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		NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK
DOUGLASS, AN AMERICAN SLAVE

		Our house stood within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay, whose broad bosom was ever white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe. Those beautiful vessels, robed in purest white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were to me so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of my wretched condition. I have often, in the deep stillness of a summer’s Sabbath, stood all alone on the lofty banks of that noble bay, and traced, with saddened heart and tearful eye, the countless number of sails moving off to the mighty ocean. The sight of these always affected me powerfully. My thoughts would compel utterance; and there, with no audience but the Almighty, I would pour out my soul’s complaint, in my rude way, with an apostrophe to the moving multitude of ships:—

		“You are lossed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave! You move merrily before the gentle gale, and I sadly before the bloody whip! You are freedom’s swift-winged angels, that fly around the world; I am confined in bands of iron! O that I were free!”
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		Entered, according to Act of Congress,
in the year 1845,
By Frederick Douglass,
In the Clerk’s Office of the District Court
of Massachusetts.

	
		 

		
			“The Lives Grown Out of His Life”

			this man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro
beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world
where none is lonely, none hunted, alien,
this man, superb in love and logic, this man
shall be remembered. Oh, not with statues’ rhetoric,
not with legends and poems and wreaths of bronze alone,
but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives
fleshing his dream of the beautiful, needful thing.

			—Robert Hayden

		

		Over one hundred and fifty years ago, Frederick Douglass, barely twenty-seven years old, published his first of three autobiographies, the classic slave narrative with the polemical title, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave. Written by Himself. Douglass, by then a popular figure on the abolition lecture circuit, became, almost overnight, the most celebrated black author in history, replacing with his slender volume the eighteenth-century slave poet, Phyllis Wheatley, as the abolitionist icon of black genius.

		By his death, over one hundred years ago, Douglass had long been the most famous Negro in the world. Almost from the very day he published his slave narrative, he had become known as the “Representative Colored Man of the United States,” a title Douglass wore proudly. Frederick Douglass was the first black “public intellectual,” to speak anachronistically, a phrase he would have found oxymoronic, since the public sphere was coterminous for Douglass with the life of the mind.

		Lionized in the nineteenth century, Douglass has been canonized in the twentieth: rarely, if ever, has one of his autobiographies been out of print, unlike the work of that other perennial multicultural favorite, Zora Neale Hurston. No less than twelve editions of the Narrative appear in Books in Print, including an audio cassette. Despite the fact that he wrote only three books—all autobiographies—Nexis lists ninety-nine titles about his work, while the Modern Language Association’s Bibliography lists ninety-two. Douglass’s speeches have been edited by John W. Blassingame and published in six volumes. And in the centenary year of his death, conferences and symposia in his honor were being held everywhere from the Library of Congress to West Chester State University, exploring every aspect of Douglass’s complex lives from his role as an abolitionist and a newspaper publisher (he founded the North Star newspaper in Rochester in 1847, and he would remain in and out of journalism until 1874), a statesman (he was appointed minister and consul general to Haiti by Benjamin Harrison in 1889), and orator of wide renown and truly great distinction, from his first major speech on Nantucket Island in 1841 to his last major speech, “The Lessons of the Hour,” on the evils of lynching, delivered at the Metropolitan AME Church in Washington just a year before he died.

		But it is as an author—not as a public figure—that Douglass may best be remembered, judging from his current Nexis listings. Douglass, moreover, is one of the very few black figures to have occasioned a steady flow of biography, from Booker T. Washington and Charles Chestnutt, at the turn of the century, to Waldo Martin, David Blight, and William McFeeley, more recently. Even W.E.B. Du Bois, Douglass’s true heir as public intellectual, given neither to magnanimity or sentimentality, was moved to write a poem in his honor on the night that he heard of Douglass’s death:

		
			“Then Douglass passed—his massive form/still quivering at unrighted Wrong … Live, warm and wondrous memory, my Douglass, Live, all men do love Thee.”

