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Chapter 4
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FREDERICK DOUGLASS
Celebrity, Privacy, and the Embodied Self

On August 11, 1841, Frederick Douglass spoke before the con- 
 vention of the Massachusetts Anti- Slavery Society at Nantucket, Massa-

chusetts. The occasion was not Douglass’s debut as a public speaker; his remarks 
at an antislavery meeting in New Bedford just two days before had earned him 
an invitation to Nantucket, and, indeed, Douglass had been honing his oratorical 
skills since his years in slavery.1 Douglass’s Nantucket appearance nevertheless 
takes on symbolic importance in his story as the moment at which he became a 
public figure. It was the first time that William Lloyd Garrison heard Douglass 
speak, as he reflects in his introduction to Douglass’s Narrative: “I shall never 
forget his first speech at the convention— the extraordinary emotion it excited 
in my own mind— the powerful impression it created upon a crowded auditory, 
completely taken by surprise— the applause which followed from the beginning 
to the end of his felicitous remarks.”2 This notion of surprise is fundamental to 
Douglass’s career as a public lecturer and antislavery activist: everything about 
his public performances was at variance with the social expectations and racial 
presumptions of his audiences. For his part, Douglass played on the rhetorical 
uses of his surprising publicity in various ways, presenting himself as an elo-
quent former slave, a mocking critic of slavery’s logical inconsistencies, and a 
defiant outsider to the cultural privileges associated with white nationalism.
 Douglass’s Nantucket speech initiated his new career as a lecturer, first for the 
Massachusetts Anti- Slavery Society and then, from 1842, for the American Anti- 
Slavery Society (AASS). Throughout the 1840s, Douglass rose from obscurity 
to local notice, then, with the publication of his Narrative in 1845, he became a 
celebrity of the first order. Significantly, Douglass’s emergence on the national 
stage coincides with Emerson’s growing celebrity. I have argued that Emerson’s 
message as a public speaker was complicated by audiences’ responses to his 
physical presence on the lecture platform. For Douglass, the significance of his 
physical presence is shaped by his specific experience in ways that did not affect 
Emerson or, indeed, most popular lecturers of the moment. Emerson exemplifies 
a privileged form of public participation made possible in part by an intensely felt 
and carefully guarded privacy. The case is far different for Douglass, for whom 
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attaining personhood is impossible. Karen Sanchez- Eppler has argued that “for 
both women and blacks” in the public spheres of abolition and women’s rights, 
“their physical difference from the cultural norms of white masculinity obstructs 
their claim to personhood.” For black public speakers, the physical self can never 
be forgotten or ignored: “the body of the slave attains the status of a text” by 
virtue of both the scars of slavery and, according to medical pseudoscience, 
through anatomical structures that supposedly suit the black body to socially in-
ferior labor and status.3 Audiences’ responses to black public speakers inevitably 
conform to prejudgments based on their racialized expectations, which rule out 
the black speakers’ authority to participate in the debates of the public sphere, let 
alone to possess the “genius” commonly ascribed to Emerson. In addition, we 
have seen that popular amusements such as Barnum’s “What Is It?” promote 
forms of spectatorship that objectify and interrogate black bodies. The cultural 
associations of selfhood and citizenship with whiteness imply that Douglass is 
not merely an exceptional figure but indeed a curiosity. Facing the obstacles to 
personhood via the public sphere, Douglass charts an alternative path via the 
private sphere. He does so by making his private life, and the private lives of 
slaves in general, conspicuous in his writing even as he declines to describe them 
in detail.
 Douglass acknowledges the prevailing skepticism about his authority to 
speak. He recalls, for instance, how the white leaders of the AASS presented him 
to audiences: “I was a ‘graduate from the peculiar institution,’ Mr. Collins used 
to say, when introducing me, ‘with my diploma written on my back! ’” (DA 365; 
italics in original). The body is evidence of slavery’s abuses and a rhetorical tool 
for condemning them. Metaphorically, Douglass reveals his scars by telling his 
story, but over time he resists even this rhetorical form of exposure, which limits 
his public identity and subject matter to his experience in bondage. He resists 
being made a Barnumesque side show, an exhibit that reinforces the authority 
of the white gaze. Throughout his career, audiences’ inability to regard him as 
a person— their consistent focus on his embodied social and racial difference— 
reminds him of the distance that remains between freedom’s promise and its 
realization. Writing therefore was extremely important to Douglass’s self- 
fashioning. In his three autobiographies and voluminous journalistic writings, 
Douglass took advantage of print’s ability to disseminate an abstract, disembod-
ied authorial presence.4 Moreover, both the slave narrative as a genre and his role 
within the Garrisonian movement constrained his ability to tell his story in his 
own terms and shake off racialized expectations of his story and his telling of it.5 
Douglass’s career- long effort to control his personal story is therefore an effort 
to establish and maintain freedom beyond the nominal freedom from bondage 
that he effects with his escape; it is an effort to control his public image, which 
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was forged under the specific conditions of mid- nineteenth- century celebrity 
culture.
 As Douglass himself notes in the 1845 Narrative, his first steps into freedom 
were marked by his acquisition of literacy, and his exercise of rhetoric remains 
his most important method of asserting and practicing his freedom. Schooling 
himself and then his companions in bondage, Douglass commits crimes against 
the slave code and establishes a pattern he would follow throughout his career. 
Casting himself as a heroic figure in his early autobiographies, and as a self- made 
man in his late Life and Times, Douglass consistently represents a pattern of de-
fiance and transgression as the means to self- development and freedom. Signifi-
cantly, each of his acts of transgression brings Douglass farther into the public 
sphere— that is, the specific nature of his transgression is crossing the threshold 
between public and private spheres. He remains apparently unconcerned that he 
is regarded as a curiosity, recognizing instead that his public life brings him free-
dom that is renewed and expanded with each additional act.
 The fact that Douglass identified freedom with celebrity is ironic. For con-
temporary figures, including Emerson, celebrity limited freedom by introducing 
competing interpretations of the public figure that threatened to undermine his 
goals. The celebrity’s availability to a seemingly voracious marketplace led to the 
celebrity’s “consumption” by the public comparable to the slave system’s con-
sumption of its human chattel.6 But Douglass had not been consumed by slavery; 
he had survived it. His confrontational rhetoric encouraged competing interpre-
tations of his meaning as a speaker and as a public figure. In these conflicts of 
interpretation, Douglass exposes and exploits a different parallel between slavery 
and celebrity, namely, the inscrutability of the objectified person. He generated 
meaning by exposing the discord of interpretations surrounding himself as a 
public figure and the black people, slave and free, whom he represented. The 
work of the critic John Ernest demonstrates the relationship between Douglass’s 
uncertain identity as a black writer and his celebrity. He argues that the work of 
the slave narrative does not provide a comprehensive or definitive public iden-
tity: “writing one’s way out of one racially inscribed identity does not mean that 
one has reached a free discursive space in which one can assert complete control 
over one’s own story, and thereby over one’s identity. But if one cannot escape, 
one can still teach one’s readers to recognize how all- encompassing the prison is, 
and just how many are contained within its walls.”7 The slave narrator can draw 
attention to the ways that racially based notions of selfhood shape black identity, 
even if it cannot prevent the formation of such prejudicial interpretations. In-
deed, as Ernest goes on to argue in Liberation Historiography, the complex frame-
work of racial and ethnological ideologies that shape mainstream white culture 
generates a “multiply contingent selfhood” of the black author or speaker. In 

This content downloaded from 146.96.128.36 on Tue, 10 Mar 2020 00:36:16 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Frederick Douglass 121

such a context, “each act, word, and gesture can be understood as a kind of 
performance (sometimes habitual, sometimes self- conscious) that is completed 
or fulfilled only when others, from a variety of cultural positions, respond ap-
propriately. Viewed in this light, one’s social identity is always delayed and in 
danger of being undermined as one’s performance awaits verifying responses, 
reciprocal performances, in the field of social relations, responses that might well 
contradict one another.”8 Ernest’s notion of performative identity suggests that 
every black figure is, to some degree, a public figure. Extending his analysis, I 
would point out that black public figures such as Douglass are always encoun-
tering the circumstances associated with celebrity, in which the meaning of the 
public figure is never absolute. Because the public is itself a pluralistic entity, its 
judgments are as well, and the celebrity’s meaning is the subject of debates that 
parallel those over specific civic concerns. Ernest’s discussion of the public’s 
contradictory responses to the black public figure so nearly resembles the dy-
namics of celebrity that it is now possible to consider how celebrity can recreate 
even for white public figures the multiply contingent selfhood experienced by the 
nonwhite public figure.
 One of Douglass’s achievements is to recognize the potential rhetorical uses 
of controversy and multiple interpretations of his public self in generating pro-
ductive exchanges that challenge and perhaps reform popular opinion. At the 
same time, he understands his own acts of physical and verbal defiance as es-
sential expressions of self that were in themselves antithetical to slavery. Signifi-
cantly, Douglass never considers freedom to be a purely political achievement. 
He distinguishes the slave from the man— an assertion of identity in the face of 
ideologies that denied the slave any sense of personhood. Douglass’s defiance of 
social norms for public behavior and expression are part of a practice of selfhood 
that was crucial to Douglass’s understanding of freedom, itself not an end point 
or constant status but an ongoing process that required regular renewal and exer-
cise or else it would be lost.
 Douglass’s practice of freedom took the shape of public acts and expression. 
On one level, Douglass’s publicity magnifies the processes of freedom that each 
individual must undergo. In this sense, Douglass’s career dramatizes the individ-
ualism of the self- made man he eventually holds up as a hero. On another level, 
Douglass’s aggressive publicity is a necessary antidote to the intense privacy that 
characterizes the slaves’ condition. The designation of the slave as chattel re-
stricts him or her to the private property and use of the slave master; the slave is 
associated with the accumulated property of the household and the complex fa-
milial dynamics of the plantation’s emotional economy. As Douglass frequently 
points out, publicity undermined slavery’s power: “Slavery is one of those mon-
sters of darkness to whom the light of truth is death,” he explains.9 Through his 
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public life and work, his celebrity, Douglass attempts to untangle the emotional, 
economic, and ideological ties that restrain him and confine him and other black 
Americans to a privacy so thorough as to render them invisible even as they are 
always embodied in the American public sphere.
 Douglass’s publicity also has the power to control or redirect the public dis-
course about himself. Rather than allow himself to be consumed by the audi-
ence’s curiosity- driven desire for him, Douglass’s confrontational methods refo-
cus the public discourse on individuals and issues outside of himself. He makes 
slave masters public figures, subject to public scrutiny and interpretation; he 
pulls them out from the protection of the private sphere and in the process erects 
a bubble of privacy around himself. The achievement of privacy is always a goal 
Douglass pursues through his aggressive public career. His efforts suggest that 
the abstraction of the self in the public sphere of civic debate is not the apex of 
freedom; rather, it is the attainment of a protected sphere of privacy, in which he 
may cultivate his interests— play his violin, if you will— raise his family with-
out interference, and associate freely with men and women of his own choosing 
without comment. Douglass seeks a privacy made valuable, paradoxically, by 
its visibility: as a refuge from the active public life, Douglass’s privacy reflects 
freedom fully developed and on par with that of middle- class white society.

