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Abstract 

 This paper discusses the recurring figure of the kind mistress in female captivity 

narratives, particularly in Mary Rowlandson’s The Sovereignty and Goodness of God and Harriet 

Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. The figure of the kind mistress emphasizes two 

spheres of influence as they operate in the text: one sphere dominated by men and the other by 

women. The male sphere is characterized by economic exchanges, legalities, and 

dehumanization of the captive, whereas the female sphere is characterized by compassion, 

survival, and secrecy. This figure presents the reader with a space, physical or imaginary, where 

the influence of the captors is greatly reduced if not non-existent, and suggests a united female 

identity based on common subjugation and male oppression. The figure of the kind mistress 

offers a powerful insight into the nature of male/female relations within the context of captivity.  
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Introduction 

 When literary scholars discuss the genre of the female captivity narrative, a common 

topic of discussion is race and gender relationships.  The topic of the master and the slave is one 

that is often analyzed. Displays of kindness between the master and slave are continuously 

reviewed and displayed as an example of patriarchy and control. However, the relationship 

between the mistress and the female slave or captive is one that is very rarely, if ever, discussed. 

This essay considers the relationship between female and slave and argues that the acts of 

kindness are caused by a united female identity in response to a sphere based on male opinion 

and control.   

 Although the genre of the female captivity narrative is a vast and diverse collection of 

works, few stand out as much as The Sovereignty and Goodness of God by Mary Rowlandson 

and Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs. These are two of the most discussed 

female captivity narratives, especially in regards to race and power relationships. However, the 

relationship between the mistress and the captive in these texts is often overlooked or 

oversimplified.  

 Lisa Logan seems to be one of the first to ever notice the relationship between the various 

females in Mary Rowlandson’s captivity narrative. She explains what she believes to be a central 

female identity, and how Rowlandson’s treatment of place reflects this. Her essay is centered on 

the idea that Rowlandson’s mentioning of “place” reflects her role as a woman, and this can be 

seen when Logan states that, “Rowlandson’s work engages the intersecting and overlapping 

positions—physical, ideological, social, discursive—that she occupies: Puritan, woman, writer, 

wife, captive, mother, neighbor” (Logan, 2).  
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 Although I agree with Logan that this explains the way that Rowlandson relates to her 

world in captivity, this argument does not extend beyond the borders of the Rowlandson 

narrative into another facet of female captivity: the slave narrative. While Rowlandson may be 

creating a metaphor for her position in her writing, in Jacobs, there is no such metaphor. Her 

captivity is not a lesson learned, but a description of an atrocity.  

 Many critics agree that Logan’s work is limited in the explanation of the female captivity 

narrative as a lesson on female identity. Tiffany Potter argues that Logan’s argument would 

work for Rowlandson, but, in regards to the Narragansett women, that, “Rowlandson’s work 

ultimately attempts to articulate indigenous femininity solely as a failure to meet the English 

standard”(Potter, 154). Although I agree that there is something happening with the “English 

standard” of womanhood in the text, this oversimplifies the relationship between the women, as 

it neglects to acknowledge her genuine response to the kindness and compassion in the text.  

 In, “An Analysis of Power Relationships Between the White and Black Women in the 

Slave Narratives,” Seda Peksen ignores the positive moments of kindness between the mistress 

and slave, and only addresses the negative and unequal relationships of power as they function in 

the text. In her article, Peksen states that, “Power relations are ingrained in white women’s minds 

by the patriarchal ideology and those women play an active part in the oppression of the 

subordinate female” (Peksen, 123). She then goes on to argue that the behaviors of the dominant 

female reflect the behaviors of the dominant male. Although this does occur in some of the 

characters in the Harriet Jacobs narrative, it does not explain anything in the Rowlandson 

narrative due to the fact that the people by whom she was being held captive were not 

completely subject the European standards of patriarchy and gender, and they most certainly 
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were not a part of the dominant culture in the region. The dominant women in both of these 

stories did not always choose to negatively exert their power, and once again, the kindness 

offered by these mistresses is completely overlooked in the shadow of the anger and abuse.  

 Clearly, there is something happening in both of these narratives that cannot be explained 

by simple racial power relations that are causing the kindness to emerge in both texts regardless 

of the racial roles being switched. Jennifer Larson offers the best approach to answering this 

question. In her article, she looks at Jacobs’ narrative through a feminist lens, and describes the 

relationship between the two characters within the context of what she calls “The Cult of True 

Womanhood.” In her article, Larson observes that, “the Cult was a significant feature in 

women’s writing at the same time as it worked socially to promote their continued 

subjugation…some women, such as Harriet Jacobs, chose to engage these standards in their 

writing and to examine the social structures that oppressed women, black and white, and kept 

them divided, unable to achieve a true ‘sisterhood’,”(Larson, 740). It is through the mutual 

identity of subjugation that a common ground is found between the mistress and the captive, and 

this can be observed not only in slave narratives, but also in other female captivity narratives 

such as The Sovereignty and Goodness of God.  

 Larson’s point about the common ground of subjugation agrees with what Russ 

Castronovo has found in the historical period.  Castronovo demonstrates that in this time period 

of literature, a vast majority of the readers of black slave narratives were actually white women.  