		

		Among the works in the black tradition written by African American men, few—if any—are more widely taught than is the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Douglass’s slender volume remains invitingly readable, accommodating its rhetorical antitheses and chiasmus to a remarkable range of critical approaches. In two recently published essay collections, for instance, one edited by Eric Sundquist and the other by William Andrews, we can see clearly this wide readability of the Narrative. Essays collected here address subjects such as “The Masculine Ideal in Douglass’s ‘The Heroic Slave,’ ” counterbalanced by “Douglass and the Construction of the Feminine”; a Marxian meditation on “Douglass’s Seizure of the Dialectic” counters a deconstructive reading of Douglass’s “Language in Slavery.” I could go on, listing the ninety-nine titles yielded by my Nexis search. Douglass’s texts—particularly the Narrative of 1845 and, to a lesser extent, his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom of 1855—have lent themselves readily to a multiplicity of critical approaches, ranging from feminist and Afrocentric, to New Historical and Deconstructive, to Psychoanalytic and Marxist. As recently as 1968, the historian James M. McPherson called Douglass “a key to our times.”

		Many texts, of course, on lives, are openly readable in this way. That is, in part, what we mean when we call a work a “classic.” But Douglass’s uncanny capacity to mirror the American cultural unconscious has an extraordinarily long history, commencing in 1845 with the critical responses of his contemporaries to his Narrative. Margaret Fuller, a transcendentalist and the author of Women in the Nineteenth Century (1845) reviewed Douglass’s book in the New York Tribune, just two weeks after it was published. After noting that Douglass enjoyed the reputation of “an excellent speaker,” one “so affecting through the living voice,” she argues, he is “no less so from the printed page.” “Considered merely as narrative,” she writes, “we have never read one more simple, true, coherent, and warm with genuine feeling. It is an excellent piece of writing, and on that score to be prized as a specimen of the power of the Black Race, which prejudice persists in disputing.” Ephraim Peabody, pastor of King’s Chapel in Boston, said of Douglass in a review published in 1849, that “he has a natural and ready eloquence,… and a felicity of expression, which are possessed by few among the more cultivated, and which are surprising when we consider that it is but a few years since he was a slave.” (Douglass escaped from slavery on the eastern shore of Maryland, by train and boat, disguised as a sailor, in 1838.)

		The Narrative was an overnight best-seller. Five thousand copies sold in four months. Between 1845 and 1847, it sold 11,000 copies, in nine editions. By 1860, it had sold 30,000 copies in Europe and America, including French and German editions. And what is perhaps most curious about the book’s phenomenal success is that it draws its power not primarily from lurid tales of rape and brutal beatings, but from its remarkable range of rhetorical figures, and its thematic strategy of linking freedom and literacy. Douglass’s autobiography is a writer’s life, the life of the imagination of the slave.

		For Douglass, the will to power was the will to write. Nowhere else among the hundred odd slave narratives published by blacks between 1760 and 1865 was the proverbial “leap to freedom” so inextricably intertwined with literacy. Using a remarkable range of tropes—including chiasmus, irony, litotes, apostrophe, and antithesis—with an astonishing degree of comfort and mastery, Douglass takes his reader on a voyage through the valley of the shadow of the “social death” of slavery, a phrase coined by his contemporary black abolitionist, William Wells Brown, and revitalized recently by sociologist Orlando Patterson.

		Douglass, who had purchased a copy of Caleb Bingham’s The Columbian Orator (1797) for fifty cents at a Baltimore bookstore while still a slave, read and imitated the rhetorical strategies of the speeches of such figures as Cato and Socrates, to Napoleon and George Washington. “Every opportunity I got, I used to read this book,” Douglass writes. Douglass describes with painstaking care just how he managed to learn to read and write, despite being forbidden to do so by his master, Hugh Auld, by tricking little white boys into printing new letters of the alphabet, then “copying the Italics in Webster’s Spelling Book,” and “writing in the spaces left in Master Thomas’s copy-book, copying what he had written.” The creative life of the slave commenced at the margins of discourse.

		Literacy was, for Douglass, “a new and special revelation, explaining dark and mysterious things, with which my youthful understanding had struggled, but struggled in vain. I now understood what had been to me a most perplexing difficulty—to wit, the white man’s power to enslave the black man. It was a grand achievement, and I prized it very highly. From that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom.”

