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Shaping the Reader


Harriet Jacob’s, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, is the true story of her own struggles and hardships as a slave.  In the selection I read, Jacobs takes us from her early childhood to her becoming of a woman, and what she tries to do to escape slavery.  She uses the name “Linda” as the narrator of her life.  Linda’s first “mistress” is very kind to her while she is growing up and even lets her play with her own children.  She never treats her badly and even teaches her to read and write, which is a rare privilege of a slave.  Unfortunately, her mistress dies and Linda is handed over to a man by the name of Dr. Flint.  Dr. Flint married her previous mistress’ sister, so Linda quickly became property of their family.  This was a big change for Linda because her treatment from the Flints was less than humane.  Being a very young girl, her eyes were quickly opened to the harsh, mature words of Dr. Flint.  He was constantly making perverted gestures to Linda that she had never heard of or imagined before.  As a reader, we are never quite sure of the exact content of these gestures.  Jacob’s is extremely indistinct in her writing on this matter.


This piece of writing seems to be Harriet Jacob’s way of explaining her childhood as a slave.  But not only that, she is also trying to give us a clue about what slavery was actually like in her time.  There are so many stereotypes of what the life of a slave was like.  Commonly, people think that slaves were all black, all black people were slaves, or maybe that all slave owners were hard on their slaves.  Jacob’s proves that this is not entirely true at all.  Instead of degrading all slave owners, she begins by telling us about the kindness she received from her first owner.  She mentions how she cared and watched after her.  “Linda” tells us how she is happy to do chores for her first mistress because of the kindness she receives.  As readers, we realize that all slaves were not miserable.  Granted that none of them wouldn’t rather be free, some were not treated as badly as others.  I feel that by making this point to let us know about the kindness she received, Jacobs is telling us that her writing is not a stab at all slave owners as a whole.  And also, that this is not to verbally punish all slave owners either. This writing is just to tell us what it really was like as a slave, basically serving as an eye-opener.  As you read this piece, Jacobs mentions things directly to the reader.  She even begins a paragraph with, “Reader…” This makes her writing seem very personal, as if she is talking directly to us.  As readers, that draws us even more interested in the story because we feel like it is written for us.  By getting our attention, Jacobs isn’t necessarily asking for our pity, but moreover, our compassion.  She wants us to realize the bad that did go on during this time and for us to have a better understanding for it. We learn that her story is also the story of many other girls of this time.  Jacobs also mentions other incidents that didn’t occur to her but occurred to others.  Seeing the lack of humanity of some of the owners, and reading of people sold as if they are property makes Harriet Jacobs successful as a writer.  She opens are hearts to compassion.  She captivates our attention and sympathy towards the generation of slaves. We grow up with Jacobs, and watch her go thru struggles and hardships that seem unbearable.  Knowing that we are reading about events that actually took place grabs our attention.  To Jacobs, she wanted her readers to learn about what really went on during slavery, have compassion for those who suffered thru it, and hear her story.
