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The “Mysteries and Miseries” of North Carolina:
New York City, Urban Gothic Fiction, and Incidents in the Life of
a Slave Girl

Jennifer Rae Greeson

“Northe rne rs  know nothing  at all about S lave ry. The y think it is  pe rpe tual bondag e  only. The y have  no
conce ption of the  de pth of degradation involve d in that word, S LAVERY; if the y had, the y would ne ve r
ce as e  the ir e orts  until s o  horrible  a s ys te m was  ove rthrown.”—“A Woman of North Carolina,”
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 186 1

The  e xtraordinary e pig raph on the  title  pag e  of the  firs t e dition of Harrie t Jacobs ’s  Incidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl (186 1) make s  a s tartling  as s e rtion about the  e vils  of S outhe rn s lave ry. In the s e  line s , the  ide ntifying
fe ature  of that e xploitative  labor s ys te m—“pe rpe tual bondag e  only”—is  dis mis s e d as  ins u icie nt caus e  for
its  abolition.  Ins te ad, the  anonymous  quotation implie s , the  s ole  face t of S outhe rn s lave ry that s hould s pur
Northe rn re ade rs  to  antis lave ry action is  the  “de pth of degradation”—that ante be llum buz z word for illic it
fe male  s e xuality—that s lave ry inflicts  on wome n. The  te xt to  follow, the  e pig raph promis e s , will de live r to
Northe rn re ade rs  the  s e ns ational e xpos é  of s e xual trans g re s s ion unde r S outhe rn s lave ry re quis ite  for the ir
prope r unde rs tanding  of, and political action ag ains t, the  pe culiar ins titution of the  S outh.

The  e pig raph, and inde e d Jacobs ’s  book its e lf, are  re pre s e ntative  of a major s hi  in Northe rn conce ptions
of U.S . s lave ry in the  ante be llum pe riod. Thoug h s ubs tantially abs e nt from U.S . dis cours e  on s lave ry be fore
the  1830 s , the  s e xual violation of e ns lave d wome n be came  a ce nte rpie ce  of Northe rn re pre s e ntations  of
the  S outh by the  1850 s .  Why did “degradation” be come  the  ke y fact of S outhe rn s lave ry for [End P a g e  2 7 7 ]
audie nce s  at this  his torical mome nt?  Us ing  Incidents as  a cas e  s tudy, this  e s s ay as ks  unde r what conditions
illic it s e x be came  an acce ptable , inde e d compe lling , way for f audie nce s  to  imag ine  S outhe rn s lave ry in the
late  ante be llum ye ars . This  re pre s e ntational s hi  was  not a re s pons e  to  any chang e s  in the  s lave  s ys te m
its e lf, for s e xual abus e  and e xtramarital s e xual liais ons  we re  intrins ic  to  North Ame rican s lave ry from its
introduction on the  contine nt. Ins te ad, I propos e  that we  look to  chang e s  in Northe rn s ocie ty to  e xplain why
popular re pre s e ntations  of s lave ry in the  Northe rn pre s s  incre as ing ly focus e d not on e ns lave me nt its e lf but
on “The  De e pe r Wrong ” (as  Jacobs ’s  Britis h publis he r pe rce ptive ly re title d he r book).  For if the  s ocial
orde r of S outhe rn s lave ry re maine d re lative ly s tatic  in the  ante be llum de cade s , life  in the  Northe rn s tate s  at
that time  was  e volving  at a dramatic  pace  unde r the  re late d force s  of indus trializ ation and urbaniz ation.

Excavating  the  re pre s e ntational log ic  of ante be llum Northe rn portrayals  of S outhe rn s lave ry mig ht be g in
with a s imple  obs e rvation: in Northe rn popular print culture  of the  1840 s  and 1850 s , two dis tinct s ocial
s pace s  in the  Unite d S tate s  we re  commonly imag ine d to  contain “hare ms ”—which is  to  s ay that two s pace s
we re  unde rs tood to  e nable , if not to  promote , the  s e xual us e  of wome n outs ide  the  ins titution of marriag e .
One  of the s e  hare m-prone  s pace s  was  the  S outhe rn plantation; the  othe r, of cours e , was  the  burg e oning
indus trial me tropolis . At the  s ame  mome nt, the n, that illic it s e x on the  plantation be came  e ve r more  daring ly
a fixture  of abolitionis t narrative s , the  “mys te rie s  and mis e rie s ” of illic it s e x in the  city we re  be ing  probe d
e ve r more  obs e s s ive ly in urban g othic  tale s .  I s ug g e s t that the s e  two appare ntly dis tinct ante be llum
g e nre s —urban g othic  fiction and abolitionis t narrative s —we re  in fact intimate ly conne cte d. S haring
audie nce s , ce nte rs  of publication, re formis t mis s ions , and e ve n authors , the s e  g e nre s  influe nce d the
de ve lopme nt of a s e t of te xtual conve ntions  that trans forme d the  ante be llum popular unde rs tanding  of
wome n’s  s e xual trans g re s s ion. Tog e the r, the s e  g e nre s  we re  s ite s  for the  cre ation of formulas  throug h which
the  s tory of “the  falle n woman” came  for the  firs t time  to  s ig nify not he r s e xual de viance —he r pe rs onal s in
caus e d by loos e  morals  or mis g uide d choice s —but he r s e xual e xploitation—he r victimiz ation by a corrupt...
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