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MICHELLE BURNHAM Loopholes of Resistance: Harriet Jacobs' Slave Narrative and the Critique of Agencyin
Foucault Located inthe exactcenterofHarriet Jacobs'i86rslave narrative , Incidents inthe Life ofa Shve
Girl,is achapterentitled "The Loophole of Retreat." The chapter's title refers to the tiny crawlspace above
hergrandmother's shed, where Jacobs hides forsevenyearsinaneffortto escape hermaster's
persecutionand the "peculiarinstitution" ofslavery which authorizes that persecution. This chapter's

centrallocation, whetherthe resultofaccidentordesign,would seemto suggestits structuralsignificance
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within Jacobs' narrative. Yetits centrallocationis by no means obvious, for "The Loophole ofRetreat" goes
justas easilyunnoticed inthe middle offorty-one unnumbered chapters as itbecomes—after careful
enumeration—potentially quite prominent, as the hinge which balances twentychapters oneitherside.Itis
almostas though this chapteris hiddeninplainsight, much like the bodyofHarriet Jacobs herself, who
finallydiscovers the safesthiding place to be the mostobvious one imaginable:inherowngrandmother's
house and inthe centerofher master Dr. Flint's domain. What Jacobs calls her"loophole ofretreat" thus
provides astrategic site forconcealmenteven as it masks its own location. This spatialloophole becomes
forJacobs ameans forescape fromslaveiy,and her manipulation oftextualloopholes in dominant
discourse allows her narrative to escape, as well, fromthe constraints which her culture necessarily
imposes onit. Itis this tacticaloperationofthe loophole whichlintend to explore notonlyinJacobs'
narrative but, through herArizona Quarter!}Volume 49 Number2,Summer 1993 Copyright © 1993 byArizona
Board ofRegents ISSN0004-16154Michelie Burnham text, inthe work of Foucault. This loophole operation
opens up possibilities forlocating and imagining resistance inanydiscursive structure ,including ones
which—as Foucault would sometimes have it—effectively exile autonomous agencybyproducing and then
recuperating theirownopposition. Critiques of Foucault, including those inspired by Lacanian and
pragmatisttheory, have allsolved this dilemma only byignoring its verybasis: Foucault's important critique
ofthe individualsubjectas s/he is produced byinstitutional structures. The figure ofthe loophole permits a
reconfiguration ofagencythat, unlike the psychoanalytic rescue ofagency,accommodates Foucault's
critique ofthe subjectand also integrates, ratherthanelides, the problematic and overlooked category of
the structure.l. CONFESSION AND CONCEALMENT Lydia Maria Child introduces Harriet Jacobs'slave narrative
with a gesture ofunveiling that promises asubsequentrevealing.Inhereditor's introduction, Child
confronts the difficulty of offering to the public Jacobs'accountofsexualoppression, byclaiming that "this
peculiarphase ofSlaveryhas generallybeenkeptveiled; butthe public oughtto be made acquainted with
its monstrous features, and I willingly take the responsibility of presenting the m with the veil withdrawn."'
Child's theatrical, almostvoyeuristic, gesture suggests that what willbe revealed is notonly the body ofthe
desirable female slave, but the truth about that body, and about the Southerninstitution ofslaverythat has
inscribed it. Asimilarlanguage ofunveiling proliferates throughout Jacobs' owntext, in herrecurrent
promises "to tell...the truth" (53) and to "nottryto screen[her]self" from "the painful task ofconfessing"
(54).Jacobs'largerprojectis to lift the veilofdeceptionthat hangs betweenthe North and the South, and it
is therefore forher Northern listeners—eventhose whose "ears are too delicate to listento" (4) the details
ofherstory—that Jacobs constructs the personal historywhich was denied herinthe South. Byconfessing
the historyofherconcealed body, she constructs thatbodyas atext for"the women ofthe North" (1) who, in
this sense, functionas confessors for Jacobs. Thus her narrative appropriately ends with a state me nt that
suggests onthe one hand freedom, and onthe otherself-display: "whenlrode home inthe cars | was
Loophoies of Resistance55 no longer afraid to unveil myface and look at people as...
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