. Dessa's past 
continues to surface in Parts Two and Three, as does Rufel's past, but it is the 
difficult present and unsure future for both women which the novel 
foregrounds in these sections. The relationship between Dessa and Rufel takes 
the reader, in Michele Wallace's words "some place she is not accustomed to 
going, some place historical scholarship may never take us— into the world that 
black and white women shared in the antebellum South" (28). While Incidents
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can be seen to provide historical context which validates the initial conflicts 
between Dessa and Rufel, Dessa Rose is an imaginative exploration of the 
possibilities of relationship between black and white women in the context of 
slavery.

It is important to point out that Dessa Rose is not presented as a fictional slave 
narrator, confronted by the white establishment in the form of sponsors, like 
William Lloyd Garrison or Harriet Beecher Stowe, or by the demands of a 
reading audience. While the Epilogue establishes that Dessa, in old age, narrates 
her story to her son who writes it down, it is the structure of Dessa Rose which 
activates the dilemmas explored particularly in chapter one of this study. In the 
Author's Note to Dessa Rose, Sherley Anne Williams draws directly on the 
slave narrative tradition and establishes the significance of the structure of the 
novel narrated in Part One by Adam Nehemiah, then Rufel Sutton in Part Two, 
and finally by Dessa Rose:

I admit also to being outraged by a certain, critically acclaimed novel 
of the early seventies that travestied the as-told-to memoir of slave 
revolt leader Nat Turner. Afro-Americans, having survived by word 
of mouth— and made of that process a high art- remain at the mercy 
of literature and writing; often, these have betrayed us (p. 5)

The titles of the three sections of the novel reflect the perspective of different 
narrators and their "warring texts" of slavery. Part one, entitled 'The Darky’, is 
narrated by a white male, Adam Nehemiah, also referred to by Dessa Rose as 
"teacherman". As Deborah McDowell observes, the title "The Darky" is "a 
generic, gender-neutral classification of slaves" (29), and as such comments on 
Nehemiah’s distinct point of view and the limitations of his perspective. In 
Beloved the character Schoolteacher embodies the power represented by Adam 
Nehemiah in Dessa Rose. Like Nehemiah, Schoolteacher is writing a book 
about slavery; like Nehemiah, Schoolteacher is a definer, and his power is 
explicitly linked to the written word. In Beloved, Schoolteacher is denied full 
presence because the presentation of him is rendered through Sethe s and Paul 
D's fragmented rememories of him. The most powerful actor in the drama of 
slavery is presented through the point of view of the marginal and less 
powerful. We know only what the rememories of Sethe and Paul D reveal 
about Schoolteacher- disconnected, fragmented images which do not form a 
coherent picture of Schoolteacher until well into the novel. By mediating the 
presence of the definer through the minds of those whom Schoolteacher sought
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to define, Morrison establishes the primacy of black perspectives of slavery. The 
fragmented presence of Schoolteacher not only testifies to the primacy of black 
point of view in Beloved, it also testifies to the shattering impact of the definer 
on the ex-Sweet Home slaves. We begin to place the disparate images early in 
Beloved when Sethe explains to Paul D that the tree-shaped scar on her back is 
the result of a whipping which followed Schoolteacher's nephews' assault on 
Sethe, a heavily pregnant, nursing mother. Sethe tells Paul D, "they stole my 
milk”, while Schoolteacher recorded the event, using ink made by Sethe. Prior 
to the nursing incident and the whipping which followed, Sethe is horrified 
when she over-hears Schoolteacher instructing his nephews in a lesson which 
involves listing Sethe's characteristics, human qualities in one column, animal 
characteristics in another (p. 193-5). This is a recurrent rememory in Sethe's 
mind, and compels Sethe to "transcend her outward limitations" and escape 
slavery with her children: "nobody on this earth., would list her daughter's 
characteristics on the animal side of the paper. No. Oh no" (p. 251). Similarly, 
Paul D is haunted by Schoolteacher's power to define him. "Schoolteacher 
changed me. I was something else and that something was less than a chicken 
sitting in the sun on a tub" (p. 72). Paul D's sense of self is profoundly 
threatened by the realisation that there is essentially no difference between 
Schoolteacher, and Mr. Gamer, the 'good master' whom Schoolteacher replaces:

At the peak of his strength, taller than tall men, and stronger than 
most, they clipped him, Paul D. First his shot gun, then his thoughts, 
for schoolteacher didn't take advice from Negroes. The information 
they offered he called backtalk and developed a variety of 
corrections ( which he recorded in his notebook) to reeducate them...

For years Paul D believed schoolteacher broke into children what 
Garner had raised into men... Now, plagued by the contents of his 
tobacco tin, he wondered how much difference there really was 
between before schoolteacher and after. Garner called and 
announced them men— but only on Sweet Home, and by his leave.
Was he naming what he saw or creating what he did not ? (p- 220)

Sethe's and Paul D's rememories root the presence of Schoolteacher in their 
minds, and convey the enormous impact Schoolteacher has had on both of 
them: Schoolteacher has been internalised and as such threatens to define Sethe 
and Paul D, even in freedom. It is not Schoolteacher's presence, but rather, his 
impact, that the novel foregrounds through narrative technique.
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Unlike Schoolteacher, Nehemiahjdoes not penetrate the slaves' inner world. 
When Dessa thinks about the confrontation between Kaine and the white man 
who kills him, she imagines them as equally dangerous, though not equal in 
power: "white men existed because they did; Master had smashed the banjo 
because that was the way he was, able to do what he felt like doing. And a nigga 
could, too. That was what Kaine's act said to her. He had done; he was" (p. 58). 
The structure of Dessa Rose foregrounds the conflict between the definer and the 
defined, rather than the emotional and psychological impact of being defined. 
Nehemiah cannot comprehend Dessa Rose because she is hopelessly other to 
Nehemiah's perspective of the world. Nehemiah's inability to see or 
understand Dessa is only partly due to his conventional assumptions about 
black people, signalled by his use of "darky", "nigger" and the recurrent 
association he makes between slaves and animals, to be bought, used and sold. 
Nehemiah also is circumscribed by Dessa's protective guise of silence 
(interpreted by Nehemiah as stupidity), and of trickster-like behaviour 
performed by the slaves at Sheriff Hughes' farm, where Dessa is being held until 
the birth of her baby. Dessa Rose is a brilliant fictional study of a female slave 
who "closes the door", to draw on Martin Jackson's phrase, driving Nehemiah 
to distraction. Nehemiah observes that Dessa

answers questions in a random manner, a loquacious, roundabout 
fashion-- if,indeedjShe can be brought to answer them at all. This, to 
one of my habits, is exasperating to the point of fury (p. 23)

It is significant that in Nehemiah's section, Dessa is consistently presented in 
shadow, suggesting different dimensions of invisibility. On the one hand, 
shadow imagery renders Dessa invisible, and thus powerless, in the white male 
text of slavery, enacting the historical position of the silenced, invisible black 
woman. On the other hand, the shadows which conceal Dessa encode the 
essentially subversive posture of invisibility for those defined as peripheral. 
This doubleness associated with invisibility has been observed throughout this 
study, as a survival mechanism of the black community in slavery, and as a 
strategic device in writing about slavery. Jacobs' self-incarceration, and the 
silent spaces in her narrative, as well as the treatment of slave song in both 
Douglass autobiographies, are salient examples.