He explains that, “Critical attention to these novels combining displays of feminism and 

romantic pictures of slavery could restore the erased context of class anxiety that allows the 

plantation heroine to translate African-American enslavement into a melodramatic expression of 
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her own gender identity” (Castronovo, 243). Basically, the white women loved reading the slave 

narratives because they identified with the feelings of societal subjugation that they presented. 

They were feeling subjugated by The Cult of True Womanhood, and this subjugation allowed 

them to draw connections between the subjugation of slavery and themselves.  

 Although these two narratives explained a gender commonality between the oppressor 

and the oppressed that seems to occur in all female captivity narratives, neither scholar addresses 

what really causes some of the mistresses to be kind and others not. Both Castronovo and Larson 

offer a great deal of insight into the complicated gender and racial relationships that were 

occurring both in the time period between captors and captives and in the text. This insight can 

be applied to the dilemma of the strange phenomenon of the kind mistress as it functions across 

female captivity narratives.  

 The figure of the kind mistress as is seen in these two narratives, but also across the 

female captivity genre, has remained a neglected but powerful archetype in literary criticism. I 

argue that the figure of the kind mistress tells us about the nature of female gender identity in the 

context of captivity. Both the mistress and the captive are subject to The Cult of True 

Womanhood, which is a societal standard reliant and dependent upon male opinion. When the 

male opinion is removed from the scenario, the women are able to develop the “true” sisterhood 

as described by Larson. Their identity and legitimacy as women revolves around the male 

opinion and their “marriageability.” When the male oppression is removed, the two figures are 

able to share a common relationship as females that is separate from the societal norm. There is a 

unity and commonality in their oppression as Castronovo proposes. 
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 Because of this unity, the reasoning behind the kind mistress as it functions in the female 

captivity narrative becomes clearer. Building upon the findings of both Castronovo and Larson, I 

hypothesize that the figure of the kind mistress is a result of united oppression for all females in a 

patriarchal society, regardless of race. The figure of the kind mistress offers an important 

opportunity to observe female gender relations both within the restrictions of the patriarchal 

society and outside of them. Through this, I argue that there is a common female identity in the 

texts that allows for both kindness and subjectivity to male opinion.  

 

Functioning Outside the Male Sphere: Kindness and Pride in Mary Rowlandson 

 Perhaps one of the most intriguing examples of the kind mistress phenomenon is found in 

The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, in which Mary Rowlandson narrates the time she spent as 

a captive of the Narragansett Native Americans. Throughout the novel, it becomes pretty 

obvious in the text that all of the kindness during her stay in the Narragansett society comes from 

women. In fact, when the Narragansett men are described in the text, they are very scarcely 

portrayed as more than mere animals. In one instance, Rowlandson falls off a horse with her 

child, and , “they like inhumane creatures laught, and rejoiced to see it, though I thought we 

should there have ended our dayes, as overcome with so many difficulties” (Rowlandson, 73). 

Because they are laughing at her, or wounding her pride, they are viewed as inhumane. As stated 

earlier, there has been a change in what this group of males thinks of her, and that brings about a 

strong emotional reaction.  

Across the narrative, these “pride-wounding” experiences are present, and they are 

always at the hands of the Native American men, which could also be described as her true 
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captors. The word inhumane is only used one other time in the text, and both times are in 

reference to her male captors. She states that, “They mourned (with their black faces) for their 

own losses, yet triumphed and rejoiced in their inhumane, and many times devilish cruelty to the 

English” (Rowlandson, 106). The description of their “black faces,” is particularly interesting, 

not for the racial context, but due to the religious context with which Rowlandson writes. The 

color black is often a symbol for evil or spiritual darkness, so in this image, she illustrates these 

men as an example of pure evil. While she paints the picture of the quasi-demonic characteristics 

of these men, she takes it a step further by calling them inhumane for a second time. The idea of 

men in mass, as described in the previous passage, both dehumanizes and demonizes the Native 

American population in general, but particularly the men.  

While the males in this narrative are often described as demons, animals, and generally 

inhumane, the Narragansett women in this story are cast in a strikingly different light. There is 

one passage in particular, which is the primary example of the “kind mistress,” that is pivotal 

when describing the male/female relations as it is functioning in this story. Rowlandson takes 

special care to describe Wettimore, who is King Phillip’s second wife, and who is also a figure 

that shows her a great deal of kindness, even if her motives may be somewhat askew. 

Rowlandson states that she is, “A severe and proud dame she was, bestowing every day in 

dressing herself neat as much time as any of the gentry of the land: powdering her hair, and 

painting her face, going with necklaces, with jewels in her ears, and bracelets upon her hands. 

When she had dressed herself, her work was to make girdles of wampum and beads.” 

(Rowlandson, 96).  
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The first thing that deserves recognition in this passage is that Wettimore is described as 

proud. When Rowlandson describes the experiences in the previous passages with the men in 

mass, she was describing instances where her pride was wounded. In the first example, the men 

were mocking her because she fell off a horse. In the second, the men were disrespecting the 

deceased from her country, and therefore, her pride in her identity was wounded. The pride 

Rowlandson feels revolves around what the Narragansett men think of her and her identity.  

