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FROM A SLAVE TO A MAN: A CRITICAL STUDY OF
FREDERICK DOUGLASS AND HIS
AUTOBIOGRAPHIES

Slave narratives compose one of the most influential and extensive
traditions in African American literature and culture. A sub genre of the
African American autobiography, the slave narrative has proven to be one
of the most effective weapons against American slavery. In fact, in
antebellum America, the fugitive slave narrative was the most popular
genre of the period with some seventy or so narratives p’ublvished from
1760 to the end of the Civil War in 1865.

The three decades between 1830 to 1860 saw the slave narrative
evolving into a militant literature as it unravels the moral and social
corruption of America and it is no coincidence that the American
abolitionist movement was also at the height of its popularity during this
period. Many‘writersin the nineteenth century like William Wells Brown,
Harriet Jacobs, Frederick Doﬁg}ass and others started their literary careers
with autobiographical narratives of their lives.

The chapterisation of the thesis will be as {cllows:

Chapter I:  Introduction

Chapter II:  Educating the Sclf
Chapter 1II: Articulating thc New Self
Chapter [V:  Authenticating the Self
Chapter V. Conclusion



Chapter-1: Introduction

Born on a farm in Tuckahoe of a slave mother, Harriet Bailey and
an unknown white man, Frederick Douglass is given the name Frederick
Augustus Washington Bailey by his mother, a name which evokes the
commanding examples of Eﬁropean, Classical and American national
patriarchs' and also a name which gives him a sense of identity and self
worth. Growing up, Douglass ultimately claims February 14, 1817 as his
birth date on the ground that once he heard his mother called him her
‘Valentine’. His search tor his father however proves futile because the
harsh slavcholding laws of the time forbid slave mothers fiom revealing
the names of the white men who futher their mulatto® children. When
rumours started floating that .Lis master is also his father, it is assumed
that Captain Aaron Aﬁthony must hzve fathered him. McFecly en the
other hand offers an enticing alternative in his biography cn Frederick
Deuglass when he points cut that when Douglass speaks of kis master, he
is usually referring to Thomas Autd who owned him ot the time of his
escape to the North.’ This explanation would explain Auld’s complex
iclationship with Douglass.

Frederick Douglass hes always uied 1o poctray Liimsell as g wan of
herote proporiions and he is driven io vetter himseit’ by any means

possiole. His sense of abandoament by thie people closest <o him, namely



his mother and grandmother, awaken in him a desire to prove his worth to
the world but it also makes him wary of forming close relationships. This
adds to his aura of a distant heroic figurc. Even his death is fitting of the
aura that he has created for himself, “...he began to mimic one of the
day’s grandiloquent speakers, rising from his chair and then sinking to his
knees in a heroic gesture.™

Before we can discuss Slave Narratives mention must be {irst made
of the Atlantic Slave Trade. Slavery zalrcady existe;i in Africa long before
the arrival of the first Furopeans but it -had rone of the horrors of
American and European slavery. 1n Af“lrica slaves were generally well
treatcd by their masters becatse most »\;erc either debtors, members of
other tribes or crring mcnlbels of their own tribe but of course slave
treatment can also differ from place to place and mas_teﬁr to muaster.’

The Portuguese were tie first 1o expact slaves out of Africs in the
mid-fifteenth century and the Amei iwens staricd Qc‘:J'ng their slave ships
to Africa by 1636.% The u...uuvcnw_, 01 the irade is reilected in tae 11,
698,000 or so Africans exported to the New Workl’ during the
Transatlantic Slave Trads which lasted fiom 1518 to 1870 despite the
aboliticn of the internztional slave frade in 1""7.8 The slave trade in
Africa correpted Africans to such an extent ihat eyen fainilial ties could

not provide a shield against being scld away to slave traders. For those



captives the shock and fear of capture was compounded by the horror of
the Middle Passage’ in the notorious slave ships. Dorothy and Carl J.
Schneider intriguingly ascribe the sadism and cruelty of the sailors to the
fact that most of them were forced or tricked into working on a slave
ship.

The first Africans who sct foot in North America in 1619 were
some twenty Blacks who were brought ashore near Jamestown, Virginia
after they were seized from a capt;lred Spanish slave ship. It is significant
that the early arrivals were hired as indentured servants'® but by 1660
Blacks were forced into chattel slavery as seen from surviving Virginia
county court 1ecords from 1652, “...sold to John Pott ‘one negro girle
named Jowan; aged about ten years and with her issue and produce
during her (or cither of them) for their Life tyme. And their successors
forever®.”"!

The barning of the Internations! Slave Trade in 1807 led to the rise
of the domestic slave trade in America which in turn led to the slave
becoming almost like a cash crop. The Oqurd English dictionary before
the sixtcgnth century described the colour black as “Deeply stained with
dirt; soiled, dirty, foul...Foul iniquitous, atrocicus, herrible,

wicked... " It is no surprise then that blacknoss for the white man came
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to be associated with everything sub-human thereby making it easier for
him to debase, humiliate and enslave a race of people.

Slave narratives which are the autobicgraphical narratives of
former slaves first made their appearance in the United States in the early
Eighteenth century. These writings are the most extensive and influential
traditions in African-American literature and culture. Slave narratives are
divided into three categories — Narratives which have been ghostwritten
by whites, those which have been dictated by illiterate slaves to white
editors and those authored by the slaves themselves."

Many slave narrators like Olaudah Equiano, Elizabeth Keckly,
William Wells Brown, Harrict Jacobs, Henry Box Brown and Frederick
Dougl‘ass have all exposed the inhumanity of American slavery through
their writings. The women's experience differs greatly from that of the
men because they were also victims of sexual exploitation at the hands of
their masters and overscers. Their writings are also revelations of their
inherent iutelligence and aptitude when they are able to fashion their own
flight from slavery.

With the publication of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life
of Frederick Douglass, an Americar: Slave, Written by Hiniself, in 1845
the Slave Narrative reached its piunac!e. Whut maxves the Narrative

unique is Douglass’s style of seli-pcesentation. In ali his three



autobiographies, Narrative (1845), My Bondage and My Freedom (1855)
and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass His early Life as a Slave, His
Escape from Bondage, and His Complete Hi&tory to the Present Time
(1881), Douglass has written about slavery and exposed the truth about
the Northern States concerning their deep rooted racism and dislike of
slaves.

When the African slave first arrived in America he was divested of
his culture and reduced to a condition termed ‘social death’.'* It is
increasingly seen in Nincteenth century America however that it is the
American born slave who is better able to cope with s!avew because they
nave a wider support system and arc more knowledgeable about
European ways.

Slaves below the Mason-Dixon line"> were denigrated to an
unimaginable extent. Symbols of civilization iike education and politic
were closed to slaves and even Christianity whicﬁ they were altowed to
embrace was subverted to the conventions of slavery. This was possible
because white people believed that Blacks are inferior intellectually,
morally and spiritually.

Above the Mason-Dixon lire things wer: no belter because
resentment against Black peopie was escalating due to the ever increasing

numbers of fugitive slaves who were ready to work ot any job for lesser
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wages. This conflict between the two ’races has eﬁdured because this
relationship is symbiotic - a fact which many whites refuse to believe.

As a child Frederick Douglass is protected from the inhumanity of
slavery by his grandmother but as he grows older the realization of his
status as a slave comes to him in degrees. With this understanding comes
the awareness that his mother is a shadowy figure in his life because
slaveholding laws in Maryland hold that slave children must be separated
from their mothers after completing a year of their life. As an adult
Douglass realizes that this practivce breaks wll bonds between a mother
and her child as he himself admits “J cannot say that 1 was very aitached
to my mother”.'® Of his father, “1 knCw notning”'’ Douglass writes
abruptly since slave laws have cffectively reduced the father to a non
entity since children foliow the mother’s c.ond‘itionv and in the case of
white fathers, “Father he might be, and not husband, and could sell his

wn child without incurring reproach. if in ils veins coursed one drop of
African blood.”"®

Most Americans have scen Blacks usually portrayed as stock
figures such as the character of ‘Sambo’' but fugitive slaves like
Sojourner Truth and Douglass are determined to reveal the truth about
slavzry, from the slave songs which are commonly believed to reflect the

slave’s contentment and happiness when in fact the epnosiie is irve, to the
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fall out of such repressive laws as the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793,% the
gag rule of 1836%' and the Dred Scott decision of 1857.> James M.
Whitfield’s poem America (1853) a bitter parody of the patriotic hymn
America the Beautiful encapsulates not only the horrific plight of Black
slaves but also the apathy of the United States government:
America it is to thee,
Thou boasted land of liberty,
It is to thee I raise my song,

Thou land of blood, and crime and wrong.”
(line 1-4)

Chapter-II: Educating the Self

Black slaves who decide to break away from the shackles of
slavery take various and multiple routes to freedom. Though some buy
their freedom from their masters through hard labour, some gain their
freedom through acts of courage and daring. For Frederick Douglass, his
road to freedom lay through education and his awareness of this fact
becomes the driving force, pushing him to find ways and means to better
himseif intellectually.

Douglass’s childhood frieﬁdship with Daniel Lloyd, Col Lloyd’s
youngest sot, gives him the opportunity to sce life on the other side of the
fencc. Douglass deliberately sets out to learn the language of his masters
because it is a mode of liberation as well as a form of power.™ Through

this contact, Douglass’s eyes opened to the disparity that exists betwecen
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White masters and their Black slaves aﬁd the desire fo —overcome his
disadvantages is born. He, therefore, makes a conscious effort to drop the
slave dialect and appropriate the formal English language spoken by the
Llyods and their friends realizing even at this young age that how speaks
will open or close doors for him in the future.

Frederick Douglass’s stay with Hugh and Sophia Auld®” in
Baltimore opens a Pandora’s Box for him when he is introduced to the
English alphabet by his mistress. Sophia’s act of reading the Bible and
then teaching Douglass his letters stands as a conundrum especially when
we consider the Draconian laws that were f)assed, prohibiting the mastery
of letters by Blacks after the Stono Rcbellion of 1739. The mystery
behind Sophia’s action lies in her roots since she comes from a Northern
working class background with no knowledge about the workings of
slavery as practiced in the South. Perhaps Scophia wanted to see how far
this intelligent slave boy can nrogress if given the right tools. It is Hugh
Auld whe unwittingly creates a craving for education in Douglass when
he puts a stop to the lessons on the ground that education will do
Douglass no good, but a great deal of harm.”

An interesting aspect of slavery in the United States is that since
for most slaves their situaticn is the only condition they know, this state

of living becomes tolerable to them. Of course this is not a generalization
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of the whole community because America’s slave history is dotted with
numerous slave rebellions. Interestingly, Douglass never takes part in a
slave revolt though John Brown, the abolitionist invited him to join the
raid in Harper’s Ferry in 1859. A reason is because Douglass realizes that
the plan is doomed to failure. Later in life Douglaés condones violence as
a means of achieving freedom because in the middle of the Civil War he
confesses that “from the first, I, for one, saw in this war the end of
slavery”. At the same time too he believes that education is the road to
freedom because it is the slave’s ignorance and illiteracy which keeps
him in fetters.

In a direct subversion of the White man’s law, Douglass seizes an
education through trickery and bribes using the streets of Baltimore as a
school room. He surreptiously adds to his growing store of knowledge by
challenging the little white boys to a game of who knows the most words.
Oddly enough Douglass attributes his love for learning to his sable,
unprotected and uncultivated mother and not to his unknown Anglo-
Saxon father.”’

James McCune Smith, a Black physician and abolitionist labels
Douglass a “Representative American Mean” berause he reveals a tenacity
and intellectual courage that is unique. A self-made man, Douglass is able

to overcomec all obstacles in his quest for cducaticn. During his stay with
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Covey the slave breaker, Douglass is made to drink the bitterest dregé of
slavery and during this period his literary pursuits are all but forgotten. It
is only when he is sent to live with Mr. Freeland at the end of the year
that Douglass feels alive once again and his slumbering passion for
reading and education is rcawakened. Within a short time Douglass is
running a discreet Sabbath school for his fellow slaves who want to break
free from the darkness they have been forced to occupy.

What separates Douglass’s three autobiographies from the other
slave narratives is that his books are not just narratives of his experiences
but they are also critiques of the institution of slavery. Douglass bitterly
critiques the Christmas holiday week where slaves are encouraged to
entertain their masters through athletiz feats and drink themselves into a
stupor so that during this idle pericd thoughts of rebellion and running
away will be furthest from their mind.

A book which greatly infiuenced Frederick Douglass was “the
Columbian Orator™®® since this book gave speech to Douglass’s
innermost thoughts. The book marked a turning point in Douglass’s life
because it was able to mould and shape the impressionahle young slave to
the man he finally becomes. It is this kind of sducation which provides

Dougiass with the necessacy confidence and rresence of mind to make

£
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his escape to the North where he is able to make a new life for himself, a

life of dignity and self-respect, where for the first time he is his own man.

Chapter-1I1: Authenticating the New: Self
Frederick Douglass sets foot in New York on September 4™ 1838,
a free man and filled with an ecstasy indescribable. The euphoria
however doesn’t last long because after the passz'lge of the Fugitive Slave
Act in 1793, New York became one of the most dangerous cities in the
‘free’ North for fugitive slaves. Arrival in the f.ree states of the North did
not signal the end of all the Black man’s préblcms because he is
threatened by something more insidious and potentially mcre dangerous
psychologically. In the Souls of Black Frolk W. E. B. Du Bbis writes about
how the regro is confronted by his ‘twoness’” — an American and a Negro,
two souls, two thoughts, two warring ideals in one body. Douglass is
made to forget his twoness when he first joined the Garrisonians since he
i3 a novelly as a fugitive slave lecturer. Me is however brought face to
face wiih his twoness when he is adviscd by Colling, a fellow
Garrisonian, to have, “a iittle of the plantv;tion .manner of speech. 2% To
Douglass’s commendation l}e refuses saying that e must speak, “just the

word that seemed to me the word l') be snoken by mc”.%

All that the American Negre desired i to we both Black and

Anierican but this is somethiing that white Arziica is not ready to accept.
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Since it will‘not allow him to mergc hié double self; America fmdé it
easier tb relocate him to a place faf away because;t belicves in the adage,
“out of sight, out of mind”. Under the relocation programme of the
American Colonisation Society freed Blacks were sent to Liberia in
Africa and some went to Haiti, but the failure of these programmes
suggests the degree to which these Blacks were American in their identity
and cultural expectations.”’ This inabﬂity to adjust to a new life 1s an
indication of how much of America the Black man has imbibed within
himself and it stands as a testament to Douglass’s proclamation,

“Individuals immigrate — nations never”. 2

i }suppm'l of his beliat in
integration, Douglass fighis for intcgration in public scicols because for
him Black separatism is not the answer (o the proo em ot colour.