Nehemiah's misreading of the songs sung by Hughes' slaves is rooted in racist 
assumptions about black people, but it is also the result of the inherently masked 
subversive content of the songs. Nehemiah observes that the slaves’1 song is

in Lk&az-
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"only a quaint piece of doggerel which the slaves cunningly adapt from the 
scraps of scripture they are taught",and he misunderstands the relationship 
between the words and melody of the slaves' "cunning" song. While 
Nehemiah observes that "the words seemed to put new life into an other"'wise 
annoying melody" (p. 52), it is of course, the slaves' own tunes and rhythms 
which "give life" to "scraps of scripture". In Douglass' words, the slaves' songs 
communicate "meanings known only to themselves". The specific function of 
slave song in Part One of Dessa Rose represents the subversive nature of the 
trickster tradition in slave culture, where the folk tales and spirituals 
"constituted an intragroup lore which must have intensified feelings of distance 
from the world of the slaveholder" (30). That distance is encoded in the 
structure of Dessa Rose, externalising Nehemiah, who cannot have the 
shattering affect on Dessa Rose which Schoolteacher has on Sethe and Paul D. 
While Morrison's technique of unfolding Beloved through the rememories of 
ex-slaves accounts for emphasis on Schoolteacher's impact, the structure of Part 
One of Dessa Rose externalises Nehemiah, placing him in a position of conflict 
which circumscribes his power: his journal entries are separate from Dessa's 
thoughts, distinguished by italicised type, and from the slaves' songs, the words 
of which are often given. Nehemiah proves no match for the sullen, shadowy 
Dessa Rose, or for the singing slaves on Hughes' farm.

As a result of Nehemiah's inherent and imposed limitations as a narrator of 
slavery, the slaves on Hughes' farm are able to communicate through song their 
plan to rescue Dessa from the cellar, and from execution. Prior to the escape, 
Dessa Rose is not at first aware of the presence and tacit support of other slaves. 
Chained in Hughes' cellar, visited by a prying, annoying white man, Dessa is 
consumed by grief, her memories and dreams dominated by images of the 
family and lover she has lost:

Misery had come upon her in shuddering waves she hoped would 
kill her; and the dreams. She had paced restlessly, the chain that held 
her to the stake in the middle of the dirt floor clanking behind her. 
Sometimes she lay listlessly on the pallet or sat against the wall 
behind the dull sunlight that entered through the tiny window. 
Always, whether her eyes were open or closed, Kaine walked with 
her, or mammy. Jeeter tugged at her head-rag or Carrie Mae frowned 
her down about some little foolishness. Aunt Lefonia, Martha- they 
sat with her in the cellar. She grieved in this presence... (p. 53-4)
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But Dessa gradually realises that the slaves on Hughes' farm are present, for her 
and with her. The slave woman Jemina "came to see [Dessa] almost every night, 
often bringing some special fixings from the white folks' supper table... At first, 
in her misery, Dessa hadn't understood why the house servant would take such 
risks for her... Jemina's kindness eventually penetrated her despair" (p. 54). The 
songs sung by the slaves on Hughes' farm also gradually filter into Dessa's 
consciousness where memories of Kaine's song dominate Dessa's thoughts of 
her lost past. The presence of song in a new context of black community 
eventually liberates Dessa's mind from the past, just as the singing slaves on 
Hughes' farm break into Dessa's cell and rescue her from a fate that ties her to 
her past. The slave songs of the past, remembered in relation to Kaine, and the 
songs of the present, establish the blues idiom as an "historical continuity" 
grounding Dessa's despair, and her triumph over it, in a context of black 
community: "Dessa knew herself to be enveloped in caring" (p. 59 ). Because of 
the unifying force of the blues idiom>establishing the immediacy and primacy of 
black community, the past cannot be seen to threaten the present as it does in 
Beloved. As the shattering, pervasive impact of Schoolteacher suggests, the 
fluid boundary between the past and the present creates a much more complex 
and threatening problem for ex-Sweet Home slaves, haunted by the emotional 
and psychological impact of slavery. In the passage below, Sethe's discussion 
with her daughter, Denver, suggests the fluid boundary between past and 
present, and the threat which Sethe's past in slavery at Sweet Home—"where I 
was before I came here"— poses, even to Denver. While Dessa is released from 
despair rooted in the past by the presence and agency of the black community, in 
Beloved, the complex relationship between the past and the present transcends 
the historical context of slavery. In the passage below, Sethe contemplates time, 
experienced as the threat of the past in the present:

I was taking about time. Its so hard for me to believe in it. Some 
things go. Pass on. Some things just stay. I used to think it was just 
my rememory. You know. Some things you forget. Other things 
you never do. But it's not. Places, places are still there. If̂ a house 
burns down, it's gone, but the place- the picture of it-  stays,jnot just 
in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a 
picture floating around out there outside my head. I mean, even if 
I don't think it, even if I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or 
saw is still out there. Right in the place where it happened!1

"Can other people see it?" asked Denver.
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"Oh, yes. Oh yes, yes, yes. Someday you be walking down the road 
and you hear something or see something going on. So clear. And 
you think it’s you thinking it up. A thought picture. But no. It's 
when you bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody else. 
Where I was before I came here, that place is real. It's never going 
away. Even if the whole farm— every tree and grass blade of it dies.
The picture is still there and what's more>if you go there— you who 
never was there— if you go there and stand in the place where it was, 
it will happen again; it will be there for you, waiting for you. So, 
Denver, you can't never go there. Never. Because even though it's 
all over— over and done with— it's going to always be there waiting 
for you. That's how come I had to get all my children out. No 
matter what".