Therefore, it is interesting that Rowlandson describes Wettimore as proud when she 

herself has lost her pride in the context of her captivity. Rowlandson then goes on to describe 

what makes Wettimore prideful, which develops this idea further. Rowlandson first describes 

that she was, “bestowing every day in dressing herself neat as much time as any of the Gentry in 

the land.” By associating her with the Gentry, she is relating Wettimore to high-class society and 

English standards of propriety, so there is already a commonality between the two women 

instead of the dehumanizing descriptions with the men. She then describes what makes this 

woman look upper class, by explaining that she was, “powdering her hair, and painting her face, 

going with necklaces, with jewels in her ears, and bracelets upon her hands.” All of these things 

are ways of making Wettimore more beautiful in the standards of the time period. Wettimore is 

obsessed with increasing her outward beauty and appearance, and this improvement of 

appearance is inevitably in an effort to gain more male attention, or to improve the male opinion 

of her. Although it is a common theme in criticism to note that Rowlandson is critiquing 

Wettimore for being vain, Rowlandson’s focus on Wettimore’s pride adds another facet to the 

argument. Rowlandson has her pride wounded when she falls off the horse, and she is both 
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observing and critiquing the thing she lost that Wettimore is still able to possess. By critiquing 

her pride, she is also emphasizing her desire to return to that status.  

 This overt concern with the outward appearance is very similar to that of Mary 

Rowlandson when she falls off the horse in front of the men. Both are extremely vain not about 

how they appear to the public, but to men in particular. The reason Wettimore wants to look 

beautiful is not to please women, but to please men because Wettimore’s pride is primarily based 

on male opinion and her status within the male sphere. She is very rarely seen spending time 

with the other Narragansett women.  This is the same reason why Rowlandson was so hurt when 

she fell off her horse. She had lost her composure in front of a man, and therefore, her semblance 

of pride, grace, and propriety that is so valued in this culture was lost.  

 The theme of pride as it functions in the novel is nearly always a direct result of male 

opinion and approval. It is because of this that there develops within the novel two differing 

worlds: the world under the male gaze and the world outside of male power and dominance. 

Because Wettimore is functioning under the realm of male opinion nearly all the time (she is the 

chief’s favorite wife), her pride and self-satisfaction comes from her appearance rather than her 

personality or her skills. Even the work she does is to, “make girdles with wampum and beads,” 

which is an activity based on improving appearances. Girdles are an article of clothing that could 

enhance a woman’s appearance, and so her very profession is promoting a culture based on 

appearances of wealth, and her appearance is completely in reaction to her relationship with the 

chief and her favored position with him. Her entire status and appearance is based on the opinion 

of one man.  
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 However, when the figure of the kind mistress appears, Rowlandson and the mistress are 

functioning outside of the realm of the chief’s opinion. There are no men around, and therefore, 

their true identities are able to be revealed. One of the first examples of this comes right after the 

extensive description of Wettimore, when Rowlandson explains that she, “went with the maid, 

and quickly came again and lodged there. The squaw laid a mat under [her], and a good rug over 

[her]; the first time [she] had any such kindness showed [her]” (Rowlandson). In this scene, 

Wettimore allows her to go with King Phillip’s older wife, and thus escape the immediate 

attention of the men around her. It is only when she is outside of this sphere of male opinion and 

approval that she is able to experience kindness from the women.  

 Wettimore is inevitably stuck in the sphere of male approval, and her direct kindness is 

not observed, but she allows Rowlandson to go to a place where kindness can be found, and it is 

outside of the realm of male opinion. Once Rowlandson has escaped this sphere of appearances 

and false identities, other people come into the narrative and show her kindness. Rowlandson 

tells us that, “Then came an Indian, and asked [her] to knit him three pair of stockings, for which 

[she] had a hat, and a silk handkerchief. Then another asked me to make her a shift, for which 

she gave [her] an apron” (Rowlandson, 97). Once the tension and the oppression of the male 

presence is removed, this opens her up to be considered more of an equal, and she is free to 

utilize her talents for her own benefit. There is a certain freedom when she is removed from the 

sphere of male opinion.  

 In contrast, the character of Wettimore always seems to be subject to the sphere of male 

opinion. In one instance, Rowlandson describes a time of feasting with Wettimore in the 
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presence of King Philip, while Wettimore is watched intensely by all of Rowlandson’s captors 

and the leaders of the tribe. Rowlandson describes Wettimore’s attire once more, stating that, 

“She had a kersey coat, and covered with girdles of wampum from the loins upward. Her arms 

from her elbows to her hands were covered with bracelets; there were handfuls of necklaces 

about her neck, and several sorts of jewels in her ears. She had fine red stockings, and white 

shoes, her hair powdered and face painted red, that was always before black” (Rowlandson). 

Once again, there is a major focus on her external appearance. She is adorned with symbols of 

both her status and beauty. She is the prized wife of a Native American chief, and she is going to 

act that way.  

 This passage acts in direct contrast with the earlier passage that described the 

Narragansett men as having black faces, which both demonized and dehumanized the male 

figures. While the males in the story are always described with black faces, Wettimore is 

described as red. This demonstrates how she is functioning in both the sphere of the kind 

mistress and the sphere of male opinion, and although her red face always goes before her black 

face, she is still heavily influenced by and actively participating in the male sphere. The color 

red, particularly for this time period, was often one to describe the color of the Native 

American’s skin, to separate them from the white people. Then the color black, which 

Rowlandson  utilized earlier in the text to both demonize and dehumanize the Narragansett men, 

is one that has connotations of evil and darkness. Through this image, she makes Wettimore 

seem more human in a way that is never done with the men, and this emphasizes how her 

membership in the male sphere does not make her completely evil or inhumane, but instead a 

woman playing a role in order to please a man.  
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 In the passage in which Wettimore shows Rowlandson kindness, Rowlandson describes 

her powdering her face, behaving like a member of the Gentry, and otherwise compares her to 

English women. This is not true in the previously mentioned passage at the Narragansett feast. 