There is no question that Douglass’s career hinged on his  
deliberate rise from anonymity and slavery to a self- consciously public 

role. Late in his life, Douglass capitalized on his remarkable story by recasting it 
into the popular lecture “Self- Made Men,” which brought an Emersonian ideal-
ization of self- reliance and representative men into a tradition of black achieve-
ment, relaying it in a popular- lecture forum associated with Barnumesque 
self- promotion. Although Douglass does not recount his autobiography in the 
speech, Waldo Martin links Douglass’s “Self- Made Men” to the “heroic vision of 
himself ” that he crafts in each of his three autobiographies. In Douglass’s myth 
of heroism, Martin points out, race plays an important role; Douglass used “Self- 
Made Men” to publicize a black tradition of heroism typically excluded from 
or undermined by white historical narratives. Thus he compares heroes of the 
American Revolution to heroes of black liberation, such as Toussaint.10 Compar-
isons such as this redouble the heroic associations with Douglass himself, whose 
autobiographies consistently associate his self- liberation from slavery with the 
revolution’s quest for liberty.11

 Douglass’s efforts to extend an American heroic tradition to black leaders, 
including himself, are shaped by the structures of celebrity culture. This idea is 
captured by critic Wilson J. Moses, who compares him to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
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Abraham Lincoln, and P. T. Barnum. Like these men, Moses argues, Douglass 
“manufactured” and capitalized on his public image; like them, he writes, “he 
interpreted his life as a moral precept, inviting his contemporaries to learn from 
his experiences and to weave them into the developing web of American values. 
His life symbolized the myth of American individualism, but it also symbolized 
the ideals of American communalism, altruism, and self- sacrifice. The successful 
man in America was expected to share the secret of his success and to enrich 
himself by doing so.”12 The interrelation of Douglass’s commercial success and 
his public identity that Moses notes here is a fundamental trait of celebrity. Mo-
ses suggests that Douglass’s success followed on his ability to market himself in 
terms that resonated with mainstream— that is, white— American cultural val-
ues. This is not to say that Douglass cynically presented himself in a manner de-
signed to appeal to white audiences, but the work of self- presentation that Dou-
glass began in the 1845 Narrative, and that informs his entire career, involves a 
complex appeal to values, such as self- reliance, that are not only promulgated by 
mainstream white leaders but moreover naturalized into pillars of the dominant 
ideologies. But Moses does not address the apparent source of this knowledge in 
Douglass. From his own accounts, we know how he gains his literacy, but how 
does he gain his publicity? That is, by what means is he educated in the methods 
of acting in a public context? The answer is slavery itself. As he describes it in 
his autobiographies, slavery involves an extremely complex structure of privacy 
and publicity, and as he becomes more fully conscious of the meanings of slav-
ery and freedom, Douglass awakens to the related possibilities and limitations 
of publicity and privacy. As it regards slaves as property, the system of slavery 
consigns human beings such as Douglass to the master’s private sphere. South-
erners’ aggressive efforts to maintain the slave system reflect their concern to 
keep their private affairs out of the public realm. At the same time, slaves learned 
to regulate their own behaviors under the watchful eyes of their white overseers 
and masters, a habit that reinforced a racial distinction between a white public 
sphere and a black private sphere all but invisible to the master class.
 The concept of privacy has enjoyed a conspicuous public life. In the United 
States, the great jurists Samuel D. Warren and Louis D. Brandeis first acknowl-
edged privacy as a civil right in “The Right to Privacy” (1890). Driven by concern 
about the growing invasiveness of the yellow press, Warren and Brandeis articu-
lated privacy as the “right to be let alone.”13 The principle holds that individuals’ 
personal information and activities may not be subjected to undesired publication 
or intrusion. Their argument relies on the notion that the individual maintains 
property in the self, and that he or she has the right to control access to the self 
and information related to it as he does to other properties he holds. Although 
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this landmark article was published late in the nineteenth century, it is under- 
stood to articulate principles that long held sway in both common and tort law.14

 The association of privacy with property is a vexing matter in the context 
of slavery. Hannah Arendt argues that the classical associations of slaves (and 
women) with the private or domestic sphere are essential to the creation of the 
private sphere as a haven or refuge from the pressures of public life.15 In this 
view, the labor of slaves is necessary for maintaining the comfort secured by 
property ownership, which also sanctions the master’s participation in the public 
life of the agora. The same sharp distinction between public and private spheres 
feeds into the domestic ideology of the antebellum South that is used to justify 
and continue the oppression of both blacks and white women. In the area of tort 
law, slaves’ status as chattel led to exemptions from certain privacy protections. 
A 1981 article in the Harvard Law Review shows that throughout the nineteenth 
century, private property was protected from intrusion even when the intrusion 
was meant to reclaim the property of another— a protection clearly related to 
the constitutional protection against improper search and seizure. In a footnote, 
however, the Harvard Law Review reveals that in a case involving the physical 
trespass of “owners of goods seeking to retrieve them,” the “statute permitted 
forcible entry to recover a slave adjudged to belong to the plaintiff.”16 In such 
a situation, the slave owner’s right to property apparently trumps the rights to 
privacy of the harborer of fugitive slaves.
 More to the point of Douglass’s case, because slaves were considered property 
they were denied the rights associated with property ownership, including the 
right to privacy derived from property- in- self. In the sections of the Narrative 
where Douglass discusses hiring himself out for a wage, he associates the denial 
of his right to property— the wages he earned— with the denial of his freedom: 
“When I carried to [Hugh Auld] my weekly wages, he would, after counting the 
money, look me in the face with a robber- like fierceness, and ask, ‘Is this all?’ 
He was satisfied with nothing less than the last cent. He would, however, when 
I made him six dollars, sometimes give me six cents, to encourage me. It had the 
opposite effect. I regarded it as a sort of admission of my right to the whole. The 
fact that he gave me any part of my wages was proof, to my mind, that he be-
lieved me entitled to the whole of them” (DA 86). Douglass makes it clear that by 
denying him his wages, Auld was denying Douglass’s selfhood. In escaping from 
slavery, Douglass takes possession of his self as property. The claim to property- 
in- self accompanies the escape effort because it is intrinsic to it.
 Likewise, the claims of both property- in- self and freedom make it possible 
for Douglass to assert his right to privacy— what Warren and Brandeis iden-
tify as his “right to be let alone”— which he does most notably in the Narrative 
by omitting references to his relationship with Anna Murray, his future wife. 
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Douglass mentions Murray only briefly, when he relates his marriage to her in 
New York just a few weeks after his arrival there. Douglass’s exclusion of Mur-
ray from his story to that point is noteworthy, considering her importance in 
his life in Baltimore and her contributions to his escape effort. Douglass’s sub-
sequent versions of his autobiography are also reticent about Douglass’s rela-
tionship with Anna both before and during their forty- four- year marriage. The 
reasons for his omission are likely manifold: rhetorically, it suggests Douglass 
made his escape single- handedly and bolsters his claims of heroic masculinity. In 
addition, his silence regarding Anna across his three autobiographies reflects the 
gendered understanding of separate spheres associated with the contemporary 
domestic ideology: as Rafia Zafar explains, “her [Anna’s] sphere is limited to the 
private, his [Douglass’s] encompasses the public.”17 This strict delineation of sex 
and gender roles protects Anna’s reputation as chaste— and Douglass’s as well.18 
In other words, Douglass’s silences about his marriage uphold the idealization of 
the true woman associated with the cult of domesticity and evade the stereotyp-
ical sexualization of the black body.19 Douglass’s omission does suggest that he 
adhered to the standards of domesticity of the era, and those standards enabled 
him to distinguish his public and private lives very clearly. To this end, he may 
have been encouraged by Anna herself. In contrast to her ambitious and accom-
plished husband, Anna remained illiterate throughout her life and, in William S. 
McFeely’s words, “shunned public life.”20 The disparity in the pair’s abilities 
and interest, not to mention the heavy demands of motherhood and domestic 
responsibility on a woman whose husband could be absent for long stretches, in-
evitably strained the Douglasses’ marriage. No matter the personal motivations 
for his silence, the omission of details of Douglass’s marriage and family life is 
notable only by modern standards. These few hints and rumors of life in the 
Douglass household are titillating, but Douglass’s silence regarding his family 
and marriage is part of a larger effort to claim the privileges of privacy both for 
Douglass’s life in slavery, when he and Anna courted, and in freedom. However 
difficult it may be to define “privacy,” the intimate relationships of courtship 
and marriage are unquestioningly associated with the private sphere. Weddings, 
however, are the public ceremonies that sanction such privacy. In slavery, mar-
riage and other intimate ties among slaves are highly scrutinized and subject to 
arbitrary legal and conventional proscriptions. Douglass’s reference to his mar-
riage in the Narrative therefore reflects his new freedom, and it entails at the same 
time a claim to the privileges of a private life denied him in slavery, but which he 
nevertheless claims retrospectively, by failing to document his courtship of Anna 
Murray in Baltimore.
 Douglass’s marriage to Anna Murray therefore indicates slavery’s failure to 
control the private experience of slaves. Citing Orlando Patterson’s concept of 
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slavery as “social death,” Milette Shamir claims that slaves experienced a “‘private 
death,’ the fact that, though limited to the private sphere, they had no propri-
etary claim over the space that they inhabited, nor the availability of domestic 
retreat from surveillance, and therefore no viable claim to full personhood.”21 
Douglass’s Narrative shows, however, that although slavery was structured in 
such a way as to inhibit slaves’ ideas of self, they did in fact cultivate notions 
of selfhood. Denied the right to privacy, slaves nevertheless established among 
themselves intimacies and personal communities that constitute a recognizable 
private sphere, off limits to— beyond the recognition of— the white masters. 
The black private sphere was the realm of children and the very old, courtship 
and family life, and religious practice. Contained within the greater sphere of 
white privacy, however, the black private sphere of the slaves was not protected 
or sheltered; it was not a zone of privilege, as the master’s private sphere was.22 
Those who inhabited it were subject to the surveillance of their masters and 
various forms of disruptions of their private affairs, including violence and the 
separation of families. The conditions of the slaves’ tenuous privacy suggests 
that the distinctions between public and private are not easily drawn in slavery: 
the slave’s privacy, like his selfhood, is always violable and never complete. It is 
not a zone of privilege or refuge, but a sphere of common experience that creates 
particular forms of knowing.
 But neither is the masters’ privacy complete. Douglass represents slave mas-
ters as anxious to control their reputations as honorable men and beneficent 
patriarchs to their slave “families,” knowing that their reception among the 
white public will serve their private interests and give support to the institution 
of slavery. What is interesting is not the idea that public and private selves do 
not entirely agree— that is true for both the slave and the master, indeed for 
everyone— but that for each the idea of who or what constitutes “public” or 
“private” differs. For the slave, the master— and whites in general— represent 
the “public” for whom they must regulate their expression. But for the masters, 
the slaves are part of their most intimately private lives, hidden from the scrutiny 
of a public composed of their white peers and even the nation itself. Defenders of  
slavery relied on claims of its domesticity to argue it should be shielded from 
the scrutiny and interferences of the greater American public. This defense fed 
into representations of slavery as a system of patriarchal benevolence and the 
plantation as the grandest expression of the domestic ideal. Thavolia Glymph 
reminds us, however, “that the plantation household was also a workplace, not a 
haven from the economic world, that it was not private or made so by the nature 
of the labor performed within it or the sex of the managers.” Glymph’s concern 
with the interior life of the “great house” resonates across the entire plantation 
and throughout the slavery system. Notwithstanding claims to slavery’s place in 
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the South’s private or domestic life, it was nonetheless an institution in which the 
claims of public matters— labor, property— and private privilege— intimacy, 
patriarchy— intersected one another at odd angles. Building on the work of 
both Elizabeth Fox- Genovese and Douglass, Glymph points out that slaves are 
witnesses to the “private” activities within the household and were frequently 
made to participate in such intimacies themselves, even as other slaves provide 
an “audience” for such goings- on.23