Denver picked her fingern6ti(s. "If it's still there, waiting, that must 
mean that nothing ever dies".

Sethe looked right in Denver's face. "Nothing ever does," she said.
(pp. 35-6)

In Beloved, the return of Sethe's dead daughter housed in the body of a young 
woman, Beloved, initiates the painful process of rememory which sets in 
motion the inner journeys of Sethe, Denver and Paul D, to understand the past 
represented by Beloved, and to put the past in its place, so that each may begin to 
live in the present. Sethe's need to account for her actions, Denver's loneliness, 
and Paul D’s arrival at 124, elicit the return of Beloved. In the delicately inter
connected psychological and emotional journeys of each of these characters, we 
observe Toni Morrison's comment that "all the books I have written deal with 
characters placed deliberately under enormous duress in order to seejwhat they 
are made '1 (31). In Dessa Rose, the painful events of the past are dead, but the
significance and meaning of Dessa's lost family and lover inform the present 
through the blues idiom. Dessa is consumed by grief in Part One of the novel, 
but she is rescued, emotionally and physically, from the painful and debilitating 
burden of losses suffered in the past. In Part Three of Dessa Rose, Dessa reflects 
back to her incarceration in Hughes' cellar, and is able to put the past to rest in a 
way that Sethe is unable to, at least not until the end of Bc-LsvtdL, when the 
possib ility , not the inevitability, of emerging from the haunting past, is 
established. Unlike Sethe's past which literally haunts the present, Dessa 
"accepted that everyone I loved was gone. That life was dead to me; I'd held the 
wake for it in that cellar. Yet and still, I was alive" (p. 197). The blues idiom 
specifies a mode of surviving and transcending the past so that Dessa cannot be 
defined solely in terms of her past, as a generic representation of slavery in 
Nehemiah's text of slavery. Furthermore, the blues idiom empowers black
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characters, enabling them to struggle, in the present, against the obstacles 
foregrounded by the structure of the novel. We have observed this life- 
affirming quality of Dessa Rose as fundamental to slave narrative, despite the 
traumatic events recorded in the slaves' accounts. Beloved, as the incarnation 
of the past, threatens to trap Sethe, Denver and Paul D in a past where the 
trauma of loss is potentially overwhelming, and threatens to circumscribe and 
ultimately define the present, which can only be endured. Strategic voice in 
slave narrative is testimony to the presence of the painful past which remains 
alive in the form of silence spaces, and omission of details which the adult 
narrator can only treat obliquely.

Part Two of Dessa Rose, entitled "The Wench'jis narrated by the white woman 
Rufel, whose isolated farm, The Glen, is a sanctuary for run away slaves, more 
out of necessity, since Rufel's husband disappeared, than out of any sense of 
moral conviction on Rufel's part. Dessa arrives at The Glen with Cully and 
Nathan, the two slaves who survived the uprising on the coffle, and who help 
rescue Dessa from Hughes' cellar. As Dessa convalesces in Rufel's bed after the 
birth of her son during her journey, Rufel sits in the bedroom, day-dreaming, 
talking to herself, and tending her own baby, Clara, and Dessa's new born son. 
In Dessa Rose,as in Incidents, the image of breast-feeding conveys both the 
positive potential of 'foster-sisterhood', as well as the divisions in the sisterhood 
between black and white women. While the friendship which eventually 
emerges between Dessa and Rufel establishes an optimistic vision of sisterhood 
at the end of Dessa Rose, Rufel's text of slavery establishes the distance between 
Rufel and "the wench" who arrives at her farm (32). Sherley Anne Williams 
reverses the normal roles of black and white women in the "sacred text of 
slavery" and presents an image of Rufel nursing Dessa's son, perceived as a 
fundamental threat by Dessa Rose:

Dessa knew the white woman nursed her baby; she had seen her do 
it. It went against everything she had been taught to think about 
white women but to inspect that fact too closely was almost to deny 
her own existence (p. 117)

In Dessa Rose, breast feeding functions specifically, in relation to conflicts at the 
heart of multiracial sisterhood, while in Beloved, breast feeding transcends this 
"real, intimate level", particularly since it is not presented in relation to white 
women, but rather, white men as representatives of a slave system which denies 
Sethe's right to nurture her children. Sethe exercises her right to protect her
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children by killing one of them, thus linking the mother-child bond signified in 
breast feeding, to an act of 'mother love' which can only be understood as such 
through an appreciation of the emotional and psychological impact of slavery. 
Rufel's rationale for nursing the black baby establishes the schisms in sisterhood 
which divide black and white women, particularly her use of "darky" and her 
feeling of "mortification". But the act of nursing Dessa's infant, and "the 
wonder she felt at the baby" also suggests motherhood as common ground 
between Rufel and Dessa, which could form the basis of mutual understanding 
and respect:

Rufel had taken the baby to her bosom almost without thought, to 
quiet his wailing... The sight of him so tiny and bloodied had 
pained her with an almost physical hurt and she had set about 
cleaning and clothing him with a single-minded intensity...

Still, she had felt some mortification at becoming wet nurse for a 
darky. She was the only nursing woman on the place, however, and 
so continued of necessity to suckle the baby, Whatever care she 
might have had about the wisdom of her action was soon forgotten 
in the wonder she felt at the baby (p. 101-2)

Both Rufel and Dessa must travel some distance before they can recognise, let 
alone act upon, any common ground they share as women. The conflict which 
sets in motion the re-visioning journeys of each woman focuses on the figure of 
Mammy, the name by which Rufel refers to her personal servant, Dorcas, who 
died some months prior to Dessa's arrival at The Glen. Like Dessa, Rufel is a 
young single mother, grieving over personal loss. Mammy also is the name by 
which Dessa knows her own mother. Though both Dessa and Rufel know they 
are arguing about two different people, they persist in leveling accusations at 
each other, Dessa accusing Rufel of not really knowing Mammy, and Rufel 
insisting, shouting, "I do--1 do". Dessa explodes:

"Your 'mammy'...Your 'mammy'!". No white girl could ever]taken 
her place in mammy's bosom; no one. "You ain't got no‘mammy?"

[Dessa] snapped... "You don't evenjknow mammy’s name. Mammy 
have a name, have children."

"She didn't.” The white woman, finger stabbing toward her own 
heart, finally rose. "She just had me! I was like her child".

