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MY BONDAGE AND MY FREEDOM

FREDERICK DOUGLASS was born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey in 1818 in Tuckahoe, Maryland. He was the son of Harriet Bailey, a slave owned by Captain Aaron Anthony, who was widely rumored to be his father, though no proof exists. Douglass changed his surname to conceal his identity after escaping slavery in 1838.

Douglass spent the first seven years of his life working on the plantation owned by Colonel Edward Lloyd. In 1825 he was sold to Hugh Auld and came to live in Baltimore. Life in the city was a turning point in Douglass’ life: it was there that Auld’s wife Sophia taught him to read. Douglass wrote later that literacy was his “pathway from slavery to freedom.” In 1833, Auld, upset by the attention his wife was paying to his servant, sent Douglass to be trained as a field hand. Douglass made his first unsuccessful attempt to escape two years later. In 1838, Douglass, posing as a freedman sailor, successfully escaped to Philadelphia and then to New York. Immediately following his arrival in New York, on September 15, 1838, he married Anna Murray, a freedwoman he met in Baltimore who paid for part of his passage North. Shortly after the wedding, the couple moved to New Bedford, Massachusetts.

By 1839 Douglass was an active member of a black abolitionist group in New Bedford, inspired by William Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper The Liberator. He was soon hired to give lectures for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, and between 1841 and 1844 Douglass toured several states giving speeches on abolitionism. During that time his wife gave birth to their four children: Rosetta, Lewis, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond.

In 1844 Douglass began to write his autobiography, and in the spring of 1845, the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, was published, becoming an instant best-seller. Douglass later published revisions and extensions of his classic work entitled My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and  Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881, 1892). Immediately after the publication of Narrative of the Life, Douglass went on a speaking tour in Great Britain. In 1846, Douglass was legally  emancipated when Ellen and Anna Richardson of Newcastle, England purchased his freedom for seven hundred dollars.

Douglass returned to the United States in 1847 and began his long career in journalism by owning, editing, and publishing, in succession, the North Star, Frederick Douglass’ Weekly, Frederick Douglass’ Paper, Douglass’ Monthly, and the New National Era. In later years Douglass held several appointed positions in the United States Government, but he is still best known as the foremost African-American advocate against slavery and segregation of his time. He died in Washington, D.C. on February 20, 1895, and after lying in state in the nation’s capitol, Douglass was buried in the Mount Hope Cemetery in Rochester, New York.
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Introduction

AN AMERICAN BOOK, FOR AMERICANS, IN THE FULLEST SENSE OF THE IDEA

Writing in 1948, the African American historian Benjamin Quarles summarized the life of the celebrated runaway slave and black abolitionist Frederick Douglass (1817?-1895) with characteristic precision. “Douglass’ fame,” Quarles explained, “rests largely upon his impassioned outbursts of rhetoric by which he gave vent to an uncompromising hostility to the slave system.” Quarles also noted that in 1855 Douglass published his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom. “This book, which included an account of his trip abroad, was nearly four times as long as the Narrative. Like the latter, it sold well and served as an excellent publicity promoter for its author.”1

Like Quarles, most students of history and literature immediately identify Douglass with his monumental Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself (Boston, 1845). “More than autobiography,” Nathan Irvin Huggins argued, “the Narrative, like Douglass’s oratory, was abolitionist polemic, contradicting the premises of the proslavery argument on every page.”2 According to David W. Blight, “Douglass’s Narrative is a song of abolitionism, an argument with America’s conscience, an appeal by the risen slave testifying to his own sufferings and making witness to the crimes of a guilty land.”3 William L. Andrews, the leading authority on Douglass’s autobiographies, characterizes Douglass’s  Narrative as “[t]he epitome of the antebellum fugitive slave narrative . . . recognized today as a classic narrative of ascent from South to North in the African American literary canon,  and a lasting contribution to the portrait of the romantic individualist in nineteenth-century American literature.” Andrews considers “Douglass’s style of self-presentation, through which he re-created the slave as an evolving self bound for mental as well as physical freedom,” the quality “that has made his autobiography so memorable.”4

This 125-page text, published by the American Anti-Slavery Society, and reprinted many times and analyzed, contextual ized, and deconstructed, has become a classic in African American studies and American autobiography. Its forthrightness, elegance, and power in unveiling slavery’s brutalities and in charting Douglass’s Horatio Alger-like triumph over evil has helped establish Douglass’s reputation as the nineteenth century’s foremost black agitator, intellectual, political leader, orator, and reformer. In his Narrative Douglass emerged as the archetypal heroic slave fugitive, the Romantic individualist who fled bondage in 1838 and made a place for himself in freedom. This text, written by Douglass, not a ghostwriter (as the subtitle, Written by Himself, was designed to make clear), ranks as the most artistically crafted and widely read of all the American slave narratives.

In it Douglass confronted the proslavery argument head on and exposed slavery for what it was—a cruel, exploitative, and barbaric system of racial control. The “peculiar institution,” he said, corrupted everyone and everything it touched, including families, religion, and the southern economy. The Narrative  chronicled how Douglass extricated himself from servitude and how he entered the white world of the antebellum North. Douglass’s Narrative offered a window on the world of oppression, cunning, and survival in which bondmen and -women lived and labored, as well as on the religious and ideological world of abolitionism from which the text emerged in the 1840s. Douglass argued powerfully that slaves suffered emotionally and physically from their enslavement and that they wanted to be free. One finishes Douglass’s tightly written  Narrative convinced not only that he had escaped from slavery, but that the former slave was finding his life’s work as an impassioned black orator, journalist, and abolitionist, and that his  life was on course. Douglass’s Narrative communicated a certain Victorian sense of order and completeness, suggesting that its author had transcended the hellish life of the slave and optimistically was moving forward as a freeman.

While Douglass’s first autobiography has been all but canonized, his two later and more thorough autobiographies,  My Bondage and My Freedom (New York, 1855) and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, Written by Himself (Hart-ford, Conn., 1881; revised 1892), have largely been ignored, relegated mainly to obscure scholarly editions and to footnotes. C. Peter Ripley has noted correctly that the three texts are important independently and collectively, having appeared “at distinct periods of Douglass’s life for different reasons.”5 Over time Douglass changed and corrected details of his life, partly based on facts, but also as the result of his emerging sense of “self.” With the notable exception of Andrews,6 most writers adhere closely to Stephen Butterfield’s assessment of Douglass’s relatively obscure 1855 and 1881 texts. In 1974 Butterfield wrote:The two later editions include most of the material from the early Narrative, with some rewriting, plus the experiences and development that occurred after 1845. Both the Narrative and  My Bondage and My Freedom were written as contributions to the antislavery struggle, the latter gaining in urgency and mili tance with the approach of the Civil War. The Life and Times,  while still very much involved in the defense of Negro civil rights following the period of Reconstruction, takes on a more reflective tone. The writer is reviewing and commenting on the past, rather than waging the struggles of the present; his audience is posterity; he must speak to a whole new generation of Americans, to whom the Civil War was only a childhood memory.7





Because Butterfield and others have undervalued the amount of “rewriting” and the importance of Douglass’s post-1845 “experiences and development,” few general readers know Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom and Life and Times.

