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Main Idea 1: Tubman Is Remembered For Her Work
Helping Black People Escape Slavery

Introduction to Harriet Tubman’s Contributions
Harriet Tubman is celebrated as one of the most influential figures in
American history, primarily recognized for her unwavering commitment to
helping enslaved Black people attain freedom. Her work as a conductor on the
Underground Railroad transformed her into a symbol of resilience and
resistance against the brutal institution of slavery. Through her daring
missions, she not only liberated countless individuals but also inspired
generations to continue the fight for justice and equality.

Early Life and Motivations
Born into slavery around 1822 in Maryland, Harriet Tubman endured the harsh
realities of bondage from a young age. Witnessing the cruelty inflicted upon
her family and fellow enslaved people, she developed a profound desire to
seek freedom and assist others in doing the same. Her personal experiences
fueled her determination to challenge the oppressive system and become an
active participant in the abolitionist movement.

The Underground Railroad: A Network of Resistance
The Underground Railroad was neither a railroad nor a literal train but a
clandestine network of routes and safe houses used by enslaved individuals to
escape to free states and Canada. Harriet Tubman became one of its most
renowned conductors, guiding numerous enslaved people to safety through a
series of perilous journeys.

Number of Missions: Tubman is believed to have personally led
approximately 13 missions, freeing over 70 people, including her family
members.

Methods: She employed clever strategies, such as disguises, secret
signals, and coded messages, to evade slave catchers and law
enforcement.



Risk and Courage: Tubman faced constant danger; if caught, she risked
severe punishment or death. Despite this, she persisted at great
personal risk.

Impact of Tubman’s Work
Her efforts had profound effects:
- Liberation of Enslaved People: She directly contributed to the freedom of
hundreds, often risking her life in the process.
- Inspiration for Abolitionists: Her courage galvanized abolitionist
movements and drew attention to the brutality of slavery.
- Advocacy and Support: Beyond her escape missions, Tubman also worked as a
nurse, spy, and advocate for women’s rights, further amplifying her impact.

Legacy and Recognition
Harriet Tubman’s work has cemented her legacy as a national hero. Her story
has been memorialized in books, films, and monuments, inspiring countless
individuals to fight for justice. The Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad
National Historical Park and the Harriet Tubman National Historical Park
serve to preserve her memory and educate the public about her remarkable
contributions.

Main Idea 2: The Fugitive

Understanding the Fugitive in the Context of Slavery
The term “fugitive” refers to an individual who escapes from captivity or
unlawful confinement. In the context of slavery, a fugitive was an enslaved
person who managed to escape from their enslaver and sought freedom in free
states or Canada. The journey of a fugitive was fraught with danger, and
their pursuit by slave catchers was relentless and brutal.

The Fugitive Slave Laws
The legal framework surrounding fugitive slaves was codified through a series
of laws designed to return escaped enslaved people to their enslavers.
Notably:

Fugitive Slave Act of 1793: Allowed owners or their agents to pursue and1.
reclaim runaway slaves in free states, often without providing evidence
of ownership.



Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: Strengthened previous laws by imposing2.
harsher penalties on those aiding fugitives and required citizens to
assist in their recapture. It also denied alleged fugitives the right to
a trial by jury.

These laws made escape perilous and created a climate of suspicion and
hostility in Northern states, where many abolitionists and free Black
communities opposed the enforcement of such laws.

The Journey of a Fugitive
Fugitives often relied on secret routes, safe houses, and networks like the
Underground Railroad to evade capture. The journey involved:

Traveling at night to avoid detection

Using coded signals and secret symbols to communicate

Facing dangers such as slave catchers, hostile locals, and treacherous
terrain

Many fugitives faced physical violence, imprisonment, or return to slavery
despite their efforts to escape.

Fugitives and Abolitionism
The story of fugitives became a rallying point for abolitionists who opposed
slavery and the laws supporting it. Their courageous escapes demonstrated the
inhumanity of slavery and fueled anti-slavery sentiments in the North.
Prominent abolitionists, like Harriet Tubman, played active roles in aiding
fugitives, turning their personal struggles into acts of resistance.