Kafir
"What was her name then?" Dessa taunted. Child don't even£know 
it's own mammy's name. What was mammy's name?" (p. 118-19)
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Like the breast feeding image, the mammy conflict dramatises the distance 
between the two women, but it also sets in motion the liberation of Rufel and 
Dessa Rose from their stereotyped roles in Rufel's text of slavery. Rufel is 
compelled by Dessa's taunt, "what was mammy's name?", to remember the 
name, Dorcas, and in so doing, to give her relationship to Dorcas concentrated 
thought. This is a painful though constructive process: Rufel sees, for the first 
time, her own ambiguous position in a society which disempowers her as a 
woman, but which confers authority upon her on the basis of her skin colour. 
While Rufel feels that "the wench had taken her beloved Mammy and put a 
stranger in her place" (p. 128) , and that her own ignorance about Dorcas "was 
worse than grief (p. 129), Rufel begins to attempt to see Dorcas, and her realities 
as a black woman: "Had Mammy had children, Rufel wondered, suckled a child 
at her breast as she did the wench's, as she did her own?" (p. 128). Despite 
distance implied between Rufel and Dorcas in the name 'mammy', the 
relationship between the two women is not revealed to be entirely false or 
empty:

Rufel still felt some resentment that the wench had destroyed her 
comfortable, and comforting) image of Mammy, but she no longer 
held that silly argument against the wench. However hateful and 
spiteful the wench had been, she couldn't change the way Mammy 
had cared for Rufel. Even if Mammy herself had been spiteful, bitter, 
secretly rebellious, Mammy, through caring and concern, had made 
Rufel hers, had laid claim to her affections. Rufel knew this as 
love. She would have said as much, but the wench's stiff civility 
made her hesitant to reopen the subject (p. 147)

The mammy conflict sets in motion a different process for Dessa Rose, who is 
confronted, by the white woman's claim on mammy, with the realities of loss 
suffered by Dessa's mother in slavery. Though Rufel storms out of the room 
accused of not knowing Mammy's name, Dessa continues to vent her rage in an 
angry, painful naming of lost brothers and sisters:

Even buried under years of silence, Dessa could not forget. She 
had started on the names of the dead before she realizedjthe white 
woman had gone...

"Jeffrey died the first year she come to the Reeves plantation; Caesar, 
two years older than Carrie: head kicked in by a horse he was
holding for some guest. Carrie was the first child born at the new 
place to live. Dessa, Dessa Rose, the baby girl."
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Anger spent now, she wept. "Oh, I pray God mammy still got Carrie 
Mae left'(p. 120)

While we have seen in Part One of Dessa Rose that the painful past does not 
threaten Dessa in the way it threatens Sethe in Beloved, traumatic loss for Dessa 
remains "buried under years of silence". Dessa's escape from Nehemiah's text 
of slavery does not liberate Dessa's voice, though it does liberate her from a 
context in which it would be impossible for "the darky" to emerge as an 
individual, and tell her own story. Significantly, in Deborah McDowell's 
discussion of Part Two of Dessa Rose, she quotes from Beloved, to convey 
Dessa's continued difficulties in becoming self-authored: "the future was a 
matter of keeping the past at bay". However, unlike Sethe, who is isolated from 
the black community, Dessa's inability in Part Two to share the details of her 
past with any one, including other black people, does not signify a rift between 
her and the black community. Images of hair braiding can be identified in Part 
Two, suggesting the caring context which other fugitives provide for Dessa, and 
which excludes Rufel:

Once Rufel had entered the bedroom to find Ada combing the 
wench's hair... Her head rested on Ada's knee as Ada's fingers wove 
rhythmically through the stubby strands of the girls hair. They 
looked so companionable and content that Rufel almost felt an 
intruder. The moment the darkies became aware of her they started 
nervously, the wench veiling her eyes and bowing her head, Ada 
rising clumsily. Almost, Rufel begged pardon for entering her own 

room (p. 147-8)

While Rufel becomes able to try and appreciate Dessa's circumstances as a black 
woman, Dessa is initially constrained by understandable distrust of white people 
generally, but also by a quick temper and truculent nature. A dimension of 
Dessa's silence in Part Two of the novel is the limited context of experience from 
which Dessa can draw, to make sense of Rufel, or to break silence, and give 
voice to events of her past. Dessa "had no words to describe much of what she 
had experienced, or what those experiences had forced her to see" (p. 55). Dessa's 
silence is both "an act of resistance", as we have seen in Part One of the novel, 
and "a means of containing her pain by forgetting the past" (33). While Dessa 
knew "herself to be enveloped in caring", she can only listen when "the others

[Yie, ir-'
spoke around the campfire, during the days ofjfreedom, about their trials 
under slavery,, Dessa was silent. Their telling awoke no echoes in her mind. 
That part of the past layed sealed in the scars between her thighs" (p. 59-60 ). 
When Dessa does find her voice and shares the events of her past which
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resulted in the scars, it is among other black women. But it is not only the black 
community, and black women in it, which elicit Dessa's account of her journey 
from slavery to freedom. The structure of the novel also implies that black and 
white women must confront each other and come to terms with the divisive 
impact of slavery. In Parts Two and Three we observe mythic dimensions of 
Dessa's journey from slavery to freedom, in Dessa's 'coming of age' as a woman, 
and, explicit in Part Three which is narrated by Dessa, her autobiographical 
journey. In Parts Two and Three, the blues idiom roots Dessa to a specific 
context, and is the vehicle enabling her to transcend the specificity of her own 
experience.

In Part Three of Dessa Rose, Dessa gradually warms to Rufel, but Williams 
cannot be interpreted as dramatising a conflict-free sisterhood between black and 
white women. As Deborah McDowell observes, "it makes a difference that one 
woman is black and the other is white"(34). We observe in Part Three Dessa 
gradually able to see Rufel, not as a generic representation of white people, or as 
the stereotyped slave mistress, but as a woman who can be trusted as a friend, if 
not accepted as a 'sister'. In Part Three, Rufel and the fugitive slaves at The Glen 
embark on "the flim flam trail" in order to make money, which Rufel needs to 
either maintain or leave The Glen, and which the black men and women need 
in order to go West, and begin a new life in freedom. Dessa is reluctant to join 

