	
	
	



Sophia Crewe

What did Frederick Douglass define as the distinguishing characteristics of freedom, and how did his writings critique slavery by comparison? 
Central to the works of Frederick Douglass are the themes of freedom and slavery. Douglass was born in Talbot County, Maryland with no accurate knowledge of his age and date of birth[footnoteRef:10280] – a fact which Douglass uses to open his work Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, which is described as 'the most influential literary work, except for Uncle Tom's Cabin, generated by the American antislavery movement.[footnoteRef:19157]' Douglass was born to live as a slave during the former part of his life. Due to this, Douglass was discouraged from learning to read and write as a widespread attempt to dehumanise slaves at this time. Despite this, Douglass was able to learn to read through numerous opportunities in his life, and as a result of this was able to write Narrative of Frederick Douglass, and later be recognised as a leading social reformer, abolitionist, writer and orator. Perhaps due to the influence of his experiences during his former years, Douglass was able to record his experiences as a slave, while discussing freedom, and what it means to be free. In his work, Douglass discusses freedom in two forms; personal freedom and legal freedom. This essay will examine Douglass's contribution to discourse in regards to the characteristics of freedom, while comparing and contrasting it to how Douglass presents slavery, and life as an American slave. [10280:  Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass (Boston; 1845).]  [19157:  The Oxford Reader: Frederick Douglass, William L. Andrews (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).] 

Due to the fact that Douglass lived as a slave during his former years, he is able to speak of his experiences as a slave, and compare them to his life as a free man. When discussing how moving to Baltimore during his life as a slave influenced his life, Douglass discusses how this differs from his situation that he experienced while writing his narrative 'instead of being here seated by my own table, in the enjoyment of freedom and the happiness of home, writing this Narrative' he believed he would have 'been confined in the galling chains of slavery.'[footnoteRef:11580] The idea of Douglass being sat at his own table, in his own home, writing his own narrative contrasts heavily with a number of his experiences as a slave during his formative years in a number of ways. The first example being the comparison of how Douglass discusses the possessions of slaves within his narrative, and how Douglass discusses being seated at his own table in his own home as a free man. Douglass states that 'yearly clothing consisted of two coarse linen shirts, one pair of linen trousers, like the shirts, one jacket, one pair of trousers for winter, made of coarse negro cloth, one pair of stockings, and one pair of shoes[footnoteRef:32430]' Douglass also recalls that it was not uncommon to see children naked in all seasons, and that slaves did not own beds, but a coarse blanket on the damp floor[footnoteRef:19930]. While as a free man Douglass could have a home, as a slave he was treated like cattle.  [11580:  Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass (Boston; 1845).
]  [32430:  Ibid. Page 8]  [19930:  ibid.] 

This links to yet another contrast between Douglass's life as a slave and Douglass's life as a free man. While living as a free man Douglass talks of being in his own home, however, this is an astonishing contrast to how he describes his life as a slave. 'The ties that ordinarily bind children to their homes were all suspended in my case. My home was charmless; it was not home to me; on parting from it, I could not feel that I was leaving any thing which I could have enjoyed by staying[footnoteRef:4627]'. The basic concept of having a home to take comfort in was something that Douglass did not possess during his former years. This also links with the way that Douglass describes his family. Douglass was separated from his mother and was raised by his grandmother. This was a common practice for himself and other slaves, so as to 'hinder the development of the child’s affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy the natural affection of the mother for the child. This is the inevitable result[footnoteRef:28714]'. Again, this is another contrast to life as a free person. While free people may enjoy a home and a family, slave mothers were unable to raise their own children, and children were prevented from creating a bond with their mothers. This is yet another systematic attempt by slaveholders to dehumanise slaves by treating them as though they were cattle. [4627:  Ibid. Page 24]  [28714:  Ibid. Page 2] 