 If slavery makes the plantation a workplace, and therefore a public space, 
slavery— “slavery as it is”— is nevertheless concealed from public view. This 
discrepancy raises questions about the viability of both “public” and “private” 
as categories of experience and suggests that certain activities that occur behind 
closed doors can in fact be public in character. They are, in other words, sig-
nificant to the matters of culture and commerce that go on in the public sphere. 
Habermas defines the public sphere as the realm of civic affairs, and he specifies 
that acts such as reading are private behaviors that can affect the public sphere as 
they shape attitudes, opinions, and behaviors within it. Slavery is likewise some-
thing that occurs out of the public eye but affects civic life through its material 
contributions to the slaveholder’s commercial interests and its moral resonance 
for the citizenry. At the same time, these definitions of “public” and “private” 
suggest that any behavior deemed private can be made public simply by mak-
ing it visible. Certainly this is the strategy adopted by feminists and antislavery 
activists, who worked to bring the plights of women and slaves to public light.24 
Douglass uses this strategy liberally in his role as witness to slavery. At the same 
time, Douglass draws attention to the problem of distinguishing “public” and 
“private” within slavery, and he documents the complexity of slaves’ roles as 
constituents of the masters’ private sphere who nevertheless regard the planta-
tion as a public realm in which all they do is subject to surveillance, yet where an 
action’s visibility does not necessarily indicate its public or private character.
 Throughout his autobiographies, Douglass provides examples of how he 
managed his self- presentation in slavery to generate responses especially from 
his masters. For instance, in the Narrative, Douglass explains that slaves learned 
never to complain about their masters to any white person for fear of reprisal: 
“The slaveholders have been known to send in spies among their slaves, to as-
certain their views and feelings in regard to their condition. The frequency of 
this has had the effect to establish among the slaves the maxim, that a still tongue 
makes a wise head. They suppress the truth rather than take the consequences of 
telling it, and in so doing prove themselves a part of the human family” (DA 27). 
Douglass emphasizes the slave’s human desire to protect himself against pun-
ishment and give the master no cause to separate his family. The comment also 
reveals the gradations of public and private experiences and relationships in slave 
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culture. The master who initiates inquiries among the slaves seeks to protect his 
own public reputation by ensuring his slaves do not spread rumors about their ill 
treatment. The slaves themselves seek to protect the integrity of their families. 
The desire to maintain some semblance of a private sphere of familial relations 
leads the slave to play a specific public role for the master and suggests that the 
ultimate freedom for the slave would be to break his silence and speak the truth 
of his experience.25

 In order to be left alone, slaves developed strategies of obfuscation and decep-
tion. The much- discussed example of the sorrow songs illustrates one method by 
which slaves negotiated their tenuous privacy. Recalling the deep pathos of the 
slaves’ musical “prayer and complaint,” Douglass acknowledges that most listen-
ers could not recognize the “ineffable sadness” of the songs (DA 24). The sorrow 
songs represent the slaves’ construction of their own private sphere in plain view 
but unrecognized by white onlookers. Douglass himself must be initiated into 
their meaning, just as he was initiated into knowledge of his own subjugation by 
witnessing Aunt Hester’s violation: “I did not, when a slave, understand the deep 
meaning of those rude and apparently incoherent songs. I was myself within the 
circle; so that I neither saw nor heard as those without might see and hear. They 
told a tale of woe which was then altogether beyond my feeble comprehension” 
(DA 24). Douglass’s image of the circle of slavery distinguishes between those 
whose experience drives them to feeling expression and those whose sensibil-
ities enable them to comprehend the expression. His early unconsciousness of 
the songs’ meanings reflects the fact that the songs “give voice to meaning even 
if no one can understand”— even, that is, if they are so shrouded in privacy as 
to be obscured from those who participate in their making. Douglass’s position 
as “both insider and outsider” to slavery makes his work as mediator of the slave 
experience possible.26 The meaning of the sorrow songs can be parsed only by 
Douglass, with his “peculiar doubleness, which posits deep moral value in slave 
culture while at the same time detaching Douglass from sympathetic immersion 
in it.”27 The songs’ incomprehensibility both to those outside the circle and to 
the uninitiated means that the songs remain deeply private in character, however 
public or visible their expression. The certainty they offer of the slaves’ human-
ity is ineffectual because, ultimately, it does not achieve publicity in the sense of 
conveying meaning beyond the circle of their production. For all their pathos, 
the sorrow songs are rhetorically ineffective, the polar opposite of the public ex-
pression Douglass practices.
 Douglass’s education in the meaning of the sorrow songs— the “first glim-
mering conception” they impart “of the dehumanizing character of slavery”— 
parallels his learning to read and write. As Douglass relates it, learning to read 
was the essential first step into consciousness of and participation in a world be-
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yond slavery, but if the fruits of his efforts were a greater publicity, the effort of 
reading remained intensely private. In his preliterate state, Douglass lacked a 
coherent sense of self— like the other slave children, he was a “brute,” driven 
by animalistic desires for food and warmth. In the language of Hugh Auld, he 
was a “nigger,” an individual whose ignorance and lack of self- regard was the 
source of his value as a slave, and which was “ruined” through the acquisition 
of letters.28 Pursuing literacy, Houston A. Baker argues, slaves counteract the 
ontological emptiness of their condition: “Only by grasping the word could [the 
slave] engage in the speech acts that would ultimately define his selfhood.”29 In 
his ignorance, the slave was confined “for life” to the private sphere. Knowing 
that the instruction of a slave was forbidden, Douglass turns his education into 
a practice not only private but also covert, all the while projecting himself as 
dutiful and obedient. In the private space of the Aulds’ home, he needs to conceal 
his studies: “If I was in a separate room any considerable length of time, I was 
sure to be suspected of having a book, and was at once called to give an account 
of myself ” (DA 40). Alternatively, Douglass’s education is a private effort con-
ducted in public spaces: “During this time,” he writes, “my copy- book was the 
board fence, brick wall, and pavement” (DA 44). For the slave, the notions of 
“public” and “private” spaces are not available as they are among white society. 
Denied his humanity in so many ways, the suggestion that a slave could require 
protections of privacy is nonsensical, and the activities and ideas that one might 
ordinarily associate with the private sphere, such as cultivating family bonds or 
reading a book, must be hidden behind veils of deception. Thus, the fundamen-
tal distinction that Douglass establishes between white and black experience,  
under conditions of either bondage or freedom, is in their experiences and un-
derstanding of distinctions between public and private. For white Americans, 
the distinction between public and private experience is a distinction of privi-
lege: the degree to which an individual can cordon off any aspect of his activity 
from the observation of others is a measure of his freedom. For the slave, the 
situation is more complicated. The subterfuges and deceits Douglass employs 
to become literate are made necessary by the racist ideology that deems his self- 
culture a crime, and they also reveal that ideology to be a fiction.
 As portrayed in the Narrative, then, Douglass’s secret acts expose the depths 
of his privacy and the eminence of his selfhood. In them he claims the right to be 
left alone— to do as he pleases without observation or judgment. Likewise, the 
ability to move at will between public and private spheres, with their associated 
pleasures and limitations, is fundamental to Douglass’s concept of freedom, sym-
bolized most effectively in the Narrative by the sloop Sally Lloyd and other ships 
on the Chesapeake. In the famous apostrophe to the ships on the Chesapeake, 
Douglass expresses his desire for freedom: “you are loosed from your moorings, 
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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!” (DA 59). Douglass’s association 
of the ships’ movement before the wind with political freedom intensifies the 
irony and synecdochical significance of his subsequent career as a caulker: the 
slave’s labor ensures the freedom and financial security of the white sailors and 
merchants who use the ship. Through his skill at caulking, Douglass eventually 
earns the confidence and money to support his escape— an escape he makes in 
the guise of a sailor. For him, ships and shipping are rhetorically powerful figures 
for freedom. More than this, they provide Douglass with practical experience in 
the public world of labor and commerce that are essential to his successful escape. 
His labor at the shipyards almost cost him his life, as he was savagely beaten by 
white laborers who resented and feared competing with black laborers. It also 
instructed Douglass in the manners and idioms of public life— the “address,” as 
Douglass puts it (DA 643)— that, with his borrowed protection papers, get him 
out of the South. As Douglass explains in Life and Times, his escape depended 
on his “knowledge of ships and sailor’s talk” as well as his assessment of “the 
kind feeling which prevailed in Baltimore and other seaports at the time, toward 
‘those who go down to the sea in ships.’” (DA 644). This knowledge enables him 
to navigate the railroad and other public thoroughfares with relative confidence 
and to appear like one at home in the crowd. Not surprisingly, when Douglass 
loses his bearings and his confidence in New York City, he turns to a friendly 
looking sailor for assistance, who in turn leads to his benefactor David Ruggles. 
Douglass’s experiences in the Baltimore shipyards have given him more than a 
“knowledge of ships and sailor’s talk.” Like his years running errands for Sophia 
Auld and playing in the streets with young white boys, these experiences add to 
his knowledge of the crowded world beyond the household and provide an ed-
ucation in the ways of urban life that enable him to assess a stranger’s character 
effectively and recognize the risks of exposure. This knowledge allows him to 
navigate public life effectively— to go wherever he wants, an exercise of free-
dom premised on his essential selfhood.
 But for Douglass and other slaves, the public world is not represented only 
by shipyards and city streets; it also includes their plantation workplace. Doug-
lass’s portraits of violence and cruelty tear away the veil of privacy that shrouds 
plantation life. In this work of exposure Douglass, like other slave narrators, 
objectifies his masters. The act of objectification works on the white oppressors 
as it does on Barnum’s human exhibits: it alienates them from the audience ’s 
subjectivity, marking them as monstrous and Other. “In this respect,” Leonard 
Cassuto argues, “fugitive slave narratives are inverted rewrites of freak show 
pamphlets”— souvenir texts sold alongside exhibits of human grotesques— 
“which are themselves hybrid adventure stories that turned people into gro-
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tesque trophy monsters to be displayed by their hunters.”30 Cassuto incorporates 
the slave narrative into a literary and cultural history in which human beings 
are displayed and interpreted for the pleasurable consumption of a colonizing 
power. His analysis emphasizes the definition of the grotesque as something si-
multaneously recognizable and alien. Seen in this way, Douglass’s master retains 
familiar characteristics of the white citizen, but his behavior indicates a moral 
depravity typically associated with nonwhite savages. In this manner, Douglass 
demands that his audience account for his masters, tracing their social and racial 
taxonomies much as Barnum’s patrons interrogated “What Is It?” and other hu-
man exhibits.
 By contrast, Douglass represents himself in a manner that resonates with his 
white audience ’s ideals for virtue and heroism. He is the undeserving victim 
of his masters’ cruelty, eventually “broken in body, soul, and spirit” (DA 58). 
Tellingly, Douglass uses a single incident, his punishment for the wreck of the 
oxcart, to represent repeated beatings (DA 56). The scene depicted here is one of 
many violent inscriptions of Douglass’s “diploma” on his back, but he is unwill-
ing to represent himself as a pupil of that school— to do so would undermine 
the plot of heroic self- reliance that the Narrative develops and that determines 
Douglass’s public persona.31 Douglass’s reluctance to represent himself as beaten 
bears directly on the Narrative’s plot of developing manhood, which in turn is 
critical to his larger claim to a viable identity in the masculine public sphere. In 
witnessing the erotically charged assault of his Aunt Hester, the young Freder-
ick worries that “it would be my turn next,” an admission of slavery’s power to 
effeminize its victims. Indeed, Covey demands Douglass’s absolute submission 
and, as Douglass projects it, his unmanning.32 But throughout the remainder of 
the Narrative, Douglass rejects this implication as he staunchly refuses to allow 
himself to be seen as unmanned or to risk the eroticization of his own abuse. 
Douglass actively resists Covey’s power, not only by fighting back but also by 
refusing to remove his clothes and submit to the eroticized punishment. The chi-
asmus that structures the Covey episode refers not to man made a woman, or 
the man effeminized; “you have seen how a man was made a slave,” he writes— 
brutalized and returned to his preliterate and prepubescent state of conscious-
ness. He asserts his masculine autonomy in two ways, then, through both his 
violent self- defense and also his rejection of the passive feminine role.
 Douglass’s revisions to this episode in My Bondage and My Freedom go even 
further to specify how his expanded self- awareness leads from slavery’s prison 
of privacy to a liberated public self: “Covey was a tyrant, and a cowardly one, 
withal. After resisting him, I felt as I had never felt before. It was a resurrection 
from the dark and pestiferous tomb of slavery, to the heaven of comparative free-
dom. I was no longer a servile coward, trembling under the frown of a brother 
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worm of the dust, but, my long- cowed spirit was roused to an attitude of manly 
independence” (DA 286). The notion that Douglass is a providential figure was 
first imparted to him in his selection to go to Baltimore and later encouraged by 
his friendship with Father Lawson. Douglass’s triumph over Covey affirms his 
sense of himself as an agent of divine will. Though his language is consistent 
with the evangelical Christianity of the South, Douglass’s association of himself 
with the divine parallels the Emersonian notion of a self in communion with 
Spirit, and he further links the recognition of divine selfhood to masculine her-
oism.33 Referring to “the Transcendentalists’ endless obsession with issues of 
‘manliness,’” Barbara Packer argues that such gendered language was part of 
a recognizable “code” among contemporaries. “The opposite of ‘manliness’ in 
this code is not ‘effeminacy’ but ‘servility,’” she writes. “To be dependent on 
another person for one’s livelihood places the strongest possible check on free-
dom of thought or speech.”34 Of course, women in the antebellum period were 
dependent on others in exactly the ways that Packer notes here, but her empha-
sis on manliness as a positive expression of autonomy is very helpful in reading 
Douglass, whose climactic struggle with Covey does not release him from servi-
tude but does alleviate his sense of himself as lesser, beholden, or brutish. Covey 
is his “brother worm,” an individual equally mastered by spiritual and political 
forces that determine his fate. This is Douglass’s transparent eyeball moment, 
when he is able to see past the artificial social structures to recognize the play 
of universal forces in the shaping of experience. The positive acknowledgment 
of his manhood independent of his political status as a slave enables Douglas to 
assume the status of personhood,35 a selfhood that is not defined or constrained 
by his physical self. In fact, Douglass remained a slave, very much defined by his 
physical person, but the rhetorical acknowledgment of a transcendent selfhood 
underlines the injustice of his bondage and lays claim to the privileges of the 
public sphere characterized by its impersonality.