the scheme which involves Rufel, acting as a slaveowner,
selling Nathan, Cully and Harker into slavery, and rejoining the 'runaway 
slaves' later, at an appointed place, before moving on to another town or 
plantation, to repeat the trick. Dessa eventually agrees to participate, in the role 
of servant to Rufel and nursemaid to Rufel's baby, Clara. Dessa agrees to 
participate in the sham, largely because Dessa's lover Harker, convinces Dessa 
that Rufel can be trusted. Dessa's realisation that white women, like black 
women, "are subject to ravishment" (p. 201 ) occurs after the attempted rape of 
Rufel in the home of a man with whom Rufel and Dessa stay, the first night 
they set out on the flim flam trail . The attempted rape, which Dessa 
witnesses, begins to release Rufel from the position which she holds in Dessa's 
mind as representative of 'the oppressor'. Dessa is moved by the realisation that 
Rufel "was as helpless in this as I was, that our only protection was ourselfs and 
each others" (p. 202). Though Dessa does not share intimate details of her life 
with Rufel, Dessa becomes more relaxed in Rufel's presence, and learns to trust 
Rufel. Williams seems to suggest that Dessa's journey to self-knowledge
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involves both the black and white woman in liberating the ’other' from 
dehumanising categories, while remaining sensitive to difference. This seems 
to implicitly value the complexity of relationships between slave narrator and 
sponsor, and between slave and master or mistress.

A kind of divine justice is performed in Part Three, where we observe the 
ultimate reversal of the power asymmetry represented by Part One. The black 
picaresque art of survival becomes a vehicle through which the marginal actors 
in the sacred text of slavery, "change the joke and slip the yoke". The flim flam 
trail enacts the subversive potential of humour, trickery and masking. 
Nehemiah returns in Part Three and threatens to re-enslave Dessa, but he is 
hopelessly outwitted by picaresque manipulations which 're-write' the gender 
and race roles assigned in the drama of slavery. As in Part One of Dessa Rose, in 
Part Three, the final confrontation between Nehemiah and Dessa emphasises 
external struggle, and what one does, rather than emotional or psychological 
responses to the past privileged in Beloved. When Dessa is temporarily re
captured by Nehemiah, Rufel is able to rescue her because Rufel, like Dessa, is 
able to manipulate the conventions of slavery to her own end. Southern 
convention invoked by Rufel prevents Nehemiah and the sheriff from 
examining Dessa's scars, which would establish Dessa's identity as the fugitive 
leader of the coffle up-rising. An old black woman is brought into the jail where 
Dessa has been placed and is asked to inspect Dessa for the scars "writ about her 
private parts"; the woman denies their presence. As a white woman, Rufel's 
word substantiates Dessa's claim to be "Miz Lady's" slave, not the slave for 
whom Nehemiah (Nemi) has frantically searched since her escape:

"Sheriff, Miz Lady [Rufel] say... smiling, holding Clara so Clara could 
play with his badge, "we just come in from Aikens to meet some 
hands my daddy sending to help with the harvest. He"-- she looked 
over her shoulder at Nemi— "just mistook my girl for someone else!’

"You would lie for her, madam?" Nemi ask real sharp.

Well, she drawed up at that; white man ain't posed to call no white 
lady a lie (p. 227)

As a shadowy "darky", Dessa's identity cannot be specified, which works to her 
advantage. When Nehemiah reads aloud to the sheriff the 'Wanted' poster- 
"dark complexed. Spare built. Shows the whites of her eyes" (p. 222)- the Sheriff

ov-
replies, "that sound like about twenty negroes I knowsjpersonally" (p. 222). The
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novel ends with Dessa, free, walking by Rufel's side: "We couldn't hug each 
other, not on the streets... we both had sense enough to know that... but that 
night we walked the boardwalk together and we didn't hide our grins" (p. 233). 
This scene at the end of Dessa Rose compels Michele Wallace to write: "what 
finally excites me the most about this novel is its definition of friendship as the 
collective struggle that ultimately transcends the stumbling-blocks of race and 
class. If the creative writer can't dream these dreams, who can? " (35). The 
relationship between Dessa Rose and the slave narrative tradition is an essential 
context in which to appreciate the optimism conveyed by the dream 
friendship which emerges between Rufel and Dessa. We observe the complexity 
of relationships in the slave narrative tradition, affirmed in the conflicts set in 
motion by the structure of Dessa Rose, particularly relationships between black 
and white women, and those set in motion when the ex-slave becomes a 
"sharer in the general, public discourse about slavery". In both the slave 
narrative tradition and Dessa Rose, the process of achievement is a significant 
dimension of what may appear to be superficial relationships.

While Dessa Rose emphasises external or public power struggles, and processes 
which resolve such conflicts, Beloved focuses on conflicts within individual 
characters, set in motion by the presence of Beloved, who represents, in Ella's 
words, the danger inherent in "past errors taking possession of the present". 
Beloved prevents "the real, intimate level" of connection which Sethe, Denver 
and Paul D all need in their lives. Beloved creates a false sense of security for 
Sethe, who realises Beloved is her daughter and is "excited to giddiness by the 
things she no longer had to remember" (p. 183). Sethe turns away from the 
possibilities of a life with Paul D and "locks the door", effectively locking herself 
and Denver into a life defined by the past. Paul D leaves 124, stunned by the 
knowledge of the infanticide related to him by Stamp Paid. But it is the presence 
of Beloved which makes Paul D so uncomfortable in Sethe's house that he 
eventually feels compelled to sleep in the shed, before he departs. Paul D's own
past threatens to lock him out of a domestic context in which he could come to

dP
terms with painful experiencejloss, as does Dessa Rose through her relationship 
with Harker, and with the black community in general, among whom she is 
able to share her painful memories of slavery. Like Sethe, Denver is overjoyed 
by the presence of her sister, but Denver begins to realise that Beloved threatens 
to consume her mother and perhaps kill her. As Beloved grows fat and 
increasingly volatile, Sethe stops eating and devotes all her energy to feeding
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and placating Beloved. Beloved is revealed to be, in Ella's words, "the possibility 
of sin moving on in... unleashed and sassy". Significantly, Stamp Paid, welcome 
in all black people's homes, and accustomed to the privilege of entering their 
homes without knocking, can no longer enter 124, or even bring himself to 
knock on the door. He circles 124 remembering the days when Baby Suggs was 
alive and her home was the spiritual centre of the black community. We 
observe in Stamp Paid's rememories, and his journey around and around the 
house he can no longer enter, the presence of the black community effectively 
shut out by Beloved.