The stark contrast between Douglass's possessions as a slave and his way of life as a free man is evidence for the fact that this was an attempt by slaveholders to strip slaves of their individual identities, and to dehumanise them. By this, it is possible to draw the conclusion that one of the biggest contrasts between freedom and slavery is the ability to live as a human being and not as an object that can be possessed by someone else. In deeper contrast, Douglass talks of how some slaveholders were wealthy, for instance, 'Colonel Lloyd … kept from ten to fifteen house-servants. He was said to own a thousand slaves,[footnoteRef:26090]'. This is example of Douglass's experiences as a slave and his discussion of how free men, such as Colonel Lloyd lived is an astounding contrast. Further evidence for this can be found at the beginning of his narrative, where Douglass addresses the issue of his date of birth. Douglass is unable to inform the reader of where he was born, 'I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic record containing it[footnoteRef:20764]'. Douglass also informs the reader that this is not unusual phenomena, as he could not recall a slave being able to claim their own accurate date of birth, 'They seldom come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or fall-time'[footnoteRef:6151] whereas Douglass recalls 'the white children could tell of their ages[footnoteRef:24738]'. While white children knew their ages, this proves to be an utter disregard for basic personal information such as acknowledging a slave's date of birth. This was a common practice of slave holders. It is likely that this was a blatant attempt to dehumanise slaves. Perhaps this practice was commonplace for slaveholders as it allowed them to justify the stark contrast between their own freedom and their oppression of their slaves.  [26090:  Ibid. Page 15]  [20764:  Ibid Page 31]  [6151:  ibid.]  [24738:  The Oxford Reader: Frederick Douglass, W. L Andrews (New York; Oxford University Press, 1996).] 

Another central theme to Douglass's work regarding the issues of freedom and slavery is the issue of legal and institutional freedom. One way in which he was dehumanised as a slave was due to a lack of education. Throughout his childhood, Douglass was unable to read and had not had the opportunity to do so. However, this changed when Douglass lived with Mr and Mrs Auld. 'Mrs. Auld ... very kindly commenced to teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted me in learning to spell words of three or four letters.' However, this soon came to an end when Mr Auld condemned Mrs Auld's attempt to teach Douglass to read and write, claiming it would 'spoil' him. 'It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master.[footnoteRef:30795]' It was at this point that Douglass realised that this just one way in which slaveholders were oppressing their slaves, so much so that Douglass claims that this is where he 'understood the pathway from slavery to freedom[footnoteRef:17250]'. By realising this, Douglass is not claiming that learning to read, although it was exclusive to free people, would automatically mean that he would be free. However, by discussing this, Douglass is highlighting a contrast between the ability of free people to be given the opportunity to read and the fact that slaves did not possess this opportunity. By learning to read, slaves could begin to articulate the injustices of slavery under their slave holders, and could further their cause for freedom.  [30795:  Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass (Boston; 1845). 
]  [17250:  Ibid. Page 29] 

Yet another example of how the way that Douglass presents slavery contrasts with freedom is evident in pages 21 and 22 of his Narrative. In this example, slave owner Mrs Hicks murders a young female slave for not immediately attending to her baby's cries due to exhaustion. Although Douglass recalls the murder attracting attention in the community, and there 'was a warrant issued for her arrest ... it was never served. Thus she escaped not only punishment, but even the pain of being arraigned before a court for her horrid crime[footnoteRef:18487]'. This example shows that there was little to no representation for the justice of slave victims of crimes while free people were not reprimanded for their crimes against slaves. The young slave was punished for an action that was not a crime, while Mrs Hicks escaped punishment for the young woman's murder. This was not an isolated event. Douglass also recalls an event in which one of Colonel Lloyd's slaves was fishing on a Mr Beal Bondly's land. Mr Bondly shot and killed the slave, and the next day went to visit Colonel Lloyd. Douglass supposes that Mr Bondly's visit could have been to justify his actions or to reimburse Colonel Lloyd for his 'property[footnoteRef:16500]'. This is further evidence that slaves were not represented as human under the law, let alone as individual people. The lives as slaves allowed them to be treated as property and not as human unlike their slaveholders who were often not reprimanded for their atrocities. In contrast, while slaves were punished for menial actions (and often for no reason at all), slaveholders were not punished by the justice system for their actions against slaves. 