Legal and Social Consequences
Fugitives who were captured faced severe consequences:
- Re-enslavement and physical punishment
- Imprisonment
- Public humiliation

In response, many communities formed vigilance committees and offered
sanctuary to fugitives, risking legal penalties themselves to protect escaped
enslaved people.



The Cultural Memory of the Fugitive
Fugitives symbolize resilience and the quest for freedom. Their stories have
been preserved through oral histories, literature, and historical records,
serving as powerful reminders of the brutality of slavery and the courage
required to escape it.

Conclusion
Harriet Tubman’s enduring legacy as a protector and liberator of enslaved
African Americans exemplifies the extraordinary courage and determination
required to challenge an oppressive system. Her work on the Underground
Railroad not only helped countless individuals escape slavery but also laid
the groundwork for ongoing struggles for justice and human rights. The
concept of the fugitive, central to her story, underscores the perilous
pursuit of freedom faced by enslaved individuals and highlights the
resilience of those who refused to accept oppression. Together, these themes
illuminate a pivotal chapter in American history—one marked by sacrifice,
resistance, and the relentless pursuit of liberty.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did Harriet Tubman play in assisting Black
people to escape slavery?
Harriet Tubman was a leading conductor on the Underground Railroad, helping
countless enslaved Black people escape to freedom through secret routes and
safe houses.

How is Harriet Tubman remembered today for her
efforts in helping enslaved individuals?
She is celebrated as a hero and abolitionist, symbolizing courage and
resistance against slavery, with numerous memorials, books, and films
honoring her legacy.

What was the significance of the Fugitive Slave Act
in relation to Harriet Tubman's work?
The Fugitive Slave Act made it dangerous for escaped slaves and those aiding
them, including Tubman, as it mandated the capture and return of runaway
slaves, intensifying her efforts to help others escape.



What challenges did Harriet Tubman face as she
helped enslaved people escape?
Tubman faced constant danger from slave catchers, legal penalties, and the
risk of being betrayed, but she remained committed to freeing others despite
these risks.

Why is the story of 'The Fugitive' important in
understanding Harriet Tubman’s work?
The story of 'The Fugitive' highlights the dangerous journeys enslaved people
undertook to reach freedom and underscores Tubman's vital role in this
historic struggle for liberation.

Additional Resources
Main Idea 1: Tubman Is Remembered For Her Work Helping Black People Escape
Slavery
Main Idea 2: The Fugitive

---

Harriet Tubman: A Legacy of Liberation and the Fugitive Spirit

Harriet Tubman remains one of the most iconic and revered figures in American
history, celebrated primarily for her extraordinary efforts in helping
enslaved Black people escape the brutal confines of slavery. Her story is not
merely one of individual heroism but also a testament to resilience,
strategic ingenuity, and unwavering commitment to justice. At the heart of
her legacy lies her work as a conductor on the Underground Railroad—a
clandestine network that defied oppressive laws to facilitate the escape of
countless enslaved individuals. These acts of defiance positioned her
squarely as a fugitive herself—a woman constantly on the run, navigating
perilous circumstances to bring freedom to others.

---

The Context of Slavery and the Need for Escape

To understand Tubman’s pivotal role, it is essential to grasp the brutal
realities faced by enslaved Africans in 19th-century America. Enslavement was
characterized by inhumane treatment, forced labor, family separations, and
severe punishments. Laws such as the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 intensified
the threat for those seeking freedom, mandating the return of escaped slaves
even from free states and compelling citizens to cooperate with slave
catchers.

Within this oppressive environment, escape was fraught with danger. Enslaved



individuals faced brutal penalties if caught, including physical punishment,
branding, and even death. The risk was compounded for those like Harriet
Tubman, who actively organized and led escapes against insurmountable odds.

---

Harriet Tubman's Work Helping Black People Escape Slavery

Early Life and Motivation

Born Araminta Ross in Maryland around 1822, Harriet Tubman endured a
childhood marked by hardship and brutality. Orphaned early, she experienced
the violence inherent in slavery firsthand. Her own escape in 1849, after
plans to buy her freedom failed, became a catalyst for her lifelong mission
to free others.