Fewer still recognize the 1850s and 1880s contexts in which Douglass lived and the importance of his later texts in documenting Douglass’s ongoing critique of American racism and in crafting his carefully constructed self-image. Over the decade since his Narrative appeared, Douglass had changed, and so too had his historical memory of his life and its meaning. “The autobiographical Douglass,” Waldo E. Martin, Jr., explains, is “the central thread in the protean tapestry of the heroic and symbolic Douglass,” and it remains “an indispensable clue to the inner Douglass.”8 Andrews notes that “Douglass’s writing was devoted primarily to the creation of a heroic image of himself that would inspire in African Americans the belief that color need not be a permanent bar to their achievement of the American dream, while reminding whites of their obligation as Americans to support free and equal access to that dream for Americans of all races.”9 In 1855, more so than in 1845, Douglass realized that his life’s story had the power to influence social and political change for black and white Americans.

Douglass’s autobiographies continue to fascinate modern readers and to spark debate across disciplinary lines. Peter F. Walker, for example, has observed that Douglass’s texts were designed to promote an antislavery argument, not to reveal his “inner self.” Douglass was concerned with protecting his already established reputation, and his autobiographies present “a carefully painted portrait that Douglass intended to fix as part of the public record.” Walker argues that as a result of Douglass’s reticence about his personal feelings and private life, modern authors can easily use Douglass to promote their own pet theories and social agendas.10 This is an accurate observation.

One writer asserts that Douglass anticipated the philosophical theories of Antonio Gramsci and Paulo Freire.11 Others describe him as a bourgeois Victorian individualist, a smoldering figure of sexuality, “a paradigm of human understanding and empowerment,” a gifted actor, a Christlike shaman, “the ideal American,” a blues artist, even an African American reincarnation of Shakespeare’s Henry V.12 Literary historians have noted that Douglass incorporated elements of the Romantic movement, travel literature, and the popular “sentimental novel” into his second autobiography.13 Andrews insists that My Bondage and My Freedom should be considered part of the American literary renaissance of the 1850s, alongside the works of Emerson and Thoreau.14 Others assert that My Bondage and My Freedom, with its emphasis on a man’s rise from deprivation to prominence, is a deeply American book.15 Douglass has been compared to Booker T. Washington and Benjamin Franklin as an example of the archetypal American folk hero, the self-made man.16

The Penguin Classics edition of Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom is designed to provide a fuller sense of Douglass through his second and, compared to his Narrative, more obscure autobiography, especially in light of much recent scholarship devoted to him. My Bondage and My Freedom remains Douglass’s least-known text. According to Dickson J. Preston, scholars usually began with his Narrative “and then, if more information on Douglass is wanted, . . . skip over to Life and Times, which covers his career from start to finish.”17 The reappearance of the text helps us appreciate anew the literary, cultural, and political power of Douglass’s work.

Readers of Douglass’s Narrative and his My Bondage and My Freedom will discover that they are dramatically different texts. Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom is far more analytical, complex, and critical, according to William S. McFeely, a “richer, deeper, and far more ambiguous” work than his Narrative.18 John Sekora has gone so far as to assert that the two texts belong to different genres. Douglass’s Narrative “is the first comprehensive, personal history of American slavery. Autobiography would come a decade later, in My Bondage and My Freedom.”19 “The chief difference between the first and second autobiographies,” writes Marion Wilson Starling, “is to be found in the amplification, in the second, of all expository passages in the first, where Douglass seemed to feel that the reader’s understanding of the basic machinery of the institution of slavery might be in need of help.”20

Ripley’s concise analysis best summarizes the differences between the two texts. In his opinion,

Bondage and Freedom is more forceful, more detailed, and more analytical than The Narrative. It covers Douglass’s slave experiences in richer detail, in a changed writing style, and in nearly four times the space, while adding new material on Douglass’s life as a free man from 1845 to 1855. Douglass wrote it after successfully touring England, Scotland, and Ireland, after breaking with his antislavery mentors, and after establishing himself as a talented speaker and newspaper editor. Bondage reveals the author’s increased intellectual sophistication and maturity. By the time Bondage was published, Douglass was America’s foremost black abolitionist.21



Andrews argues correctly that My Bondage and My Freedom  denoted a major departure, “more than a mere updated installment of the Narrative. The second autobiography offers a thoughtful revision of the meaning and goals of Douglass’s life.” It was at once both “more self-consciously literary, and more self-analytical.” My Bondage and My Freedom signified that Douglass’s “search for freedom had not reached its fulfillment among the abolitionists, although this had been the implication of his Narrative’s conclusion.” “During the decade between his two books,” he adds, “Douglass underwent a rite of passage totally unanticipated by the pattern of events in the  Narrative and wholly unprepared for by Douglass himself.”22

The central narrative of My Bondage and My Freedom  is Douglass’s transformation into an independent and self-assertive free man. Throughout his enslavement, Douglass exhibited brief periods of free will and independence before making his final stand against the brutal slave breaker Edward Covey. Once he had defended himself against Covey’s whip and fist, Douglass mentally broke through the chains that bound him. He became increasingly independent, less slavelike, and finally risked being sold to the Deep South to gain his freedom. After his escape from slavery, Douglass became an active agent in the abolitionist movement but proved to be so individualistic and such a keen critic of American institutions that even William Lloyd Garrison, the dean of American abolitionists, could not control him.

Three times longer than its predecessor, Douglass’s second narrative is significantly looser stylistically, structurally, and in its creative power.23 My Bondage and My Freedom tells a broader story—one that goes beyond Douglass’s own experiences as a fugitive from slavery and as a black abolitionist. Though focused minutely on his life as a slave, in My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass provided a more rounded word portrait of his life under the “peculiar institution.” In it, for example, he told of his privileged childhood status as a “favored slave,” the cruelties as well as the occasional kindnesses of his masters, and the role of his extended family and the slave community in ameliorating the horrors of bondage. According to Dickson J. Preston, My Bondage and My Freedom “is by far the most detailed and reliable in its treatment of Douglass’s early Maryland experiences.”24 The text, writes Eric J. Sundquist, also is “stylized, even melodramatic, in its exclamations of the right of revolution.”25 Douglass wrote My Bondage and My Freedom while serving as an abolitionist newspaper editor. According to Robert S. Levine, he incorporated into his second autobiography elements of the “temperate revolutionism”—anti-emigrationism, black assertiveness, capitalism, self-help, and temperance—that shaped his editorials.26

My Bondage and My Freedom offers a more complex, balanced, and communal message than simply the heroic passage of one fortunate man’s journey from slavery to freedom. Douglass approached the book with a new frankness, a new mission, and a newfound political agenda: he wanted to lead his people out of slavery. Less a retelling of Douglass’s Narrative, his second autobiography suggested Douglass’s maturation, his developing ability to “read” new meaning in his own life, to identify and articulate his dissatisfactions with white abolitionists, and to redirect his efforts in the 1850s to a more radical and immediate fight for the freedom of all African Americans.

