
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl focus passages 
 
 
How is Harriet’s resistance to Flint similar to and different from Frederick’s 
resistance to Covey? Compare their feelings after their acts of resistance.  Why 
should they feel so differently? 

“As for Dr. Flint, I had a feeling of satisfaction and triumph in the thought of telling him. 
From time to time he told me of his intended arrangements, and I was silent. At last, he 
came and told me the cottage was completed, and ordered me to go to it. I told him I 
would never enter it. He said, "I have heard enough of such talk as that. You shall go, if 
you are carried by force; and you shall remain there." I replied, "I will never go there. In a 
few months I shall be a mother." 

        He stood and looked at me in dumb amazement, and left the house without a word. I 
thought I should be happy in my triumph over him. But now that the truth was out, and 
my relatives would hear of it, I felt wretched. Humble as were their circumstances, they 
had pride in my good character. Now, how could I look them in the face? My self-respect 
was gone! I had resolved that I would be virtuous, though I was a slave. I had said, "Let 
the storm beat! I will brave it till I die." And now, how humiliated I felt!” 

.  .  . 
 
Why does Jacobs pointedly state to her reader that she chose a sexual liaison with 
Mr. Sands “with deliberate calculation”? What does she risk by making such a 
statement? 

“And now, reader, I come to a period in my unhappy life, which I would gladly forget if I 
could. The remembrance fills me with sorrow and shame. It pains me to tell you of it; but 
I have promised to tell you the truth, and I will do it honestly, let it cost me what it may. 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. For years, my master had done his 
utmost to pollute my mind with foul images, and to destroy the pure principles inculcated 
by my grandmother, and the good mistress of my childhood. The influences of slavery 
had had the same effect on me that they had on other young girls; they had made me 
prematurely knowing, concerning the evil ways of the world. I know what I did, and I did 
it with deliberate calculation. 

        But, O, ye happy women, whose purity has been sheltered from childhood, who 
have been free to choose the objects of your affection, whose homes are protected by law, 
do not judge the poor desolate slave girl too severely! If slavery had been abolished, I, 
also, could have married the man of my choice; I could have had a home shielded by the 
laws; and I should have been spared the painful task of confessing what I am now about 
to relate; but all my prospects had been blighted by slavery. I wanted to keep myself 
pure; and, under the most adverse circumstances, I tried hard to preserve my self-respect; 
but I was struggling alone in the powerful grasp of the demon Slavery; and the monster 



proved too strong for me. I felt as if I was forsaken by God and man; as if all my efforts 
must be frustrated; and I became reckless in my despair.” 

.  .  . 

Why does Jacobs feel that needs to ask for “pity” and “pardon” from her reader?  
To what extent is her request for pardon qualified by other comments she makes in 
the reading from Incidents?” 
 
“Pity me, and pardon me, O virtuous reader! 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 
avoiding the snares, and eluding 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 back, calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that the 
slave woman ought not to be judged by the same standard as others.” 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