The Underground Railroad: A Strategic and Secret Network

The Underground Railroad was neither underground nor a railroad but a secret
network of routes, safe houses, and courageous individuals committed to
aiding escapees. Tubman’s contributions to this network were monumental:

- Guidance and Leadership: She personally led at least 13 expeditions back
into slave-holding states, guiding hundreds of enslaved people to safety.
Estimates suggest she helped around 300 individuals, including family
members, to attain freedom.

- Operational Strategies: Tubman employed clever tactics—using disguises,
navigating via the night, employing coded language, and understanding the
landscape to evade capture.

- Coordination with Abolitionists: She collaborated with abolitionists like
Frederick Douglass and William Still, sharing intelligence and resources to
maximize the effectiveness of escape efforts.

The Personal Risk and Fugitive Status

Each mission increased her risk of capture. As a fugitive herself, Tubman was
constantly on the run, evading bounty hunters and slave catchers determined
to recapture escaped slaves—and sometimes her. Her fugitive status was not
only physical but also symbolic: she embodied resistance against an unjust
system.

---

The Fugitive: A Dual Identity of Freedom and Pursuit

The Fugitive Spirit in Harriet Tubman's Life

The concept of being a fugitive in Tubman’s life was multifaceted. She was
literally fleeing slavery, yet metaphorically, she embodied the fugitive’s



spirit—perpetually resisting, seeking liberation, and refusing to be subdued.
Her life exemplified the resilience of those who refused to accept their
bondage, transforming the act of escape into a broader fight for human
rights.

The Fugitive Slave Laws and Their Effect

The Fugitive Slave Acts of 1793 and 1850 legally mandated the return of
escaped slaves, empowering bounty hunters and deputizing citizens to capture
fugitives. These laws made escape exceedingly perilous:

- Legal Penalties for Harboring Fugitives: Individuals aiding escapees faced
hefty fines and imprisonment.

- Increased Risks for Tubman: Her repeated return trips into slave territory
heightened her danger of arrest. Yet, her determination persisted, driven by
moral conviction.

The Role of the Fugitive in the Abolitionist Movement

Fugitives like Tubman became symbols of resistance. Their stories galvanized
abolitionist efforts and challenged the legitimacy of slavery. Their
clandestine actions demonstrated the deep moral conflict within American
society, exposing the brutality of slavery and inspiring others to oppose it.

---

The Legacy of Harriet Tubman as a Fugitive and Liberator

Symbolism of the Fugitive

Tubman’s dual identity as a fugitive and a liberator positions her as a
symbol of resistance. Her life underscores themes of:

- Courage and Self-Sacrifice: risking her life repeatedly to secure freedom
for others.

- Strategic Resistance: employing intelligence and cunning to outwit
pursuers.

- Moral Commitment: prioritizing the humanity of enslaved people over
personal safety.

Impact on Post-Emancipation Civil Rights

Following the abolition of slavery, Tubman’s legacy continued to inspire
civil rights activism. Her work laid foundational ideals of resistance and
resilience, influencing subsequent generations fighting for racial equality.

---



Critical Perspectives and Historical Significance

Reassessing Tubman’s Role

While celebrated as a hero, some historians emphasize her strategic acumen
and the broader socio-political context of her actions. Her work was not
merely heroic but also tactical—a blueprint for underground resistance and
civil disobedience.

The Broader Narrative of the Fugitive

Tubman’s story exemplifies the complex realities faced by fugitives—those
seeking freedom against oppressive laws and societal structures. Her life
invites reflection on themes of justice, resistance, and the cost of liberty.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Tubman’s Fugitive Spirit

Harriet Tubman’s legacy is inextricably linked to her work helping Black
people escape slavery and her embodiment of the fugitive spirit. Her
relentless pursuit of freedom, despite constant danger and legal peril, made
her a legendary figure whose influence extends beyond her lifetime. She
exemplifies the profound human desire for dignity, justice, and liberation—a
testament to the enduring struggle against systemic oppression.

In modern discourse, Tubman remains a symbol of resistance against injustice,
inspiring ongoing efforts to confront inequality and oppression. Her life’s
work reminds us that the fight for freedom often requires courage, cunning,
and unwavering moral conviction—traits that define not only her legacy but
also the enduring human quest for justice.
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