As Lewis R. Gordon explains, My Bondage and My Freedom marked Douglass’s “existential journey . . . from un-freedom to a qualified freedom” within the context of the 1850s political battles over slavery’s extension into the federal  territories and northerners’ growing concern, as expressed by the emerging Republican Party, that slavery might become a national institution. While on one level he chronicled the details of his personal path to freedom and the emancipation process, on another level Douglass’s escape from slavery freed him to uncover his life’s work—the emancipation and advancement of all blacks. “What would Frederick Douglass have been had he failed to escape?” Frederick Law Olmsted asked in 1856. “What has he become since he dared commit the sacrilege of coming out of bondage? All the statesmanship and kind mastership of the South has done less, in fifty years, to elevate and dignify the African race, than he in ten.”27

Douglass explained the significance of his escape in his second autobiography, urging African Americans and their white friends to launch twin offensives against slavery. First, they had to convince slaveholders that slavery was immoral and corrupt. It was essential, Douglass believed, that masters understand the misery their slaves experienced. Second, abolitionists, especially blacks, had to declare war on slavery. They had to resist it physically by running away or revolting, and metaphorically by writing about it. More than in his Narrative, in My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass grasped the power of language, specifically the power of slave narratives, in combating slavery and the injustice that lay at its core. The success of his  Narrative empowered Douglass to launch a second major offensive against slavery in My Bondage and My Freedom.

Spirited by the success of his Narrative, driven by his determination to lead persons of color out of bondage and quasi slavery, and incensed by the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the political maneuvering that culminated in the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act, a year later Douglass published My Bondage and My Freedom. By 1855 Douglass had experienced an incredible metamorphosis from obscure slave to leading black abolitionist.

 

 

Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey (in My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass spelled it Baily) was born a slave on the  Holme Hill farm on Tuckahoe Creek, Talbot County, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore in February 1818, the son of the slave Harriet Baily and an unknown white father, possibly his master, Captain Aaron Anthony. Modern historians concur that Douglass was born in February 1818, but Douglass, like most slaves, remained unsure of his birth date, and assumed that it was in 1817.28 In his Narrative Douglass wrote unequivocally that his father was white. A decade later, however, in My Bondage and My Freedom, he left the matter unsettled, writing that his father was “a white man, or nearly white” (4 2).29  However, in My Bondage and My Freedom and in other writings Douglass further clouded the issue of his ethnic background. Like several other American antislavery activists of his day, he identified with the glorified ideal of Native Americans as “noble savages” and remarked that his master and probable father once referred to him as “his ‘little Indian boy’ ” (62).30

Douglass’s outrage with slavery punctuates every page of My Bondage and My Freedom. He denounced the “peculiar institution” as a savage and brutal labor system, one that robbed both master and slave of their humanity and erased the slave’s family ties. Douglass found slavery humiliating. It “swallowed up” humans “in the sordid idea of property!” he complained, equating persons with animals (129). Throughout My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass asserted that, contrary to the slave holders’ rhetoric, slavery was an unnatural institution. “Nature has done almost nothing to prepare men and women to be either slaves or slaveholders,” he wrote. “Nothing but rigid training, long persisted in, can perfect the character of the one or the other” (113). Slavery’s sinfulness even permeated the white man’s religion, Douglass exclaimed. He considered “the religion of the south . . . a mere covering for the most horrid crimes; the justifier of the most appaling barbarity; a sanctifier of the most hateful of frauds; and a secure shelter, under which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and most infernal abominations fester and flourish” (188). White Christianity, he wrote, was hypocritical and contrary to God’s law.

Slavery, Douglass complained further, taught African Americans many lessons, including dishonesty and trickery. When,  for example, in 1833, he worked as a field hand at St. Michaels, Maryland, Douglass’s master, Thomas Auld, almost starved him to death. In order to survive, Douglass stole food from Auld. Douglass explained his actions by asserting that because white society had robbed him of his liberty, he was justified in stealing in return. “It was simply appropriating what was my own to the use of my master,” Douglass reasoned, “since the health and strength derived from such food were exerted in his  service. To be sure, this was stealing, according to the law and gospel I heard from St. Michael’s pulpit; but I had already begun to attach less importance to what dropped from that quarter” (139). Douglass’s point was that the morality of a free society had no bearing on slave society and that slaves were devoid of moral responsibility because they had no freedom of choice. “Make a man a slave,” he explained, “and you rob him of moral responsibility” (140). As a result, Douglass believed, a slave was “fully justified in helping himself to gold and silver, and the best apparel of his master, or that of any other slaveholder; and that such taking is not stealing in any just sense of that word” (140).

Slavery, according to Douglass, also proved deleterious to the most basic unit of society—the family. Douglass knew little about his family, writing, “Genealogical trees do not flourish among slaves” (30). Without knowledge of his family, Douglass had difficulty in establishing his identity. Douglass argued that slaveholders purposely broke up families in order to “reduce man to a level with the brute. It is a successful method of obliterating from the mind and heart of the slave, all just ideas of the sacredness of the family, as an institution” (32). Toward the end of his life, Douglass visited a descendant of his first owner’s family, seeking information about his past, thus implying that Douglass mourned his own lack of family ties.31

One way in which slave owners prevented the development of families among their slaves was to deny male slaves their masculinity. Slavery kept slaves permanent children, always under the care of another. Douglass expressed this sentiment upon his reunion with his former childhood companion, Tommy Auld. “He could grow, and become a MAN,” Douglass recalled; “I could grow, though I could not become a man, but must remain, all my life, a minor—a mere boy” (224). Enslaved men were not allowed to support themselves, protect their families, or stand up to other (white) men. In short, slavery prevented male slaves from asserting any of the qualities considered vital to male identity in mid-nineteenth-century America. Douglass commented that like himself, few slaves knew who their fathers were and that the very presence of slave fathers would have proven “antagonistic” to the institution of slavery (41).

Just as slavery prohibited slave men from satisfying the contemporary male ideal, so too it stymied the development of black families on the white Victorian model. Raised by his grandmother, Betsey Baily, Douglass barely knew his immediate family. He saw his siblings for the first time in 1824 at age six—on the day that he moved to his master’s plantation. Acknowledging that they might have been related by blood, Douglass wrote, “slavery had made us strangers. I heard the words brother and sisters, and knew they must mean something; but slavery had robbed these terms of their true meaning” (39). Douglass’s mother, Harriet, occasionally walked twenty-four miles round-trip to see her children, but she died in early 1826, when Frederick was still young. He regretted that he had seldom had contact with his mother and that “[t]he domestic hearth, with its holy lessons and precious endearments, is abolished in the case of a slave-mother and her children” (39-40). Though Douglass expressed sorrow for his mother, in  My Bondage and My Freedom he nevertheless portrayed her as both heroic and tragic—a literate woman who fought for her son’s well-being.32

Throughout My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass lamented that slave marriages went unrecognized, slave mothers were prevented from caring for their children, and slave women commonly were raped by their owners. “My poor mother, like many other slave-women, had many children, but NO FAMILY!” Douglass wrote (39). One of slavery’s many tragedies, according to Douglass, was miscegenation. The availability and powerlessness of slave women perverted the marriages of many slaveholding whites. “Women—white women, I mean—are IDOLS at the south, not WIVES,” Douglass asserted (47). The twin victims, however, were the African American women used by slave owners and overseers to satisfy their sexual appetites, and their children, who usually became slaves. According to Douglass, in a slave society a man “can be father without being a husband, and may sell his child without incurring reproach, if the child be by a woman in whose veins courses one thirty-second part of African blood” (41).