In his journey to freedom and m?.nl—lcod, Douglass attributes his
tight witi Covey as the beginning of the creation of a new self, In the
beginning Douglass submits to Covey’s brutality un-xl his spirit is broken
but a day came when enough iz cnough end hic fights back. 1le declares
tha 1hi$ oattle with Covey is the turning point in his caccer as a slave
because it revives in him the expiring embers of {frecdom and it gives him
a sense of his manhood.

When a man is pushed to the edge of tha ¢iiff, sometimes Lis leap

of death ends in a rebirth for him. This is what happene to Douglass
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because after the fight with Covey he announcés, “I was nothing before; I
WAS A MAN NOW?”> With the Garrisonians, Douglass is able to
metamorphose from a voiceless slave to an orator and influenced by John
Brown he begins to think that slavery can only be destroyed through
bloodshed. |

As he progresses Douglass reveals a remaikable level of maturity
since he refuses to divulge his route of escape so that others may follow
him. He also refuses to name the white boys who contributed to his
education in Baltimore in case white society ostracizes them. When a
people are able to criticize itself it reveals its maturity as a society. It is
significant that Douglass exposes the faults and weaknesses of the slaves
themselves when he points out that slaves not only boast about being born
in the United States but they alsc quarrei among themselves and boast
about the relative goodness cf thoir respeciive mosiers. What is even
worse is that they are also capable of ill-treaiing and starving their cwn
just as Douglass suffered at the hands or Aunt Kaiy when a child in
Aaron Anthony’s house. In the North seme freec Blacks work in tandem
with slave catchers to kidnap their own and send them back to their
masters for a reward.

Colour prejudice among the sable population is a problem and the

issue is considered as a bit of dirty taundry. Douglass’s second marriage
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to a red-headed woman in1884 leads to accusations that he is ashamed of
his own race. To his children, his marriage is not only like a formal
repudiation of them but it is also like a confirmation of their sense that
they being darker than he were of less value.

Racial attitudes in the North were extraordinarily complex. Though
most whites do not accept the idea of Black equality and social
segregation was common, yet whole towns would pour out into the streets
in protest if a fugitive slave was seized. This aﬁitude also explains the
Garrisonian’s behaviour to Douglass, especially vhen they counsel him
to give only the facts and to leave the philosophy to them. White America
carries a preconceived notion that Blacks are incapable of any
constructive thought or action and they doubted Douglass’s authenticity
as a slave since they are confronted by someone who is literate and a
master of oratory. The Narrative is written as an answer to all the
doubting Thomases. Threughout his life, Douglass is always brought face
to face with racism but each time he is always able to transcend it. We
witness racism at its worst when Douglass is appointed Marshall of the
District of Columbia but without the honour of presenting guests to the
President of the United States during formai receptions. A reason is

because it is unthinkable that a former slave wili perform such an honour.
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In his speech entitled “What is to the Slave the Fourth of July”,
Douglass celebrates the principles of the founding fathers but at the same
time he goes on to contrast the immcasurablé distance between the
conditions of Whites and Blacks in the United States. But he asserts that,
“progress is yet possible”,” which implies that there are still miles to go
towards achieving a black heroic identity. Douglass does emerge as the
most visible, persuasive and influential African American of the
nineteenth century,” a life, ironically, that could have happencd conly in

9935

America.

Chapter-1V: Authenticating the Self

All art involves self-projection to a certain extent and in the novel
or the drama, the writer projects his own personality into the character
that he creates. As a result, sel(-projection is inzvitable in literature and in
almost every age autobiogruphical wriling is evident. The diary, journai,
memoeir and letters all fail under autobiograpnical writing but cach is
different from the other.

A diary is a faithful and minute recording of a person’s daily life,
but unlike the jouma]: which usually has a specific ebiect, the diary is
sometimes £t very cohzrent. Though the tnemolr and the autobiography

arc closely related to one wncinier yei the memairist concentrates mere on

.
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recording public events rather than the ‘self” whereas the autobiographer
illumines the author’s inner self.

The term autobiography was coined in 1809 when Robert Southey
commented on the life of Portuguese painter Francisco Veirira.® The
word autobiography can be described in terms of three constituent
elements — autos (self), bios (life), and graphe (w’riting).37 In America it is
only in recent years that the autobiography has received scholarly
attention since before it was derided as an inferior kind of literature.

Black Arnerican literary tradition with its roots in Africa began
with the oral tradition and these storics about the experience of capture
and enslavement were passed on from mouth to mouth. Black American
autobiography is a continuation of this creative literary tradition and this
genre not only fulfills their need for a rhetorica! mode to do battle against
racism but it is also capable of having 2 mass impzct on the conscience of
ante-bellum America.

Black autobiography actually has its roots in the Slave MNarrative
because the convention of such writing is to focus more on the escape
from bondage to freedom. Experienced abeliticnists recognize that
autobiography or first person narrative is the most effective tool in their
fight againsi slavery in the Sewit because they offer an in-depth and

intimate lock into a world which before stood as an enigma.



18

A charge often leveled against slave narratives is that they often
degenerate into propagandistic material for the abolitionists with their
excessive scenes of whipping, beatings, deprivation and sexual violence
against women. Early historians have believed that this genre is weak in
factual substance, yet John W. Blassingame asserts that these accounts
not only have a ring of truth but they can also be verified by independent
sources.”® In autobiography the nature of truth is very complex because
the autobiographer presents the truth of life as seen from inside. It is
because of this that slave narratives havev been accented with great
skepticism and resistance especially since this genre is an arm of
abolitionist propaganda. Frederick Douglass’s determination that his story
must be believed as the truth makes him reveal his master’s identity and
the place of his birth. Though he knows that it is reckless to reveal such
details, yet his conviction that the Narrative will be worthless without
such revelations pushes him on to a full disclosure of all his particulars.

In White autobiography, truth is viewed very differently. White
autobiographers do not have to prove the authenticity of their writings
since their sincerity is assumed. Thoreau decleres at the beginning of his
experience at Walden Pond, “I, or my side, require of every writer, {irst
or last, a simple and sincere account of his own life”.”” This statement

exposes the bias of white readers because Douglass on the other hand
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goes to great lengths to establish the authenticity of his story. In White
autobiography, literary egoism may be praised as self-reliance but in
Black autobiography the same is termed as impudence

It is interesting to see. that though Douglass conforms to the
traditions of the slave narrative in his first autobiography by having
Garrison and Wendell Phillips, two white abolitionists, write the preface,
yet in his two later books he has Black men to do the honours. James
McCune Smith, a Black physician and abolitionist and George L. Ruffin,
the first Black American to graduate from Harvard Law School in 1869
and the first to serve on the Massachusetts State legislature.

An interesting aspect of Douglass’s three autobiographies is that he
often makes no mention about certain people and incidents in his life. His
childhood friendship with Daniel Lloyd, Col Lloyd’s youngest son, is
only given a brief mention and he makes no mention at all of his
courtship of Anna Murray in Baltimore, before announcing their marriage
in New York a few days after his escape. Douglass deliberately plays
down his association with Daniel Llyod because within its boundaries he
was the lowly, ignorant slave boy, an impression which does not sit well
with the nnage that he now wants to show the world. His wife Anna, an
illiterate.  durk-complexioned and coarse woman did not fit into

Douglass’s world filled with outspcken amcd militant personalitics. By
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keeping silent about them Douglass tries to uphbld only his heroic
qualities.

The continuation of slavery and human bondage has given rise to
various forms of protest and Black autobiography is one of them. Black
protest started on the slave ships with the slave rebellions and it matured
into the act of seizing an education in the face of white opposition. Other
forms of protest range from a deliberate work slowdown to oratory and
religion, when Black slaves inscribe Christiahity with certain African
forms of worship such as the calling out which is very popular in Black
churches.” A recurring theme in most Black autobiography is the Black
man’s protest against the crueity and injustice imposed on him by white
America, a theme which is relevant even ‘in twentieth century America.
This is indicative of the collective failure of the American nation in
providing basic civil and human rights to a race of people whose
forefathers were forcibly brought across the ocean against their will.

for Douglass a potent weapon agaiust the debilitating effects of
slavery is a deliberate misreaﬁir.g oif what the slave hé]dcr stands for. As
Douglass puts it,” What he most dreaded, that [ most desired. What he
most loved, that I most hated”.’’ Douglass has always done the opposite
of what others want him to dg but for hin: the act of misreading is not an

act of social commentary or imeral criticism, it is aa act of seii-creation.
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It is only through autobiography that Douglass feels he can
authenticate his own self because this is the only genre which can provide

him with the platform to reveal to the world the man that he is, a hero.

Chapter-V: Conclusioh

Though the sheer force of his character, Douglass is able to emerge
as a spokesman for his people and during the American Civil War, he is
able to successfully lobby President Abraham Lincoln on two fronts — to
abolish slavery and to let Blacks fight in the war as soldiers. However
during his long career as a voice for his people Douglass has had to face a
number of hurdles but each time he always emerges unscathed. His tenure
as President of the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Cempany in 1874
ended with the closure of this bank*” but many people understood that it
was humanly impossible for Douglass to turn around the fortunes of this
irresponsibly managed bank overnight.

White western philosophers like Hegel, Rant and Hume have
dismissed the sable race as inferior to thc whiic1 race in ‘intelligence,
morality and spirituality but this comes as no surprise because whitc men
have always wondered whether the African is a spdc_ies of man or not. In
their writings, slave narrarors have besen able to preve thai they are more
than a mere species of man, through their \\'ritings they have shown that

they are not so obtuse as to be uncensciius of e wrongs committed
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against them. Frederick Douglass’s éutobiographies stand as proof to
these statements. Douglass makes no claim to literary greatness inspite of
the high critical acclaim that his books have generated. One of the
reasons why his writings were so popular is because they struck a chord
with the mood of the age, an age characterized by reformist movemeits —
women’s rights, peace, public school education and others.

A discussion of Frederick Douglass will not be complete without
mentioning his speeches. His brilliant command and use of language, his
intellectual brilliance quickly made him one of the more popular speakers
in antislavery meetings. Some of his more popular speeches are, IVhat to
the Slave is the Fourth of July, Self-Made Men, Lessons of tne Hour and
others. Many times Douglass was able to control an unruly crowd through
the sheer magnetism of his voice, “Full, rich and desp came the sonorous
tones, compelling attention, drowning out the catcalls as an organ would
a penny whistle.”*

Frederick Douglass’; disposition is that he never makes the
mistake of considering his education as completed. This fascination with
education will remain with kim throughout lLis life. His intellectual
superiority is even more amazing when we consider taat he has never had
a day’s formal schooling. To Douglass, education is a continuous process

and not to be limited within the four walls of a classroom.
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James McCune Smith has correctly said thét Douglass is more than
an American hero. He is a Black American hero as well as the Father of
the Civil Rights Movement in America. Douglass has been able to
provide a Black perspective through his writings because his thoughts
have come from within him and they are embellished in his own words.
Douglass presents his life as a symbol of Black success but he is not
without his critics who have accused him of having been co-opted by
affluence, self-interest, political debts and undue regard for white
acceptance. However it cannot be denied that Douglass has an appeal that
is not limited to his own race or to Americans alone. He has the ability to
touch the conscience of mankind as a whole.

In his writings, Douglass has projccted himself not only as a leader
of his people but also as a kind of Moses. Because he is truly a hero, a
man who upholds his principles no matter what, later Blacks from Booker
T. Washington to W. E. B. Du Bois have all sought “to appropriate into
their own autobiographical sclf-portraits the African American culture

hero first created and projected by Frederick Douglass”. !
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CHAPTER-I

INTRODUCTION

Born on a farm in Tuckahoe, in the back country of Maryland’s
Eastern Shore of a slave mother, Harriet Bailey, and an unknown white
man, Frederick Douglass is given the name Frederick Augustus
Washington Bailey by his mother, a name which evokes the commanding
examples of European, Classical and American national patriarchs.' By
giving her son an illustrious name, Harriet Bailey tries to bestow on him a
sense of destiny and a sense of self-worth which will belie the unpleasant
reality of his status in the slave hierarchy as a fatherless slave. Growing
up, two things rankled Douglass. One is his ignorance of the year of his
birth and the other and the most important is his ignorance of his father’s
identity. For most of his life, Douglass tries to fill up these blank spaces
surrounding his birth and in 1835 he overheard his master say that he was
about seventeen years of age.” When a child, Douglass remembers his
mother referring to him once as “her Valentine” and this resulted in
Frederick Douglass claiming February 14, 1817 as the date of his birth.
Recently, historian Dickson Preston discovered the property book of
Douglass’s first master, Aaron Anthony, where Douglass’s birth date is

recorded as February, 1818.°
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The blank space concerning the date of his birth thus filled up,
Douglass then becomes obsessed with the identity of his father. His
search proves futile because of the harsh slaveholding laws which forbids
slave women from revealing the names of the white men who father their
mulatto® children. As a child Douglass must have felt the difference
between himself and his siblings, a “yellow” boy with a complexion
several shades lighter than that of his sable brothers and sisters. This
glaring difference between him and his closest relatives must have added
to his determination to discover his father’s identity and claim a name to
fill up the remaining empty space. When rumours started floating that
Douglass’s master is also his father, it is immediately assumed that
Captain Aaron Anthony must have been the man who fathered him. In his
biography Frederick Douglass, William S. McFeely however writes
about the possibility of Thomas Auld having fathered Douglass.
According to him, Auld may have been attracted to Harriet Bailey at
about the same time when he started thinking of courting Lucretia
Anthony. McFeely clinches his argument by declaring that in the
Narrative, when Douglass speaks about his master, he is usually referring
to Thomas Auld® who owned him at the time of his escape to the North.
This explanation to McFeely would explain Auld’s complex relationship

with Frederick Douglas.
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Starting with his illustrious original name, Frederick Augustus
Washington Bailey, Douglass seems destined for greatness. A number of
factors contribute to create a man of heroic proportions. His sense of
abandonment by the people he loves the most, namely his mother and
grandmother, makes him wary of forming close personal relationships
and this adds to his aura of a distant heroic figure. Perhaps his belief that
the people closest to him have betrayed him awakened in him a desire to
prove to the world that he is a worthy son. The conviction that he has to
prove his worth not only to the world but more so to himself drives him
to better himself by any means possible. The awareness of a lack in his
being, which is a result of his ignorance of his father’s identity, makes
him strive for greatness and it is appropriate that his death on February
20, 1895 came a few hours after he had attended a women’s rights rally.
McFeely describes Douglass’s last moments in his biography “...he
began to mimic one of the day’s grandiloquent speakers, rising from his
chair and then sinking to his knees in a heroic gesture.”” Before an
analysis of the genre of Slave Narratives can be undertaken, it is
imperative that mention must be made about the Atlantic Slave Trade and
the history of slavery in North America. In Africa slavery existed long
before the advent of the Europeans. According to Dorothy and Carl J.