She describes her as a less than human creature and illustrates someone who is foreign and 

completely set apart from what she would call normal and acceptable. Wettimore is still proud 

and completely obsessed with her appearance, but there is no longer any sort of connection 

between the two women. The only thing that has changed between the two passages is that one is 

functioning outside the sphere of the male opinion and one is functioning within. Wettimore is 

able to act more human when she is away from Rowlandson’s oppressors, and these two 

passages demonstrate that fact.  

However, the illustration of the feast only gives a partial understanding into the 

phenomenon of the kind mistress. There is yet another passage that suggests the sphere of the 

kind mistress is not only based on common appearance and subjectivity to male opinion, but is 

also based on a united need for survival. In this other passage, Rowlandson is going among the 

Wigwams in order to find someone who will feed her or help her to stay warm. Rowlandson 

says, “I went into one and there found a squaw who showed herself very kind to me, and gave 

me a piece of bear. I put it into my pocket, and came home, but could not find an opportunity to 

broil it, for fear they would get it from me, and there it lay all that day and night in my stinking 

pocket”(Rowlandson). Once again, it is only when she encounters a woman alone and separate 

from the men, that she is able to experience some semblance of kindness. It is also interesting 
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because once she leaves that home, she is unable to find a place to cook the bear. Once she 

reenters into the world dominated by men, she is unable to utilize the kindness she was shown.  

The way Rowlandson treats the meat demonstrates the breaking down of her former pride 

in order to survive what happens when the male and female spheres mix. Rowlandson keeps the 

meat in her pocket all night, which by white societal standards would have been completely 

improper, but under the sphere of male opinion, her pride has been wounded (see the passage 

about the horse). Her identity in the sphere of male opinion has been damaged, and she no longer 

has any pride in her appearance out of pure desperation and oppression. She is acting out of pure 

survival instinct and necessity. However, her identity returns to a certain point when she returns 

to the wigwam the next day, and once again enters the realm of the kind mistress. She states, “I 

asked her to let me boil my piece of bear in her kettle, which she did, and gave me some ground 

nuts to eat with it: and I cannot but think how pleasant it was to me…but the thought that it was 

bear made me tremble. But now that was savory to me that one would think was enough to turn 

the stomach of a brute creature” (Rowlandson, 85). Although there is a great deal of kindness 

shown to Rowlandson in this scene, the audience must also remember that she is eating rotten 

bear meat with nuts. This is hardly any sort of feast, and this scene demonstrates the damage that 

her captivity has caused. However, it should be noted that Rowlandson never eats or even 

exposes this meal when she is subject to the sphere of male opinion. It is only when she is in the 

presence of the kind woman that she reveals her true hunger and is able to forgo her attempted 

appearances of pride within the male opinion in favor of revealing her true identity and feelings 

based on male opinion. Rowlandson’s true self and her true desires can only be observed when 

she is not being watched by her captors. Even though she has lost much of her pride, she only 
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reveals that when she is around the women that are subject to similar oppression by the males in 

this war.  

There is an intense tension between what is hidden and what is exposed throughout the 

text, particularly in regards to kindness. The kindness bestowed upon Rowlandson is always 

hidden, and in these moments, she emphasizes the humanity of the Narragansett women in a way 

that seems remarkable given the state of the war and the American opinion of the Narragansetts 

at the time. She has trouble seeing the men as little more than animals, but there is some 

commonality between the women that allows her to make the connection and see their humanity, 

but, as seen earlier with Wettimore, this can only be seen outside the context of the Narragansett 

males. Seeing their humanity and connecting with the women is something that must be hidden 

and shrouded in secrecy. There is a certain equality in this secrecy, because all the women have 

to escape their true selves in order to maintain their status and approval in the male-dominated 

society.  

The figure of the kind mistress as it functions in the female captivity narrative is 

something that can only exist outside of the context of the male captors. In the presence of the 

men, this phenomenon is rarely if ever seen. In one passage, Rowlandson is given food, and what 

she does with it demonstrates the mood and behavior that can be observed under the sphere of 

male opinion. She says, “I boiled my peas and bear together, and invited my master and mistress 

to dinner; but the proud gossip, because I served them both in one dish, would eat nothing, 

except one bit that he gave her upon the point of his knife” (Rowlandson, 83). Rowlandson is 

turning the tables and showing kindness to Wettimore in this passage, but because she is in the 

presence of her husband and is so influenced by propriety and male opinion, she will not lower 
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herself to eat something that has been served in one dish. It is also interesting that King Phillip 

gives Wettimore the food on the point of his knife, which seems to be a violent and brutish 

gesture that symbolizes the control he has over Wettimore and her inability to escape this sphere.  

