
Gobbet 2
Pre-1865 primary sources:
•What insights does your chosen source offer regarding the history of slavery and/or abolition? 
Level 6 students’ answers should also comment on the importance of the gender of their chosen author.

Fredrick Douglass is estimated to have been born during 1818 and died in Washington D.C. in 1895. Douglass escaped slavery in 1838 and went on to become one of the major abolitionists of the 19th Century[footnoteRef:1]. Douglass travelled across the Northern States of America as well as spending time in Great Britain, giving lectures on slavery and its horrors.  [1:  Esmond Wright. The American Dream, From Reconstruction to Reagan. Volume 3. [Blackwell. Massachusetts. USA. 1996]. p 403.] 

In chapter one of his book Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, he mentions how he had never met another slave who could tell their birthday[footnoteRef:2]. Douglass explains that slaves often did not know their birthdays as it was not deemed necessary information for the slave to have in the eyes of their master[footnoteRef:3]. Right from the opening paragraph, Douglass gives a dismal insight into life as a slave, in America during the 19th Century. From birth, people born into slavery were deprived of the same privileges as that of free born citizens. Douglass writes how the white children could recall their birthdays but why not he[footnoteRef:4]? Those born into slavery were made to feel different and inferior to free born citizens, particularly the white population, from the day they were born. [2:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. [Anti-Slavery office. Boston. USA. 1845]. p 2.]  [3:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. p 2.]  [4:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. p 2.] 

Douglass describes his relationship with his parents. Douglass never knew for certain who his father was; he suspected he was a white man, and for a time, his master; but no one dared to confirm or ask for fear of reprisal[footnoteRef:5]. His relationship with his mother was minimal. Douglass stated that his mother died when he was about seven, and that he only met her at night on rare occasions and that there was very little communication between the two of them[footnoteRef:6]. By this account, Douglass provides evidence that families could be easily separated, for example, his separation from his mother. Families could in many ways be thought of as non-existent when considered in the same way that families operate for freeborn citizens.  [5:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. p 3– 4.]  [6:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. p 4.] 

Douglass acknowledges the different types of abuse faced by men and women in slavery. If a woman had the misfortune of being a master’s concubine, she faced several injustices other slaves would not encounter. A concubine would often make the mistress of the household jealous, as the master favoured another woman other than his wife, but what exacerbates the already insulting affair for the wife, is that the master has collaborated with a slave, who were considered and treated as less than human. Douglass adds that ‘They can seldom do anything to please her; she is never better pleased than when she sees them under the lash[footnoteRef:7],’.  Douglass himself was never a concubine, neither was his future wife. He had a very limited relationship with his mother and stated that when she died it had very little impact on him emotionally[footnoteRef:8]. By this account, Douglass was without any personal reasons to fight specifically for women’s rights, rather than just the rights of African Americans in slavery. Nevertheless, Douglass was a supporter of the early women’s rights movement[footnoteRef:9], suggesting that Douglass felt that women were not as free as men, even after slavery was abolished[footnoteRef:10]. It is worth noting that at this point in American history, politics was dominated by men, and women’s rights were in their earliest stages. Douglass’s efforts to improve the quality of life for slaves and women once free, were uncommon for his time, making him a particularly progressive figure. Campaigners for woman’s rights would be expected to be female, such as Harriet Jacobs, irrespective of this Douglass considered it an important issue. [7:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. p 4.]  [8:  Fredrick Douglass. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. p 3.]  [9:  Esmond Wright. The American Dream, From Reconstruction to Reagan. p 403.]  [10:  Eric Foner. Reconstruction, America’s Unfinished Revolution 1863-1877. [Perennial Classics. New York. USA. 2002]. p 448.] 

To conclude, Douglass’s first chapter discusses the dehumanizing nature of slavery in America during the 19th Century. Douglass explains how the effects of slavery began at birth with the denial of information about one’s birthday, extending to death at Douglass’s mothers funeral which he himself was not allowed to attend. Douglass explains his relationship with his family, or rather lack of it; as well as discussing the different forms of harassment that slaves could experience depending on their sex. In this instance, Douglass is referring to the slave women forced to become sex slaves for their masters, and the repercussions that came from the mistress of the household.
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