Schneider, debtors, members of other tribes as well as erring members of
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their own tribe were enslaved by Africans.® However, slavery in Africa
had none of the horrors of American and European slavery. Olaudah

Equiano informs us in his Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano:

With us they do no more work than other members of the community....Some
of these slaves have even slaves under them as their own property, and for
their own use.’

This statement however cannot be taken as demonstrative of all
African slavery because slave treatment varies from place to place and
from master to master.

Long accustomed to foreign invasions for slaves, it came as
nothing new to Africans when the Portuguese started exporting slaves out
of Africa in the mid fifteenth century.’® Americans started sending their
slave ships to Africa by 1636. Their modus operandi was they would sail
from Rhode Island for example, with a cargo of rum to trade for African
slaves, then during the Middle Passage'' the slaves will be transported to
the Carribbean islands and South America and finally the slavers will
return home with molasses to make more rum to trade for African
slaves.'> With the opening up of the New World in the Americas, the
demand for African slaves also increased which in turn led to raids by
Europeans on unarmed family groups or undefended villages. When the
Europeans realized that it was easier to “depend on local Africans for the
supply of slaves, slave holdings defended by forts started dotting the

West African Coast and thus started the slave-hunting expeditions deep
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into the African interior which resulted in the exportation of some
11,698,000 people to the New World in America during the Translantic
Slave Trade which lasted from 1518 to 1870 despite the abolition of the
international slave trade in 1807." Dorothy and Carl J. Schneider
estimate that about “7 percent of these came to what is now the United
States”."*

These numbers indicate the lucrativeness of the trade, so much so
that nations competed for it. The major players, the Portuguese, Dutch
and the English, tried to monopolise the trade. For Africa, the slave trade
not only commercialized the economy, thereby changing the everyday
life of Africans but most importantly it corrupted them to the extent that
even familial ties did not provide a shield against being sold away to
slave traders. After having endured the shock and fear of capture, worse
lay in store for these captives during the Middle Passage in the notorious
slave ships. Dorothy and Carl J. Schneider believe that the reason why
sailors in the Middle Passage were so brutish was that most of them were
either forced or tricked into working on a slave ship. Service on the slave
ships had a bad reputation among sailors and in the course of the journey
their brutishness hardened into sadism and cruelty."

The first Africans who set foot in North America in 1619 were

some twenty blacks who were brought ashore near Jamestown, Virginia
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after they were seized from a captured Spanish slave ship. This group and
later arrivals were probably hired as indentured servants'® who were
usually set free after serving their white masters for a stipulated time. In
indentured servitude it is usually the worker’s labour which is owned and
not his person. By 1660 however, Blacks in Virginia were forced into
bondage for life which ultimately turned into chattel slavery as seen from
surviving Virginia county court records from 1652, “...sold to John Pott
‘one Negro girle named Jowan; aged about ten years and with her Issue
and produce during her (or either of them) for their Life tyme. And their
Successors forever.””"

When the International Slave Trade was banned in 1807 by the
major European powers and the United States Congress it led to the birth
of the domestic slave trade in North America which in the words of
Dorothy and Carl J. Schneider led to “insecurity about the future, little
permanence, and all too often separation from family and friends”."® In
the Southern states slaves were regarded as more valuable than the land,
they became almost like a cash crop. Slave ownership meant not only
wealth, but also more importantly it led to prestige and status and this in
turn led to the myth of the superiority of the White Man. The Oxford

English dictionary before the Sixteenth century described the colour

black as “ Deeply stained with dirt; soiled, dirty, foul....Foul, iniquitous,
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atrocious, horrible, wicked. 2P Ttis no surprise then that blackness for
the white man came to be associated with everything sub-human thereby
making it easier for him to debase, humiliate and enslave a race of
people.

In North America a reason, why slavery flourished in the Southern
States is that the heat, the swamps and the low wages did not attract white
labourers. As a large workforce is needed to clear, drain and cultivate the
fertile land, planters turned to slavery to supply the workers. Therefore, it
comes as no surprise that by 1830 the North had only 3,568 slaves
whereas the South had 2,005,457.%

' The Slave Narrative first made its appearance in the United States
in the early Eighteenth century. However the genre flourished and
reached the height of its popularity between 1831 to the end of the Civil
War in 1865.%' Slave Narratives are the autobiographical narratives of
former slaves about their life under slavery and they serve as the most
extensive and influential traditions in African-American literature and
culture. As Theodore Parker, a noted transcendentalist clergyman
declares that Slave Narratives qualify as America’s only indigenous
literary form because “all the original romance of Americans is in them,
not in the white man’s novel”.”” Harish Chander has divided Slave

Narratives into three categories — Narratives which have been ghost



written by whites, those which have been dictated by illiterate slaves to
white editors and those which have been written by the slaves themselves.
Narratives authored by the slave themselves have greater authenticity
because their story is told in their own words without any editorial
interference. This is also the reason why Douglass included the lines
“Written by Himself” in the title of his Narrative so that there will be no
confusion as to the identity of the author.

The early Slave Narratives bear close resemblance to popular white
American accounts of Indian captivity.?* The antislavery movement of
the early Nineteenth century however brings in a new dimension to Slave
Narratives. By the late 1830°s and early 1840°s a new brand of Slave
Narratives with a strong antislavery message started making its way to
the reading public. These personal stories become weapons for white
abolitionists in their fight against slavery, but all too often, some of these
stories degenerate into mere propagandistic material for the abolitionist
cause. To arouse horror and sympathy in the reading public, scenes of
whippings, beatings, deprivation and in the case of women, sexual
violence, are dwelled upon in great detail and sometimes we get the
feeling, especially with Narratives written by a white person for the
illiterate Black, that these scenes have been exaggerated to a certain

extent. However, what makes these stories believable to the public at the



time is the note of introduction and authentication written by a white
person of repute appended at the beginning of every Slave Narrative.
Frederick Douglass’s Narrative has an introduction by two well-known
abolitionist leaders, William Llyod Garrison and Wendell Phillips.
Interestingly his second book My Bondage and My Freedom carries an
introduction by a black physician and abolitionist James McCune Smith
thus breaking away from the earlier tradition.

Since Slave Narratives are a potent weapon against the institution
of slavery, it is only natural that they will follow a particular pattern.
According to Colin A. Palmer these stories centre on a slave’s rite of
passage from slavery in the South to freedom in the North. Slavery is
usually portrayed as a hell on earth where slaves are forced to go through
extreme physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual deprivation. What
precipitates the narrator’s decision to escape is usually personal crisis
such as the sale of a loved one, the inability to live one second more
under the lash of slavery or the intermittent need to discover one’s own
true self and the abilities one is capable of.>® For Douglass his inability to
continue living under the shadow of slavery coupled with his belief that
he had a right to his own being, led to his escape to the North. The slave’s

attainment of freedom does not end simply with his arrival in the North,
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the circle is completed with the slave renaming himself and dedicating
himself to abolitionist activism.

A thread, which binds all these Narratives together, is the slave’s
determination to set himself free no matter what hardships he has to
endure to achieve it. Prominent slave narrators like Olaudah Equiano,
Elizabeth Keckly, William Wells Brown, Harriet Jacobs, Henry Box
Brown and Frederick Douglass all have their own unique way of
achieving freedom. Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, the African, Written by Himself
(1789) is popularly regarded as the prototype of the Slave Narrative.
Though he is not the first African-born former slave to write about his
experiences under slavery, yet he is the first to write his own story
himself without any help from white editors. Tracing his life in Africa —
his kidnapping by two men and a woman, his years as a slave sold from
one master to another and finally his determination to buy his own
freedom and launch his own business, is testimony to Equiano’s grit and
determination in extracting a life for himself. Though his dream of
returning back to his native Africa never happens, yet Equiano is able to
make a future for himself in England with his English wife, Susanna

Cullen.
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The Narratives of former slaves William Wells Brown and Henry
Box Brown are also remarkable in their own way because despite the
common belief that slaves are not capable of thought, ingenuity and
originality, yet these two have proven all detractors wrong. William
Wells Brown not only reveals a determination to escape slavery by not
giving up at the first failure, he also reveals a firm resolve to attack
slavery through all means possible to him by authoring the first novel in
African- American literature, Clotel; or The President’s Daughter (1853).
Henry Box Brown’s narrative is notable because of his ingenuity in
fashioning his escape from the South. Sealing himself in a wooden box,
he had himself mailed by his friends to waiting abolitionists in the North.

The narratives of Elizabeth Keckly and Harriet Jacobs however
differ greatly from those of the men. Female slaves not only had to
endure hard labour in the fields and whippings like the men but they were
also victims of sexual exploitation at the hands of their masters and
overseers. Harriet Jacobs, the first woman to write a slave narrative in the
United States had to enter into a secret liaison with a white man, from
whom she bore two children, as a way of protecting herself from the
unwanted sexual advances of her owner. Elizabeth Keckly’s story is
extraordinary because in spite of all the hardships she had had to face,

beginning with her separation from her parents at an early age, beaten,
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raped and violated, she is able to carve out a successful career as a
modiste, catering to the political crowd in Washington and finally
establishing herself as Mary Todd Lincoln’s friend and confidante.

The Slave Narrative reached the height of its popularity in 1845
with the publication of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself. Apart from
becoming an international bestseller, the book’s popularity surpassed
even classic white autobiographies such as Henry David Thoreau’s
Walden (1854).%° Though Frederick Douglass follows the conventions of
earlier Slave Narratives, yet what makes his Narrative unique is his style
of self-representation, because for him freedom from slavery does not
only mean physical freedom. For Douglass freedom implies both physical
and mental freedom because it is only when the body and mind are free
that a human being, even a slave, can aspire to become a complete being.
In all his three books, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an
American Slave, Written by Himself (1845); My Bondage and My
Freedom (1855) and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass His Early Life
as a Slave, His Escape from Bondage, and His Complete History to The
Present Time (1881), Douglass has addressed not only the issues of
slavery but he has also exposed the truth about the Northern States, their

deep rooted racism and dislike of Blacks.
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Slavery has been described as “the unconditional servitude of one

27 and as “the most absolute and involuntary form

individual to another’
of human servitude”.®® In David Walker’s Appeal in Four Articles;
Together with a preamble, to the Coloured Citizens of the World (1829),
Walker points out to the existence of slavery among the Egyptians,
Spartans and the Romans but their kind of slavery is “no more than a
cipher — or, in other words those heathen nations of antiquity, had but
little more among them than the name and form of slavery”.”’ A reason
for this maybe because most of these slaves were either soldiers or
citizens of a nation captured during a war and forced into slavery as a
way to subjugate them. American slavery however enslaves a race of
people because of the labour they provide. When slavery becomes an
instrument for a nation to attain material prosperity, a human being
becomes in the words of slave trader, Theodore Canot, “... the most
valuable article on earth”.”

By the Nineteenth century, the number of slaves in North America
had grown to about a million,”" and an increasing number of them were
American born. American born slaves, with their knowledge of European
ways, an understanding of the slave system and a wider support system

are better equipped to cope with slavery. The African born slave, newly

arrived in the New World, is divested of his culture and reduced to a
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condition termed “social death” by the historian Orlando Patterson. As a
consequence, chattel slavery led to the emergence of what Patterson calls
“a social non person, a being that by legal definition could have no
family, no personal honour, no community, no past and no future”.*

In Black Legacy: America’s Hidden Heritage, William D. Pierson
asks a question which probably enslaved Africans and generations of
their progeny must have asked in their bitterest hours of despair: “Why?
Why me? What have I done to deserve this?”>

Slaves below the Mason — Dixon line’* are brutalized and
denigrated to an unimaginable extent. All institutions deemed as symbols
of civilization, like education and politics, are closed to slaves but they
are allowed to embrace Christianity into their lives. This is done by the
slaveholders who subvert the teachings of Christianity to justify their
roles as holders and traders of human flesh. “The planters encouraged the
acceptance of a religion emphasizing obedience, sin and
gentleness....Many relatively benevolent planters saw religion as a
vehicle for reinforcing their power, arguing that God commanded slaves
to obey their masters and to be loyal, leaving any reliet from bondage for
the next life”.”> Of course slaves view Christianity from an entirely

different angle, giving prominence to the Old Testament, especially

Exodus with its stories of escape from bondage and freedom from
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identify themselves with those Biblical heroes who challenged slavery in
ancient times.*® As Frederick Douglass writes of his master, Thomas

Auld in his Narrative :

If it had any effect on his character, it made him more cruel and hateful in all
his ways: for I believe him to have been a much worse man after his
conversion than before. Prior to his conversion, he relied upon his own
depravity to shield and sustain him in his savage barbarity but after his
conversgg)n, he found religious sanction and support for his slaveholding
cruelty.

Instead of encouraging faith and piety among the slaves,
slaveholders very often persecute true believers, denying them
opportunities to worship and pray and even punishing those who try to
live Christian lives.

White philosophers like Friedrick Hegel, Immanuel Kant and
David Hume believe that “differences in externals — complexion , hair
and other physical features — between blacks and whites meant also a
difference in character — intelligence , morality and spirituality — of the
two groups”.’® Though blatantly racist, this opinion is upheld by most
white people of the time, which allow the slaveholders and their overseers
to treat their slaves as non-humans, to whip, starve and even murder them
without any compunction.

Under the Declaration of Independence, all people are created

equal and given inalienable Rights of Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of
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Happiness by their Creator. Some nationalists have raised an
uncomfortable question that if this is really true, then how can Americans
own slaves? Thomas Jefferson, one of the drafters of the Declaration of
Independence and a slaveholder himself argue that American slaves can
never achieve any distinction because of their blackness. He asserts that
he has never met a black who “had uttered a thought above the level of
plain narration, never seen an elementary trait of painting and
sculpture...no poetry...in imagination they are dull, tasteless and
anomalous...inferior to the whites in the endowments of body and
mind”.* This belief allows Jefferson and countless other Americans to
practice a slavery which is based on race while at the same time exhorting
the egalitarian ideas of the Declaration of Independence.

When Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United States in the 1830°s
he observed, “race prejudice seems stronger in those states that have
abolished slavery than in those where it still exists, and nowhere is it
more intolerant than in those states where slavery was never known”.*’
This impression is representative of the attitudes prevalent during the
Nineteenth century. Above the Mason — Dixon line, free Blacks do not
not get opportunities that will enable them to rise economically, on the

other hand they are relegated to performing the most menial and unskilled

jobs. When Frederick Douglass arrives in New Bedford he is prevented
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from practicing his trade as a ship’s calker by white workers who refuse
to work with him. He is reduced to performing unskilled manual labour
like shoveling coal, sweeping chimneys or rolling oil casks, all, which he
did for three years. Throughout the North, Black men had to work as
labourers, mariners, servants, waiters, barbers, coachmen, bootblacks,
porters and women as washerwomen, dressmakers, seamstresses and
cooks. Only a handful of Blacks managed to enter business or the
professions.*!

The attitude of the white citizens in the North towards free Blacks
has always been hostile. Now the anger of the white working class is
escalating due to the ever-increasing numbers of Blacks who arrive in the
North as fugitive slaves, who they fear will take away their jobs. Racial
stereotyping allows whites a psychological consciousness of superiority.
Writing against the proposed colonization of Blacks, a New England
journal warns, “white men must hew our wood, draw our water, and
perform our menial offices. They [Negro] supply the place of so many
whites, who may be spared for higher purposes.”™ Conflicting views
concerning the Black presence in the North persisted and a probable
reason why this conflict has endured is becausc the relationship that
exists between the two races is symbiotic, a fact which many whites

refuse to believe.
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As a child, Frederick Douglass knew nothing of being the property
of another person. Growing up in his Grandmother’s cabin by the side of
the Tuckahoe creek, Douglass was protected from the inhumanity of
slavery. However, as he grew older, the realization of his status as a slave
comes to him by degrees amid whispers of the feared name “Old Master”.
With this realization also comes his awareness of his mother’s absence
from his life. McFeely writes that Douglass “had no recollection of seeing
her during his years in Betsy’s cabin, even though she appears to have
been nearby , working in Aaron Anthony’s fields or hired out to work on
a neighbouring farm”.*® Years later Douglass perhaps realized the reason
for his mother’s absence from his life. Seeing him, a helpless infant,
would have been unbearable for Harriet Bailey since slaveholding laws in
Maryland held that slave children must be separated from their mothers
before completing a year of their life.

The only time Harriet visits her son is when he is living at Col.
Llyod’s plantation. These visits are few in number, brief and mostly made
in the night. Waking up in the mornings, Douglass always finds himself
alone. Douglass comes face to face with his mother’s love for him when
she discovers that Aunt Katy has deliberately starved him. Douglass finds
himself “in the protecting arms of a mother; a mother who was...more

than a match for all his enemies”. He writes jubilantly, “that night I
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learned the fact, that I was not only a child, but somebody’s child”, * this

jubilation is, however, short-lived because in the morning he finds his
mother gone and this time never to return.

In his writings and speeches, Douglass has condemned this forced
separation between a mother and her child in the most bitter of words. In
his experience, this bestial practice leads to the breaking of all ties that
binds a mother to her child. As he writes chillingly in, “I cannot say that I
was very attached to my mother”.> What is even more disturbing is his
reaction to the news of her death, “I received the tidings of her death with
no strong emotions of sorrow for her, and with very little regret for
myself on account of her loss”.* It is no wonder then that years later
after seeing the devotion of mothers to their children, Douglass realizes
what slavery has snatched away from him, a child’s right to his mother.

Of his father, “I know nothing”, Douglass writes abruptly in Life
and Times of Frederick Douglass.” Since slavery does not recognize
fathers and does not uphold the sanctity of a family, hence a slave child
must follow the condition of his mother. With an icy cynicism, Douglass
writes in “The father might be a white man, glorying in the purity of his
Anglo-Saxon blood, and his child ranked with the blackest slave. Father
he might be, and not a husband, and could sell his own child without

incurring reproach, if in its veins coursed one drop of African blood”.*
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“Genealogical trees do not flourish among slaves”, Douglass pronounces
bitterly in My Bondage and My F reedom.”

An event which makes a lasting impression on Douglass and which
will forever define slavery for him occurs when he was less than seven
years of age. Though the incident might seem trivial yet in its
culmination, the cruel and callous face of slavery is exposed. As is the
custom, at six years Frederick is taken ffom his grandmother’s cabin to
live in his master’s house. Kept in ignorance about the future awaiting
him, on arrival he is sent outside to play with his brother Perry and sisters
Eliza and Sarah who were already living in Capt. Anthony’s house.
Informed by a cousin, “Fed, Fed, grandmamma gone”, Douglass rushes
into the kitchen to find his beloved grandmother gone forever from his
life. He will never trust another human being again. “I wish to give a
faithful history of my experience in slavery, I cannot withhold a
circumstance which at the time affected me so deeply, and which I still
remember so vividly. Besides this was my first introduction to the
realities of the slave system”, Douglass writes somberly about this
event.>

A study of Frederick Douglass’s life reveals that as a boy with a
heightened sensitivity, every injustice meted out to him and his fellow

slaves grated harshly against his beliefs. The injustice of slavery prompts
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him to finally make his escape to the North where he will make the
Abolitionist cause his platform for exposing all the evils and vileness of
American slavery.

African-American slave history ecarliecr depended only on
traditional historical evidence gleaned from speeches, newspaper articles
and letters. Early Lislorians depended on plantation journals, reperts by
traders and census returns when gathering information about slavery in
America. An interesting feature about these reports is the fact that they
represented slavery from the meste:’s viewpoint and not the slaves’.”!
This natutally leads to stcreotypical portrayal of Blacks particularly
through the characier of *Sambo’, the typical plantaticn siave, dociie but
irresponsible, loyai but lazy, humble but a liar and a thief.”® This picture
of Sambo is however contradicted by the fugitive slaves who escape to
the Nerth. Fredericii Douglass writes about how masters and overseers
forec their slaves t') sing whilz worling because a silent stave is not liked.
These mourn fu. c2igs, fall ef mcaning 1o the slaves were sung to make
the slaves then.sclves happy. e writes desolately:

I cid not, wi<n a siave, understand the decp meaning ol those rude, and
apparently incoherent songs.... They told a tale which was then altcgether
beyond my fectle compreliension; 'l~cy were tones, loud, long and deep...
e hearingz-of those ‘vnli seiws ahveys depressed my spitits and filled .n_,/
heart \,.th reliUle sadness.. . Thoe songs st follow SRR
x

U“ou reaching thie vlerth, Dougizes bsctupeiied to heéor people speuk of

these songs as evidence of the sluve’s contentment and happiness.
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Sojourner Truth’s speeches and the nost notable one, Ar'n’t I a Woman
(1851), are proofs that the slave is a person with an active and
independent mind and if given the chance can more than match white
people in intelligence and originality.

The genre of Slave Narratives exposes the horror of slavery with
unprecedented candour. Though white Southern sociely may pretend
ignorance of the true conditions of slavery yet the penﬁanent
disfigurement caused by the overseer’s or the slave driver’s whip on the
slave’s back stands as a testimony to the harshness of the system. In the
Narrative Douglass tells of two slaves IHenrictta and Mary who were so
badly beaten by their mistress, Mrs. Hamilten, that dary’s head, _neck
and shoulders were literally cut to pizces. Slave Narrairves also expose
the injustice and cruelty of the A1n9‘icn.n government towards a rrce of
people who were brought to foreign sheres o gamst their witl and are then
ravaged and exploiied and reduced to a beasi-iike siaie. Though states
like Pennsvlvania and \’ roaent d l J iy lo give justice to this oppiessed
race by avolishing slavery within their territories, yet these attempts were
checked by repressive laws passcd by the United States Suprem= Cou
Congress and the Tlouse of Representatives, litie the Fugitive Slave Law

0n S . |

A N 54 .4 ) . . . N - 55
of 1793, ihe “geg rulc o 1 35357 wadthe ch‘-i Scott dacision of 1857.7

In the Narrative Du 1‘:1(‘ 56 writes abeut hig first ic\\ J*"s 11 New Yoric
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after his escape from the South and especially ébout his fear of slave
catchers sanctioned by the Fugitive Slave Law, “Let him be a fugitive in
a strange land — a land given up to be the hunting-ground for slaveholders
- whése inhabitants arc legalized kidnappers”.”’ James M. Whitficld’s
poem America (1853) a bitter parody ol the patriotic hymn America the
Beautiful encapsulates not only the horrific plight of Black slaves but also
the apathy of the United States govermment:

Amecrica it is to thee,

Thou boasted land of liberty,

It is to thee I raise my song,

Thou land of blood, and crimz and wror.g.”
(line 1- <)
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Chapter-11

EDUCATING THE SELF

Black slaves who decide to break away from the shackles of
slavery take various and multiple routes to freedom. Some like Elizabeth
Keckley, and Venture Smith buy their own freedom from their respective
masters through hard toil and labour while others like William Wells
Brown and Harriet Jacobs gain their freedom through acts of courage and
daring. From childhood, Frederick Douglass is aware that his personal
road to freedom lay through education. In this aspect Douglass is unique
because driven by this belief, throughout his life he is constantly in search
of ways and means to better himself intellectually. Douglass “was
determined to bear witness to the self-awareness, intellectual
independence and literary authority of the slave .

This attribute in Douglass can be traced back to his childhood spent
on Col. Llyod’s plantation. His friendship with Daniel Llyod, Col.
Llyod’s youngest son, sanctions his entrance to the hallowed rooms of the
Big House, not through the back door surreptiously, but through the front
door. A highly observant child, Douglass duly notices the behaviour of
the Llyod family and their upper class white friends and most
importantly, Douglass takes special note of their upper class speech. An

excellent mimic, Douglass is able to appropriate the formal English



28

language spoken by the Llyods and their friends in no time at all and the
desire to overcome his disadvantages is born. To Douglass language is a
mode of liberation and also a form of power.” His ability to speak in the
language of his masters gives him a sense of self-worth which is severely
lacking in his psyche considering the fact that he is a mulatto with an
unknown father. From an early age, Douglass makes a conscious effort to
drop the slave dialect of the plantation realizing that how he speaks will
open or close doors for him in the future. An examination of his life
reveals that Douglass is able to gain admittance into some of the most
prominent white societies of the country, something which is quite
unheard of at the time.

In all his three autobiographies, Frederick Douglass did not write in
great detail about his childhood friendship with Daniel Lloyd who though
only a few years older than him yet became his protector and benefactor.
A curious practice common in the slaveholding South is to allow slave
children and their little white masters and mistresses to play together. For
Douglass this contact opens his eyes to the disparity in the quality of life
between the Whites and their Black slaves. A desire is born in him to
better himself, to aspire to great heights and to finally become Daniel
Llyod’s equal. In his third autobiography Life and Times, Douglass writes

about his triumphant return to Col. Llyod’s plantation, the place when as
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a young slave boy on his way to his new home in Baltimore, he had
hoped never to lay eyes on again. Now returning as a celebrated author,
speaker and as a Marshall of the United States, Douglass is
ceremoniously received by the two young Llyod grandsons into the Big
House where he is entertained as a respected guest.’

Douglass’s thirst for education is such that he is willing to risk all
for it. His introduction to the English alphabet by his white mistress
Sophia Auld opens a veritable Pandora’s Box for him. In My Bondage
and My Freedom, Douglass writes about how Sophia’s reading of the
Bible awakens in him a curiosity about the mystery of reading.* Sophia’s
action of reading and then teaching Douglass the alphabet stands out as a
conundrum considering the draconian laws that were passed, prohibiting
the mastery of letters by Blacks after the Stono Rebellion of 1739.° The
mystery behind Sophia’s blatant disregard of the rules perhaps can be
traced back to her roots. Coming from a Northern working class
background Sophia is ignorant about the workings of slavery as practiced
in the South. Frederick Douglass’s obvious intelligence perhaps awakens
in her a desire to see how far the little black boy can progress
intellectually if the door to learning is unbolted. This deed of Sophia’s is
comparable to John Wheatley’s act of educating his own slave Phyllis

Wheatley, the first African American to publish a book of poems and the
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first to achieve an international reputation as a writer. Unwittingly,
Sophia Auld sets in motion the end of slavery for Douglass. As McFeely

writes:

...she was a dangerous subversive. She undercut the fundamental
psychological discipline of slavery, and thereby raised the expectations of a
slave to a point beyond which bondage was not endurable. In the most
comforting of ways she destroyed the slave boy’s comfort.®

Hugh Auld, her husband, however realizes immediately the dangers
of educating a slave and prohibits her from continuing the lessons. He
tells his wife,

If you give a nigger an inch he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing
but to obey his master. Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world...if
you teach that nigger how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would
forever unfit him to be a slave...it could do him no good, but a great deal of
harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy.’

Hugh Auld adds further, “If you learn him how to read, he’ll want to
know how to write; and this accomplished, he’ll be running away with
himself.® These words by Hugh Auld prove to be pronhetic because the
more Douglass progresses intellectually the more discontented he
becomes with his situation as a slave. His agony is such that he starts
envying his fellow slaves their stupidity and many times he wishes for his
own death because the freedom that he craves for seems to be beyond his
reach.

An interesting aspect of slavery in the United States is that since
for most slaves their situation is the only condition they know, this state

of living becomes tolerable to them. Of course this is not a generalization
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of the whole community because America’s slave history is dotted with
numerous slave rebellions. Some of the notable slave rebellions are the
Stono Rebellion of 1739 in South Carolina where 30 whites were killed,
the Nat Turner Rebellion’ of 1.831 where 57 whites were killed and a few
others.'” It is interesting to note that Douglass never takes part in a slave
rebellion though the opportunity presented itself when John Brown, the
abolitionist,'" invited him to join the raid in Harper’s Ferry in 1859. A
reason is because Douglass realizes the plan is doomed to fail and when
Brown refuses to listen, Douglass leaves him. Ever since Hugh Auld’s
outburst against his reading, Douglass comes to firmly believe that
education is the only path which will lead all slaves to freedom.
Moreover Douglass also believes that the reason why white men are able
to keep black slaves under subordination is because of their ignorance
and their illiteracy. The draconian laws passed by South Carolina in the
aftermath of the Stono Rebellion, outlawing education for Blacks is an
affirmation of the White man’s belief that if Blacks are kept in complete
ignorance and extreme poverty, he will have the power to enslave the
sable population. Because of this understanding Douglass decides to seize
an education for himself since it will be his ticket to freedom.