Wettimore is consistently under male supervision, and therefore, never able to truly act 

within the realm of the kind mistress. Some may argue that she is being angry or unkind, but 

when she is viewed within the context of the male sphere, it becomes clear that she is actually 

acting for survival. She is subject to the same societal standards that Rowlandson is subject to, 

and it is these standards that force her into this prideful and ornate exterior. Wettimore is not one 

that could be described as happy, but she is also never seen in a context where she can have a 

voice of her own. She is always echoing the thoughts and opinions of her husband. She cannot 

escape the sphere of male opinion.  

When the figure of the kind mistress is closely analyzed, one can conclude that the 

ultimate driving forces of this phenomenon are gender relations and hierarchy as they function in 

this society. Race is a major issue in Rowlandson, but the figure of the kind mistress seems to 

almost function outside of this realm. Although she devotes a large amount of the text to the 

issue of race when talking about the men, and makes every effort to dehumanize them, she 

makes just as much of an effort to describe the women as very human and relatable. 

Rowlandson’s focus was on the Narragansetts as heathens and sinners, so the racial relationships 

became more of an undertone rather than the main focus.  

However, other female captivity narratives demonstrate the idea of the kind mistress in 

which race is the primary focus, and it often can become a major issue. One example of this is 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs. In this text, the idea of race and racial 
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inequality adds an interesting and complicated facet to the discussion of the kind mistress as it 

functions in the female captivity narrative. Through the Jacobs narrative, it becomes clear that 

the realm of the kind mistress can function not only as an imaginary space where the men happen 

to be absent, but also as a physical and concrete retreat from the male oppression. Adding the 

issue of antebellum era slavery into the complicated relationship between mistress and slave 

forces the kindness into a physical and identifiable space in which the relationship between 

mistress and slave flourishes without repercussions.  

 

Into the Gray Area: The Kind Mistress in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 

 Perhaps one of the most influential and provocative female captivity narratives is that of 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) by Harriet Jacobs. In this narrative, Jacobs illustrates 

her time as a slave in the Antebellum American South. Although acts of kindness are few and far 

between in this story, it is through these acts of kindness that readers can get a glimpse into the 

true character of the male and female spheres as is seen in Mary Rowlandson’s Sovereignty and 

Goodness of God. In this narrative, the realm of the kind mistress is not simply an imaginary 

space where the captive finds kindness, but due to the fact that aiding slaves is illegal in this time 

period,  it becomes an actual place entrenched in secrecy, where one can find reprieve from the 

racial oppression and subjugation that slavery causes.  

 Although the story depicts countless acts of cruelty by Doctor Flint, the story opens up 

within the sphere of the Kind Mistress and the world free from patriarchy and male opinion. The 

first example of kindness happens in the first chapter of the book, when Jacobs describes her 

childhood mistress in great detail. The first notion of her character is when Jacobs states that, “I 



Long 19 

 

was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away… On 

condition of paying his mistress two hundred dollars a year, and supporting himself, he was 

allowed to work at his trade, and manage his own affairs” (Jacobs, 11). Although the condition 

of her captivity and the society she lives in never allowed her to truly be free, the mistress allows 

her to live outside of the direct control of the captivity. The mistress has complete control of the 

affairs, and the absence of the male authority allows her to operate in compassion and some 

semblance of equality. Operating in this sphere, the Brent/Jacobs family is able to barter for their 

freedom, and through this, they find compassion and security. Jacobs even goes so far as to 

describe her childhood as “happy,” which is a rare word in the female captivity narrative.  

 As Jacobs’ description of this mistress progresses, she states that, “[she] was so fondly 

shielded [she] never dreamed [she] was a piece of merchandise, trusted to them for safe keeping, 

and liable to be demanded of them at any moment” (Jacobs, 11-12). The language in this 

sentence is strikingly economic, with words like liable and merchandise emphasizing her status 

as less than human and as a thing that can be bought. However, the happy childhood as 

mentioned earlier has shielded her from this reality. The word shielded demonstrates her 

presence within the realm of the kind mistress as a physical place. She was being protected 

within her house by the kind mistress, and this offered a metaphorical shield from the evil of the 

world. Her innocence was being protected as a result of the kind mistress. Because her initial 

upbringing was within the sphere of the kind mistress, it guarded her from the harsh reality of the 

male dominant world of the slave owner. The realm of the kind mistress is one of kindness, 

freedom, and equality.  
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 Jacobs then demonstrates that the nature of this sphere is based on the foundation of 

intimacy between her mother and her mistress that surpasses racial boundaries. While describing 

the character of this sphere, and the fact that the kind mistress gave Jacobs such a happy 

childhood, she states that, “She was the foster sister of my mother; they were both nourished at 

my grandmother's breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at three months old, that the babe 

of the mistress might obtain sufficient food” (Jacobs, 14). Unlike the Mary Rowlandson piece, 

these are not complete strangers that Jacobs is dealing with. Her captors are people that she has a 

strange and intimate relationship with. This changes the realm of the kind mistress in many 

ways. In this quote, for example, Jacobs takes a great deal of time explaining the intimacy 

between her mother and her mistress. The idea of breastfeeding as it functions in this passage 

shows a certain type of innocence. In the innocence of childhood, there are no racial boundaries, 

and this comes through later when the mistress grows up. In the absence of her husband or the 

slave owner’s control, the mistress is able to share in this intimate bond of childhood.  