		Douglass’s command of vocabulary, just seven years out of slavery, astonishes even by today’s standards. Words and phrases such as “vicious dissipation,” “stupor,” “natural elasticity,” “forte,” “discordant,” “lacerated,” “sagacity,” “conspicuous,” “the unconscious children,” “desolate,” “unutterable loathing,” “profligate dissipation,” “detestation,” “precepts,” “depravity” “horrid discord,” “impudent,” “cool and collected,” “subversion,” “uncensured,” “debasing homage,” “apparently incoherent,” “equipage”—how many Americans of any stripe could have used words such as these so effortlessly in Douglass’s day?

		To this command of English and its rhetorical figures, Douglass adds a narrative technique that we might think of as the informant turned informer, the native as anthropologist, decoding the signs of an arbitrarily constructed universe. “He was not even a good imitator,” Douglass writes of one master. “He possessed all the disposition to deceive, but wanted the power.” In this world, the masters, so-called purveyors of culture, are in reality “human flesh-mongers,” “a band of successful robbers.” And the “barbaric” slaves are, in fact, sufferings of the sole signs of heroic human culture in a universe trapped in the embrace of evil. Nature did not create this world; human perversity did.

		In Douglass’s Narrative, in other words, we encounter a dramatic testimony about the social construction of the world the planters made, from the slave himself. It is this aspect of his text—the critique of nature or biology as the determining factor in the shaping of social institutions—that draws so many postmodern scholars to Douglass’s text today. It is this aspect of Douglass’s work that has proven to be prescient, part of what Eric Sundquist calls the “protean character” of his writings, and what Alain Locke, in an introduction to a 1941 reprint of his Life and Times, called their “epical” status.

		Douglass was preoccupied with this theme of the relation of nature to nurture. For example, a speech that Douglass delivered in 1854 affords an opportunity to consider him within the context of our recent debates about multiculturalism and cultural diversity, generally. I was thinking about this essay for another reason: I thought of it as I was preparing a short response to the racist implications of Charles Murray’s and Richard J. Hernstein’s spurious claims that blacks score lower on IQ tests because of unalterable, natural, genetic differences. It is natural that one would return to Douglass when thinking about the sordid history of attempts by Western pseudo-scientists to describe, ostensibly objectively, a set of observable differences, and then to ascribe to these differences—of customs, of culture, of “intelligence” as measured in an IQ test—the fixity and unalterability of nature itself. Douglass, of course, confronted this argument squarely in the first chapter of his 1845 Narrative, by charting “the World the Masters Made,” through a series of ostensibly fixed and unalterable binary oppositions, then critiquing or exploding these very oppositions by revealing them to be both arbitrary and conventional, socially constructed and not a part of the natural order.

		He returned to this theme, and to this task, nine years later in an address he delivered at Western Reserve College on July 12, 1854, entitled “The Claims of the Negro, Ethnologically Considered.” Douglass begins by stating the urgency of the matter, insisting upon the inherently moral nature of scholarship.

		
			The relation subsisting between the white and black people of this country is the vital question of the age. In the solution of this question, the scholars of America will have to take an important and controlling part. This is the moral battle field to which their country and their God now call them. In the eye of both, the neutral scholar is an ignoble man. Here, a man must be hot, or be accounted cold, or, perchance, something worse than cold. The lukewarm and the cowardly, will be rejected.

		

		Douglass then sets out to establish, first, that “the Negro is a Man”; second, that human beings of all sorts and shapes constitute one species, a unified human community; third, that the ancient Egyptians—“the grandest of all nations of antiquity, the builders of the pyramids,” as Douglass puts it, underscoring his words—bear “a direct relationship” to “the Negro race”; and finally, that “the people of Africa are, probably, one people.”

		I cannot do justice here to Douglass’s carefully argued refutation of the claim, as he puts it, that “the African [is] not only an inferior race, but a distinct species, naturally and originally different from the rest of mankind,” placing him “nearer to the brute than to man.” “I feel myself somewhat on trial,” Douglass confesses early on, attesting to the sense of urgency that scholarship—and the refutation of racist claims about the role of nature—has had for black scholars since the eighteenth century.

		Indeed, I believe that Douglass’s 1854 address marks one of the very early foundational gestures in the field of what we now call “African American Studies,” because it identifies the pivotal areas into which so much of our scholarly efforts, wittingly or unwittingly, have tended to fall in the century and a half since.