In a direct subversion of the White man’s law Douglass proceeds to

teach himself how to read and write through trickery and bribes when
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Sophia Auld brings his lessons with her to a halt. With the streets of
Baltimore for a schoolroom Douglass sometimes challenges the poor
white neighbourhood boys to a game of who knows the most words and
thereby is able to surreptiously add to his growing vocabulary. Other
times he will openly bribe them with bread, of which there is always
plenty at home, if they will teach him whatever they have learned in the
schoolroom. It is remarkable that a boy of not more than 12 years will
have such a mature understanding about the value of education and be
willing to take such risks such risks to claim it. In his three
autobiographies, Douglass attributes his love for learning not to his
unknown Anglo-Saxon father who comes from a race known for its
inventions and discoveries, but to “the native genius of my sable,
unprotected and uncultivated mother — a woman who belonged to a race
whose mental endowments are still disparaged and despised”.'? This is an
act of affirmation on Douglass’s part to show that he comes from a race
of people who are not so obtuse as they are thought to be.

Frederick Douglass’s literacy is of course not unique because early
slave writers and poets like Phyllis Wheatley and Olaudah Equiano were
educated by their white masters who wanted to see for themselves if the
sable race, when given the same opportunities as their white masters and

mistresses, can attain the same kind of intellectual achievement. Both
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Wheatley and Equiano have proved beyond a doubt that when the sable
race is given the same opportunities and tools as the white race, nothing
can withhold their progress and the blossoming of their various talents.
However, not to take away any of the accomplishments achieved by
them, note must be taken that Frederick Douglass’s achievements deserve
all the acknowledgements bestowed upon them because he is the self-
made man, the man who is able to wrest an education for himself in spite
of tremendous odds working against him.

Labelled a “Representative American Man” by James McCune
Smith in the preface to the second autobiography Douglass reveals a
tenacity and intellectual courage that is unique. When he is sent back to
St. Michael’s to live with his master Thomas Auld in March 1832, his life
undergoes a major change. Thomas Auld is a complete stranger to the
young slave though he is his master. Douglass writes, “I was ignorant of
his temper and disposition; he was equally so of mine. A very short time
however brought us into full acquaintance with each other”." Vastly
different from his brother Hugh Auld, Thomas proves to be a mean
master, never giving his slaves enough to eat and finally Douglass and the
other slaves are reduced to begging and stealing and as Douglass himself

(14

writes, “...whichever came handy in the time of need, the one being

considered as legitimate as the other”.'* All this when food in plenty is
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lying rotting in the safe and smoke-house. Weighed down by this change
in his circumstances, Douglass makes no mention of his literary pursuits
during this period and when nine months later he is let out to Mr. Covey,
a notorious slave-breaker, Douglass’s only consolation is the knowledge
that Covey gives his slaves enough to eat. The year Douglass spends with
Covey is the harshest period of his life. Physically, mentally and
intellectually beaten down by the back breaking and mind numbing work,

Douglass is forced to drink the bitterest dregs of slavery. He writes:

We were worked in all weathers. It was never too hot or too cold; it could
never rain, blow, hail or snow, too hard for us to work in the field. Work,
work, work, was scarcely more the order of the day than of the night. The
longest days were too short for him and the shortest nights too long for him."

The resultant effect of this lifestyle on Douglass is that his literary
pursuits are relegated to the back-burner and he falls into a beastlike
stupor. It is only when at the end of the year he is sent to live with Mr.
Freeland that Douglass is able to shed his stupor and he begins to feel
alive and be a human being once again. It is during his stay with Mr.
Freeland that Douglass’s slumbering passion for reading and education is
reawakened and within a short time every Sunday is devoted to teaching
his fellow slaves how to read in a discreetly run Sabbath school. The first
test to Douglass’s commitment comes in the form of Messrs. Wright
Fairbanks and Garrison West, class leaders in church, who break up this

dedicated little Sabbath school with sticks and stones. For a man who is
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committed to sharing his knowledge with his more uninformed brethren ,
this action of the two white men of God simply spurs him on his mission
to free his fellow black slaves from the darkness they have been forced to
occupy. It is a testimony of Frederick Douglass’s grit that he is able to
continue his Sabbath classes secretly for a year in the house of a
sympathetic free black.

A study of Douglass’s life is a revelation of his stupendous
determination to succeed no matter what the odds. The very fact that this
slave boy is able to play such a major role in influencing America’s black
history as an adult is remarkable and it encapsulates a journey of heroic
proportions from which Douglass emerges as a “Representative American
Man”, symbolic of the spirit of America, the land of heroism and
adventure.

A comparison of Douglass’s three autobiographies with that of the
other Slave Narratives reveals that Frederick Douglass’s books provide a
black perspective not seen in most works written by his contemporaries.
His autobiographies are not simply narratives of his experiences, they are
also critiques of the institution of slavery. One of the most evocative
passages in the Narrative is when the sight of a fleet of Chesapeake Bay
ships moving out to the open sea on a Sunday morning provokes in

Douglass a bitter apostrophe:
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You are loosed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and
am a slave....You are freedom’s swift-winged angels, that fly around the
world; I am confined in bands of iron! .... The glad ship is gone; she hides in
the dim distance. I am left in the hottest hell of unending slavery. O God, save
me! God, deliver me! Let me be free! Is there any God? Why am I a slave?'®

In his essay called Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Benjamin
Quarles writes, “The Narrative is without humour or light touches. Its
tone is steadily condemnatory, all roads converging to this end.”” Certain
practices deemed as entertainment and therefore harmless by Whites are
exposed for what they really are by Douglass. The holiday week from
Christmas to the New Year is a sore point with Douglass. During the
entire week slaves are made to indulge in sports and merrymaking which
to Douglass is a huge fraud because slaves are encouraged to drink
themselves into a stupor so that thoughts of rebellion and escape remain
buried under an alcoholic cloud during the holiday week. Douglass
realizes that this week is crucial to the whites because harvesting is over
and the icy ground is still too hard to till, so with no field work to occupy
their waking hours slaves may be tempted to rebel and run away from
their cruel masters during this idle period. Douglass is forced to take part
in this whole exercise orchestrated by the whites for their own advantage
and entertainment but he sees the truth behind such shenanigans. After
the slaves have drowned all their sorrows in drink and let out all their
anger and frustrations in athletic feats, they are ready to face another year

of whippings, starvation, abuse and back breaking labour with the
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likelihood of their being sold away from their families hanging like a
sword of Damocles over their heads. These insights are what makes
Douglass’s three autobiographies distinctive and as he writes in his
second autobiography My Bondage and My Freedom, “It did not entirely
satisfy me to narrate wrongs; I felt like denouncing them”."®

One of the most powerful scenes in the Narrative is when
Frederick Douglass comes to understand how the White man is able to
enslave the Blacks. Hugh Auld’s tirade to his wife Sophia about the
dangers of educating a black slave boy convinces Douglass that the Black
man’s lack of education is what facilitates the chains of slavery to be
bound around him. But once education is imparted to him his mind will
be set free and the road from slavery to freedom will be clear. Therefore
Douglass can say about Hugh Auld in the Narrative “What he most
dreaded, that I most desired. What he most loved, that I most hated. That
which to him was a great evil, to be carefully shunned, was to me a great
good, to be delightedly sought; and the argument which he so warmly
urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire me with a desire
and determination to learn” ."

When African slaves first arrived in America, zealous missionaries

and sympathetic supporters taught them how to read so that they can learn

the principles of the Christian religion and convert to Christianity. Early
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black education however met with great difficulties with laws passed
against it, though many slaves were able to become mechanics, clerks and
overseers. Mulattoes especially were in a position to help their fellow
Blacks learn how to read and write because the colour of their skin
guaranteed them labour inside the home of their masters as house
servants where they pick up smatterings of knowledge. However the
slave insurrection led by Nat Turner in Virginia in 1831 led to “Black
Codes” being enacted in several states to keep the slave in his place by
refusing him access to educational facilities of all kinds.”® Therefore with
formal education out of his reach, Douglass sets about to educating
himself through the means available to him. But education does not
simply mean to gather knowledge for Frederick Douglass. Of course the
White boys who he befriended in the streets of Baltimore have
contributed immensely to his store of knowledge, but for Frederick
simply the ability to read and write is not the be all and end all. At 12
years of age, he is able to get hold of The Columbian Orator, a popular
collection of classic poems, dialogues, plays and speeches. This book
gave speech to Douglass’s innermost thoughts and beliefs. He writes in
the Narrative:

What 1 got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and a powerful
vindication of human rights. The reading of these documents enabled me to
utter my ghoughts, and to meet the arguments brought forward to sustain
slavery....”!
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Once Douglass’s mind is free from all the shackles which bind it,
education for him becomes an awareness of one’s surroundings, the
ability to come out from the beast-like stupor induced by slavery’s
brutality. It also becomes the ability to sensitise oneself and one’s fellow
sufferers to the oppression and exploitation perpetrated by a dominant
race. The acquisition of The Columbian Orator marks a turning point in
Douglass’s life because the book is able to mould and shape the
impressionable young slave to the man that he finally becomes. The book
arouses feelings of discontentment in Douglass and till his escape to the
North, these feelings continue to smother him and at great risk to himself
he makes it his duty to teach and sensitise his fellow slaves about a life
free from the shackles of slavery.

It is this education which provides Frederick Douglass with the
necessary confidence and presence of mind to make his escape to the
North disguised as a sailor travelling on a train to New York. Once in the
North, in the sea-side town of New Bedford, he is able to make a new life
for himself, a life of dignity and self-respect, where for the first time in

his life he is his own man.
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Chapter-111

ARTICULATING THE NEW SELF

I was broken in body, soul and spirit. My natural elasticity was crushed, my
intellect languished, the disposition to read departed, the cheerful spark that
lingered about my eye died; the dark night of slavery closed in upon me; and
behold a man transformed into a brute!’

From a brutish existence, Frederick Douglass is able to recreate a new
self, a self which did not come easily or cheaply. He pays a high price for
this cherished freedom since he has to leave his bosom friends behind in

Baltimore. He writes:

I had the painful sensation of being about to separate from a circle of honest
and warm hearted friends in Baltimore. The thought of such a separation,
where the hope of ever meeting again is excluded, and where there can be no
correspondence, is very painful. In my opinion, that thousands would escape
from slavery who now remain there, but for the strong cords of affection that
bind them to their families, relatives and friends .... I had no sisters and
brothers; but the thought of leaving my friends, was among the strongest
obstacles to my running away.

Yet showing a resoluteness and strength of mind, Douglass is able to
break the chains of friendship that bind him to the slaveholding South and
make his way to the free North. He sets foot in New York on September
4, 1838, a free man and filled with an ecstasy indescribable. When asked
later about his emotions and feelings at finding himself in a free state,
Douglass admits to never giving a satisfactory answer to his questioners.
In the Narrative all that he will admit to is “I suppose I felt as one may
imagine the unarmed mariner to feel when he is rescued by a friendly

man-of-war from the pursuit of a pirate”.’ This euphoria however does
p p p
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not last long because once reality sets in, the truth of the matter is that
New York is one of the most dangerous cities in the “free” North for
fugitive slaves.

The passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1793 by the U.S Congress
authorizing the return of fugitive slaves to their masters led to a lot of
tension between North and South politicians. Though some Northern
states passed “personal liberty” laws to undermine federal law, yet the
ground reality remained that the North cannot offer a safe haven to
fugitive slaves. Though free from the shackles of slavery, Douglass
cannot yet free himself from the fear of slave catchers who prowl around
the streets of New York keeping a vulture’s eye for fugitive slaves to
kidnap and return to their southern masters for a sum of money. In 1850,
a most shameful occurrence in the history of America takes place when
the Clay Compromise is accepted to strengthen the 1793 Fugitive Slave
Act. Harriet Jacobs writes in her narrative:

It was the beginning of a reign of terror to the coloured population.... But
while fashionables were listening to the thrilling voice of Jenny Lind in
Metropolitan Hall, the thrilling voices of poor coloured people went up, in an
agony of supplication, to the Lord, from Zion’s church. Many families who
had lived in the city for twenty years, fled from it now.’

In a bid to escape the kidnappers a common practice among fugitive
slaves is to assume a new name. Through the Slave Narratives we see that
many narrators themselves take on new names when they escape slavery.

William Wells Brown’s story is very interesting because he is born of a
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slave woman known only as Elizabeth. During his flight to freedom, he
becomes friendly with a Quaker couple Mr. and Mrs. Wells Brown whose
name he later adopts as a gesture of his gratefulness.® Sojourner Truth’s
story is an inspiration to all, through the centuries. Born Isabella, she
claims the name Sojourner Truth after seizing her freedom, to signify the
new person that she has become in the spirit, a traveler who is dedicated
to speaking the truth as God reveals it.” For Frederick Douglass, changing
his name is a matter of survival. When he first arrives in New York, he
changes his name from Frederick Bailey to Frederick Johnson for fear
that he will kidnapped back to the south. When he moves further up north
to New Bedford he drops the name Johnson because it is too common
among Black families there and Douglass’s own benefactor Nathan is
also called Johnson. The name Douglass is selected by Nathan after
James Douglas, from Sir Walter Scott’s Lady of the Lake . The choice of
the name Douglass is not only appropriate  but also prophetic of the
man that Frederick will become one day, a fearless leader who will toil
tirelessly for his oppressed people’s freedom.

For Douglass, claiming a new name for himself has various
connotations. Apart from being a matter of survival, it is also a way for
him to create a new self, a new identity, which is far removed from his

earlier existence, an existence where his body, soul and spirit lies
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broken.! He writes, “I have often found myself regretting my own
existence, and wishing myself dead; and but for the hope of being free, 1
have no doubt but that I should have killed myself...”.” But with a new
name, ‘Douglass’, which carries with it connotations of strength and
power, Frederick is able to fashion a new future where everything is
possible, where he is his own master and where he is able to emerge as a
leader of his people.