Douglass remembered that as a slave he had little contact with the outside world. The plantation, he wrote, “is a little nation of its own, having its own language, its own rules, regulations and customs. . . . The overseer is generally accuser, judge, jury, advocate and executioner” (50). Overseers stood “between the slave and all civil constitutions—their word is law, and is implicitly obeyed” (53). Though bondmen could appeal to their masters for mercy if an overseer was excessively cruel, such pleas generally fell on deaf ears because masters did not want to undermine their overseers’ authority. Douglass’s master, Captain Anthony, for example, refused to interfere to protect a female slave from being savagely abused and beaten by an overseer. His refusal to intervene on behalf of the slave, Douglass explained, was part of the hierarchy of the plantation system. “Were slaveholders to listen to complaints . . . against the overseers,” he said, “the luxury of owning large numbers of slaves, would be impossible. It would do away with the office of overseer, entirely; or . . . would convert the master himself into an overseer” (64).

Slaves, according to Douglass, had no protection against the cruel excesses of their masters and overseers. Legal authorities rarely enforced laws designed to protect slaves’ lives, and if questioned about the death of one of his slaves, a slaveholder generally replied that the slave had resisted his authority (96). A system that endowed slave owners with such power was not one calculated to produce thoughtful, merciful masters and overseers. Slavery degraded whites, Douglass observed, making them lazy, vicious, corrupt, and hypocritical. After observing the capricious and cruel nature of slave owners, Douglass argued that “there is no relation more unfavorable to the development of honorable character, than that sustained by the slaveholder to the slave. Reason is imprisoned here, and passions run wild” (61-62). Andrews observes that Douglass, like other antebellum slave narrators, portrayed slavery as corrupting for all concerned. In their narratives, “[u]nder slavery, civilization reverts to a Hobbesian state of nature.”33

In a system where one individual held seemingly limitless power over another, the enslaved adopted ways to ensure that they did not incur the enslaver’s wrath. Slaves learned to avoid questioning their overseers’ or masters’ authority and attempted to conceal any trace of discontent or inquiry lest they be whipped for being impudent. Deference played a large role within the South’s labor system, Douglass recalled. Bondmen and -women knew their “place,” convincing Douglass that “[t]here is no better material in the world for making a gentleman, than is furnished in the African. He shows to others, and exacts for himself, all the tokens of respect which he is compelled to manifest toward his master” (54). Again, in My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass tried to convince his readers that slaves, and presumably free blacks too, had the potential to become middle-class Victorians like themselves.

In My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass underscored the fact that slavery was an intensely human institution, and the ex-slave admitted that as a bondman he had witnessed varying degrees of brutality and kindness. Although bitter about his slave experiences, Douglass nonetheless wrote that he loved “to recall any instances of kindness, any sunbeams of humane treatment, which found way to my soul through the iron grating of my house of bondage” (99). As a white man’s son, Douglass no doubt received comparatively favorable treatment. 34 He remembered that his first eight years were spent as “a spirited, joyous, uproarious, and happy boy, upon whom troubles fall only like water on a duck’s back” (35). When, later in his childhood, he suffered a severe gash on the top of his head, Miss Lucretia Auld, his master’s daughter, cared for his wound. Not only did Lucretia’s treatment of Douglass’s injury heal the cut, but “her kindness was healing to the wounds  in my spirit” (98). From this moment forward, Lucretia and Frederick developed a special relationship—they were friends. The young woman watched over Douglass and fed him a slice of bread or a piece of pie whenever he appealed to her for food to supplement his meager slave ration. Douglass remembered Lucretia’s succor as “a great favor on a slave plantation” (98).

In 1827, at age nine, Douglass was sent by his master to Baltimore to work as a house servant for Hugh and Sophia Auld, the brother and sister-in-law of Thomas Auld. Residing in the bustling port city transformed Frederick’s life. There he experienced a religious conversion (the best account of this among the autobiographies appears in My Bondage and My Freedom, chapter 12), and thanks to Miss Sophie the young slave learned to read and write, over his master’s objections. By learning to read, Douglass said, slaves struck a blow for freedom. “To make a contented slave, you must make a thoughtless one” (233). Once slaves’ intellects were awakened, they began to question the very nature of slavery. Intelligent, discontented slaves were more likely to run away or otherwise resist than ignorant, intimidated slaves. Miss Sophie taught the young slave the rudiments of reading, an act that Douglass credited as leading to his own escape from bondage. Blight credits much of Frederick’s intellectual development to his early reading of Caleb Bingham’s The Columbian Orator (1797). That influential text (Douglass described it as a “gem of a book” [201]) anthologized selections from various famous leaders and thinkers in the course of world history, including Milton, Socrates, and Cicero, as well as George Washington and Benjamin Franklin. Blight argues that The Columbian Orator “gave Douglass confidence, a sense of the heroic, and a host of ideas about human rights, the character of legitimate government, and the question of whether or not slavery might be a permanent condition.”35

Having lived the relatively “open” life of an urban slave in Baltimore, in 1833 Frederick unhappily was returned to the more restrictive life of a plantation slave in St. Michaels to live with Thomas Auld.36 As he matured physically and intellectually, Frederick longed for freedom. In January 1834 he was  hired out to Edward Covey, who rented land near St. Michaels. Covey, a former overseer, was known locally as a successful “slave-breaker,” and in August 1834, after six months of brutal treatment under “the tyranny of Covey” (170), the sixteen-year-old Douglass, “completely wrecked, changed and bewildered; goaded almost to madness,” ran away (162). When, upon Douglass’s return, Covey tried to assault him again, Douglass resisted, fighting Covey to a stalemate. Covey never again touched Douglass, who recalled in My Bondage and My Freedom that the confrontation with Covey “was the turning point in my ‘life as a slave.’ It rekindled in my breast the smouldering [sic] embers of liberty; it brought up my Baltimore dreams, and revived a sense of my own manhood. I was a changed being after that fight. I was nothing before; I WAS A MAN NOW. It recalled to life my crushed self-respect and my self-confidence, and inspired me with a renewed determination to be A FREEMAN” (180).