		What are these areas? The first is the demonstration that persons of African descent, of all things, are human beings, because we possess reason, and have mastered its two prime vehicles or conduits, speech and writing. The second, as I have said, is that, despite apparent differences of tradition and culture, the human community is fundamentally united. Of this Douglass writes:

		
			It is somewhat remarkable, that, at a time when knowledge is so generally diffused, when the geography of the world is so well understood—when time and space, in the intercourse of nations, are almost annihilated—when oceans have become bridges—the earth a magnificent hall—the hollow sky a dome—under which a common humanity can meet in friendly conclave—when nationalities are being swallowed up—and the ends of the earth brought together—I say it is remarkable—nay, it is strange that there should arise a phalanx of learned men—speaking in the name of science—to forbid the magnificent reunion of mankind in one brotherhood. A mortifying proof is here given, that the moral growth of a nation, or an age, does not always keep pace with the increase of knowledge, and suggests the necessity of means to increase human love with human learning.

		

		Douglass’s third point is that differences in performance, such as, let’s say the results of an IQ test which are traceable to environmental causes, are imputed by racist reasoning, to natural causes.

		Douglass continues:

		
			The temptation therefore to read the Negro out of the human family is exceedingly strong, and may account somewhat for the repeated attempts on the part of Southern pretenders to science, to cast a doubt over the Scriptural account of the origin of mankind. If the origin and motives of most works, opposing the doctrine of the unity of the human race, could be ascertained, it may be doubted whether one such work could boast an honest parentage. Pride and selfishness, combined with mental power, never want for a theory to justify them—and when men oppress their fellow-men, the oppressor ever finds, in the character of the oppressed, a full justification for his oppression. Ignorance and depravity, and the inability to rise from degradation to civilization and respectability, are the most usual allegations against the oppressed. The evils most fostered by slavery and oppression are precisely those which slaveholders and oppressors would transfer from their system to the inherent character of their victims. Thus the very crimes of slavery become slavery’s best defence. By making the enslaved a character fit only for slavery, they excuse themselves for refusing to make the slave a freeman.

		

		Douglass here maintains, crucially, that it is environment, not genetics that accounts for the specificity of the world’s great civilizations—their “different methods of culture, different moral, political, and religious institutions,” their “moral, physical, and intellectual capacities”—in short, the sort of work that has become a central component of what we commonly call “multiculturalism” today. We must do so, Douglass maintains, anticipating the Balkanization arguments of scholars such as Arthur Schlesinger or William Bennett, not to stake a claim for the existence of “natural differences” but to argue for “the instinctive consciousness of the common brotherhood of man.”

		Accordingly, while scholarship (Douglas predicts), will eventually reveal the underlying commonality of black African cultures, it will do so in order to demonstrate African culture’s contribution to the store of a world civilization, rather than to argue for the opposite conclusion—that African culture is a thing apart, fissured from the rest, a body of knowledge only to be approached by other Africans:

		
			If it shall be found, that the people of Africa have an African character, as general, as well defined, and as distinct, as have the people of Europe, or the people of Asia, the exceptional differences among them afford no ground for supposing a difference of race; but, on the contrary, it will be inferred that the people of Africa constitute one great branch of the human family, whose origin may be as properly referred to the families of Noah, as can be any other branch of the human family, from whom they differ.

		

		The ultimate proof of both the intellectual potential of the African, and the central role of the black African culture has played in the shaping of Western civilization, he argues, is what he calls the “near relationship between the present enslaved and degraded Negroes, and the ancient highly civilized and wonderfully endowed Egyptians.”

		Not only do the humanities as they have evolved in the West turn out to have a black African foundation, Douglass argues, but America does as well. American culture he writes prophetically, coining a metaphor that would become central to our culture wars a century and a half later—American culture is itself a “Mosaic”:

		
			Dr. James McCune Smith, himself a colored man, a gentleman and scholar, alleges—and not without excellent reason—that this, our own great nation, so distinguished for industry and enterprise, is largely indebted to its composite character.… (even England, that) most terrible nation which now threatens the peace of the world, to make its will the law of Europe, is a Grand piece of Mosaic work, in which almost every nation has its characteristic feature, from the wild Tartar to the refined Pole.

