Notes for: Harriet Ann Jacobs’ Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Gl

K/
£ %4

%

X/
°e

Aut obi ogr aphy assunes that individuals lives are of
interest to us. That may seem an obvi ous point, but
consi der how few aut obi ographi es, as e under st and
the term were witten before the 18" century.
Partly this was due to a generalized | ack of
education (if you can’t read/wite, you wll
probably not wite an autobi ography (unless you
dictate it)); partly this was due to the

avai lability and the cost of printing (even if you
had witten an autobi ography, you would have had to
find a printer and be able to afford one. It may

al so be that people were not taught to regard their
lives to be of common interest, i.e. the life of an
i ndi vi dual was not that inportant. The com ng of
noder ni ty changed our way of thinking about
individuals. This isn't to say that nodern politica
and cultural systens always |iberate people or
Clearly, that is not the case (cf. Nazism

Stalinism Moisn. Rather, nodern systens take note
of individuals, take them seriously, in ways that
the old systemdid not. 1984, for exanple, is a story
about a political system (personified by Big
Brother) that “notices” individuals and crushes them
for being individual.

Ben Franklin s Autobi ography, is an explanation of
how and why he lived his |ife the way he did; what
he made of the opportunities afforded him
Franklin’s story is one of com ng, by neans of
reason, to greater and greater freedom of self-
expression or self creation.

» Freedomis necessary for self-expression. Wthout
freedomthere is no choice. Wthout choice, the
ability to do this rather than that, to experience
this rather than that. W cannot self-create or
self-determne. Qur civil rights are essentially
t he necessary preconditions for self-creation.

Harriet Jacobs’ autobi ography, Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Grl, is also a story of comng to
freedom However, unlike Franklin Jacobs faced a
political and econom c systemthat did not recognize
her as an individual; as a person; but as an object
or thing.
>
» Georg WIlhelmFriedrich Hegel (1770 — 1831) was a

phi | osopher, who addressed the nature of “being,”
e.g. asking what, if anything, it neans “to be”;
“to exist.” Hegel’ s questions about being and his




answers to those questions preoccupied (and

continue to do so) phil osophers of being and of

politics--nost fanmously, perhaps. Karl Marx. Hegel

articulated a theory of being that defined a

di stinction between people who work and things

t hat they worked upon.

= |t is the nature of things that they are not
free. Things are for people to work upon; to
use as expressions of or neans to our freedom
our self-creation. For exanple, wood is used to
make | unber; lunber to make shelter; shelter
allows us freedomfromthe el enents.

= Hegel noted that people often work upon ot her
people, i.e. treat themas things to be worked
upon. Sl aves, for exanple, work the fields.
Thi s produces cotton. Cotton is sold. This
bri ngs noney. Mney allows the naster to make
choi ces, i.e. purchase books that, say, provide
pl easure (novels) or that allow themto better
understand the cultivating of cotton; or to
pur chase horses that allow greater freedom of
travel and of confort and so on.

= Hegel believed that treating people as objects
was wong. It is a m sunderstandi ng of what
peopl e are and of one’'s relation to other
peopl e. He di scussed this msunderstanding in
terns of a Master/ Sl ave dial ecti c.

e Dialectic cones froma Geek word for
conversati on—hore inportantly comng to
know edge through a critical exchange of
i deas. The Socratic nmethod is dialectical in
that it produces know edge through a critical
exchange between people. The naster/sl ave
relationship is dialectical because it, too,
represents an exchange of ideas—about the
nature of freedom However, unlike the
Socratic dialectic, only one person gains
know edge in the master/sl ave dialectic, the
sl ave.
= Hegel pointed out that treating people as
slaves is a false relation. Only things can be
sl aves for us. For “masters” to treat other
people as things, as slaves, is to live in
error. Slaves, on the other hand, have a
superi or understandi ng of thensel ves and of
their masters. Slaves recognize both as people.
= This understanding; this clear vision if you
will; provides the slave with a superior
under standi ng of the relationship between
master and slave, i.e. that they are in reality
equal s. Being equals, the master cannot
legitimately take the slave’'s work (her ability
to transformthings) from her.



http://www.wiu.edu/users/wat100/amlit/dialectic.htm

This understanding is itself a form of
rebellion. To realize one is free is to rebel.
To act upon this realization is a form of
political rebellion.Rebellion, however, poses
the question—ill the slave repeat the m stakes
of the master? Depressingly, Hegel concluded
that was far too often the case.

o QUESTI ONS:

¢ Trace and di scuss Jacobs’ rebellion
agai nst sl avery.

¢ How i s Jacobs’ final owner |ike M.
Flint?
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