However, arrival in the free states in the North did not signal the
end of all the Black man’s problems. Of course, physically he is free from
his abusive and exploitative southern masters but in the north, he is
threatened by something more insidious and potentially more dangerous
psychologically. W. E. B. DuBois writes about how the negro is a sort of
seventh son, born with a veil and gifted with second sight, born into a
world which only lets him see himself through the eyes of others, born
into a world where his soul is measured by a tape of a world that looks on
in amused contempt and pity.'"® He writes further, “It is a peculiar
sensation, this double-consciousness....One ever feels his twoness, - an
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings;
two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps
it from being torn asunder”.'' Immediately on joining the ranks of the

Garrisonians as a speaker, Frederick Douglass is made to forget his
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twoness. He writes, “For a time I was made to forget that my skin was
dark and my hair crisped.’> Douglass is aware that he is a novelty among
the Garrisonians because, “Fugitive slaves, at that time, were not so
plentiful as now; and as a fugitive slave lecturer, I had the advantage of
being a ‘brand new fact’-the first one out”.® However, he is brutally
brought face to face with his twoness when he is advised by Collins, a
fellow Garrisonian to “have a little of the plantation manner of
speech...’tis not best that you seemed too learned”.!* For a man who
since childhood has deliberately set out to improve himself mentally and
verbally, these words must have come as a bolt of thunder, especially
since they have been uttered by a fellow Garrisonian. Douglass’s decision
that, “I must speak just the word that seemed to me the word to be spoken
by me” speaks a great deal about the kind of man that he is."
W. E. B. DuBois writes:

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife; to merge his
double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the
older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for America has too
much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a
flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for
the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro
and an American.'®

This is a problem which the American Negro has to face because
white America will not allow him to merge his double self. It is easier for
white America to relocate the Black man to a place far away from it

because it believes in the adage “out of sight, out of mind”. Therefore,
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when the American Colonization Society started their African settlement
program in 1816, free blacks in the South were forced to go to a site on
the western coast of Africa which later came to be known first as
Monrovia, after President James Monroe and later as Liberia in 1838."
Thousands of Black Americans also went to Haiti from 1824 encouraged
by Jonathan Granville, a Haitian official, but this venture did not prove to
be very successful. An uncomfortable urban co-existence is created by
this immigration, between the Catholic French-speaking Haitians and the
Protestant English-speaking African Americans.'® As a result, many
African Americans returned to America within a few years. James and
Lois Horton conclude in that “the reaction of the thousands of migrants
who returned to the United States, however, for whom the French culture
seemed too foreign, suggests the degree to which these blacks were
American in their identity and cultural expectations."

This inability to adjust to a new life is an indication of how much
of America the Black man has imbibed within himself. However, to
White America it is unthinkable to be both Black and American.
Douglass is a firm advocate of the integration of the Black man into the
fabric of American society.”” In a letter to Harriet Beecher Stowe,
Douglass proclaims:

The truth is, dear madam, we are here, and here we are likely to remain.
Individuals immigrate — nations never. We have grown up with this republic,
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and | see nothing in her character, or even in the character of the Amerlcan
people, as yet which compels the belief that we must leave the United States.’’

As a demonstration of his belief in integration, Douglass
deliberately gets his daughter admitted into a white school, Tracy
Seminary, near his residence in Rochester. Several days later his
daughter, Rosetta, is sent back home because a parent, Mr. Horatio G.
Warner, a democrat editor, objected to the presence of a black child in his
daughter’s school.”?> To a man who believes that education leads to
freedom, this incident did not put a stop to his efforts to bring about
integration in schools and finally after repeated efforts with voice and
pen, coloured children are permitted to attend public schools with the
others.” A reason why Douglass is not willing to accept the diktat of the
school authorities is because of his belief that physical separation from
the White man will not benefit the Black man in any way. Black
separatism is not the answer to the problem of colour and Douglass’s life
stands as a testament to this belief.

You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was
made a Man.*

In his journey to freedom and manhood, Douglass attributes his fight with
Covey as the beginning of the creation of a new self. Slaves are trained to
supplicate themselves before their white masters and not to react to the
Whippingé and abuse that is heaped on them. Passivity is the hallmark of

most slaves. Frederick Douglass stands out as unique because he always
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strives to take the réad less travelled. His yearlong stay with Mr. Covey is
marked by deep despondency in the beginning and by a sense of defiance
in the end. In the beginning, Douglass subjects himself to the brutality of
Covey until his spirit is broken. He writes, “Mr. Covey succeeded in
breaking me. I was broken in body, soul and spirit”.> However, a day
arrives when Douglass has had enough and the man in him resolves to

fight his oppressor:

This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning point in my career as a slave. It
rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and revived within me a sense
of my own manhood.?

For Douglass, this fight with Covey is not only a physical resistance, it is
a fight for his human dignity, a fight to reclaim his manhood. Douglass’s
action of fighting back rejuvenates his broken spirit and he feels
his power coursing down his veins. Never again will Covey touch him
and never again will Douglass passively allow himself to be beaten
without putting up a fight. When a man is pushed to the edge of the cliff,
sometimes his leap of death ends in a rebirth for him. This is what
happens to Frederick Douglass for he admits, “I had reached the point, at
which I was not afraid to die. This spirit made me a freeman in fact, while
I remained a slave in form”.”” Therefore he proclaims, “I was nothing
before; ] WAS A MAN NOW”.%

In seizing his own freedom, Douglass is also able to forge a new

identity for himself. From a voiceless slave he becomes an orator and the
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wind beneath the wings of freedom. His meeting with William Lloyd
Garrison, the abolitionist, in 1841 paves the way for Douglass to join the
ranks of the Garrisonians as a speaker. For the next fourteen years
Douglass preaches moral suasion in keeping with the Garrisonian belief
that slavery is a moral issue. Gradually however, Douglass realizes that a
peaceful abolition of slavery is impossible with the American nation not
really serious about solving this problem. After meeting John Brown, the
man who will lead the abolitionist raid in Harper’s Ferry, in Springfield,
Mass, in 1847, Douglass becomes convinced that slavery can only be
destroyed by bloodshed. When expressing his apprehension in an anti-
slavery convention in Salem, Ohio, Sojourner Truth interrupts him with
the question, “Frederick, is God dead?” Douglass replies, “No, because
God is not dead slavery can only end in blood”.?

In his progress towards a new beginning, Douglass reveals a
remarkable level of maturity. He also reveals an integrity which is
admirable. In his first two autobiographies, Narrative and Life and Times,
he refuses to divulge his route of escape for fear that others behind him
will not be able to take the same escape route. He also refuses to divulge
the names of the little white boys in Baltimore who helped him with
reading and writing, for fear that they will be ostracized by white society.

Unlike Harriet Beecher Stowe who is inclined to idealize the slave,
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especially the character of Uncle Tom in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Frederick
Douglass is under no illusions at all about the sable race and he portrays
the truth no matter how unpleasant it is. In 4An Eyewitness History,
Slavery in America, Dorothy and Carl Schneider write about how Blacks
boast of having been born in North America and brag about the status of
their owners. Douglass does not idealize the slave because he is just a
human being with all his faults and weaknesses. In the Narrative, he
writes bitterly about how the Lloyd slaves living in the out-farms
compete with one another to be honoured with the privilege of going to
the Great House on errands:

The competitors for this office sought as diligently to please their overseers, as
the office seekers in the political parties seek to please and deceive the people.
The same traits of character may be seen in Col. Lloyd’s slaves, as are seen in
the slaves of the political parties.*

Douglass élso admits that slaves can be as prejudiced as their masters,
they think their own better than that of others. Douglass writes, “It is not
uncommon for slaves to fall out and quarrel among themselves about the
relative goodness of their masters, each contending for the superior
goodness of his own over that of the others. At the same time, they
mutually execrate their masters when viewed separately”.’’ Douglass
admits candidly that slaves are also capable, just like their masters and
mistresses, of starving and ill-treating their own just as he himself

suffered at the hands of Aunt Katy in Aaron Anthony’s house when he
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was a little boy. In his autobiographies, Douglass admits resorting to
stealing when he and his fellow slaves were deliberately starved by their
master, Thomas Auld. When a people is able to critique itself it reveals its
maturity as a society. In a demonstration of his growing maturity,
Douglass openly admits that it is Sandy, a fellow slave, who betrays him
and his friends to Mr. Freeland’s father-in-law about their plan to run
away.

A more damaging charge that Douglass levels against the sable
population is that in the North some of them work in tandem with the
slave catchers to kidnap their own, so they can be returned back to their
masters in the South for a reward. Upon his arrival in New York after

escaping the South, Douglass writes:

[ was afraid of speaking to anyone for fear of speaking to the wrong one, and
thereby falling into the hands of money-loving kidnappers.... I saw in every
white man an enemy, and in almost every coloured man cause for distrust.*?

This is in direct contrast to the relationship shared by the Black
community in the South. Dorothy and Carl Schneider write about how,
“slaves cared for each other, covered for each other and supported each
other in times of trouble. A runaway hiding in nearby woods could count
on his friends for food from their own meager rations”. In his novel
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain also writes about how Jim,
the runaway slave is fed and looked after by the Grangerford slaves when

he becomes separated from Huck.™*
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Colour prejudice is like a disease among the sable population.
Mulattoes on account of their fairer skin and Caucasian features were
always accorded a higher rank in the slave hierarchy. Most of them were
put to work in the master’s house because of their light skin, where they
served as house-servants. Their work was physically easier than the
backbreaking work of the field slaves who worked from dawn to dusk
come rain or shine. As a result, house slaves more often than not had an
air of superiority about them because they were more privileged.

Colour prejudice among African American persists till today.
Though the issue is considered as a bit of dirty laundry, yet many African
Americans are less reluctant to discuss it publicly today.® The most
famous example is the late Michael Jackson, an African American
superstar in the entertainment world. Jackson altered his skin colour and
facial features to look more Caucasian, giving rise to allegations that he is
trying to get away from his race. Another example is Vanessa Williams, a
fair-complexioned, green-eyed African American who was chosen Miss
America in 1983. Some Blacks complained that she was “half white” and

not “in essence black”.*® In his essay Litwack writes:

Although whites understandably associated a lighter skin with a superior type
of Negro surprising fact is that so many Negroes consciously or unconsciously
accepted this colour valuation.... the strong tendency among Negroes,
particularly those in the upper and middle classes, envy a light complexion,
accept white standards of beauty, and do everything possible to alter their own
appearances accordingly.37



53

Douglass’s second marriage to a red-headed white woman in
January, 1884 leads to accusations that he is ashamed of his own race. To
his children his second marriage is like a formal repudiation of them,
their mother and their mother’s people who were all black. “Marrying a
white woman seemed a public conﬁrmatioﬁ of his children’s heretofore
private grievance, their sense that they being darker than he, were of less
value.”® Douglass himself did not see his marriage in this light. In his
career as a speaker, Douglass is close to a number of white women like
Amy Post, Julia Griffiths, Ottila Assing and Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
intelligent, articulate women and very different from his illiterate and
inarticulate wife, Anna. A vital, intelligent and charismatic man,
Douglass needed a companion who could stimulate his creativity and
challenge his ideas and beliefs, something which his wife is incapable of
providing. After her death in August 1882, Douglass, lonely and
depressed finds friendship and companionship with Helen Pitts, a copyist
in his office.

In America’s Black Past, Eric Foner writes:

Racial prejudice, as we have seen, was part of the cultural heritage which
English colonists brought to the New World, and white supremacy has been a
feature of American society from the very beginning. But it was not until the
nineteenth century that racism emerged as a full-olown ideology, a
comprehensive view of the world which holds that a person’s race is the
determinant of all his other capacities and qualities, and that the subordinates
of “inferior” races by “superior” ones is necessary for the preservation of
social order.”
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In the Northern states, racial attitudes are extraordinarily complex. Most
whites in the North did not accept the idea of black equality and social
segregation is common. However, when fugitive slaves are seized, whole
towns will pour out into the streets to protest. Even non- abolitionists will
risk incarceration or fines to help fugitive slaves.”’ This attitude perhaps
explains to a certain extent the Garrisonians’ behaviour towards Frederick
Douglass when he first joined their movement as a lecturer. During the
1830’s and 1840°s fugitive slaves who were willing to speak about their
life under slavery were not many. When Douglass agrees to join William
Lloyd Garrison and his group of abolitionists, it is a godsend because a
fugitive slave’s word is far more effective and authentic than any uttered
by a white abolitionist because it is a first-hand account. “The black
abolitionist was generally moved by compelling personal need, his white
cohort acted more from the abstractions of conscience”.* Though the
abolitionist movement started by Garrison and Theodore Weld is founded
upon black support, yet blacks are often marginalized by their white Anti-
slavery friends much to their chagrin. Martin R. Delaney writes in 1852,
“and thus did we expect much. But in all this, we were doomed to
disappointment.... Instead of realizing what we had hoped for, we find

ourselves occupying the very same position in relation to our Anti-slavery
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friends, as we do in relation to the proslavery part of the community — a
mere secondary, underling position.”*

Aware that he is a “brand new fact”, Douglass submits to being
introduced by the chairman of anti-slavery meetings as a “chattel”, a

2%

thing”, a piece of southern “property” amid assurances that “it” can
speak. Mr. John A. Collins, the general agent of the Massachusetts anti-
slavery society usually introduces Douglass as a graduate from the
peculiar institution with “my diploma written on my back”.* Whites
expect the ‘Negro’ to act the clown and to be childish, carefree, and
irresponsible because this is the image that they have always carried with
them. Since the abolitionists function within a society racked by racial
tensions, it is only natural that these tensions and suspicions will spill
over and precipitate division between black and white abolitionists. White
abolitionists started raising questions about black membership in
abolitionists’ societies and race mixing at anti-slavery functions.
Questions were also raised about intercourse between blacks and whites
outside the official gatherings. Samuel Ward writes with regret, “Too
many...best love the coloured man at a distance”.** Blacks were also

increasingly annoyed with the condescending attitude of white

abolitionists because it is suggestive of his inherent inferiority.
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For the first three or four months working with the Garrisonians,
Douglass simply narrates his own personal experiences as a slave because
his audience wanted to hear facts. When it becomes difficult for Douglass
to simply narrate his story night after night without giving vent to his
moral indignation for the perpetrators of slaveholding villainy, he is
advised by Collins, “Give us the facts, we will take care of the
philosophy”.* To Collins and his fellow white abolitionists, Douglass’s
rapid intellectual development is a cause for concern. To reign him in,
they advise him to have a little of the plantation manner of speech since it
is best that he must not seemed too learned. White America carries a
preconceived notion that Blacks do not have the capacity to transcend
their traditional lowly position in the social strata resulting in Douglass
being accused of lying about his slave past. He writes, “They said I did
not talk like a slave, and that they believed that I had never been South of
Mason and Dixon line”.*® As an act of repudiation, Frederick Douglass
decides to write out the facts connected with his life under slavery, giving
names of persons, places and dates, in direct contrast to the usual practice
among slave narrators not to give the specifics. Through the title of his
autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American

Slave, Written by Himself , Douglass not only claims the authorship for
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himself but most importantly he claims an American identity, something
which white America is not ready to bestow on the sable race.

Refusing to be drawn to a racist setting where a free Negro has “no
rights that a white man was bound to respect”, *’ the restive Frederick
Douglass decides to break out on his own and start his own newspaper
after returning from his first tour of England, in the hope of sending
slavery and oppression to the grave. As Douglass progresses
intellectually, he cannot feign ignorance anymore about -certain
Garrisonian practices and beliefs. He contends that they start to free the
slave but end by leaving the slave to free himself. They start with
imbuing the heart of the nation with sentiments favorable to the abolition
of slavery, and by seeking to free the North from all responsibility of
slavery.*® Some Blacks are of the opinion that racial equality has been
relegated to a position of secondary importance in the abolition crusade.
But a more serious charge leveled against the American Anti-Slavery
Society is that in their strong zeal and fiery indignation against slavery in
the South, they half overlook slavery in the North.