Douglass’s 1855 revision of the Covey episode is of course just  
 one of the many revisions he makes to the story of his early life in My 

Bondage and My Freedom. The book as a whole brings Douglass’s story up to 
date, detailing his years as a paid lecturer for the AASS and his early years as a 
newspaper publisher in Rochester, New York. The work does not simply pick up 
where the Narrative finished, however, but provides a complete revision of Dou-
glass’s story, including reinterpretations of familiar episodes of the Narrative. It 
is, as Eric Sundquist says, “a book not just about what it means to be a slave in 
the South but rather what it means to be a slave in America.”36 Altogether, in My 
Bondage and My Freedom Douglass establishes a public presence that is unme-
diated by Garrison and the AASS and not limited to the exposure of his scars. 
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As David Leverenz argues, Douglass’s revisions reflect the ideas of self that led 
to Douglass’s break with the Garrisonians. Of the Covey episode in particular, 
Leverenz points out that the version included in My Bondage draws attention 
simultaneously to Douglass’s physical power and his writerly refinement: “The 
revision emphasizes Douglass’s discovery of manhood, which he now equates 
with power and moral dignity,” as opposed to the drive for a personal indepen-
dence that he expresses in the Narrative.37 Further, I would like to suggest that 
as he reinterprets his personal story, Douglass refines his understanding of the 
relationship between his private and his public selves and explicitly denies the 
idea that he emerged from slavery fully formed.38 Certainly Garrison suggests as 
much in his depiction of Douglass’s Nantucket speech in his preface to the 1845 
Narrative. Douglass was in fact a graduate of the peculiar institution, but, as he 
retells the tale in 1855, his education gave him more than the stripes on his back; 
it gave him an insider’s knowledge of slavery’s machinations that authorized his 
vigorous social analysis.
 My Bondage aims to demonstrate that Douglass had been laboring in the fields 
of public advocacy long before his notable speech at Nantucket, back into his 
years teaching Sabbath schools on the eastern shore of Maryland. As he taught 
his fellow slaves to read, Douglass also hatched an escape plot that he urged on 
his closest friends; of those arguments, he writes, “I here began my public speak-
ing” (DA 306). Douglass’s new chronology of his public career requires a revi-
sion of the word “public” from a reference to the largely white assemblies Dou-
glass addressed in the North to include black men in bondage. This usage defies 
the classic association of the public sphere with a privileged class of propertied 
white men and asserts the slave’s rights to citizenship. Douglass’s own publicity 
gives credence to his assertion, for the public presence of the eloquent black man 
defied conventional associations of the public sphere with white male citizens ex-
clusively. If the black former slave could address the public, could not the black 
slave also participate in public life in other ways? To deny this claim was not 
to deny the slave’s humanity, as the slaveocrats did; worse, it was to deny their 
very existence. To Douglass, it seemed this was in fact happening, as northerners 
including Garrison and his supporters argued against slavery without expressing 
support for racial equality. Free and slave, black people were at the very center of 
American public life— at the forefront of the public consciousness— but unseen 
by the vast majority of onlookers. To bring them into the light, Douglass worked 
to redefine the meaning of the “public,” starting with his representation of the 
Sabbath schools and his first attempt to escape slavery.
 Douglass’s literacy enabled him to teach other slaves, and he repeatedly es-
tablished informal schools that met in the evenings or on Sundays. His first ef-
fort, at Saint Michael’s, was broken up by Thomas Auld and other white men 
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who compared Douglass to Nat Turner and warned that “if I did not look out, 
I should get as many balls into me, as Nat did into him” (DA 254). This episode 
precipitated Douglass’s rendition to the slave breaker Covey, but on his release 
from Covey’s farm he established another, more ambitious Sabbath school at 
Mr. Freeland’s farm. There he taught a group of about thirty men each Sunday, 
plus others on weeknights. Douglass and his students took pains to conceal their 
efforts from their white neighbors: “All were impressed with the necessity of 
keeping the matter as private as possible, for the fate of the St. Michael’s attempt 
was notorious, and fresh in the minds of all” (DA 298). However prudent these 
efforts, Douglass uses his narrative to assail the hypocrisy of a slave system that 
rendered them necessary. As in the Narrative, he points out that the white south-
erners’ professions of Christian faith contradict their actions as slave masters, 
and he extends his critique to the prohibitions on slave education: “Let the reader 
reflect upon the fact that, in this Christian country, men and women are hiding 
from professors of religion, in barns, in the woods and fields, in order to learn to 
read the holy bible” (DA 300). Douglass points out the religious hypocrisy, but 
he also acknowledges that southerners’ fears of what education might lead to are 
justified. “I have met several slaves from Maryland, who were once my schol-
ars,” he writes, “and who obtained their freedom, I doubt not, partially in conse-
quence of the ideas imparted to them in that school” (DA 300). Throughout his 
accounts in My Bondage and My Freedom of his time as a slave teacher, Douglass 
underscores the calculation with which he pressed his insurrectionist thinking 
on his students. Indeed, Douglass uses familiar texts to inculcate the lessons he 
had already taken to heart. He “tried to show the agency of ignorance in keeping 
men in slavery. Webster’s spelling book and the Columbian Orator were looked 
into again” (DA 298). This anecdotal evidence alone supports the southerners’ 
fears that education would undermine the slave system.
 As they lead slaves to regard themselves and their circumstances in a new 
light, Douglass’s Sabbath schools reiterate in his students the consciousness- 
raising process that he experienced in his own early self- schooling, and they 
reiterate as well the complicated dimensions of privacy and publicity that ef-
fort entailed. Douglass claims that he and his students at Mr. Freeland’s took 
pains to “[keep] the matter as private as possible,” but it was likely impossible 
to conceal a meeting of thirty black men among a white society already anxious 
about slave conspiracy.39 Douglass’s language therefore conflates the privacy of 
the men’s reading with the secrecy of their operations. Privacy and secrecy are 
not synonymous, after all. Marking the distinction, Morton H. Levine argues 
that privacy is self- nurturing whereas secrecy is self- protective: “the aloneness 
of privacy both is willed by the individual and is not only voluntary but posi-
tive. For privacy is perceived by the individual as the privileged life- space within 
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which he functions as himself, in which he experiences, exercises, and enjoys 
his uniqueness,” but “secrecy is in essence negative. It involves keeping to one-
self information which one feels would render one vulnerable to some kind of 
damage, either practical damage or damage to self- esteem.”40 Reading is a good 
example of an activity that is associated with privacy but that, under ordinary 
circumstances, one need not keep secret: in the nineteenth century, it is possible 
to read newspapers or small volumes in public spaces without sacrificing the pri-
vacy of the act. Nor would the average nineteenth- century reader, who reads 
in the privacy of his or her home, feel compelled to keep that fact a secret from 
others. For slaves, however, reading and learning to read are illicit acts that must 
be concealed from white people. By labeling his school “private,” Douglass de-
liberately ignores its criminality and implicitly denies his work’s transgression of 
the slave code, that code itself being transgressive of the slaves’ humanity. Read-
ing is widely accepted as a valuable means of cultivating the self. His “private” 
school, he implies, merely provides that all- important function to young men 
eager to improve themselves spiritually through scriptural study. His language 
clearly makes the case for the existence of a back private sphere, in contrast to 
evidence of slaves’ “private death,” thus asserting slaves’ intrinsic humanity. At 
the same time, he acknowledges the white community as the slaves’ public. This 
construction reveals the public sphere to be exclusionary and dangerous, the site 
not of self- abstraction and reasonable discursive exchange but of opposition, an-
tagonism, and conflict.
 Douglass’s work as a teacher was therefore an important stage in his devel-
opment as a public figure. His secret efforts worked to instill in his brother slaves 
a consciousness of the idea of slavery as a system through which their oppres-
sion served the economic, social, and political interests of their enslavers. The 
associations of Douglass’s teaching with the insurrectionist efforts of Nat Turner 
and the start of his public- speaking career in My Bondage and My Freedom mark 
a radical departure from the Narrative. The earlier work represents Douglass’s 
Sabbath school as a valuable example of slave community. The close ties Dou-
glass forged with his fellow slaves, especially his students, provided necessary 
emotional support for the slaves and helped make up for the familial connec-
tions that slavery denied him: “We were linked and interlinked with each other. 
I loved them with a love stronger than anything I have experienced since” (DA 
72). That profound sense of connectedness with his fellow slaves leads Douglass 
to include others in his escape effort, which he represents as an act of solidarity 
threatened by the fearful self- interest of Sandy, who betrays them. In My Bond-
age, Douglass gives a much fuller treatment of the first escape attempt. Although 
this version also emphasizes the deep friendship among the rebel band, Douglass 
plays up his own role in conceiving of the plot and persuading his friends to join 
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him in it. This work is the culmination of all his self- culture to that point, and 
“all my little reading, which had any bearing on the subject of human rights, was 
rendered available” in his rhetorical efforts (DA 305). In My Bondage and My 
Freedom, therefore, Douglass indicates that the realization of one’s selfhood, a 
work nurtured in private acts of self- culture, must be preserved and defended 
by acts of public and even violent resistance. Indeed, such resistance defines his 
heroism: not the noble defense of the weak, but the violent refusal to be made 
abject, to abandon one’s selfhood.
 Retelling the runaway plot in My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass valo-
rizes slaves’ physical resistance of any effort to restrict their autonomy. The plot 
required Douglass to forge passes for himself and three others and for them to 
head north on the Chesapeake Bay using a stolen boat. The plan was obviously 
dangerous, and Douglass describes his and his companions’ determination to 
pursue their aim at any physical cost: “It was truly felt to be a matter of life and 
death with us; and we fully intended to fight as well as run, if necessity should 
occur for that extremity” (DA 315). Ultimately, the plot fails, but Douglass rep-
resents the effort as a heroic act of self- redemption. In this sense, the escape at-
tempt is the next logical step after his fight with Covey. That effort involved the 
master’s recognition of the slave’s essential selfhood, but as long as he remained 
in bondage, the slave was socially dead. Douglass describes escape’s promise 
of restoration to life as a dramatic change in the slave’s relationship to time and 
hence to his self: “The thought of only being a creature of the present and the 
past, troubled me, and I longed to have a future— a future with hope in it. To be 
shut up entirely to the past and present, is abhorrent to the human mind; it is to 
the soul— whose life and happiness is unceasing progress— what the prison is 
to the body; a blight and mildew, a hell of horrors” (DA 304–5). This is what is 
at stake in the escape attempt, the soul’s rescue from an eternal present, and the 
mind’s from unrelenting memory.
 Eric Sundquist explains, “To have a future, as Douglass figures it, is to be 
free. It is thus . . . to be able to enter into the self- making process of being an 
American.”41 Douglass’s assertion that the soul thrives in progress clearly asso-
ciates him with the popular philosophy of self- culture that was rooted in Uni-
tarianism and reaffirmed as Emersonian self- reliance. The Emersonian hero 
must withstand the buffets of adverse public opinion— “For nonconformity 
the world whips you with its displeasure,” Emerson writes (CW 2:32)— but the 
slave risks actual whipping and worse punishments. Douglass chooses the revo-
lutionary patriots, not his contemporary reformers, as the rhetorical touchstone 
for the band of freedom seekers: quoting Patrick Henry’s “Give me liberty or 
give me death,” he points out, “with us it was a doubtful liberty, at best, that we 
sought; and a certain, lingering death in the rice swamps and sugar fields, if we 
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failed” (DA 312). In Douglass’s invocation of Patrick Henry, he links his future 
to an American revolutionary past. This gesture, Priscilla Wald argues, is a key 
step in Douglass’s self- positioning as an authoritative national spokesperson.42 
It also authorizes his embrace of violent resistance, even though the violence 
that follows as the plot unfolds tests all the participants’ resolve. One participant, 
Sandy, gives in to his fear and betrays the group. In the event of their capture, 
Douglass discovers himself less brave than his companion Henry, who resists 
his captors and refuses to be tied up: “Henry put me to shame; he fought, and 
fought bravely. John and I had made no resistance. The fact is, I never see much 
use in fighting, unless there is a reasonable probability of whipping somebody. 
Yet there was something almost providential in the resistance made by the gal-
lant Henry. But for that resistance, every soul of us would have been hurried off 
to the far south” (DA 318). Douglass represents the moment as a turning point 
in his thinking about revolutionary action and violent resistance. There can be 
value in fighting even if the result is not a triumph; the act of resistance is itself 
expressive of the individual’s claim to his own body, and its significance extends 
beyond its immediate effects. This insight governs Douglass’s representation of 
the entire escape attempt and its aftermath, which, though a failure, effectively 
challenged the slavers’ authority and exposed the powerful self- sovereignty of 
the would- be fugitives.
 While Henry’s heroism affects Douglass strongly, the entire first escape 
attempt is an act of resistance that resonates beyond Freeland’s farm. Just as 
Douglass claims his Sabbath schools were his first efforts at public speaking, he 
represents the escape attempt as his introduction into the white public sphere, 
presaging his public career in the North. In both cases, Douglass is regarded 
by his white audience as a spectacle of blackness: when observed in the public 
sphere, his physical and intellectual power are alike regarded as wondrous and 
disruptive of social order. This disruptive power is made abundantly clear by 
Douglass’s mistress, Mrs. Betsey Freeland, who tells him, “but for you, you long 
legged yellow devil, Henry and John would never have thought of running away” 
(DA 310). Her accusation emphasizes his being “yellow,” that is, a mulatto. The 
slur suggests that Douglass’s mixed race makes him a grotesque figure, defying 
easy racial categorization and therefore disrupting the social order. By compar-
ison, the blackness of Henry and John make them gullible in her eyes, easily 
swayed by more powerful natures. Her logic incorporates the proslavery ratio-
nale that regards black people as incapable of self- governance, Henry’s heroic 
resistance notwithstanding. Rather than disprove or contradict Mrs. Freeland’s 
logic, Douglass affirms it: “I gave the lady a look, which called forth a scream of 
mingled wrath and terror” from her (DA 319). He plays the part of the monster 
she thinks he is. In fact, his monstrous quality is really his very human rage at her 
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usage and his situation, but this fact does not compute with her, because she has 
no ideological framework with which to make sense of his emotional expression. 
Through his look, Douglass communicates his judgment of her, and his nonver-
bal assertion of his intellectual and moral power angers and terrifies her because 
it upends white privilege.
 Douglass’s narration challenges the normative white view of black men not 
only by relating their heroic self- possession but also by challenging the authority 
of the evaluative white gaze. Douglass does not allow himself and his compatri-
ots to be spectacles only; they are spectators, too, observing and judging their 
observers. Objectified in his glance and, more importantly, his narration of the 
scene, Mrs. Freeland is made to represent the arrogance, as well as the limits, of 
white power. In his description of the long walk to the jail at Easton, Douglass 
further undermines the authority of the white gaze by juxtaposing it with other 
interpretive perspectives. He and his fellow conspirators were led from Saint Mi-
chael’s to Easton in a long march that Douglass represents as a kind of parade:

Could the kind reader have been quietly riding along the main road to or from 
Easton, that morning, his eye would have met a painful sight. He would have 
seen five young men, guilty of no crime, save that of preferring liberty to a 
life of bondage, drawn along the public highway— firmly bound together— 
tramping through dust and heat, bare- footed and bare- headed— fastened to 
three strong horses, whose riders were armed to the teeth, with pistols and 
daggers— on their way to prison, like felons, and suffering every possible in-
sult from the crowds of idle, vulgar people, who clustered around, and heart-
lessly made their failure the occasion for all manner of ribaldry and sport. As 
I looked upon this crowd of vile persons, and saw myself and friends thus 
assailed and persecuted, I could not help seeing the fulfillment of Sandy’s 
dream. I was in the hands of moral vultures, and firmly held in their sharp tal-
ons, and was being hurried away toward Easton, in a south- easterly direction, 
amid the jeers of new birds of the same feather, through every neighborhood 
we passed. It seemed to me, (and this shows the good understanding between 
the slaveholders and their allies,) that every body we met knew the cause of 
our arrest, and were out, awaiting our passing by, to feast their vindictive eyes 
on our misery and to gloat over our ruin. Some said, I ought to be hanged, and 
others, I ought to be burnt; others, I ought to have the “hide” taken from my 
back; while no one gave us a kind word or sympathizing look, except the poor 
slaves, who were lifting their heavy hoes, and who cautiously glanced at us 
through the post- and- rail fences, behind which they were at work. Our suf-
ferings, that morning, can be more easily imagined than described. Our hopes 
were all blasted, at a blow. (DA 319–20)
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Unlike the scene of the group’s capture, which took place in the privacy of the 
Freeland kitchen, this scene takes place “along the public highway.” The pres-
ence of jeering white observers indicates that the publicity of the men’s march 
is intended as an affirmation of white authority as well— perhaps as an example 
to the field slaves who also observe their passing. As Jennifer Greiman observes, 
the scene depicts the white crowd as “a judging, punitive public,” while “Doug-
lass also marks the limit case of inclusion in an ostensibly democratic republic.”43 
Democratic spectacle generates a powerful combination of aesthetic and political 
elements that together render democracy an affective as well as practical experi-
ence. In democracy as in amusements, the nature of spectacle is to reinforce the 
subject position of the onlooker. As in the example of the freak show, where “the 
exhibited body became a text written in boldface to be deciphered according to 
the needs and desires of the onlookers,” the bodies of the black prisoners are put 
on exhibit and subjected to the evaluative gaze of a white audience.44 But Doug-
lass’s narration demonstrates that the public spectacle is not easily controlled— 
its meaning is not determined by the single, normative gaze of the white authori-
ties, for they are part of the scene, too. The passage reverses the white onlookers’ 
gaze, revealing them as “idle, vulgar people” and “moral vultures.” As in Doug-
lass’s representations of Auld and Covey, his narration here makes an exhibit 
of his white captors and portrays them as monsters or human grotesques even 
as, perhaps because, they make a spectacle of the black bodies in their charge. 
Douglass shows that there is no single subject position— the spectacle is not a 
two- dimensional presentation of an object (Douglass) to a subject (the white 
crowd), but a multidimensional scene in which everyone is both observer and 
observed, subject and object. Yet through his claim to the authorial voice, Doug-
lass controls this multidimensional arrangement. If he cannot eliminate or write 
out the judgments of the white audience, his representation of multiple audiences 
challenges the white audiences’ assumptions of normativity and authority.
 In My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass uses narration of the escape at-
tempt to compound the work of resistance. Although the first escape attempt 
failed, his description of the march to Easton jail demonstrates that he and his co-
conspirators exemplified black resistance to white authority. The meaning of their 
resistance cannot be contained or controlled by their capture, as the boundaries 
of public and private, expression and interpretation, cannot be policed by white 
men on horseback. Douglass’s narration, moreover, extends the episode beyond 
the specific time and place of its occurrence. He opens the scene of their march 
to Easton, for example, to yet another, larger audience of readers. Those readers, 
like the author himself, are able to observe the various participants and make 
judgments about their actions. Interestingly, Douglass’s narration maintains the 
inscrutability of the field slaves: they observe, but remain silent. Douglass in-

This content downloaded from 146.96.128.36 on Tue, 10 Mar 2020 00:36:16 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