		

		Douglass ends by challenging “the Scholars of the country,” as he puts it, to accept the burden of their roles if not exactly as social engineers, then as those whose work is central in the shaping of public policy in this country, policy that has enormous moral implications.

		
			Now, whether this population shall, by Freedom, Industry, Virtue and Intelligence, be made a blessing to the country and the world, or whether their multiplied wrongs shall kindle the vengeance of an offended God, will depend upon the conduct of no class of men so much as upon the Scholars of the country. Born, as I was, in obscurity, a stranger to the halls of learning, environed by ignorance, degradation, and their concomitants, from birth to manhood, I do not feel at liberty to mark out, with any degree of confidence, or dogmatism, what is the precise vocation of the Scholar. Yet, this I can say, as a denizen of the world, and a citizen of a country rolling in the sin and shame of Slavery, the most flagrant and scandalous that ever saw the sun, “Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report, if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.”

		

		Douglass published three autobiographies; ever more exuberant about himself and his work, he expanded his account of his life in three ever-growing texts published between 1845 and 1892. These variations reveal startling inconsistencies. Douglass’s memory, on the one hand, was sometimes faulty, as David Blight points out in his detailed notes to his edition of the Narrative. But Douglass willfully altered significant personal details, including the identities of his mother and father, as Peter Walker makes clear, even reducing by 1881 his knowledge of his father to “nothing,” whereas he assures us again and again in 1845 that “my mother was my father.” Douglass’s texts also contain astonishing gaps and silences, the most serious of which is about his relation to his first wife, Anna, a free black woman who helped him to escape slavery, whom he met as equal members of a black “Improvement Society” in Baltimore.

		Despite the remarkable number of biographies about Douglass, most have remained faithful to Douglass’s renderings of his life, as if caught in the vise of the power of Douglass’s rhetoric. (No one, for example, even noticed Douglass’s revisions of his descriptions of his parents until Walker analyzed them in 1979.) And almost no one has even begun to understand Douglass’s personal life, including his relation to his first wife, Anna, and to his second wife, Helen Pitts, twenty-one years his junior, a white graduate of Mount Holyoke and his former secretary, whom he married in 1884.

		Douglass tells us almost nothing about Anna, despite the fact that she provided the funds for him to purchase his ticket during his successful escape attempt. Anna also worked as a domestic while Douglass lectured abroad for a year, supporting the family with her wages. Our understanding of Douglass’s personal life—long treated gingerly, if at all, by his biographers—is about to be expanded dramatically by the work of Maria Diedrich, a German professor, who has recently made a major discovery about Douglass’s relation to Ottilie Assing, a German journalist whose father was (a surgeon) “of Jewish descent.” According to Diedrich, the Chairperson of the Department of English at the University of Munster, Douglass and Assing had a passionate affair for twenty-five years, from 1856 (when she traveled to Rochester to interview him, having just read My Bondage and My Freedom) to 1881, when she returned to Germany. (Assing translated the book into German and wrote an enthusiastic introduction.) After Douglass’s wife, Anna, died in 1882, he married Helen Pitts, in January 1884. Disappointed and distraught, Assing spent months “roving aimlessly all over Europe” and then on August 21, 1884, committed suicide in Paris. William McFeeley, Douglass’s most recent biographer describes her death this way: “On August 21, 1884, Ottilie Assing dressed carefully in a monogrammed blouse and skirt, put on her hat, dropped her key, a brooch with a picture inside, and a bit of money into her red leather wallet, and left her Paris hotel. Walking in the Bois de Boulogne, she stopped to pick a leaf from an oak tree and carefully put it into her purse; shortly, from the same purse, she took out a container of poison and swallowed its contents.” “In her will, dated November 9, 1875,” Diedrich writes, “she established a $13,000 trust fund, the income of which was to go to Douglass,” along with her library. Despite the curious nature of these events, scholars have remained dubious about the depth of their relationship: “How soon—and, indeed, whether—their friendship led to a sexual relationship,” McFeeley writes, “is impossible to determine.”

		Ottilie Assing is the Sally Hemings in Frederick Douglass’s closet. The difference between Jefferson and Douglass, however, is that a scholar now has the evidence that establishes that relationship definitively. Diedrich bases her conclusions on a cache of ninety-one letters—“written in difficult old German handwriting”—that
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