Douglass himself has first-hand experience about Northern racism
at its worst. Three days after arriving in New Bedford he sets out in
search of a job to support himself and his new wife, Anna. After

completing his first job stowing a sloop with a load of oil, he goes in
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pursuit of a job of calking. To his consternation, all the white calkers
already on the job refuse to work with him because of his colour. In the
North, Blacks have to face economic discrimination and exploitation. Not
only are they employed in the lowest-paid unskilled jobs, but they also
have to face hostile native and immigrant white workers and their
exclusionist trade unions. For three years in New Bedford, Douglass
performs all kinds of labour available to him and none is beneath him.
From sawing wood to shoveling coal and sweeping chimneys Douglass
does it all with a cheerful heart because there is no Hugh Auld to take
away his hard earned money. Throughout his life, Frederick Douglass is
always brought face to face with discrimination and racism yet he is able
to transcend all his disabilities as a Black man to emerge as one of the
lions of Black history.

In Douglass’s three autobiographies, we see the evolution of the
author from a fugitive slave to an influential writer, speaker and a holder
of some of the highest political offices ever held by a Black man. His
transition from a slave to a leader of a race of people has not been an easy
one and it is the sheer force of his personality, intelligence and charisma
which has carried him so far. In March 1874, Douglass is appointed as
the President of the Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company and a few

years later, he is named the Marshall of the District of Columbia,
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although he did not get the whole job. One of the duties of a Marshall is
to attend formal receptions in the White House and present each guest to
the President. Since it is unthinkable to bestow such an honour to a
former slave, Douglass is exempted from this particular job. McFeely
writes that Douglass might have been acceptable dressed in gaudy livery
and made to stand at the door of the Blue Room but as the insolent Negro,
he is not.* In 1889, Douglass is offered the post of Minister to Haiti,
which he accepts. This appointment however creates some controversy
because Douglass’s old abolitionist friends like Martha Greene and Julia
Griffiths Crofts counsel him not to take it, as it is a bit insulting.

In the Narrative Douglass recreates the slave as an evolving self-
bound for mental as well as physical freedom and forges a new identity
for himself on his own terms. His mostly white audience is confronted
with an articulate, intelligent and handsome man who is far removed from
the inarticulate and shuffling stereotypes propagated by proslavery
advocates. There is nothing apologetic or tentative about Douglass and he
uses this advantage to establish the dignity of all Black people. My
Bondage and My Freedom is an extraordinary reassessment of his life
from the standpoint of almost fifteen years of freedom. In this second
autobiography, Frederick Douglass very candidly writes about issues

plaguing the Garrisonians and the North. What sets his autobiographies



60

apart from that of the other slave narrators who simply narrate their story
is that Douglass challenges institutions like religion, slaveholding and
issues like Northern racism. He is a man who does not believe in
following the conventions. In the Narrative his portrayal of Christianity
as practiced by Southern slaveholders is so bitter that at the end of the
book in an Appendix he clarifies that his attack is not against Christianity
proper but against the slaveholding Christian South, the corrupt, women
whipping, cradle plundering, partial and hypocrital Christianity of the
South.

In his speech entitled What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July? : An
Address Delivered in Rochester, New York on 5" July 1852 Douglass
celebrates the principles of the founding fathers, but then he goes on to
contrast the immeasurable distance between the conditions of Whites and
Blacks in the United States. This speech is a wake-up call to Black people
to take action because Douglass believes that if there is no struggle there

»0 which implies

is no progress. He asserts in “Progress is yet possible

that there are still miles to go towards achieving a black heroic identity.
His third and last autobiography Life and Times of Frederick

Douglass did not sell as well as his first two. A reason is that the public

believed that the time of slavery has passed and that Douglass is simply

retelling old tales. What the public missed is the book’s real message
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which is that the story of slavery must not be purged from America’s
memory. By the end of the nineteenth century many Americans, both
White and Black have grown weary of the subject. Many Black
Americans wanted to move away from their slave past especially after
Reconstruction. Life and Times of Frederick Douglass is a revelation of
the man that Douglass has been able to recreate, a man of heroic
proportions, a man who has emerged as the most visible, persuasive and
influential African American of the nineteenth century. As Kareem
Abdul-Jabbar writes, “A life, ironically, that could have happened only in

America”.”!
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Chapter-1V
AUTHENTICATING THE SELF

All art involves self-projection to a certain extent and in the novel
or the drama, the writer projects his own personality into the characters
that he creates. As a result, self-projection is inevitable in literature.
Through the ages, man has aiways been fascinated with his ‘self” and in
almost every age autobiographical writing is evident.! We have the diary,
memoir, letters which all fall under autobiographical writing but each is
different from the other.

In the diary we have a faithful and minute recording of a person’s
daily life but a disadvantage of this kind of writing is that it does not have
a long-range perspective which only time can bring. A further
disadvantage of the diary is that it does not have the coherence of a
journal, which is usually written to a plan. A journal unlike the diary,
usually has specific objectives but both are interesting because they
provide a wealth of detail about their times.

A memoir is very closely related to the autobiography and there is
a very fine line which separates the two. Though both the memoir and
autobiography are based on personal experience yet in the memoir, the
memoirist concentrates more on recording public events rather than on

the ‘self’. A significant difference between the two is that the memoir is
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usually written by a person after he or she has played a distinguished role
in life or has contributed to and witnessed history in the making. A
memoirist focuses more on external life and not on the inner self and as a
result a memoir is more like a chronicle. Autobiography on the other
hand illumines the author’s inner self using external descriptions and
what makes it unique is that it is a retrospective account of the
autobiographer’s life, written with affirmed fidelity.’

The term autobiography was coined in1809 when Robert Southey
commented on the life of a Portuguese painter Francisco Vierira in the
Quarterly review.* The word autobiography can be described in terms of
the three constituent elements — autos (self), bios (life), and graphe
(writing).” Autobiography has its birth in the desire to explain and justify
the self according to William L. Andrews,® and Georges Gusdorf has
explained it as a need to do away with misunderstandings and to restore
an incomplete or deformed truth. He exhorts the autobiographer to take
up the telling of his own story.” In America it is only in recent years that
autobiographies  have received scholarly attention.  Earlier,
autobiographies were not considered works of imagination and therefore
English departments of the 1950’s and 60’s derided them as an inferior
kind of literature.® It is only in the 1970’s that Frederick Douglass’s three

autobiographies were accepted as works of literature.
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An examination of Black American literary tradition reveals that it
began with the oral tradition with its roots in Africa. Some of these stories
were very popular with both Blacks and Whites of the time.” These
stories about the experience of capture and enslavement were passed on
from mouth to mouth throughout the antebellum period. Black American
autobiography is a continuation of this creative literary tradition and these
writings are a reflection of the epic experience of this group. For Black
autobiographers, autobiography fulfills their need for a rhetorical mode to
do battle against racism. Writing their story allows them to give a first-
hand account of the horrors they have had to endure and these stories go
right into the hearts of men. Though other types of writing like treatises,
pamphlets, addresses and appeals thrived during the late eighteen and
early nineteen centuries yet it is only Black autobiography which is
capable of having a mass impact on the conscience of ante-bellum
Americans.'” William L. Andrews believes that the history of Black
autobiography is one of increasingly free storytelling and that it signals
the ways black narratives address their readers ang reconstruct personal
history.!" Freedom is a mark of Black autobiography since it is the Black
people’s desire to demonstrate their freedom through the oral form or

through written storytelling that leads them to writing autobiographies.
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In the 1840°s and 50°s American autobiographical writing becomes
diverse and original. In White autobiography the convention is to write
the success story, in Black autobiography however the convention is to
focus more on the escape from bondage to freedom. Experienced
abolitionists recognise that autobiography or first person narrative is the
most effective tool in their fight against slavery in the South. A reason is
because these writings offer an in-depth and intimate look into a world
which before stood as an enigma. The story of a runaway slave is bound
to be more compelling than any oratory or pamphlet by a white
abolitionist. When we look at the history of Black autobiography we find
its roots in the Slave Narrative. A closer look at the slave narrative
reveals that it is the antebellum'? slave narratives which assume a position
of privilege unlike the postbellum" slave narratives. However slave
narratives have a problem with historicity and this has been a topic of
heated debate over the years. Early historians of the slave narratives have
always believed in the weakness of factual substance of these writings
since they were merely an arm of abolitionist propaganda. John W.
Blassingame, however, dismisses this earlier belief and contends that
most of the accounts written by former slaves not only have a ring of

truth but they can also be verified by independent sources.'* However it
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must be remembered that even when we speak of a verifiable fact, it is
still interpreted by the narrator and the facts do not speak for themselves.
Autobiography without a doubt is one of the most difficult forms of
literary art. Not only must it be a retrospective account of the
autobiographer’s life but it must also be written with the utmost
honesty."® In autobiography the nature of truth is very complex because it
is subjective rather than objective, since the autobiographer presents the
truth of life as seen from inside. In American autobiography, slave
narratives have been accepted with great skepticism and resistance
precisely because of this. Another reason is because Black slaves have
always been perceived to be liars, thieves and drunkards in the North,
therefore whatever they have to say or write is always viewed with
suspicion. Frederick Douglass’s act of writing his own autobiography is
the result of accusations that he had never been a slave because he did not
speak in the slave dialect. Douglass’s revelation of his master’s identity
and place of birth in his autobiography is looked at askance by his fellow
Blacks who consider it to be a folly since his master will learn of his
whereabouts. But Douglass is convinced that without these revelations his
book will be worthless as no one will take his word as the truth. For

Douglass it is imperative that he must be believed. Therefore if his act of
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disclosing personal details about himself and his owners puts his hard
earned freedom in jeopardy, so be it.

On the other hand, in White autobiography, truth is viewed very
differently. Henry David Thoreau declares at the beginning of his
experience at Walden Pond, “I, on my side, require of every writer, first
or last, a simple and sincere account of his own life.”'* When we compare
this statement to the extent Douglass goes to establish the authenticity of
his story, we immediately discern the bias of the White readers. For one,
Thoreau did not bother to explain how one might prove one’s sincerity
because for a White autobiographer the establishment of the truth is not
of much importance. This is so because they believe that their readers
will grant them peer status and their sincerity is assumed. So given this
relationship that exists between a White autobiographer and his readers,
the author’s letter to the world always have social, cultural and linguistic
sanction. In White autobiography, literary egoism may be praised as self-
reliance but in Black autobiography the same is termed as impudence.
Perhaps the greatest challenge to Black autobiographers is to find devices
and strategies that will bestow the stamp of authenticity to their writings.
When we look at Douglass’s autobiographies in this light, it is clear that
he is one of the first Black autobiographers whose books have

successfully overcome this challenge.
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In his first autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself, Douglass has to
conform to the traditions of the slave narrative by having two white men,
William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips, write the Preface to the
book. The two men’s role is to authenticate that the book had really been

written by Douglass:

Mr. Douglass has very properly chosen to write his own Narrative, in his own
style, and according to the best of his ability, rather than to employ someone
else. It is, therefore, entirely his own production; and, considering how long
and dark was the career he had to run as a slave... it is in my judgement,
highly creditable to his head and heart."”

In the second book, My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass breaks
away from tradition by having Dr. James McCune Smith, a black
physician and abolitionist write the Preface. This is done deliberately
because after fifteen years of freedom he is forced to reassess his
philosophy and goals as a reformer following a split with Garrison. By
this time however, Douglass is convinced that he doesn’t need a white
man to authenticate his literary act and his selfhood. His last
autobiography too carries a preface by George L. Ruffin, the first Black
American to graduate from Harvard Law School in 1869 and the first to
serve on the Massachusetts state legislature, as a reiteration of this belief.
In autobiography the writer depends wholly on his memory which
at times can be treacherous and misleading. This is so because he has no

control over his memory and memory sometimes can be selective and
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also creative. In his autobiographies, Douglass often makes no mention
about certain people and incidents in his life. His childhood friendship
with Daniel Lloyd is given only a brief mention and even more surprising
is that he makes no mention at all about his courtship with Anna Murray
in Baltimore before announcing his marriage to her in New York a few
days after his escape. All that we know about Anna before her marriage
to Douglass is that she helped him financially when he made his escape to
the North. Douglass deliberately plays down his association with Daniel
Llyod because within its boundaries he was the lowly slave boy, an
impression which does not sit well with the image that he now wants to
show the world. His wife Anna, an illiterate, dark-complexioned and
coarse woman did not fit into Douglass’s world filled with outspoken and
militant personalities. By keeping silent about them, Douglass tries to
uphold only his heroic qualities.

For Frederick Douglass it is vital that he must be seen as a truth
teller because Blacks have always been seen as depraved and vicious by
white America. American standards insist that autobiography must be
factual which means that in Black autobiography the self must be situated
on the periphery while the ‘facts’ must be the centre of attention.
Douglass on the other hand believes in giving both the ‘facts’ and the

‘self” equal importance because one cannot do without the other if a
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balanced view is to be achieved. Since autobiography is an assessment of
the significance of one’s life, Douglass is determined that the ‘self’ he
reveals to the world must be worthy and complete and deserving of the
name truth teller because it is only then that he will achieve full manhood.

The inhumanity of man on man and the continuation of slavery and
human bondage have given rise to various forms of protest and Black
autobiography is one such example.'® Douglass’s three autobiographies
can also be called protest literature because he protests against attempts
by the white dominant race to suppress his voice and reduce him to a
mere puppet whom they can manipulate. Other autobiographies such as
W.E.B. Du Bois’s Dusk of Dawn, the Autobiography of Malcolm X, and a
few others are also examples of black protest in literature. Black protest
comes in different forms, it started on the slave ships with the slave
rebellions and it matured into the act of seizing an education in the face of
white opposition which is one of the most powerful forms of protest.
Other forms of protest range from a deliberate work slowdown to oratory
and even religion when Black slaves inscribe Christianity with certain
African forms of worship such as the calling out which is very popular in
Black churches."

A recurring theme in most Black autobiography is the Black man’s

protest against the cruelty and injustice imposed on him by White
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America. This theme is seen not only in the autobiographies of the slave
narrators of the 18" and 19" centuries, but also in 20" century
autobiographies such as Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965). A
comparison between Frederick Douglass and Malcolm X reveals that the
two men have a lot in common though they belong to different centuries.
Both of them are charismatic leaders and also orators of their time. Like
Douglass, Malcolm is a man of complete integrity and he is not afraid to
tell it as it is.”® Whereas Douglass believes in social integration, Malcolm
is a believer of Black separatism, where the sable race will have
economic, political and social independence. That issues of oppression
and racism have remained the same in America from the 19™ century to
the 20" century is indicative of the collective failure of the American
nation in providing basic civil and human rights to a race of people whose
forefathers were forcibly brought across the ocean against their will.