140 chapter four

terprets their gaze as sympathetic, but its sympathy is understood only by those 
whose plight has earned it. Like the meanings of the sorrow songs, their glance 
is part of the necessarily covert expression of the black private sphere, conducted 
in the full exposure of the public highway, but unrecognized— probably un-
seen— by those who seek to control it by law and custom. The contrast between 
the prisoners and the slaves who observe them raises interpretive questions for 
the readers who observe the scene from a more critical distance outside the circle 
of slavery: which is less free, the slave in chains, who has been caught in the effort 
to escape, or the slave unchained, who looks up from his labor to observe the 
other as he is led past? Does the field slave consider his imprisoned counterpart a 
hero or a fool? The field slave is not free to express his judgment, but in depict-
ing his silent regard of the scene, Douglass acknowledges the black readers of 
his narrative and invites their interpretations. Their presence in the description 
is important for white readers as well, a reminder that their judgment is not the 
only judgment, that they stand alongside black men and women in the public 
sphere.
 In his retelling of the first escape attempt in My Bondage and My Freedom, 
Douglass conveys several ideas that are key to his political thought in the 1850s. 
He uses the episode to articulate the logic of violent resistance, which he asso-
ciates with both masculine heroism and patriotism. Even where violent resis-
tance fails, as it does for his coconspirator Henry, it is a necessary and powerful 
expression of personal agency that highlights the injustice of slavery’s equally 
violent denial of the slave’s personhood. In the years following passage of the 
Fugitive Slave Act, Douglass defends acts of violent resistance against slavery, as 
for instance in his justification for the death of James Batchelder, a guard at the 
Boston courthouse who was killed in the failed effort to rescue the fugitive slave 
Anthony Burns in 1854. In his actions, Douglass argues, Batchelder “labeled 
himself the common enemy of mankind, and his slaughter was as innocent, in the 
sight of God, as would be the slaughter of a ravenous wolf in the act of throttling 
an infant.”45 Violence in such instances is more than just, Douglass contends; 
it is a powerful statement in rejecting bondage and asserting blacks’ collective 
manhood, and a far more reliable agent of political transformation than moral 
suasion.46

 In addition to its justification of violent resistance, My Bondage and My Free-
dom offers a piercing critique of contemporary understandings of publicity and 
the public sphere. Throughout his career after slavery, Douglass worked to re-
mind audiences of the black presences in a public sphere most assumed to be 
white. As the scene of his march to Easton jail illustrates, that assumption is not 
only false, but it depends on a kind of double vision among a white population 
that both sees and does not see the black bodies that share public spaces. Person-
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hood follows from the abstraction of selfhood— the notion that selfhood is dis-
tinct from one’s physical person and is cultivated in private experience. Con-
temporary thinking about race regarded black people as lacking transcendent 
selfhood: their identity was coterminous with their physical persons, and that 
fact in turn justified white America’s denial of the existence of a black private 
sphere. It also delegitimized any public expression a black person might dare 
offer. Douglass shows that by denying black selfhood on the basis of physical 
characteristics, white America ironically rendered these highly visible bodies in-
visible.
 Douglass’s determination to participate in the public sphere challenges and is 
challenged by such racist thinking. At the same time, however, the public sphere 
is itself being transformed by a developing celebrity culture that seeks mean-
ing in the physical person. Douglass offers a complicated and varied response to 
these contradictions. His embrace of violent resistance acknowledges the rhetor-
ical power of black bodies demanding the recognition of the white public. At the 
same time, he mocks a white public that embraces him as a celebrity against the 
logic of his own racism. The final chapter of My Bondage and My Freedom offers 
numerous illustrations of these points. Douglass closes the book with a series of 
“Various Incidents” (as the chapter is called) from his American travels. Imme-
diately following Douglass’s account of his two years in England, where he was 
treated with great warmth and respect, the chapter highlights America’s cultural 
and political failure to meet its ideals of equality. This failure is illustrated by 
individuals’ responses to Douglass himself, as prejudiced white observers regard 
him at first as a representative of his race and then as somehow different, unlike 
the black man of their imaginations and expectations. Just as he uses the tech-
niques of slave narrative to reverse the gaze and question the humanity of the 
slaveholders, Douglass uses these later incidents to expose the inhumanity of the 
northerners’ racist policies and behaviors. The result is a portrait, or series of 
portraits, not of himself as autobiographer but of white America and its confu-
sion and anxiety about the presence of blacks in the public sphere.
 As they did during the civil rights movement of the twentieth century, these 
anxieties play out in scenes of public transport— namely, the railroad. Doug-
lass recalls his resistance to being forced off the whites- only cars of the East-
ern Railroad, on which he frequently traveled from his home in Lynn, Massa-
chusetts. “Thus seated” in the whites- only carriage, he recalls, “I was sure to 
be called upon to betake myself to the ‘Jim Crow car.’ Refusing to obey, I was 
often dragged out of my seat, beaten, and severely bruised, by conductors and 
brakemen” (DA 394). His resistance leads to even greater conflict with railway 
conductors. When he refuses requests to remove himself to the Jim Crow car, 
Douglass relates, “they clutched me, head, neck, and shoulders. But, in antici-
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pation of the stretching to which I was about to be subjected, I had inter woven 
myself among the seats. In dragging me out, on this occasion, it must have 
cost the company twenty- five or thirty dollars, for I tore up seats and all. So 
great was the excitement in Lynn, on the subject, that the superintendent, Mr. 
Stephan A. Chase, ordered the trains to run through Lynn without stopping, 
while I remained in that town; and this ridiculous farce was enacted” (DA 394). 
In the passage, Douglass turns the tables on his antagonists, revealing them to be 
brutish in their attack on a person of character and delicacy. Physically, this is a 
fight Douglass is bound to lose, and he knows it. But like Henry’s refusal to be 
tied up, his resistance expresses his manly strength of character and draws public 
attention to the railroad’s Jim Crow policy. His act of resistance resonates as an 
act of civil disobedience and, Douglass further notes, contributes to the Eastern 
Railroad’s eventual desegregation. Douglass does not take complete credit for 
this policy change: “The result was not brought about without the intervention 
of the people,” he admits, and he credits also Massachusetts legislator Charles 
Francis Adams for his “signal service” in bringing about legislative action (DA 
394, 395). Nevertheless, the anecdote as a whole makes clear that Douglass’s 
physical resistance to oppression galvanized public interest— it made the issue 
visible, where it had before been unnoticed. The story of Douglass’s defying Jim 
Crow parallels his resisting Covey and other instruments of white oppression. 
Slavery does not exist in the North, but as Douglass argues, race prejudice in so-
cial convention and legal structure forces free and fugitive blacks to endure a sec-
ond slavery that restrains their freedom of movement, speech, and association. 
And as slaves are socially dead, Douglass suggests that segregationist policies 
and Jim Crow cars likewise entail the social death of black people by effectively 
removing them from the public sphere. In this manner, the public sphere is in fact 
private in character, a zone of privilege cordoned off less by money— Douglass 
pays for the first- class ticket— than by race.
 The incident hinges on Douglass’s significance, not as a black public figure 
but as a black man in public. Only in the retelling, in his autobiography, does his 
celebrity come into play, overlaying the incident with a veneer of irony. In the 
retelling, the incident is ironic because the readers know who Douglass is in a 
way that his antagonists on the train either do not know or refuse to recognize. 
Douglass clearly enjoys upending conventional expectations of himself based 
on his appearance in the public sphere. In another incident on a train, Douglass 
recalls white passengers’ unwillingness to take the seat next to him on a crowded 
car until he is greeted by the governor, who promptly takes the free seat. “The 
despised seat now became honored,” Douglass recalls. “His excellency had re-
moved all the prejudice against sitting by the side of a negro; and upon his leav-
ing it, as he did, on reaching Pittsfield, there were at least one dozen applicants 
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for the place” (DA 396). Douglass presents the episode as a comic lesson in the 
folly of prejudice and the credulity of the crowd, who are easily swayed by the 
example of prominent men. But the episode also demonstrates the cultural use 
of Douglass’s own celebrity. He and the governor, he explains, had no prior re-
lationship: “I was not acquainted with him, and had no idea that I was known to 
him. Known to him, however, I was” (DA 396), and on the basis of this knowl-
edge the governor approached the former slave. Douglass omits or chooses not 
to consider the question of whether the governor would have so approached an 
anonymous black passenger. Clearly, Douglass’s celebrity paved the way for his 
personal acceptance in public, and his representative status in turn paves the way 
for more widespread acceptance of other black people.
 In his acts of physical resistance on the trains, Douglass uses his body to draw 
attention to the presence of other black bodies in the American public sphere. 
His physical resistance is for him an extension of or complement to his efforts as a 
public lecturer, which likewise take rhetorical strength from his physical person. 
However uncomfortable Douglass may have been with the efforts of the AASS 
to draw meaning from his physical person— with their consistent sentimental 
association of his blackness with the abuses of slavery— he attempted to make 
rhetorical use of his body as well. In contrast with arguments suggesting that 
the focus on Douglass’s body returned him to figurative slavery, Robert Fanuzzi 
argues that Douglass controlled his physical presence on the lecture platform in 
a manner that suggested his adherence to republican principles. He did so using 
familiar oratorical conventions gleaned from The Columbian Orator and other 
popular eloquence manuals.47 In a sense, Douglass relied on his body to efface 
it: through careful and strategic presentation of his physical person, Douglass 
claimed the status of abstract, disembodied personhood that was the privilege of 
masculinity and autonomy. If this is part of his strategy on the lecture platform, 
where his body is visible to all onlookers, it is certainly in play in his autobiog-
raphy, where his voice emerges from the page and his person is a fabrication 
of language and the reader’s imagination only. The incidents on the train are 
therefore encounters between men, and while the physical action is crucial to the 
stories, the specifics of skin tones and scars are incidental to the issues of justice 
and equality that the stories develop. Interestingly, these abstractions become 
clearer as his physical self is itself rendered abstract.

The continuing problem, however, was that his physical per- 
son was not rendered entirely abstract. Throughout his career, Douglass 