It is Denver’s journey from 124 that sets in motion the exorcism of the past. The 
pessimism associated with the defeat and death of Baby Suggs, is revised when 
Baby Suggs returns from the other side to compel her granddaughter, Denver, 
into the world:

Denver stood on the porch in the sun and couldn't leave it. Her 
throat itched; her heart ticked— and then Baby Suggs laughed, clear as 
anything. "You mean I never told you aothing about Carolina? 
About your daddy? You don't remember nothing about how come I 
walk the way I do and about your mother's feet, not to speak of her 
back? I never told you all that? Is that why you can't walk down 
the steps? My Jesus my"

But you said there was no defense.

"There ain't".

Then what do I do?

"Know it, and gojout the yard. Go on." (p. 244)

Baby Suggs' questions, "You mean I never told you...", remind Denver of her 
family history encoded in the stories told over and over through different 
character s1 rememories in Beloved. Baby Suggs’ questions remind Denver that 
the real source of connection she needs is not in the past represented by Beloved, 
but in contexts of family and community represented by the stories of survival 
that define black families and communities in history. Armed with the 
wisdom of her grandmother, Denver nevertheless enters a dangerous world, but 
Baby Suggs makes clear that Denver must live in that dangerous world (the 
world where Dessa confronts Nehemiah, Rufel and herself>>not lock the world 
out. Denver's presence on the road leading away from 124, her willingness to

loCXL (
demonstrate need and ask for help, galvanises the black community. Food

226



appears in the yard at 124, with notes indicating to whom the empty plate or 
basket should be returned. In returning them, Denver meets people, people 
who in turn learn that Sethe is in a perilous situation. Ella organises the 
womenfolk who approach 124, pray, shout, and "stomp out" Beloved.

While Denver must leave the porch and go into the world, for her own sake as 
well as the sake of her mother, Paul D must journey in the opposite direction, 
from the porch into the domestic realm, to re-connect with Sethe at a "real, 
intimate level". When Paul D arrives at 124, he sits on the porch; his departure 
from 124 finds him on the porch of the local church, drinking from a whisky 
bottle, unable to make sense of the "contents of his tobacco tin", opened and 
revealed by his reunion and short sojourn with Sethe. Paul D is often presented 
as a 'porch sitter', a liminal position between home and the road suggesting his 
disconnection from basic, essential emotional bonds, but also his readiness to 
form such bonds. This is conveyed by the final scene in the novel, particularly 
through images of connection, in contrast to abundant images of disconnection 
and fragmentation throughout the novel. Beloved does not conclude with the 
confidence in the future that marks the close of Dessa Rose, but we observe that 
Denver, Paul D and Sethe have arrived at points in their lives where it may be 
possible to fashion a livable, satisfying life. Like the "real, intimate level" which 
distinguishes Dessa R ose , B eloved  ends with an emphasis on intimate 
relationships as the primary building blocks of a fulfilling life. At the end of 
Beloved, following the womens' exorcism of Beloved, Denver and Paul D meet 
on the road. Denver is on her way from 124 to work, and tells Paul D, "I think 
I've lost my mother" (p. 266 ), suggesting Sethe's shattered inner self, as a result 
of the encounter with Beloved. Like the pessimistic defeat and death of Baby 
Suggs, Sethe's apparent defeat at the end of the novel is a bleak perspective of 
the pervasive and enduring impact of slavery. But this is a possibility at the end 
of Beloved which must be seen in relation to tenuous hope, signalled by 
Denver's journey into the world beyond 124, and by Paul' D's return to Sethe's 
house: "now his coming is the reverse of his going... He walks to the front door 
and opens it" (p. 270-1) Paul D enters 124. His desire to begin a new life with 
Sethe conveys the possibility of transcending the painful past, as Dessa is able to 
do:

Paul D sits down in the rocking chair and examines the quilt patched 
in carnival colors. His hands are limp between his knees. There are 
too many things to feel about this woman. Suddenly he remembers 
Sixo trying to describe what he felt about the Thirty-Mile woman.



"she is a friend of my mind. She gather me, man. The pieces I am, 
she gather them and give them back to me in all the right order. It's 
good, you know, when you got a woman who is a friend of your 
mind."

He is staring at the quilt... He wants to put his story next to hers.

"Sethe", he says, "me and you, we got more yesterdays than anybody.
We need some kind of tomorrow".

He leans over and takes her hand. With the other he touches her 
face. "You your best thing, Sethe. You are." His holding fingers are 
holding hers.

"Me? Me?" (pp. 272-3)

In Beloved the closing images of connection— "the quilt patched in carnival 
colors", Sixo's image of love gathering him together, Sethe's and Paul D's 
fingers intertwined— speak to the possibility of a hopeful future in the difficult 
context of the present. Of the stories which Baby Suggs reminds Denver are her 
salvation in a dangerous world, one is the story of Denver's birth, told 
repeatedly by Denver and Sethe in the novel. With the help of a poor, 
wandering white girl who encounters Sethe in the woods, Denver is born "in 
the hollows along the riverbank" of the Ohio River, during Sethe's escape from 
slavery. Born at the edge of the waterway which symbolised for hundreds of 
American slaves the geographical boundary between bondage and freedom, 
Denver may be seen at one level to symbolise freedom, and a hopeful future. 
Morrison's image given below of bluefern spores returns us to Douglass' 
grandmother, Betsy Baily, nurturer of the sweet potato seedling, an image which 
I have suggested conveys the pervasive, positive impact of the black community 
in slavery, as well as the position of the black woman as presence in, and 
creators of, the slave narrative tradition, figured imaginatively in both Dessa 

Rose and Beloved. In the passage below, Morrison presents, through the poetic 
evocation of the moments following Denver's birth, an image of "spores of 
bluefem" that may be seen to represent the triumph of freedom as an ephemeral 
"moment of certainty":

Spores of bluefern growing in the hollows along the riverbank float 
toward the water in silver-blue lines hard to see unless you are in or 
near them, lying right at the river's edge when the sunshots are low 
and drained. Often they are mistook for insects— but they are seeds in 
which the whole generation sleeps confident of a future. And for a 
moment it is easy to believe each one has one— will become all of 
what is contained in the spore: will live out its days as planned. This



moment of certainty lasts no longer than that; longer, perhaps, than 
the spore itself (p. 84)