 It is this maternal intimacy that carries throughout Harriet Jacobs’ childhood, and 

explains the motherly kindness that the mistress uses to both educate and shield Jacobs. After the 

death of Jacobs’ mother, she states that, “I was told that my home was now to be with her 

mistress; and I found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties were imposed upon 

me…I would sit by her side for hours, sewing diligently, with a heart as free from care as that of 

any free-born white child” (Jacobs, 14). Once again, the word happy is used to describe her 

captivity, but this is a realm that is completely void of any dominant male presence, being that 

the mistress’s husband had passed away. This left the woman with complete control over the 
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house, and it allows the sphere of the kind mistress to flourish. Notice that the duties assigned to 

Jacobs are stereotypical feminine duties, such as sewing.  Much like the character of Wettimore 

in the Rowlandson piece and her obsession with appearance in order to act like a proper lady, the 

mistress is teaching Jacobs skills such as sewing and housekeeping that will give her value and 

identity as a woman and also as a valuable slave. The mistress is giving Jacobs tools to survive 

in a world that is dominated by male opinion and oppression in the same way that the kind 

mistresses gave Rowlandson food to survive. Knowing how to sew will give Jacobs value as a 

house worker and will keep her out of the fields. The kind mistress’s husband has died, and 

therefore, her home is an actual physical space that is free from male oppression where she can 

safely prepare to enter the male-dominated world, so she is able to demonstrate her kindness 

towards Jacobs. In the best way that she can, the kind mistress is preparing her for a harsh 

reality.  

 Within the physical space of her kind mistress’s home, Jacobs does not feel the weight of 

the bondage that she will experience in the male sphere. Jacobs even goes so far as to say that 

she was as, “free from care as any free-born white child” (Jacobs, 14). Once again, Jacobs makes 

an attempt to emphasize her freedom and equality within the sphere of the kind mistress. 

Although the distinction is made on several occasions, under the care of the mistress, race is not 

an issue. She is treated in much of the same manner as the mistress would treat one of her own 

daughters, learning how to do house work and playing when she gets tired. This sphere is not 

one that is dominated by racial boundaries. In this part of Jacobs’ life, the black and white divide 

is replaced by a gray area with racial distinction but not defined by it.  
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 However, after the death of this mistress, Jacobs is given over to Doctor Flint, and as she 

transitions into a new house, she moves into a new physical space dominated by male control. 

Although at this point in the narrative it is not completely clear that her struggle will be so great, 

Jacobs offers an evocative foreshadowing to her future struggles when she states that, “These 

God-breathing machines[slaves] are no more, in the sight of their masters, than the cotton they 

plant, or the horses they tend”(Jacobs, 16). The word machine dehumanizes the slaves and 

conveys the image of an unfeeling automaton that is less than human in a similar way to 

Rowlandson when she described the Narragansett men laughing at her falling off of her horse. 

The fact that the machines are “God-breathing” also provokes the strong image that these 

“machines” are running off of some sort of divine strength that keeps the slaves from falling 

apart altogether. She then says that the slave owners view the slaves as having the same value as 

cotton or a horse. In this passage, Jacobs explains a transition from an intimate realm of the kind 

mistress that cares for her survival and well-being to the harsher economic reality of the 

patriarchal slave owner society. Within the realm of the kind mistress, she is shielded from 

reality and allowed to experience a childhood almost free from racial restriction, but as she enters 

into the male-dominant world of Doctor Flint, the veil is torn.  

 When Jacobs moves out of the realm of the kind mistress into the male dominated sphere, 

the mistress is no longer able to behave with kindness, and she acts much in the same way as 

Wettimore in the Mary Rowlandson narrative. In a chapter entitled the “Jealous Mistress,” 

Jacobs describes some of the character and mood of this sphere entirely based on male opinion, 

which is void of any sort of kindness or compassion. She states that, “He may repent, and turn 

from the error of his ways, and so find peace; but it is not so with a favorite slave. She is not 
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allowed to have any pride of character. It is deemed a crime in her to wish to be virtuous” 

(Jacobs, 49). One of the characteristics of the mistress of Jacobs’ childhood is that she is treated 

like a human being, and she is able to learn the skills that will make her a proper lady, and thus 

give her pride in herself. The male dominated sphere as it functions in both the Rowlandson 

narrative and the Jacobs narrative is one that strips away pride and dehumanizes the captive. The 

word crime implied that she is being punished for this crime, which emphasizes her status as a 

captive, and how the physical space of Dr. Flint’s house is ruled by the male sphere, in effect 

becoming a prison. While in the realm of the kind mistress Jacobs described herself as free and 

happy, the reality of her bondage only comes to fruition when she moves into this new sphere. 

Castronovo explains that white women were intrigued and drawn to the captivity narrative, and 

the violent transition into Flint’s home creates a point of commonality between mistress and 

slave. Both are taken from their childhood homes to be ruled by a man, and both feel captive 

within their own circumstance.  