encountered instances where his status as universal subject or juridical person 
was denied by a mass public mindful of his racial difference from the perceived 
norm. As Jeannine DeLombard has shown, reviews of Douglass’s lectures con-
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sistently focused on his body rather than his oratory.48 DeLombard concludes 
that this shows how Douglass’s oratorical performance was impeded by per-
sistent racism, and while this is indeed likely, it is also worth noting that such 
attention to a popular lecturer’s person is not Douglass’s lot alone. As we have 
already seen, Emerson’s audiences also tried to “read” his body and regarded 
his physical appearance as a text that complemented or even superseded his or-
atorical one. While interpretations of Douglass’s body certainly registered his 
audience’s racial attitudes, I would argue that the tendency to interpret the public 
figure as a physical text is widespread and a component of celebrity culture. 
Douglass’s career demonstrates the ways these interpretations may be inflected 
by or reflective of audiences’ attitudes about race. In addition, the particular dy-
namics of Douglass’s personal circumstances as a former slave- turned- celebrity 
make him particularly mindful of the interplay between body and publicity. As 
the episodes on the railroad cars demonstrate, Douglass recognizes the cultural 
tendency to regard him primarily as a physical text, and as he skillfully turns 
spectators’ expectations back on themselves he encourages them to reconsider 
the black body— to reread it— as a mere surface masking the individual con-
sciousness that it conceals. Emerson’s trope of transparency is useful here: 
Douglass’s public performances of selfhood aim to lead spectators to moments 
of transparent vision, in which they do not fail to see his blackness, but they 
manage to see through it to recognize the humanity, not to say the divinity, that 
lies within. In this way, the black body in public ceases to be a curiosity or a spec-
tacle, and social equality emerges as a possibility if not yet a full- fledged reality.
 These performances of self must occur repeatedly and in shifting contexts, 
however, and Douglass’s later career sees him confronting the same objectifying 
gaze from different audiences and in different scenes. His third and final auto-
biography, Life and Times (1881, 1892), represents Douglass as a public figure 
and continues the work of addressing the conflicting interpretations of him. For 
instance, the encounter with Governor Briggs on the railway car that Douglass 
recounts in My Bondage and My Freedom parallels an incident he relates in Life 
and Times. In 1864 Douglass presented himself at the White House reception 
of newly reelected president Abraham Lincoln, only to be turned away by the 
guards, “for their directions were to admit no persons of my color” (DA 803). 
When the officers attempted to conduct Douglass and his companion out a side 
exit, he prevailed on another guest who recognized him: “Be so kind as to say 
to Mr. Lincoln that Frederick Douglass is detained by officers at the door” (DA 
804). When at last admitted, Douglass writes, he was greeted warmly by the 
president, with whom he had consulted during Lincoln’s previous term in office. 
The scene is one of two celebrities meeting on a rarefied plane, recognizing in 
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one another their parallel stories of self- making and achievement. Asking Doug-
lass’s opinion of his inaugural address, Lincoln says, “There is no man in the 
country whose opinion I value more than yours” (DA 804). In both his appeal to 
the bystander at the White House and his retelling of the event in Life and Times, 
the incident reveals Douglass as more willing than ever to use his celebrity to 
demonstrate his public stature and innate equality. The president’s compliment 
indicates Douglass’s tremendous achievement as an orator and social critic, an 
identity he holds in higher regard than his past as a slave, for it is that past, and 
its popular associations with racial inferiority, that first bars him from the White 
House’s East Room.
 On the whole, Life and Times emphasizes this more mature and nuanced 
character. In it, Douglass emerges as a man influenced but not dominated by his 
experience in bondage. The work focuses on Douglass’s career as a servant of 
public causes— it is, as Houston Baker points out, the document of a public life 
and career rather than an activist tale of bondage and escape.49 But that public 
life derives its value— its legitimacy— from the abstract personhood that mo-
tivates it. Douglass’s Life and Times goes even farther than his earlier books in 
confronting the dynamics of publicity and privacy that both enabled and im-
peded Douglass’s public actions. The result is a book that defies the conventions 
of both the slave narrative and the autobiography. And whereas the first two 
books developed the idea of Douglass as a figure simultaneously representative 
and extraordinary, Life and Times presents him, in George L. Ruffin’s words, as 
“sui generis. . . . When we bring forward Douglass, he cannot be matched” (DA 
467). Douglass may also contain multitudes. The idea is not to catalog them but 
to have the depth of his subjectivity recognized. Or, to return to the Emerso-
nian touchstone, he seeks public acknowledgment of the infinitude of his private 
experience. As a result, instead of a national representative of the millions who 
experienced slavery and racial oppression in America, the Douglass of Life and 
Times is an aspirational figure who transforms conventional understandings of 
race and achievement: “With this example,” Ruffin writes, “the black boy as well 
as the white boy can take hope and courage in the race of life” (DA 468).
 This self- consciously public stature that Douglass presumes in Life and Times 
is certainly justified by the eventful course of his life. Douglass’s exposure as a 
celebrity contrasts starkly with the invisibility of his origins in slavery— his rele-
gation there to the private sphere of his white master. At the same time, Douglass 
recognizes privacy as necessary to the cultivation of an abstract selfhood and as 
the privilege of citizenship. In part 2 of the book, Douglass addresses the con-
flicting demands of publicity and privacy by recounting the “knotty questions” 
he has been “pelted with” by curious observers over the years:
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There is no disguising the fact that the American people are much interested 
and mystified about the mere matter of color as connected with manhood. It 
seems to them that color has some moral or immoral qualities and especially 
the latter. . . . Hence I have often been bluntly and sometimes very rudely 
asked, of what color my mother was, and of what color was my father? In 
what proportion does the blood of the various races mingle in my veins, es-
pecially how much white blood and how much black blood entered into my 
composition? Whether I was not part Indian as well as African and Cauca-
sian? Whether I considered myself more African than Caucasian, or the re-
verse? Whether I derived my intelligence from my father, or from my mother, 
from my white, or from my black blood? . . . Why did I marry a person of 
my father’s complexion instead of marrying one of my mother’s complexion? 
How is the race problem to be solved in this country? Will the negro go back 
to Africa or remain here? Under this shower of purely American questions, 
more or less personal, I have endeavored to possess my soul in patience and 
get as much good out of life as was possible with so much to occupy my time; 
and, though often perplexed, seldom losing my temper, or abating heart or 
hope for the future of my people. (DA 939–40)