By fighting Covey, Douglass accomplished more than asserting his own strength and establishing his manhood—he protested the entire slavery system. “[M]y long-cowed spirit was roused to an attitude of manly independence,” he recalled in My Bondage and My Freedom. “When a slave cannot be flogged he is more than half free. He has a domain as broad as his own manly heart to defend” (181). Significantly, Douglass’s resistance to Covey altered his life. “It rekindled in my breast the smoldering embers of liberty . . . and revived a sense of my own manhood” (180). His confrontation with Covey released Douglass from the chains suppressing his will and identity and gave him the self-confidence to act on his own regardless of the circumstances. Andrews correctly describes this incident as “the heroic turning point of . . . [Douglass’s] future autobiographies and one of the most celebrated scenes in all of antebellum African American literature.”37

In 1836, after an unsuccessful attempt to run away from William Freeland’s farm (Douglass had been hired out there as a field hand in January 1835), and after having been imprisoned in Easton, Maryland, Douglass was sent again by his master to Baltimore; and there, working in the city’s shipyards,  he became an expert caulker. “I was able to command the highest wages paid to journeymen calkers [sic] in Baltimore,” Douglass recalled (232). While working in the shipyards (1836-38) Douglass received a severe beating at the hands of white apprentices who resented his competition as a laborer.

In My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass wove his conflict with the white dockworkers into an analysis of the relative merits of the free and slave labor systems and delivered a powerful economic critique of slavery. According to Douglass, in the South, blacks and nonslaveholding whites competed for the same jobs, and white competition against slave labor drove wages down. Slavery stole from both classes, indirectly from whites and directly from blacks. According to Douglass, “Both are plundered, and by the same plunderers. The slave is robbed, by his master, of all his earnings, above what is required for his bare physical necessities; and the white man is robbed by the slave system, of the just results of his labor, because he is flung into competition with a class of laborers who work without wages” (226). Once Douglass had escaped and made his way to the North, he marveled at the wealth common workingmen held. Free from competition with slaves, northern free laborers lived more comfortably, he wrote, than most planters on Maryland’s Eastern Shore (253).

After years of dreaming of freedom, in September 1838, aided by Anna Murray, the free black woman he later married, Douglass finally escaped. “Such is my detestation of slavery,” he informed readers of My Bondage and My Freedom, “that I would keep the merciless slaveholder profoundly ignorant of the means of flight adopted by the slave” (236). In his third autobiography, Life and Times, Douglass explained how he escaped. Impersonating a free black sailor, he traveled from Baltimore by railroad, ferry, and steamboat to New York via Wilmington and Philadelphia, finally setting in New Bedford, Massachusetts.38 To elude slave catchers, in Massachusetts, Frederick adopted a new identity, taking the surname Douglass.39

As a fugitive slave Douglass worked as a common laborer, experiencing the racial proscriptions and overt white racism  northern whites imposed on free blacks, until August 1841, when, at a meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, he delivered an extemporaneous speech about his life as a slave. Douglass’s powerful words captivated the audience. Unlike most white lecturers and reformers, he understood slavery not as an abstraction, but firsthand; as a slave he had experienced its horrid realities, and he had the scars on his back to prove it. Douglass—articulate, clever, and handsome—personified one man’s triumph over bondage.

Sensing his potential as a powerful weapon in the abolitionists’ war against slavery, William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, and other radical white abolitionists enlisted Douglass as an antislavery platform speaker. In My Bondage and My Freedom he recalled that his work speaking against slavery “opened upon me a new life” (264). For four years Douglass excelled as an antislavery orator and served as an active member of Garrison’s circle of abolitionists and a devotee of Garrison’s newspaper, The Liberator. “I not only liked—I  loved this paper, and its editor,” Douglass recalled (260). He considered Garrison to be a kindred soul and wrote that the newspaper was “after my own heart” and enjoyed a place second only to the Bible in his home. Douglass admired Garrison for his attacks on the wickedness and hypocrisy of slavery in words that “were few, full of holy fire, and straight to the point” (261).

The Garrisonians demanded “immediate” emancipation without compensating the slaveholders and without colonizing the freedpeople. They interpreted the U.S. Constitution as a proslavery document and espoused disunion, nonresistance, nonviolence. Their strategy of overturning slavery was by using “moral suasion”—a determination to shame white Americans into ending slavery—not political action. The Garrisonians also opposed any interaction or cooperation with slaveholders.40

Given his slave origins and personal history, Douglass found it difficult to support a consistent strategy of nonresistance. He nevertheless emerged quickly as an effective spokesman and a dedicated abolitionist. In My Bondage and My Freedom  Douglass explained that he based his opposition to slavery not  on his particular slave past, “but rather upon the indestructible and unchangeable laws of human nature, every one of which is perpetually and flagrantly violated by the slave system” (6). Audiences found his lectures so moving, so eloquent, and so successful that whites frequently questioned his credentials as a fugitive slave. “People doubted if I had ever been a slave,” Douglass wrote in My Bondage and My Freedom. “They said I did not talk like a slave, look like a slave, nor act like a slave, and that they believed I had never been south of Mason and Dixon’s line” (266).

In 1845, in Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, the former slave sought to make believers out of the reading public. In his book, published only seven years after his escape from Maryland, Douglass sought to authenticate his speeches and to establish his credibility as an abolitionist.41 He put into print the substance of his many public lectures but also courageously and vividly provided minute details of his experiences growing to manhood as chattel property and pleading for human freedom. He named names, places, and dates to validate his stories of slavery’s cruelty. In doing so, Douglass made himself vulnerable to recapture.

Giving the lie to the proslavery argument, Douglass denounced slavery as a blight on African Americans. He charged slaveholders with willfully keeping bondmen and -women illiterate and denying them access to the teachings of Christianity. Slavery brutalized and dehumanized blacks, Douglass charged. Ironically, he said, it was the masters, not the slaves, who were the savages. His former masters—Captain Anthony, Colonel Edward Lloyd, and Thomas Auld—generally were cruel, inhumane, unchristian men. Slaves, far from being satisfied with their condition, craved freedom. Douglass’s specificity added a powerful new force to antislavery rhetoric. Even the mere act of Douglass’s writing his Narrative overturned the basic ideological underpinnings of slavery’s apologists. “The structures of Douglass’s Narrative,” writes Valerie Smith, “may be seen to address subtly the apologists’ arguments. By using various clusters of imagery and an overarching pattern to unify his account, he discloses a complex, symbolic meaning of his life that further evinces his humanity.”42

The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass instantly transformed Douglass into one of America’s leading authorities on slavery. His book sold five thousand copies in a little over three months. By 1850, a total of approximately thirty thousand copies had been sold in America and in the British Isles. By 1848 Dutch, French, German, and Swedish editions had appeared as well.43 An anonymous reviewer in London’s  Spectator remarked: “If this narrative is really true in its basis, and untouched by any one save Douglass himself, it is a singular book, and he is a more singular man. Even if it is of the nature of the true stories of De Foe, it is curious as a picture of slavery, and worth reading.”44 Closer to home, in the New York Daily Tribune the critic and social reformer Margaret Fuller commented that Douglass’s Narrative “presents a suitable answer to the hacknied [sic] argument drawn by the defender of Slavery . . . and is also a good specimen of the powers of observation and manly heart of the writer. We wish that every one may read his book and see what a mind might have been stifled in bondage.”45 Modern critics agree. According to Houston A. Baker, Jr., “Douglass’s Narrative was indisputably the product of the man himself, and both the 1845 account and its subsequent revisions and extensions . . . reveal how closely the mode of narration, authorial tone, patterns of language and imagery, and points of view mirror the author’s progression from slavery to international fame.”46

