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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

“Northerners know nothing atall about Slavery. Theythinkitis perpetualbondage only. They have no
conceptionofthe depth ofdegradation involved inthat word, SLAVERY;if they had, theywould never
cease theirefforts untilso horrible a systemwas overthrown.”—“AWoman of North Carolina,”
Incidentsin the Life of a Slave Girl, 186 1

The extraordinaryepigraph onthe title page ofthe firsteditionofHarriet Jacobs’s Incidentsin the Life ofa
Slave Girl (186 1) makes a startling assertionaboutthe evils of Southernslavery. Inthese lines, the identifying
feature ofthatexploitative laborsystem—“perpetualbondage only”—is dismissed as insufficient cause for
its abolition. Instead, the anonymous quotationimplies, the sole facetofSouthernslaverythatshould spur
Northernreaders to antislaveryactionis the “depth of degradation”—that antebellum buzzword forillicit

fe male sexuality—that slaveryinflicts on women. The textto follow, the epigraph promises, willdeliverto
Northernreaders the sensationalexposé ofsexualtransgressionunderSouthernslaveryrequisite fortheir
properunderstanding of,and political actionagainst, the peculiarinstitutionofthe South.

The epigraph,and indeed Jacobs’s book itself are representative ofa majorshiftin Northernconceptions
ofU.S.slaveryinthe antebellum period. Though substantiallyabsentfromU.S. discourse onslaverybefore
the 18305, the sexualviolationofenslaved womenbecame acenterpiece of Northernrepresentations of
the South by the 1850s.2Whydid “degradation” become the keyfactofSouthernslaveryfor[End Page 277]
audiences at this historical moment? Using Incidentsas a case study, this essayasks underwhat conditions
illicitsexbecame anacceptable,indeed compelling, wayforfaudiences to imagine Southernslaveryinthe
late antebellumyears. This representationalshift was notaresponse to anychanges inthe slave system
itself forsexualabuse and extramarital sexual liaisons were intrinsic to North Americanslaveryfromits
introductiononthe continent. Instead, | propose that we look to changes in Northernsocietyto explain why
popularrepresentations ofslaveryinthe Northernpress increasinglyfocused notonenslavementitselfbut
on “The DeeperWrong” (as Jacobs’s British publisherperceptivelyretitled herbook).3Forifthe social
orderofSouthernslaveryremained relatively static inthe antebellumdecades, life inthe Northernstates at
that time was evolving at a dramatic pace underthe related forces ofindustrialization and urbanization.

Excavating the representationallogic ofantebellum Northern portrayals of Southernslavery mightbegin
withasimple observation:in Northern popular print culture ofthe 1840s and 1850s, two distinct social
spaces inthe United States were commonlyimagined to contain “hare ms”—whichis to say that two spaces
were understood to enable,ifnotto promote, the sexualuse ofwomenoutside the institution of marriage.
One ofthese harem-prone spaces was the Southern plantation; the other, of course, was the burgeoning
industrial metropolis. At the same moment, then, thatillicit sexonthe plantationbecame ever more daringly
a fixture ofabolitionist narratives, the “mysteries and miseries” ofillicit sexin the citywere being probed
evermore obsessivelyinurbangothic tales.#lsuggestthatthese two apparentlydistinctantebellum
genres—urban gothic fiction and abolitionist narratives—were infactintimately connected. Sharing
audiences,centers of publication, reformist missions, and evenauthors, these genres influenced the
developmentofasetoftextual conventions thattransformed the antebellum popularunderstanding of
women’s sexualtransgression. Together,these genres were sites forthe creation offormulas through which
the story of “the fallen woman” came for the first time to signifynothersexualdeviance—herpersonalsin
caused byloose morals ormisguided choices—but hersexual exploitation—hervictimizationbya corrupt...
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