For Douglass a potent weapon against the debilitating effects of
slavery is a deliberate misreading of everything that the slaveholder
stands for. A study of his life reveals that Douglass has always done the
opposite of what others want him to do. In many slave narratives, the
ability to read, the acquisition of literacy is treated as equivalent to the
achievement of physical freedom. In the Narrative, Frederick Douglass

speaks of reading as the way he begins to define himself via defiance of
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his master. When Hugh Auld learns of Douglass’s lessons with his wife
Sophia he becomes apprehensive lest Douglass becomes uncontrollable.
Yet when Douglass realizes this, he goes to great lengths to educate
himself, risking punishment along the way. In the Narrative he writes that
he owes his ability to read not only to Sophia but also to Hugh Auld’s
bitter opposition to his education.

As he puts it, “What he most dreaded, that I most desired. What he
most loved, that I most hated”®' Though Douglass is rare among Black
autobiographers in representing himself as a radical misreader of the
teachings of his master, yet he is not alone because Walker’s David
Walker’s Appeal in Four Articles; Together with a Preamble, to the
Coloured Citizens of the World is also a misreading of the US
constitution. However this misreading in Black American autobiography
1s not an act of social commentary or moral criticism. It is a fundamental
part of the act of self-creation.

It is only through autobiography that Douglass feels he can
authenticate his own self. William L. Andrews writes that autobiography
is “spurred by many motives, perhaps the most important of which is the
need of an ‘other’ to declare himself through various linguistic acts... .”
For Douglass, autobiography is the only genre which can provide him

with the platform to reveal to the world the man that he is, a hero.
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Chapter-V

CONCLUSION

When we look back at Frederick Douglass’s life as revealed in his
three autobiographies we see the evolution of the slave to a man. Though
it may appear simplistic to suggest that the evolving sense of selthood is
the key theme of his autobiographies, yet such a suggestion is not far
from the truth. Douglass’s reasons for writing his life story is not only to
silence the critics who doubt his former life as a slave but it is also
because of his need to define himself publicly. A lot of thought has
obviously gone into the title of his first autobiography because Narrative
of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself
is definitive of the kind of man Douglass wants to become. His sufferings
in the past have added to the aura of the man and the title, an American
Slave, adds to the portrait of Douglass as the heroic slave.

A study of his life reveals a man who is remarkable for his
accomplishments. From an ignominious beginning as a fatherless
mulatto slave, Frederick Douglass is able to overcome all social and
intellectual disadvantages to emerge as a kind of Moses for his people.
An admirable quality in him is his ability to focus on the goal that he has
set for himself. Not many young boys of thirteen years appreciate the role

that education can play in freeing a person physically and psychologically
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from the shackles of siavery. Yet at this young age, Douglass is mature
enough to see far into the future, to understand things which ought to
have been beyond his grasp. It is because of his foresight, that he is able
to understand the implication of Hugh Auld’s tirade against his wife
Sophia for teaching Douglass the alphabet. Whereas another might have
been cowed down by this show of domination by Auld, in the case of
Frederick Douglass, it only serves to whet his appetite to know more,
convinced now that it is only ignorance and illiteracy which is keeping
the slave in fetters. It is only when both the body and mind are free that
true liberation can be achieved. With this intelligence to guide him,
Douglass embarks on a remarkable journey that few have been able to
emulate.

What shines through in Douglass’s personality is his optimism and
grittiness and his never say die attitude. These qualities have enabled him
to overcome all the disadvantages of slavery where a man’s head, limbs
and body belong not to himself, but to another. It is because of the sheer
dynamism of his character that Douglass is able to shed the stupor and
numbness inflicted upon him by slavery, to rise up once again like the
Sphinx, to continue his self education and share it with his fellow slaves
who are eager to receive some of these drops of knowledge. He tries to

break the shackles of slavery with his first attempt to run away with some
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of his friends while living with Mr. Freeland. Though thwarted in his
attempt by a friend’s betrayal, yet his desire for freedom, the freedom to
be his own man, to own himself continue to burn like embers in his heart.
This desire to be free is compounded by his master’s action of sending
him to Baltimore instead of selling him down South.

Frederick Douglass is a strategist of the first order. He is not one
who will let an opportunity slip through his fingers, therefore when he is
sent to live again with Hugh Auld in Baltimore to learn a trade, he uses
this chance to make his way to the North and freedom. Hugh Auld is
deliberately lulled into a feeling of complacency by Douglass who
pretends to be a model slave, giving up all his earnings to Auld. Yet it is
exactly at this time that Douglass is feverishly planning his escape which
is finally executed when he takes the train to New York, disguised as a
sailor and with a sailor friend’s pass in his pocket.

In the North Frederick Douglass is able to forge a road that will
ultimately lead him to the corridors of power in Washington D.C.
Through the sheer dynamism of his character he is able to carve a place
for himself in the annals of his country. His travels to England, Ireland
and Scotland, where he is able to drum up support for the abolitionist
movement in America, serve to enhance his store of knowledge. In

America Douglass is used to hearing “we don’t allow niggers in here”
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when he tries to gain entrance to certain institutions but in England he is
treated as an honoured guest wherever he goes. These interactions with
some of the leading figures in English society stimulate Douglass’s
intellect and broaden his perspective. During his first visit, Douglass is
able to impress his English hosts to such an extent with his verbal powers
and agility of mind that they buy his freedom from Auld for seven
hundred and eleven dollars so that he can return back to America a free
man and continue his battle against slavery without fear of being captured
by slave hunters.

Through the sheer force of his character he is able to emerge as a
spokesman for his people. His work as an abolitionist, as an editor of The
North Star an abolitionist paper and as a Superintendent of the Rochester
Underground Railroad serves as credentials for his later work. Douglass
is also able to play a role during Abraham Lincoln’s tenure as President
of the United States, which also saw the beginning of the Civil War
between the North and the South. To Douglass the War is a welcome
event because for him it is a war against slavery. Therefore he lobbies
President Lincoln on two fronts: to abolish slavery and to let Blacks join
the war. When President Lincoln agrees to allow Blacks to fight against
the Southern rebels Douglass labours tirelessly to recruit Black men to

the Union army.'
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In his long career as an abolitionist, a speaker, a voice for his
people, Douglass has had to face a number of hurdles but remarkably he
always manages to emerge unscathed. An example is the Freedmen’s
Savings and Trust Company to which he is appointed as President in
1874.> Though some critics blame Douglass for not turning things
around, yet many understand that it was humanly impossible for him to
change the fortunes of an irresponsibly run institution like the Freedmen’s
Bank. The greatest deterrent in Douglass’s career has always been his
skin colour. So many doors have been deliberately closed in his face
because the White men in power cannot bear the thought of rubbing
shoulders with a former slave. Douglass however never allows these
deprivations to hinder his tenacious climb towards self improvement. In
fact Frederick Douglass’s greatest conquest is over himself, that slavish
part of him. What is important to him is not his personal success story,
what matters to him is that his people, the tormented sable race, must
achieve equality and that they must be given the same opportunities as
everybody else. Douglass scorns pity; sympathy is what he wants White
America to feel for his people.

White, western philosophers like Hegel, Kant and Hume have
dismissed Blacks as inferior to the white race in intelligence, morality and

spirituality.® This comes as no surprise because White men have always
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wondered whether the African is a species of man or not or whether they
can even master the arts and sciences. Scottish philosopher David Hume

wrote in a footnote to his essay, Of National Characters:

[ am apt to suspect the negroes, and in general all the other species of men (for
there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites.
There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than whites, nor
even any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious
manufacturers amongst them, arts, no sciences.!

Immanuel Kant, the German philosopher wrote further:

The negroes of Africa have by nature no feeling that rises above the trifling....
So fundamental is the difference between these two races of man, and it
appears to be as great in regard to mental capacities as in colour.’

In spite of these dismissive comments passed against their race, slave
narrators have been able to prove through their stories and writings that
they are not so obtuse as to be unconscious of the wrongs committed
against them. Frederick Douglass’s autobiographies stand as proof to
these statements. Through his books, Douglass has emerged as a lion of
his race, a man whose intellect has taken him to heights never before
imagined. Frederick Douglass presents himself not only as a deliverer of
his people from the jaws of slavery but he also presents himself as a
leader who has fought tirelessly for their citizenship and equal rights. It is
appropriate that in his last autobiography, Life and Times of Frederick |
Douglass, Douglass should express his confidence that his life has been a

“life of victory, if not complete, at least assured.”®
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Frederick Douglass’s importance and influence in African
American literature is immeasurable. Of Douglass’s three
autobiographies it is the Narrative which has received the most critical
attention as well as the highest critical acclaim. The inclusion of the
Narrative in Hennig Cohen’s Landmarks of American Writing in 1969
signifies its acceptance into the American canon. In his essay Narrative of
the Life of Frederick Douglass, Benjamin Quarles calls the Narrative, “a
landmark in the literary crusade against slavery.”’ After years of
obscurity, it is only now that the second autobiography My Bondage and
My Freedom is being recognised as one of the crucial ‘I-narratives’ of the
1850’s in America. Frederick Douglass’s books are now compared to the
first-person writings of stalwarts like Thoreau and Walt Whitman.
William L. Andrews considers the Narrative as ‘the’ central text in Afro-
American autobiography studies and he also asserts that this book is one
of the five canonical texts in Afro-American autobiography, the others
being Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery, Richard Wright’s Black
Boy, The Autobiography of Malcolm X and Maya Angelou’s I Know Why
the Caged Birds Sings.®

Inspite of the popularity of his books, particularly the Narrative,
Frederick Douglass makes no claim to literary greatness even though his

writings have been recognised as more meritorious than his speeches.
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Generally speaking, his writings fall into three groups: the editorial
essays written for his journals The North Star, Frederick Douglass’s
Paper, and The Douglass Monthly his speeches and orations and his
autobiographical writings. His autobiographical writings, especially the
Narrative, are noted for its literary qualities but more than this, his
writings are able to strike a chord with the mood of the age. In an age
which is characterized by reformist movements — women’s rights, peace,
public school education and others, Douglass’s writings are seen as the
most unsettling and revolutionary of all reforms.’

A discussion of Frederick Douglass will not be complete without
mentioning his speeches. Douglass manages to hone his skill as an orator
while working as a general agent for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery
Society or the Garrisonians from 1841 to 1854. His brilliant command
and use of language, his intellectual brilliance quickly made him one of
the more popular speakers in antislavery meetings. Some of his most
famous and popular speeches are What to the Slave is the Fourth of July,
Self-Made Men, Lessons of the Hour and others. As an orator Frederick
Douglass is second to none and many times he is able to control an unruly
crowd through the sheer magnetism of his voice. A memorable incident
occurs on August 25, 1893 on Coloured People’s Day when Douglass

was 85 years of age. As Douglass begins to read his written address
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called The Race Problem in America inside the Festival Hall, white
hecklers started interrupting him with their jeers and catcalls. After
faltering in his speech for a minute, Douglass suddenly throws down his
papers and with flashing eyes begins to speak extempore about the Negro
problem in America. “Full, rich and deep, came the sonorous tones,
compelling attention, drowning out the catcalls as an organ would a
penny whistle.”"

A significant detail about Douglass’s disposition is that he never
made the mistake of considering his education as completed. Sophia Auld
sets the ball in motion by introducing him to the world of knowledge but
when these lessons come to an abrupt end Douglass himself takes the
initiative to further his self-education. It must have been a painstaking
task to teach himself how to read and write, but Douglass perseveres in
this endeavour by surreptiously copying the letters of the alphabet from
Tommy Auld’s Webster’s Spelling Book. Frederick’s education proceeds
even further with his acquisition of The Columbian Orator, a book that he
buys with his hard saved money. McFeely writes, “Seldom has a single
book more profoundly shaped the life of a writer and orator.”"' This
fascination with education will remain with him throughout his life.

Douglass’s obvious intellectual superiority is even more amazing when

we consider that he has never had a day’s formal schooling. Whatever he
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knows has come from his own sheer hard work and dedication to self-
improvement. To Douglass, his education is a continuous process and he
doesn’t believe that learning can only take place within the four walls of a
classroom. Maybe it is because of this belief that none of his children
attended college after graduating from high school. Because Douglass
believes that education is continuous he becomes involved in a number of
causes because each one of these causes contributes to his knowledge. In
1848 he becomes involved with the Women’s Rights Movement, an
association which will endure till his death in 1895. What makes
Frederick Douglass so unique is his incessant thirst to know further and
towards the closing years of his life he is a stronger man intellectually
than ever before.

Douglass’s portrayal of his life and times in all his three
autobiographies has had a profound effect on all who have read his
books. James McCune Smith has correctly said that Frederick Douglass is
more than an American hero. He is a Black American hero whose
achievements stand as convincing witness not only to his racial heritage
but also to his affiliation to all that is good about America."
Frederick Douglass has been correctly called the Father of the Civil
Rights Movement in America and the rhetoric of the Narrative works in

tandem with the Black experience of the 1960’s. Douglass has been able
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to provide a Black perspective through his writings because his thoughts
have come from within him and they are embellished in his own words.
No matter how much he embraces universal humanistic ideals as the
motive of his writing, Douglass cannot run away from his colour because
for the man who was born a chattel, he will always be a Negro first, a
representative of Black America. Therefore in his last autobiography, Life
and Times of Fi rederick Douglass, Douglass presents his life as a symbol
of Black success, having accomplished a number of firsts in his lifetime.
However Douglass is not without his critics who accuse him of having
been co-opted by affluence, self-interest, political debts and an undue
regard for white acceptance. Inspite of these accusations, Douglass
continues to be the most illustrious representative of the sable race in
America. Moreover, Douglass’s appeal is not limited to his own race or to
Americans alone. He has the ability to touch the conscience of mankind
as a whole and that power can be felt even today, more than a hundred
years after his death. The sable race’s sacrifice and struggle through the
centuries finally yielded fruit when on January 2009, Barack Obama
became the first Black President in the history of the United States of
America.

Douglass has been able to sustain his role as a model for later

Black leaders and in his writings he has projected himself not only as a
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leader of his people but also as a kind of messiah. Because he is truly a
hero, a man who upholds his principles no matter what, later Black
writers from Booker T. Washington to W.E.B. Du Bois have all sought to
“appropriate their own autobiographical self-portraits the African
American culture hero first created and projected by Frederick

Douglass.”"
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