Publication of his Narrative established Douglass as America’s foremost ex-slave and most celebrated black abolitionist. Yet under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 he remained a runaway slave and was vulnerable to recapture by his former master. Thus in August 1845 Douglass launched a twenty-one-month antislavery lecture tour of England, Ireland, and Scotland, in order, he quipped, “to seek a refuge from republican slavery in monarchical England” (269). According to Ripley, the success of Douglass’s “Narrative . . . sent him into triumphant exile and made him the best known black abolitionist on two continents.” 47 “My mission to this land is purely an Anti-Slavery one,” Douglass wrote in November 1845, “and although there are other good causes which need to be advocated—I think that my duty calls me strictly to the question of slavery. I am  qualified for this if I am for anything.”48 Writing to Garrison from Belfast, Ireland, in January 1846, Douglass explained how invigorating he found living in a country without slavery. “I seem to have undergone a transformation,” he wrote. “I live a new life.”49

His trip to Great Britain further convinced Douglass that both slavery and racial prejudice were unnatural. At every opportunity while abroad he exposed the all-encompassing hypocrisy of American “liberty” built atop the foundation of racial slavery. Since the Republic’s founding, church and state had worked in nefarious tandem to keep African Americans suppressed. “Slavery,” Douglass informed a London audience in March 1847, “has not only framed our civil and criminal code, it has not only nominated our presidents, judges, and diplomatic agents, but it has also given to us the most popular commentators on the Bible in America. It has given to us our religion, shaped our morality, and fashioned it favourable to its own existence.”50

Douglass’s successful overseas lectures solidified the transatlantic abolitionist movement. His presence inspired British abolitionists to raise money to purchase his freedom (and thereby enable him to move freely in the North when he returned home) and to start his own newspaper. While Douglass recognized that the Garrisonians objected to his purchase because it conceded “a right of property in man,” Douglass pragmatically acquiesced, remarking, “I could not see either a violation of the laws of morality, or those of economy, in the transaction” (277). But even more important, the black abolitionist’s trip signaled a shift in Douglass’s abolitionist ideology and allegiances. In fact, tensions between Douglass and Garrison, whose printing office published Narrative, had surfaced before he began his English sojourn.51 Though Garrison and Phillips had written testimonials to introduce Douglass’s Narrative,  they ultimately became uncomfortable with their star pupil’s assertiveness, his success, and his determination to be a race leader. Ironically, they wanted Douglass to talk more like a slave, look more like a slave, and act more like a slave.52

Energized and charged by his triumphs in the British Isles,  Douglass would be slavelike no more. Upon returning to America in 1847, he was an internationally prominent abolitionist, and Douglass now charted a new, more independent and self-reliant course. It quickly became clear that he could not be “managed” anymore by Garrison’s wing of the abolitionist movement. No longer merely an “exslave,” Ripley notes, Douglass now was an “exslave abolitionist who could speak with conviction born of experience.”53 During his trip, Blight explains, Douglass “experienced a growing sense of organizational and intellectual independence,” gradually breaking with the Garrisonians in what became a multilayered vituperative personal and ideological dispute.54

At the core was Douglass’s concern that African Americans in general and he in particular should play more active, less subordinate roles in the abolitionist crusade. In My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass reflected on his falling-out with the Garrisonians, whom he termed his “Boston Friends.” The Garrisonians, who relied on moral suasion to destroy slavery, counted on Douglass’s oratory to sway whites in a way that their rhetoric could not.55 After joining forces with them, Douglass found that the white abolitionists expected him simply to recount his own experiences as a bondsman while they condemned the larger system of slavery. White abolitionists often commented admiringly on Douglass’s body and appearance, suggesting that they, like southern slave owners, considered African Americans only as objects—bodies to be evaluated, not persons with ideas and arguments to be considered seriously.56

Douglass quite naturally found it difficult to accommodate the abolitionists’ expectations. “It did not entirely satisfy me to  narrate wrongs,” he explained; “I felt like denouncing them. I could not always curb my moral indignation for the perpetrators of slaveholding villainy, long enough for a circumstantial statement of the facts which I felt almost everybody must know. Besides, I was growing, and needed room” (266). Rather than encouraging Douglass’s intellectual growth, the white abolitionists cautioned him against sounding too educated (266). Garrison thus essentially transformed Douglass into someone  else’s text, rather than letting him create his own.57 “I am not sure that I was not under the influence of something like a slavish adoration of my Boston friends,” Douglass admitted, “and I labored hard to convince them of the wisdom of my undertaking, but without success” (291).

For example, his “Boston friends” insisted that while lecturing, Douglass should simply supply the “the facts,” while they would provide “the philosophy” (266). According to Martin, “Beneath their justifiable and ostensible concern for Douglass’s public reception lurked a blind refusal to accept him [Douglass] as his own man and their equal. This was the most important factor leading to his eventual break with the Garrisonians.”58  But while their condescension and racism helped drive Douglass away, larger ideological differences soured Douglass’s relations with his former mentors and established him “as his own man.”

While abroad Douglass had grown more forthright, more radical, in his denunciation of America’s hypocrisy over slavery. He became increasingly impatient over the conundrum facing reformers—squaring America’s rhetoric of freedom, equality, and justice with the stark reality of slavery, white racism, and sexism. Douglass wanted to assert himself by publishing his own abolitionist newspaper, one that would compete for readers with Garrison’s The Liberator. Douglass launched the  North Star in Rochester, New York, in December 1847, and this was the “undertaking” that so angered Garrison. In his inaugural issue, Douglass assured southern slaves and northern free blacks that his newspaper would fight for the freedom of all African Americans. “Giving no quarter to slavery at the South,” he wrote, “it will hold no truce with oppressors at the North.”59 Douglass suspected that he insulted his old abolitionist friends by supposing that “[a] slave, brought up in the very depths of ignorance” could “instruct the highly civilized people of the north in the principles of liberty, justice, and humanity!” (290). Despite the Boston abolitionists’ objections, he remained convinced that the best way to combat American racial prejudice was for African Americans themselves to disprove assumptions of black inferiority (286).

In the years before the publication of My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass also became more pragmatic, favoring expediency over ideological consistency, and differed with the Garrisonians on basic abolitionist strategy and tactics. Gradually he opposed Garrison’s rhetoric of disunion and moral suasion, declaring in 1851 that the Constitution was in reality an antislavery document and that slavery could be abolished by working within, not against, the American political system. Careful reading of Douglass’s earliest speeches reveals that to some degree he always was reluctant to discount the pragmatic as well as the moral effects of slavery’s abolition.60  By 1855, Douglass was arguing that the U.S. Constitution was an antislavery compact that guaranteed the rights of all who lived under its influence. A document designed to form a more perfect union, Douglass wrote, “could not well have been designed at the same time to maintain and perpetuate a system of rapine and murder like slavery” (293).