 Jacobs acknowledges the tangible transition from the female dominated sphere of her 

childhood into the male dominant sphere of Dr. Flint’s home when she connects with Dr. Flint’s 

wife in a very similar way to the connection between Rowlandson and Wettimore. She states 

that, “I was an object of her jealousy, and, consequently, of her hatred; and I knew I could not 

expect kindness or confidence from her under the circumstances in which I was placed. I could 

not blame her. Slave-holders' wives feel as other women would under similar circumstances” 

(Jacobs, 53). Even though she is being essentially tortured by this woman, Jacobs both 

acknowledges and accepts that the mistress is subject to certain “circumstances” that are out of 

her control, and she even accepts the idea that other women regardless of race would behave in 
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the same fashion given the circumstances. This sympathy suggests that she understands the 

status of the patriarchy and that the mistress is not truly free but is also in a state of bondage. 

Everything that functions within this sphere is acting in order to please the dominant male, and in 

response to the actions of Doctor Flint.  

 Because of the true horror of her time spent with Doctor Flint, Jacobs often compares her 

current state of bondage to that of her happy childhood to emphasize the cruelty. In one quote, 

she states, “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” (Jacobs, 83). This contrast between innocence and purity, and corruption and 

criminality keeps coming up as she describes her situation, and this emphasizes her status not 

only as a physical captive, but also the mental and emotional constraints Dr. Flint imposes on 

her. The world dominated by men and male opinion seeks to corrupt her and destroy her purity, 

but the realm of the kind mistress gave her pride in her identity and value as a person. It is 

perhaps this value that was bestowed upon her in childhood that made her will to escape bondage 

so strong. The kind mistress was a woman of “pure principles,” who encouraged pride in one’s 

appearance and value in behaving like a lady. These values became Jacobs’ survival techniques 

as she entered into a world ruled by Doctor Flint, who wanted to manipulate her and make her a 

possession. In Flint’s world, it is all about economic value and domination, but in the realm of 

the kind mistress, it is about education, survival, and identity.  

 However, some may argue that within this male dominated sphere, Jacobs did experience 

genuine kindness in the character of Mr. Sands. When she describes this man, Jacobs states that, 

“I knew the impassable gulf between us; but to be an object of interest to a man who is not 
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married, and who is not her master, is agreeable to the pride and feelings of a slave, if her 

miserable situation has left her any pride or sentiment” (Jacobs, 84). The tone of the writing as 

described in this passage is drastically different than in the passages of the kind women. In this 

passage, she is justifying her choice to sleep with this man, and she is trying to make the reader 

understand her difficult situation. She even acknowledges an “impassible gulf” in between the 

two of them that is caused by the racial divide and the power of the patriarchy. This love is 

forbidden and shameful, and totally unlike the free and warm language she expressed when she 

was talking about her kind mistresses. This is something that she is doing in an attempt to restore 

pride in herself, and make her feel like she has value.  

 In the physical space of the male dominated sphere that is Dr. Flint’s house, she is unable 

to escape bondage, and any kindness she receives is not genuine and requires her to sacrifice a 

part of herself. While defending her relationship with Sands, Jacobs states, “It seems less 

degrading to give one's self, than to submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in 

having a lover who has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and 

attachment” (Jacobs, 85). Basically, she is saying that it was easier to give herself to the man 

than to later be raped by him. She even says that the entire action was degrading. While the 

actions of the kind mistress were freeing and gave her happiness, this is making her feel shame 

and regret. Then she says that having the lover is something akin to freedom. It is not freedom, 

but something like it. While she is with him, she is still subject to the racial divide and the 

standards of the white male patriarchy.  
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 After describing her white lover, and presenting her arguments of justification for the 

encounter, she states that, “There may be sophistry in all this; but the condition of a slave 

confuses all principles of morality, and, in fact, renders the practice of them impossible” (Jacobs, 

85). Even Jacobs acknowledges that her arguments as to whether or not her actions are 

acceptable are extremely biased and subject to a skewed version of reality. This is a complicated 

relationship, and she is using language that seems almost legal in tone to attempt to defend 

herself against the people who would criticize her for making this decision. This is not the 

genuine and freeing kindness that the women in her story have offered her, but this kindness 

comes at a very hefty price, and that price is her respectability as a woman in this sphere of male 

opinion. Her pride in her identity and virtue is lost in exchange for a chance at her survival. 

Nothing is free in the male dominated sphere.  

 The kind mistress of Jacobs’ childhood made every attempt to guard Jacobs from the 

evils of the world and the entrapments of false kindness in the male sphere to prepare her for her 

future, but there is yet another kind mistress that helps Jacobs escape her bondage. This mistress, 

also described as her benefactress, demonstrates how the physical space of the kind mistress can 

also function in secrecy when the male sphere no longer permits the kindness. It acts as an act of 

peaceful defiance in response to the subjugation of the male sphere.  This second mistress helps 

Jacobs by hiding her in a closet in her home, a place that is safe mainly due to the fact that she 

has no husband, and after doing this, the mistress explains, “I keep this room to store away things 

that are out of use. The girls are not accustomed to be sent to it, and they will not suspect 

anything unless they hear some noise…But you must be very careful, for my sake as well as your 

own; and you must never tell my secret; for it would ruin me and my family” (Jacobs, 152). 
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Often, being a kind mistress in these narratives is an act enshrouded in secrecy. This is because 

these mistresses are functioning as active parts in both the male dominated sphere and the female 

sphere, and this dual citizenship allows them to have a powerful balance between status and 

compassion. There is no freedom in this male dominated sphere, but there is protection, and in 

order to survive and maintain that protected status, her actions of kindness must be in secret. The 

kindness is sparked by a mutual state of bondage between the two women and their subordinate 

status to the male presence.  