This long passage— and I have omitted a fair amount in the interest of space— 
goes to the heart of the matter of Douglass’s celebrity. It suggests that celebrity 
both abetted and impeded Douglass’s larger social and political aims. Douglass’s 
celebrity and public achievement provide an object on whom curious audiences 
quite literally project their questions about race. However intrusive these ques-
tions may be at times, Douglass recognizes that they are not personal per se. His 
efforts to rein in his patience and temper reflect his awareness that the questions 
and his responses to them are in fact part of his ongoing work toward fuller racial 
understanding and equality. At the same time, his need to control his temper 
reveals his frustration, not to say offense, at observers’ pertinacity, their uncon-
scious willingness to once again impose on his rights to private relationships of 
any shape or color.
 Simultaneously frustrated by and sympathetic with his white observers, 
Douglass recognizes the significance of his life in the post- Emancipation United 
States. After the Civil War, Douglass sought to preserve the rights of the freed-
men and promoted a philosophy of black self- reliance. His emancipationist view 
of Reconstruction was at odds with others as the nation struggled to remake it-
self. As David Blight argues, the philosophy and policies of national forgetting 
enabled white Americans to get beyond the traumas of war even as they over-
looked or ignored slavery’s role in the conflict.50 Similarly, John Ernest claims 
that in the late nineteenth century, “the new visibility of the northward- bound 
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black body marks its invisibility in the national narrative.” In this context, where 
racism and a desire for national progress collude to erase the emancipated black 
population from the collective white consciousness, Douglass’s renewed claims 
to national purpose and prominence “are examples of Douglass’s attempt to 
transcend a cultural script beyond his control in his performance of a variety of 
cultural roles, and of his increasingly vexed awareness of his audience.”51 Doug-
lass’s catalog of personal questions he received takes on particular meaning in 
this historical context. Beyond their rudeness, the questions Douglass faces raise 
the question of whether, as a celebrity, Douglass is a representative figure after 
all, or if his value lies only in the exceptional nature of his achievements— and 
whether either of these possibilities reflects a hopelessly limited understanding of 
race and identity.
 Given the tensions between the great or public man as mere spectacle or as 
genius, Douglass’s task in Life and Times is a difficult one: he must use his stature 
as a celebrated figure to advance his emancipationist vision without becoming 
a distraction from that purpose. He must reinvigorate his role as a representa-
tive figure even in the full awareness of audiences’ capacity to regard him as an 
exceptional figure— even while willing, to a certain extent, to agree with that 
view. To this end, Life and Times revisits Douglass’s early years as a slave, the 
narrative of which establishes his representative status. In his discussions of his 
life after slavery, Douglass aims to situate his career in the specific circumstances 
of the moment to again emphasize his representative nature. As the title of his 
book implies, the coincidence of his exceptional character with the demands of 
his particular time establish him as a man of the age, representative of what might 
be achieved with effort, but who is nonetheless constrained by circumstance to 
channel his energies to specific ends. Like one of Emerson’s great men, he is a 
man at one with his times, whose talents and efforts are attuned to the larger 
currents of human nature.
 Douglass’s recasting himself as representative not merely of his race but of 
larger historical forces is clearest in his representations of his post- Emancipation 
family life and reunions with members of the Auld family. Across all of his writ-
ings, Douglass is notoriously silent with respect to his family life. His silences 
about family secure for him a privileged private sphere of which he is the patriar-
chal head, and his absorption of domestic ideology demands that he be included 
in the ranks of national manhood despite his race. But Douglass’s escape from 
the objectifying white gaze was incomplete, as is demonstrated by public reac-
tion to his marriage to Helen Pitts in 1884. By now a prominent public figure, 
Douglass was subject to “intense and predictable” backlash from both black and 
white observers for daring to marry a white woman,52 and it is this criticism, 
not the marriage itself, that Douglass describes in Life and Times. In doing so, 
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Douglass acknowledges the limitations of his achieving public acceptance— he 
acknowledges that his personhood, like Pitts’s, remains embodied in public. At 
the same time, his refusal to discuss the details of his marriage reflects his contin-
ued insistence on his personhood.
 In contrast with his near silence about his domestic life, Douglass provides 
detailed accounts of his meetings with members of the Auld family. Douglass 
discusses meetings with two people, Amanda Auld Sears, daughter of his former 
master Thomas Auld and his wife Lucretia Aaron Auld, and Thomas Auld him-
self. Descriptions of meetings with both these individuals bring personal detail 
to Douglass’s story even as they serve as a parable for a nation struggling to 
reconcile North and South, black and white. They reveal the limits of the public 
language of politics and policy making, uncovering the private experience that 
complicates the ongoing political challenges of postbellum American society. If 
Douglass does not answer directly his audience’s personal questions, he recog-
nizes their need to confront and explore the deeply personal legacy of slavery in 
order to complete the work of Reconstruction.
 Douglass’s strained relationships with the Auld family had long been a focal 
point of his story and a cornerstone of his rhetorical method. As Douglass points 
out, his encounters with both Mrs. Sears and Auld himself were overshadowed 
by Douglass’s public representations of Auld in his slave narratives, speeches, 
and other writings (DA 875). For instance, Douglass’s open letter to his former 
master, published in the Liberator in 1848, accuses Auld of the most heinous 
crimes associated with slavery and calls Auld to moral account for his actions. 
Douglass asks Auld to imagine himself in the slave’s position, such that he must 
witness the kidnapping and violation “of your own lovely daughter Amanda.” 
This reversal of the relation between master and slave is rhetorically powerful— 
and also extreme, as Douglass well knows. “I intend to make use of you as a 
weapon with which to assail the system of slavery,” he writes. “In doing this I 
entertain no malice toward you personally.”53 Drawing attention to the ways in 
which his dehumanized portrayal of Auld is contrived, Douglass underscores the 
artifice and effort that goes into dehumanizing Africans. And in his rhetorical re-
versal of the master- slave dynamic, Douglass denies Auld the shelter of privacy 
that has long been the refuge and the privilege of the master class.
 Douglass’s representations of Auld and the Auld family in his earlier writings 
form the backdrop for his post- Emancipation meetings with Thomas Auld and 
his daughter, Amanda Auld Sears. As Douglass recounts, John L. Sears, Aman-
da’s husband, first refuses to converse with him or present him to Amanda: “Mr. 
Sears said that in my ‘Narrative ’ I had done his father- in- law injustice, for he 
was really a kind- hearted man, and a good master. I replied that there must be 
two sides to the relation of master and slave, and what was deemed kind and 
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just to the one was the opposite to the other” (DA 830). This exchange leads to 
Mr. Sears’s agreeing to allow Douglass to call on his wife. In the account of the 
meeting, Douglass acknowledges that he sought the Aulds on friendly terms: 
“If any reader of this part of my life shall see in it the evidence of a want of 
manly resentment for wrongs inflicted by slavery upon myself and race, and by 
the ancestors of this lady, so it must be. No man can be stronger than nature, one 
touch of which, we are told, makes all the world akin. I esteem myself a good, 
persistent hater of injustice and oppression, but my resentment ceases when they 
cease, and I have no heart to visit upon children the sins of their fathers” (DA 
832). Building on representations of Auld as a father figure that occur across 
his writings,54 Douglass acts here as the representative of justice and reconcilia-
tion, and he posits the kinship between himself and his white family as indicative 
of the kinship binding all humanity together. Such revenge as he might once 
have sought he has already had, in the form of the 1848 letter and, on a larger 
plane, the North’s ultimate triumph over the South and slavery. The encounters 
between Douglass and the Aulds are therefore crucial to the Life and Times as 
models of reconciliation between the aggrieved parties, slaves and slave masters, 
in the aftermath of their revolution in their relations to one another. Moreover, as 
Douglass contextualizes them in the autobiography, they are models of the kind 
of accepting, familial relations possible between black and white more generally 
in the postbellum age.
 Douglass met with Amanda Sears on three occasions: first in 1859, amid the 
crisis caused by John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry and the suspicion it cast 
on Douglass as his friend; next in 1866, in a crowded Philadelphia street; and 
finally in 1878, as Mrs. Sears lay on her deathbed. In Life and Times, Douglass 
carefully contextualizes discussion of his renewed ties to Mrs. Sears to support 
his larger argument for national racial reconciliation. He introduces Mrs. Sears 
in the midst of relating his involvement in the 1866 Loyalist Convention, a na-
tional convention organized in support of the Fourteenth Amendment and in 
reaction against the southernist and racist National Union convention meeting at 
the same time. Some delegates to the convention objected to Douglass’s presence 
on the grounds that his well- publicized support for the black vote would prove 
divisive,55 but Douglass highlights the racism at the heart of these objections: as 
the only black delegate, Douglass recalls, “I was the ugly and deformed child 
of the family, and to be kept out of sight as much as possible while there was 
company in the house” (DA 827). In contrast to this tension in the metaphorical 
family of the activist community, Douglass recognizes the affectionate embrace 
of his extended family, the public itself, when, during the delegates’ procession 
to Philadelphia City Hall, he reports, he was cheered by the crowds. This warm 
welcome tells Douglass that “the people were more enlightened and had made 
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more progress than their leaders had supposed” (DA 828). The leaders in turn 
were instructed by the crowds: “After the demonstrations of this first day, I found 
myself a welcome member of the convention, and cordial greeting took the place 
of cold aversion” (DA 829).
 Douglass’s meeting with Mrs. Sears occurs during the delegates’ procession. 
He identifies her in the crowd and breaks ranks to greet her. Reporting their 
meeting in his autobiography, Douglass uses Mrs. Sears to exemplify the crowd’s 
warm personal welcome, a welcome more notable because of his highly publi-
cized use of Amanda and her father in his antislavery writings. Their brief family 
reunion on the Philadelphia street, noted by a crowd of onlookers that included 
members of the press, is for Douglass a shining example of the magnanimity and 
openheartedness required to heal the larger social family. Douglass extends this 
point by using the occasion of his public encounter with Mrs. Sears to segue into 
their more private meeting in 1859, which, I have noted, occurred only after a 
frank conversation with her husband about his representations of Thomas Auld 
in the Narrative. When Douglass does gain admission to Mrs. Sears’s parlor, he 
is required to identify her from among a large company of women, effectively 
proving his right to mingle on equal terms with his former master’s daughter. 
After he passes this test, Mrs. Sears greets him warmly and “made haste to tell 
me that she agreed with me about slavery, and that she had freed all her slaves 
as they had become of age” (DA 832). With this claim, Mrs. Sears establishes an 
intellectual equality with Douglass, whose views she acknowledges as her own. 
The parallels to the Loyalists’ Convention and the nation at large are clear: the 
nation’s preeminent spokesman for antislavery and equal rights must demon-
strate his goodwill toward his former oppressors, but just as importantly, they 
must demonstrate their goodwill toward himself.
 The same message comes through Douglass’s remarkable meeting with 
Thomas Auld in 1877. Although this visit occurred in the former master’s most 
private sanctum— he lay dying in bed— it was publicized by reporters who ac-
companied Douglass on his trip and called the meeting “very affecting.”56 For 
Douglass, the trip to Saint Michael’s is a kind of homecoming. He calls Saint Mi-
chael’s “the place of my home and the scene of some of my saddest experiences 
of slave life” (DA 874). In addition to his two visits with Auld, Douglass toured 
the Auld estate; revisited the scenes of important incidents of his early years, in-
cluding Easton jail; and made at least one public speech. In that speech he denied 
having political intentions, but the visit with Auld, Douglass’s account of it, and 
his public comments at the time reiterate Douglass’s Emancipationist vision. Part 
of that vision necessarily includes Douglass’s public grappling with his ambiva-
lence about Auld and his personal past. He calls both the trip and the invitation 
to meet with Auld “strange” and reflects on the improbability of the situation: 
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“Had I been asked in the days of slavery to visit this man I should have regarded 
the invitation as one to put fetters on my ankles and handcuffs on my wrists,” he 
admits (DA 874, 875). But the revolution wrought by the war not only put the 
two men “upon equal ground” (DA 875); it also altered Douglass’s understand-
ing of the past: “Our courses had been determined for us, not by us. We had both 
been flung, by powers that did not ask our consent, upon a mighty current of 
life, which we could neither resist nor control. By this current he was a master, 
and I a slave; but now our lives were verging towards a point where differences 
disappear, where even the constancy of hate breaks down and where the clouds 
of pride, passion and selfishness vanish before the brightness of infinite light” 
(DA 876). Douglass’s deterministic interpretation of the past is the foundation 
for a new social vision: the system that made Auld a master and Douglass a slave 
is gone; Auld himself will soon die. His passing, and by extension the passing of 
the master class as a whole, augurs a new status for Douglass and all freedmen, 
and rather than hold on to past injuries, Douglass accepts the adjusted state of 
relations with equanimity. In contrast with his heavily sentimentalized rhetoric 
in the open letter to Auld,57 Auld’s mortality does not lead Douglass to sentimen-
talize or even sympathize with him. If he holds no malice toward the old master, 
neither does he judge him charitably. Instead, the meeting, and the transformed 
political reality it reflects, gains meaning as the old associations drain away and 
even differences as great as those of master and slave “disappear.”
 It is nearly impossible to imagine what the meeting must have meant to each 
man on a personal level. Douglass records that both men were tearful but “got 
the better of our feelings” (DA 877). Douglass asks Auld for information about 
his birthday, ignorance of which was “a serious trouble to me” (DA 877); ad-
ditionally, he may have been reassured by Auld’s claims that he never turned 
out Douglass’s grandmother, as Douglass had accused him of doing in the Nar-
rative. In any event, the purpose of the visit in Life and Times is not personal 
but rhetorical. Douglass uses the episode to underscore his critique of slavery 
as a deterministic social force, a system that controls slaves and masters alike: 
“I did not run away from you, but from slavery,” he tells Auld, and he reiterates 
“that I regarded both of us as victims of a system” (DA 877). Douglass refuses to 
personalize slavery even as he addresses it in the most personal terms possible, 
in a confrontation with his former master, the closest thing to a father he has 
known. The recognition of slavery as a system enables Douglass and others to 
move beyond the personal injuries they suffered and into the new political and 
social spaces created in slavery’s absence. In Auld, Douglass represents slavery’s 
passing, not unforgotten but gone. To drive this point home, he describes the 
Saint Michael’s estate as it appeared in 1877: “in my boyhood, sixty men were 
employed in cultivating the home farm alone. Now, by the aid of machinery, 
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the work is accomplished by ten men” (DA 881). His implication is clear; in the 
absence of slavery, there is not just freedom but prosperity for those who would 
seek it.
 The continuing debates about the rightful place of the black body in public 
life make Douglass’s reunions with his white family especially important, and he 
gives them detailed attention in Life and Times. The meetings reflect the uneasy 
encounters between pro-  and antislavery interests years after the national trauma  
of the war. Symbolically, they are reminders that the house divided was not  
only the North and South, but also the plantation household, whose members 
strained to meet one another on terms of justice in the aftermath of conflict. In 
representing these encounters, Douglass uses his celebrity stature to model a 
harmonious resolution to the nation’s family feud. But the resolution he offers is 
not simply a restoration of the symbolic national family on newly altered terms. 
His own prominence, the publicity of his past use of the Aulds and of his re-
unions with them, contribute to his ongoing work of asserting the equality and 
indeed the presence of the black body in public life. If the tremendous publicity 
of his second marriage demonstrated that the black American remained embod-
ied in public, his encounters with Sears and Auld suggest that circumstance will 
not change unless blacks’ private relationships do as well. Just as the slaves’ va-
cancy from the public sphere was created by the “private death” of bondage, 
their incorporation into the public sphere as juridical persons would depend on 
their acceptance into the parlors and bedrooms of bourgeois white society on  
equal terms.

In detailing his return to Saint Michael’s, Douglass masterfully  
 balances personal detail with political philosophy. His descriptions of the 

Auld estate and his conversation with his old master make explicit comparisons 
between Douglass’s boyhood in bondage and his maturity as a free man of some 
substance and clout. Implicitly, too, Douglass explores the transformation the 
nation has undergone in the same period of political and social upheaval. His 
account invites a reconsideration of the portrait of the slave plantation and its 
complicated dynamics of privacy and publicity: in the aftermath of Emancipa-
tion and Reconstruction, the plantation is still a place where public and private 
concerns are entangled, where a black man’s bedside visit with an aged white 
man is an event of public significance conducted in a private setting. Having said 
that, Douglass’s celebrity makes the meeting possible in the first place, and it 
secures the visit’s newspaper coverage. Recognizing the power of his celebrity 
to gain public attention, Douglass manages his publicity to draw attention to the 
political significance of the apparently personal relationships at the heart of race 
relations in the United States.
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 As exposed as he is— in Saint Michael’s, in his various writings, on the lec-
ture platform— Douglass remains inscrutable. His expression is ever tuned for 
rhetorical resonance; his most righteous anger serves his arguments, his personal 
griefs represent a general condition, and he turns sentiment to public use. Doug-
lass himself stands behind this scrim of public feeling. As an autobiographical 
writer, Douglass does not just project a persona, an idealized alter ego, but redi-
rects the public gaze at a “prosthetic person”— that is, one that “takes abuse for 
the private person” in the full sense of the word “person” as “the unit of political 
membership in the American nation.”58 This technique at once conceals the ve-
ridical self from public view and also makes that self— the fact of its existence— 
known. And that act of consciousness making is inherently political, because it 
contradicts racial ideologies that deny the possibility of black selfhood.
 The problem Douglass’s celebrity raises is not to wonder how Douglass 
really felt— in calling his anger rhetorical, I do not question its authenticity— 
but to seek the fullness of his experience. Douglass recognizes, however, that 
the curiosity is also a political necessity insofar as it tacitly acknowledges the 
existence of a self that is affected by, if unknown to, the larger world. That rec-
ognition legitimates Douglass’s participation in the public sphere. Where he was 
once only visible, an embodiment of blackness and oppression, he is now au-
dible, too, and as a representative figure, he strives to make it more difficult for 
white America to deny the presence and voices of other black men and women 
in the public sphere. Douglass’s celebrity by no means cured America of its rac-
ism, nor did his calls for mutual acceptance restore the American family riven by 
civil war. His celebrity is an important early example of the politics of presence, 
however— of the cultural significance of visibility, especially for minorities. As 
his example shows, the results of such politics cannot be measured in policies 
enacted or offices gained, because it seeks to influence popular feeling.
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