It is also important to note yet another interesting phenomenon associated with American slavery which is discussed in Douglass's work - slave songs. Due to the fact that Douglass was a slave during his formative years, he offers a first-hand insight into what he perceives to be the reason that slaves sing, as well as its significance and how this affects him emotionally, even as a free man.  'Those songs still follow me, to deepen my hatred of slavery, and quicken my sympathies for my brethren in bonds ... Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and he is relieved by them.[footnoteRef:15739]' Though Douglass's Narrative often highlights the contrast between freedom and slavery, it is also important to acknowledge that despite the oppression and dehumanisation of the slaves by their slaveholders, despite being deprived of the opportunity to learn to read and write, and despite being victims of violence in a system that failed justice for the ill-treatment of slaves, it could be argued that slave songs were an act of protest, and an act of unity with one another. Despite the fact that slaveholders discouraged the slaves' self-realisation, and often did not see these songs as acts of sorrow but instead of songs of contentment, slaves still longed to be free, they were merely trapped by oppressive slaveholders through constant dehumanisation and acts violence. Lewis R. Gordon questions 'Did slaves not wonder about freedom, suffer anguish, paradoxes of responsibility, concerns of agency, tremors of broken sociality, and burning desire for liberation?[footnoteRef:7777]' This act of the slaves could be seen as not a stark contrast to freedom, but as a conjuring of spirit on the path to freedom. It could even be the case that the fact that these songs move Douglass so much emotionally that it was this exposure to this sorrow that contributed and influenced his work as an abolitionist.  [18487:  Ibid.]  [16500:  Ibid. Page 22]  [15739:  Ibid. Page 12 ]  [7777:  Douglass as an Existentialist, L R Gordon in Frederick Douglass: A Critical Reader, (Oxford; Blackwell Publishers, 1999). ] 

Throughout Frederick Douglass's Narrative, Douglass defines freedom through concepts of both legal and personal liberty. It is possible to see this through his recollection of slave possessions compared with the possessions of slaveholders. Upon closer analysis of this recollection, a conclusion can be drawn that Douglass sees this contrast as a dehumanisation of black people. We see this yet again with Douglass's experience of being discouraged to learn to read and write by his slaveholder, Mr Auld, in an attempt to hinder his pathway to freedom. These are examples of personal freedoms that slaves were prevented from gaining. However, it is important to note that despite being prevented from gaining literacy in order to halt them from articulating the injustices they experienced, and from organising to oppose these injustices, slaves still expressed discontentment through slave songs - as discussed by Douglass. Douglass also discusses the legal treatment of slaves as opposed to the legal treatment of free people. While slaves were murdered for no legitimate reason, their murderers escaped legal punishment. This is yet another example of how Douglass expresses the personal, legal and political dehumanisation of black people held in slavery.  Throughout Douglass's writings in The Narrative of The Life of Frederick Douglass a central contrast can be observed; a contrast between slave and slave owner, a contrast between the entitled and the owned, and in the view of Douglass a contrast similar between that of man and beast. This contrast not only manifests itself in the personal feelings of Douglass, but also in the societal values and laws of the situation into which Douglass was born. Douglass identifies the contrast and the hypocritical opinions present in 19th century United States. He tackles the central issues facing this society and enlightens people often whom themselves couldn't read to the realities of the injustices they faced and to the freedoms they deserve and could achieve. In answer to the question "what did Frederick Douglass define as the distinguishing characteristics of freedom?" the answer is the liberty that knowledge and affluence and fair treatment under the law can present to people, and in answer to the question "how did his writings critique slavery?" the answer is scathingly, unflinchingly, and perfectly suited to the circumstances that educate his opinion. 
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