 In this passage, Jacobs also notes that she is kept in a closet where things are stored that 

are out of use. Up until this point in the narrative, people all around Jacobs have been trying to 

use her for various different reasons. Flint wants to dominate her body and soul, his wife wants 

her dead, and her grandmother wants her to maintain their propriety. Her status as a slave has 

transformed her into this commodity or tool to be used, and under the realm of Doctor Flint, and 

more generally, the white patriarchy, she is always subject to the commodification of her body. 

However, in the realm of the kind mistress, she is literally put in a place where she is no longer 

used, and even though she is still in many ways bound, her status as a tool or a machine is 

exchanged for something human.  

 In response to this act of kindness, Jacobs exclaims, “How my heart overflowed with 

gratitude! Words choked in my throat; but I could have kissed the feet of my benefactress. For 

that deed of Christian womanhood may God forever bless her!” (Jacobs, 154). Throughout the 

narrative, Jacobs expresses some very strong contempt for Christianity, and in particular, the 

white slave owners who claimed to be religious. Because of this, the intense religious 
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connotations emphasize the intense gratitude she feels for this dangerous act of kindness. Jacobs 

describes the act of kindness as a deed of Christian womanhood. Through this phrase, she 

explicitly acknowledges that there is something special about womanhood, or the sphere of 

womanhood, that causes kindness. Jacobs does not say that it is a good Christian deed, but a 

good Christian woman’s deed. As can be seen throughout the entire narrative, the Christianity 

that functions within the sphere of male domination is based on hypocrisy, racial division, 

manipulation, and control. The religion is used to control her, but here, the religion is based on 

love, and there is nothing desired from her, and Jacobs acknowledges that this brand of kindness 

only comes through the realm of the kind mistress, where she is allowed to be free and fight for 

her survival.  

 Once Jacobs escapes the bondage of slavery, one would presume that the figure of the 

kind mistress would disappear, but there is still one other kind mistress that demonstrates the 

unconditional love and mutual trust that appears when the captive is completely free from the 

male sphere. Through the kind mistress of Ms. Bruce, the narrative comes full circle and Jacobs 

is able to rediscover her identity and value that was lost when she left the kind mistress of her 

childhood. When Jacobs finally decides that she can trust Ms. Bruce, she states, “I poured out my 

full heart to her, before bed time. She listened with true womanly sympathy, and told me she 

would do all she could to protect me. How my heart blessed her!” (Jacobs, 271). Once again, 

notice the intimacy that is formed in this bond that is separate from the pressure of the male 

dominated sphere. She states that she gave Mrs. Bruce her full heart, meaning that she trusts her 

completely. Then Jacobs says that Mrs. Bruce listened with womanly sympathy. The adjective 

womanly here is extremely interesting, especially in relation to her earlier benefactress that 
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Jacobs described as an act of Christian womanhood. Clearly there is something about genuine 

kindness as it is expressed in this narrative that is inherently female, and is based on godliness. 

For Jacobs, the only time we experience true Christian love is coming from a woman and done in 

secret. The nature of this compassion cannot function in the outside male-dominant world, but 

instead functions within the physical space of the mistress’s home.  Genuine compassion comes 

from a united female identity, and this is completely absent in the male dominated sphere. Both 

women are subject to standards of propriety, behavior, and gender roles, and through this, the 

two women are able to find a common ground.  

 Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl offers a powerful insight into how the realm of the 

kind mistress can function as an actual place, and in the context of this story, it demonstrates the 

complex relationships that slavery can cause. The kindness that is offered in the realm of the 

kind mistress does not come at a price and is actually often a sacrifice for the mistress. When 

kindness occurs within the male sphere, it is often the equivalent of a legal and economic 

transaction, and nothing is ever free. Jacobs is only able to get a taste of freedom, love, and 

compassion when the male influences are removed, and the common female identity is realized.   

 

Conclusion 

 In both Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs and The Sovereignty and 

Goodness of God by Mary Rowlandson, the figure of the kind mistress gives us a glimpse into a 

world that is separate from propriety and gender standards. While the women in both of these 

narratives are subject to male influence and opinion, there is pressure to keep up appearances and 

to behave in a way that both pleases and appeases the dominant men.  
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 However, when the mistress takes them out of that realm and shows them kindness and 

compassion, they are able to focus on their survival and regain their identity as human beings. 

Under the sphere of male opinion, Jacobs and Rowlandson are treated as something less than 

human. They are objectified, mocked, and taken advantage of. However, when they are with 

their kind mistresses, they have an opportunity to express their true self, one that is focused on 

survival rather than appearances. The figure of the kind mistress allows a safe reprieve from a 

world that wants to take captive of not just their bodies, but also their souls.  

 Sometimes the kind mistress is functioning in an imaginary space where the males just 

happen to be absent, and sometimes it is an actual physical space free from male influence, but 

either way, the figure of the kind mistress is an incredibly important figure to be observed in the 

reading of all female captivity narratives. It suggests a united female identity that sees beyond 

racial boundaries and oppression, and offers a new perspective into the interpretation of captivity 

narratives through the lens of gender relations. The kind mistress represents the moments of light 

in the usually dark and gloomy tales of the female captivity narrative.  
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