In Dessa Rose, Williams fashions conflicts, the resolutions of which make "it 
easy to believe each... will live out its days as planned". In Beloved, focus on the 
emotional and psychological impact of slavery suggests that such resolutions, 
though possible and desirable, can be no more than a "moment of certainty", 
achieved often at enormous personal cost. Denver's birth can be seen to both 
validate the burning desire for freedom which animates and gives form to the 
narratives of Equiano, Douglass and Jacobs, and to transcend the specificity of 
historical context. The unfinished journeys of slave narrators and their fictional 
representations in Dessa Rose and Beloved mark beginnings, not endings. The 
narratives of slavery central to this study are testimony to the triumph of 
freedom, "I Was Born"; they also speak to the dilemmas of self-representation 
for those black men and women who emerge to declare their identity "right at 
the river's edge", a position of problematic and yet empowering liminality 
between the threat of the past in slavery, and the "moment of certainty" which 
freedom promised. In recognising the trauma and human cost of slavery, and 
the triumph of black agency over the debilitating past, the reader may value 
narratives of slavery as "seeds in which the whole generation sleeps confident of 
a future".
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Feminist Criticism'.Perspectives on Black Women Writers. Barbara 
Christian, Oxford, Pergamon Press, 1985,pp. 211-252. Christian describes 
the paucity of black female heroes in the early tradition of the black 
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all the tokens of respect which he is compelled to manifest toward 
his master (p. 49/1855)

Early in his narrative, Equiano points to similar qualities associated with 
his own countrymen which make them valued as slaves: "The West 
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28. Foner's introduction to Frederick Douglass on Women's Rights, is an 
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Be a navigator
The first slave auction that Equiano witnessed 
was in the West Indies. Find the West Indies on 
this map. Now let’s learn some more about 
geography from Equiano’s travels.

sw

This map shows the countries that Equiano 
visited on his travels. The lines on the map show 
us the position or direction of each country. So 
these lines are similar to a compass.

'S E

At the bottom of the map there is a scale which 
measures distance in centimetres.

1 cm on this map represents about 600 
kilometres on the earth.

For this activity you will need a ruler to 
measure distance off our scale and on to the 
map. You will also need a pen to mark your 
route on the map.

We are going to follow the route that Equiano 
travelled from West Africa to England. In those
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days people travelled by sailing ships which 
relied on the wind for their movement. So they 
travelled very slowly, especially on long 
distances, like from West Africa to England. 
Before we see how long the journey took, let’s 
practise using the compass and the scale.
Take your ruler and place it along the horizontal 
(—) line of the scale.
- How many centimetres is 1 800 kilometres?

If your answer is 3 cm, you are correct: 
3x600=  1800.

- How many kilometres is 9 cm? If your answer 
is 5 400 kilometres, you are correct:
9 x 600 = 5 400.

Place your finger in the centre of the compass. 
Now move your finger up the North line. What 
country have you come to? If your answer is 
Greenland, you are correct. Return to the centre 
of the compass. Move your finger along the 
West line to North America. Now move East all 
the way to Greece.

MW S'fAKf YOUR rtU X N iy., ,

•  Travel on the South-East line to the Niger 
River. Move your finger South, down the 
Niger until you reach the point where the 
Niger meets the sea. This is where your 
journey begins. With your ruler mark 
a straight line directly West, until you 
arrive at the North-South line. Mark your 
route in pen. Now, measure the distance you 
have travelled in centimetres.
(a) How many centimetres does it measure? 

How many kilometres have you travelled?

•sv io d  IE ju a d s

3 UII1 a q i  p u s  s ip u o u j  9  in o q E  =  . =  j a q u i a i d a s  - yOBnuBf
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•  Continue with your journey. Travel North, 
on the North-South line, for 1 200 
kilometres. Mark your route in pen. Then 
mark a straight line directly West for 1 800 
kilometres.
(b) What group of islands have you come to?
(c) Name three islands that you can see.

•  Now draw a line from the Island of Barbados 
to Philadelphia in North America.
(d) How many kilometres are there between 

Barbados and Philadelphia?
(e) What direction did you travel in?

•  Travel from Philadelphia to Britain. Mark 
your route in pen.
(f) What direction did you travel in?
(g) Altogether, how many kilometres have 

you travelled from West Africa, to the 
West Indies, to North America, to 
Britain? This is the distance Equiano 
travelled.

If the ships travelled at 8 8  km per day, how 
many days did it take Equiano to complete 
the route? If your answer is 180.7 days you 
are correct:

(h) In what month did Equiano arrive in 
Britain if he started out in mid-January? 
Remember that the ships stopped at 
various ports so it took Equiano about 8  

months to get to Britain. Today we can 
fly that distance in a few days.

Find Greenland on the map on page44. When Equiano 
travelled to Greenland he learnt something special 
about water. Let’s discover what he learnt on page 46.
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Water is special
In 1773 Equiano joined explorers who were trying to find a 
route to India via the North Pole. In his book he reports:

‘On 28  June we reached Greenland. The w eather now  becam e extremely 
cold. A s we sailed we saw  m any very high and  curious mountains o f  ice.
By the 1st August our ships got com pletely stuck in the ice. We feared  that 
they would be squeezed to pieces. It was on the Uth day o f  being stuck in 
the ice that the wind changed. The weather becam e m ild  and  the ice broke 
up. We could now push our ships into the open water. ’

Which of the following did Equiano see?
•  Water as a liquid CD
•  Water as a solid CD
•  Water as a gas CD

In the surrounding sea, Equiano saw water as a liquid. When 
he saw ice, he saw water as a solid. But water also exists as a 
gas, as steam.

Water, like everything around us is made up of tiny particles 
which are packed together. Look at the pictures below. They are 
diagrams which show what nine particles of a substance look 
like in the solid state, the liquid state and the gas state. In most 
substances particles can be packed together in three ways:

In the solid state the nine particles are densely 
packed together. The particles take up a small 
amount of space.

solid

In the liquid state the nine particles are less 
densely packed together. The particles take up 
more space.

o  o  o  
O  o  o

O O P
liquid

In the gas state the nine particles are the least 
densely packed together. The particles take up 
the most space.

gas
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But water is  different. L ook  at the pictures below . In each  picture there 
are n ine particles o f  water. F ill in the m issing w ords in each  sentence to 
find out w hy water is different.

1 In the solid state (ice) the nine water particles are less  
packed together than in the liquid state.

water a s  a solid
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In the liquid state the nine water particles a r e .

packed together. T he particles take u p _______
than in the solid  state.

_  densely  

. space

water as a liquid

3 In the g a s state the nine water particles are the le a s t . 

packed together. The particles take up th e _________ . space.

water a s  a gas

M ost substances contract or take up less space w hen  they freeze. But 
water actually expands w hen it freezes. So it takes up m ore space  
b ecau se the-water particles are less d ensely  packed. T h is is the reason  
for som e o f  the things Equiano experienced , lik e  ic e  floating on  the sea 
and the ship  being squeezed to p ieces by the ice.