Douglass’s change of heart brought him into direct conflict with his former friends. He now stood on his own, attracted new disciples to the movement, and advocated greater black participation within the abolition crusade. “Ironically,” Sterling Lecater Bland, Jr., writes, “in the same way former slaves took language and transformed it into something slaveholders never intended, so, too, . . . [did] Douglass take the language of Garrisonian abolitionism and transform it into something abolitionists never intended.”61

Following his return from England, Douglass openly favored political action, supporting the Liberty Party in 1847 and the Free Soil Party in 1848. In the years after the Compromise of 1850 he promoted upstate New York abolitionist Gerrit Smith’s Radical Abolitionist Party and favored the new Republican Party that formed following passage of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act. Douglass hoped that these political parties would aggressively legislate emancipation and then confer full citizenship on African Americans.62 During the 1850s Douglass’s emerging ideology included an integrated program to uplift free blacks, including protest, self-help, race pride, racial solidarity, and economic development.63 Douglass also  committed what the Garrisonians considered a cardinal sin—allying politically and financially with Smith, Garrison’s bitter enemy. Douglass in fact dedicated his second autobiography to Smith. By 1860 Garrison judged Douglass’s apostasy so egregious that he denounced him “as destitute of every principle of honor, ungrateful to the last degree, and malevolent in spirit. He is not worthy of respect, confidence, or countenance.”64

It is essential, then, to frame the publication of My Bondage and My Freedom within the context of Douglass’s break from Garrison, the evolving place of slavery as a political force in the 1850s, and Douglass’s emergence as a political abolitionist. A decade after Douglass published his Narrative, Andrews explains, “a chastened Douglass testified to the prejudice and paternalism among the Garrisonian abolitionists”; and, not surprisingly, in My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass discussed in detail the segregation and other forms of racism he encountered while living as a freeman in the North.65

But while committed to attacking racial injustice, North and South, Douglass was careful not to use his personal history to glorify himself or to attack directly the “peculiar institution.” “It is not to illustrate any heroic achievements of a man,” he wrote in the preface to My Bondage and My Freedom, “but to vindicate a just and beneficent principle, in its application to the whole human family, by letting in the light of truth upon a system, esteemed by some as a blessing, and by others as a curse and a crime” (6). A leader in the wave of antebellum reform, including abolition, women’s rights, and the Negro convention movement, Douglass was determined to let facts and theory, not personal pleading, bury slavery. In 1845 he had been a recently escaped slave. In 1855 he was a successful, self-confident, and independent black activist with a following among free blacks in the North.

Whereas Garrison and Phillips had introduced Douglass’s  Narrative in 1845, ten years later Dr. James McCune Smith, the Scottish-trained physician, black abolitionist, and vituperative opponent of Garrison, introduced My Bondage and My Freedom. “The son of a self-emancipated bond-woman,” Smith wrote, “I feel joy in introducing to you my brother, who  has rent his own bonds, and who, in his every relation . . . does honor to the land which gave him birth.” Smith went on to laud My Bondage and My Freedom as “an American book, for Americans, in the fullest sense of the idea. It shows that the worst of our institutions, in its worst aspect, cannot keep down energy, truthfulness, and earnest struggle for the right” (24).

 

 

The publisher Miller, Orton, and Mulligan of New York City and Auburn, New York, issued Douglass’s 464-page My Bondage and My Freedom in 1855. It was reprinted in 1856 and 1857, and in 1860 Ottilie Assing, a German journalist, admirer, and close friend of Douglass’s translated the book into German as Sclaverei und Freiheit: Autobiographie von Frederick Douglass, making the text available to a larger audience, especially to the failed European revolutionaries of 1848. Douglass’s life testified to man’s persistent will to be free and appealed to those who sought to revive “liberalism” in Europe.

In her preface to the German edition, Assing emphasized the hypocrisy of Americans maintaining slavery—“a system of oppression whose cruelty has hardly been paralleled in the history of all peoples and countries”—“under a so-called republican form of government.” She lavished praise on Douglass as a “noble . . . passionate, spirited, gifted, and dynamic man, with [a] . . . burning love of freedom and the virtuosity of his implacable hatred of slavery and slave masters.” Had Douglass been born a white man, Assing concluded, his brilliance would have taken him to the greatest heights in America. “But as a mulatto—even though he is a famous man whose speeches attract large and eager crowds, whose importance and influence no one can gainsay, a man who belongs to the true elite of society, a man of intellect, personal amiability, and the purest character—he is excluded from any public office.” In 1879 Assing urged Douglass to prepare yet a third version of his autobiography, one that chronicled his life since breaking “the chains of a second bondage.”66

Not surprisingly, Garrison did not share Assing’s infatuation with Douglass, and he used his influence among reformers to  guarantee that Douglass’s text would receive as little attention as possible. In January 1856, for example, Garrison’s The Liberator blasted the influential British abolitionist George Thompson for praising My Bondage and My Freedom as “frank and ingenious.” While Garrison agreed that the narrative of Douglass’s escape from slavery was “remarkable,” he panned his former-associate-turned-blasphemer’s treatment of his life as a freeman as infected “with the virus of personal malignity.” Under pressure from Garrison, Thompson retracted his initial positive comments on Douglass’s book and sheepishly toed Garrison’s line .67

Others, however, welcomed Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom. Writing in the New York Independent, Harriet Beecher Stowe complimented the book’s literary style over the “rude form” of his Narrative. She said that his second autobiography would “compare favorably in point of style and execution with any work of the kind in our language. Douglass has a natural genius for writing.”68 Putnam’s Monthly Magazine described Douglass as “the well-known fugitive slave” and found much to praise, “much that is profoundly touching,” in My Bondage and My Freedom. “The mere fact that the member of an outcast and enslaved race should accomplish his freedom, and educate himself up to an equality of intellectual and moral vigor with the leaders of the race by which he was held in bondage, is, in itself, so remarkable, that the story of the change cannot be otherwise than exciting.” The reviewer judged Douglass’s text as absorbing as Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and considered this all the more significant because My Bondage and My Freedom was nonfiction. Admitting that it was difficult to ascertain the degree to which Douglass’s “prejudices, and remembrances of wrong, may have deepened the color of his pictures,” the critic nonetheless accepted them to be generally “truthful.” “He writes bitterly . . . taking incidents of individual experience for essential characteristics, but not more bitterly than the circumstances seem to justify.” Douglass must have appreciated the reviewer’s observation that while he denounced slavery and slaveholders, he refused to castigate “the persons whom that system has made.”69

Though My Bondage and My Freedom received less press attention than Douglass’s Narrative had received, it nonetheless sold well. Though reliable sales figures do not remain, the publisher reportedly sold five thousand copies the first two days the book was available and fifteen thousand copies in the first two months.70 Assing wrote that the book sold at least twenty thousand copies,71 while Quarles estimated around eighteen thousand copies.72 Douglass helped market his book by serializing excerpts in the North Star and by promoting it while on the lecture circuit.73 In August 1858, for example, while Douglass was speaking to an audience in Poughkeepsie, New York, one of his sons worked the crowd selling copies of My Bondage and My Freedom for one dollar apiece.74 Two years earlier, while commenting on his personal finances, Douglass informed Gerrit Smith: “My Bondage and My Freedom will sell, as long as I can lecture—so that I regard myself well provided for for the present.”75

 

 

During the remaining four decades of his distinguished career following publication of My Bondage and My Freedom,  Douglass continued to lecture in the cause of equality, freedom, and justice. He was not only an author, editor, and activist, but also a civil servant, serving from 1876 to 1877 as U.S. marshal for the District of Columbia, in 1881 as recorder of deeds for the District of Columbia, and from 1889 to 1891 as minister and consul general to Haiti. In Life and Times, another “rewriting” of Douglass’s life, though less inflammatory in its condemnation of slavery than his two previous works, Douglass again exposed “the physical cruelties of the slave system,” contrasting the comforts of the slave masters with the horrid lives of their slaves. “There were pride, pomp, and luxury on the one hand, servility, dejection, and misery on the other,” he wrote .76

Though Douglass devoted little attention to gender per se in his three autobiographies, he nevertheless favored equal rights for all persons, including women. He was a devoted feminist, attending the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848 and agitating  over many years for women’s rights as well as for the emancipation of blacks.77 Significantly, women became more central figures in Douglass’s 1855 and 1881 texts than in his 1845 work. This no doubt reflected his own self-confidence and his interactions, personally and professionally, with varieties of women who admired him. Maria Diedrich has recently brought to light Douglass’s close relationship with Assing.78 In 1884 Douglass sparked a national dispute over racial intermarriage when he married Helen Pitts, his white former secretary. Responding to criticism from blacks as well as whites about his interracial marriage, Douglass declared “that there is no division of races. God Almighty made but one race.”79

Though many late-nineteenth-century African Americans criticized Douglass for abandoning the South’s ex-slaves by opposing the exodus of destitute Louisiana and Mississippi blacks to Kansas,80 he nevertheless remained the representative African American of the age.81 Douglass served symbolically as a mediator between black and white, between slave and free, even between the United States and other nations.82 He worried, however, about being considered too representative of all ex-slaves or of all former black abolitionists. Such ex-slaves as Harriet Tubman, he explained, literally had led slaves to freedom while he had only used his voice and pen to plead for emancipation.83 Convinced that by attempting to capture the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, John Brown “was going into a perfect steel-trap, and that once in he would never get out alive,” Douglass elected not to join Brown’s raid in October 1859. “Some have thought that I ought to have gone with him,” Douglass wrote defensively years later, “but I have no reproaches for myself at this point.”84 And despite his appeals to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton and others to enter the Union Army during the Civil War, Douglass failed to gain an officer’s commission in the U.S. Colored Troops (USCT) and never fought. Two of his sons, however, Lewis and Charles R., served in the Fifty-fourth Massachusetts Volunteers, and another, Frederick, worked as a recruiter for the USCT in the South.85

Years before, in his Narrative and in My Bondage and My  Freedom, Douglass had begun his war of words against slavery’s arsenal of defenders. He underscored the idea, as Maria Diedrich explains, that “the longing for freedom was ingrained in every human being, in fact constituted humanity; it thus also defined the existence of those who had never had the privilege of experiencing it.”86 Contrary to the theories of proslavery apologists and pseudoscientists of his day, Douglass argued that freedom was the natural condition for all humankind.87  Consequently, he described in great detail the wretched psychological state of those poor African Americans who never had the privilege of experiencing freedom. Writing, for instance, of the deleterious impact slavery had on the black family, Douglass explained in My Bondage and My Freedom that “[i]t made my brothers and sisters strangers to me; it converted the mother that bore me, into a myth; it shrouded my father in mystery, and left me without an intelligible beginning in the world” (47). In each of his autobiographies Douglass connected his personal triumphs and tragedies to the experiences of oppressed peoples worldwide.

As Andrews and many other critics have pointed out, My Bondage and My Freedom is a complex and complicated text. In it Douglass provided subtle clues into his inner struggles with slavery and his conflicted sense of self after his self-emancipation. Though proudly deviant in his autobiographical texts, in My Bondage and My Freedom he also exposed his vulnerability, his inner torment over his conflicted racial identity. “For a time,” Douglass explained, reflecting on his newfound status as a freeman, “I was made to forget that my skin was dark and my hair crisped. For a time I regretted that I could not have shared the hardships and dangers endured by the earlier workers for the slave’s release. I soon, however, found that my enthusiasm had been extravagant; that hardships and dangers were not yet passed; and that the life now before me, had shadows as well as sunbeams” (265). As Douglass hinted in indirect ways, he remained consumed by slavery and racism, longing to overcome the double consciousness (he employed this literary device long before W. E. B. Du Bois) he had inherited as the son of a black mother and a white father  and as an American and an African American. His rhetoric of black heroism aside, in My Bondage and My Freedom  Douglass exposed his unsettledness and vulnerability, his longing to belong to one race, not two, and to share the privileges of nationality and citizenship of white Americans.

Historians and literary scholars agree that Douglass’s  Narrative established his credibility as an authentic critic of slavery. But it was My Bondage and My Freedom that transformed Douglass into America’s foremost spokesmen for American blacks, free and slave, during the tense and politically charged 1850s. Having experienced “the ten thousand discouragements and the powerful hinderances [sic]” confronting black Americans, in 1855 Douglass pledged to fight black slavery in the South and white racism in the North so that “ ‘Ethiopia shall yet reach forth her hand unto God’ ” (298). He interpreted the U.S. Supreme Court’s infamous 1857 Dred Scott v. Sandford decision, denying persons of African descent citizenship, as a rallying cry for black Americans. “Come what will,” Douglass predicted, “in peace or in blood, in judgment or in mercy, slavery is doomed.”88

My Bondage and My Freedom provides an important reading both of Frederick Douglass and of his age. It charts Douglass’s evolution from slave, to ex-slave narrator, to independent abolitionist, to political activist, and penetrates Douglass’s heart and soul after his break with Garrison. His second autobiography chronicled this change and signaled a major departure from his Narrative.

In My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass used the written word as an instrument of selfhood and argument. His book was a drumbeat to arms for African Americans in the 1850s. Soon after, during the Civil War, Douglass put his words into action, pressing President Abraham Lincoln repeatedly to free and arm the slaves. In March 1863 Douglass implored black northerners “to fly to arms, and smite with death the power that would bury the Government and your Liberty in the same hopeless grave.”89 Douglass’s emerging life story had become his life’s work. He spent his remaining years fighting to transform the slaves into free men and women in word as well as in deed.
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