4  W hy d o  you think Equiano saw ice floating on  the sea?
5 W hy do you think the explorers feared that the ships w ould be 

squeezed  to p ieces by the ice?
6  W hy do you think the ships w ere freed from  the ice  w hen  it 

began to melt?
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Slave Auctions
In the W est In d ies in 1829, this poster told slave 
buyers that there w as to b e a slave auction. 
Slaves w ere go in g  to  b e so ld  or hired out. This

* T ick  the correct answers :

1 A  Public Auction is where: goods are sold  
or hired at a set price CD good s are sold  or 
hired to the h ighest bidder CD .
•  W hat d o es th is tell you about p eop le’s 

attitudes towards slaves?

2 In the poster there are: 3 CD 11 CD slaves 
fo r  sa le .

poster can teach us a great deal about p eo p le ’s 
attitudes to slaves at that tim e. S ee how  w ell you  
can read it. A n sw er the questions below.

3 To be let: is  to be so ld  to a new  ow ner CD to 
be rented out for a period  C D .
•  W hat d o es  th is tell you about p eo p le ’s 

attitudes towards slaves?

4  In the p oster there are: 3 CD 11 CD slaves to 
be let.

9

T O  B E  S O E B &  G E T
B Y  P U B L IC  A U C T IO N ,

On M O N D A Y  the 18th  o f  M A Y . 1 8 2 9 ,
t  N D E R T H I T  R B Z 8 .

F O R  SALE,
THE THREE FOLLOWING

S L A V E Sm
II.V \  MBAI, about 90 Years oM, an rxoeilent House Serami, of Good Character. 
WILLIAM, about It» Yearn old, a Labourer.
NANCY, aa excellent House 8crrant and Nurse.

TXa MXJT I  U n | U |  W * L X Z C T 1 •  b u s ,  sm 4 Um  W OMAN t*  MLn. D i x n

TO B E  EET,
On tbc usual conditions of the Hirer finding tbem in Food, Ch» hr'"' and MedlceL

t k s  r x XSL i m

M ALE and FE M A L ES L A V E S ,
ItnBFJRT BACI.F.Y. sKoot » Yssrs olil. II Knuie N*rvsnL 
>v 11.1.1 AM BAOLEY. tWul IB Yens ol.l. « Lstourrr.
Jo 11 N AllMS. a Komi IB Yi»r> oM.
JU K ANTONIA. ■txiWi 4« Yeses old. s I-ulioirer.
1‘IIILir. u F.i'flletl FUicr»«.
II \ KRY. sV«*nl t l Yeses sU. » !!...■ .• Srrrsol.
ycY, » Ysssg Whhi sf Charan. i. u.cd to Hobm W«rA sm tie Ntrwrj;
El.17.A. sa ExeaOrsI NVs»her*oaaaii 
I I.AHA. E jr rH r s l WsUirsian 
FANNY. »Ke.nl IJ Yrsr» «LI. Hou-r ftervajil.
KAII.%11. sl»«ut IJ Vmr. olJ. House Nci-esat.

A lso ftrrSalc, at Eleven o’c lo c k ,
F in e  R ic e ,  G ra m , P a d d y , B o o k s , Muslins, 

N e e d le s , P in s , R ib b o n s , & c .  & c .
AT ONE OCLOCK, THAT CILEBRATED ENGLISH HOBfiE

B L U C H E R,
iai a»di*o.s lAita CoTiaNMllrr tmH,
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5 In what century was this slave auction held? 
19th century D  18th century EE
20th century EE.

6 In 1833 Britain abolished slavery. How 
many years after 1829 was this?
154 years EE 4 years CE 54 years CE.

7 How many years older is the slave Hannibal, 
than the slave William Bagley?
12 years CE 10 years CD 5 years

8 A number of slaves are described as 
‘excellent’ workers. Does this mean they are: 
very skilled Q  young and healthy CE not 
rebellious and willing to work hard CD.
•  What does this tell you about people’s 

attitudes towards slaves?

9 The slaves who are to be let are described as 
‘of good character’. Does this mean they 
are: honest and reliable CH happy and 
content CE hard working EH.
•  What does this tell you about people’s 

attitudes towards slaves?

Work out these answers for yourself.

•  Slaves took the surname of their owners. So 
each time they were bought by a new boss, 
their surname changed. What does this tell 
you about people’s attitudes to slaves?

•  When slave owners ran short of money they 
hired out some of their slaves. The slaves 
did not change owners so their surnames did 
not change. Look at the poster again.
- Who is the owner of Robert and William 

Bagley? ... Leech, Smith or Bagley?
- Who is the owner of John Arms? ... 

Leech, Bagley or Arms?
- What is the connection between Robert 

and William Bagley?
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•  On the poster slaves are said to be about 30 
years old, or about 18 years old. Why do 
you think the slave owners did not know the 
exact ages of the slaves?

•  The poster also advertises the sale of rice, 
books and other goods. What does the 
advertisement of these goods on the same 
poster, tell you about people’s attitudes to 
slaves?
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Feelings behind words
We use w ords to let other p eo p le  know  how  w e  
are feelin g . H ere are so m e b ub bles from  the 
com ic , but they are ju m b led  up. B e low  is a list 
o f  descrip tions o f  how  the w ords are spoken. 
M atch each bubble w ith  the b est descrip tion . 
Then com p lete  the sen ten ces by fillin g  in the 
m issin g  w ords. R em em ber to u se  quotation  
marks ‘__________ ’.

1 __________________________________

_______________ , he said  w ith  determ ination.

2  , sh e asked
com fortingly.

he cried desperately.

he excla im ed  happily.
m,Z%/-XVky
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TO SHOW HOW VJORPS ART. saip. we call Tuese worps
'L A D vm S. w

H O W  I S  
M I S S  W A T S O N

Now choose the adverb which best describes 
how the words in the bubbles are spoken. . 
Choose your answers from this list of adverbs 
But use each adverb only once. Write your 
answer in the space provided.

5 ‘Well I’ll be damned,’ Mr King said

7 ‘If you try to leave I’ll cut your throat’, 
Pascal screamed______________ .

6  ‘How is Miss Watson?’ Pascal asked

8  ‘This is where we part Equiano. You are 
going to a new owner,’ Dick said

A[pes 8 XjsaisssjSSe ¿ Kpiqod 9 

asudmsipiM ç (p) (q) £ (c) z (o) 1
sjdMSuy
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