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Although Frederick Douglass wrote several autobiographies during his lifetime, none continues to have the lasting literary impact of the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself. From its publication in 1845 to its present status in the American literary canon, the Narrative has become one of the most highly acclaimed American autobiographies ever written. Published seven years after Douglass' escape from his life as a slave in Maryland, the Narrative put into print circulation a critique of slavery that Douglass had been lecturing on around the country for many years. Yet while the Narrative describes in vivid detail his experiences of being a slave, it also reveals his psychological insights into the slave/master relationship.

What Douglass realizes that day is that literacy is equated with not only individual consciousness but also freedom. From that day, Douglass makes it his goal to learn as much as he can, eventually learning how to write, a skill that would provide him with his passport to freedom.

What gives the book its complexity is Douglass' ability to incorporate a number of sophisticated literary devices that fashion a particular African-American identity. Literary scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr., in his introduction to Classic Slave Narratives, claims that "Douglass' rhetorical power convinces us that he embodies the structures of thoughts and feelings of all black slaves, that he is the resplendent, articulate part that stands for the whole, for the collective black slave community." Borrowing from a wide range of discourses that include slave narratives, autobiography, sentimental rhetoric, and religious and classical oratory, Douglass creates a testament not only to the horrors of slavery but to the power of the human spirit to transcend odds. The Narrative is a compelling document that shows Douglass' ability to transform himself from an illiterate, oppressed slave to an educated, liberated free man not only literally, by escaping slavery, but also figuratively, in language.

At the time that Douglass wrote his Narrative, most African Americans, especially in the South, had few opportunities to learn to read and write. Further, they also had little legal representation or standing that could protect them from physical harm or provide them access to legal action. Yet as a slave, Douglass manages both to teach himself to learn and to protect himself from harm, as in his showdown with Mr. Covey. The fight that erupts between Douglass and Covey is the turning point of the Narrative. It shows that Douglass' fight to gain freedom is also a fight to gain a selfhood, to be a man. His famous line, "You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a man," counters the prevailing argument of the day that slaves were not humans. He illustrates in this line that slaves were perceived as non-humans because they were not treated or represented as such, not because they were biologically inferior, as many claimed.

Throughout the Narrative, Douglass reveals how slaves were denied basic concepts that would provide them with the means of constructing legitimate identities. For example, Douglass mentions at the beginning of the Narrative that slaves rarely knew when they were born, as "it is the wish of most masters . . . to keep their slaves thus ignorant." To know one's birth date, in a sense, provided one with a particularly human identity, a location in time and history. Slaveholders denied even this basic knowledge to keep slaves psychologically on the same level as animals. Throughout the narrative, Douglass brings to light a number of ways in which slaveholders withheld information from slaves in order to keep them from having a basic understanding of themselves as human beings. Such insights lend credibility and power to his narrative at the same time that they reveal his own coming into being as a person. As American Studies professor Albert E. Stone claims, in "Identity and Art in Frederick Douglass' Narrative," "For the more clearly and fully we see the man and the writer . . . the more we acknowledge the force of his argument for an end to slavery's denial of individuality and creativity."

One of the difficulties in getting mid-nineteenth-century readers to believe that Douglass had written the Narrative was the pervasive stereotype that African Americans were incapable of learning. That a slave could write was unheard of, because it is through writing that one's identity is tangibly seen and affirmed; writing is a mark of one's capacity to think. In the introduction to I Was Born a Slave: An Anthology of Classic Slave Narratives, Volumn One, 1772-1849, Yuval Taylor comments that slave narratives functioned to counter racist stereotypes perpetrated in popular culture, and for fugitive slaves such as Douglass, "the mere act of writing was the ultimate act of self-affirmation, the ultimate denial of enslavement."

It is through the acquisition of reading and writing that Douglass not only fashions a sense of self but becomes conscious of his own oppression. Douglass' writing creates an undeniably African-American literary figure, one who has lived through a traumatic past and testifies to his experience through writing about it. As scholar Annette Niemtzow argues, in "The Problematic of Self in Autobiography," "slave narratives had a deep social mission which would insure that the future would not repeat the past, and that was to establish the identity of each slave as slave no longer, but sentient, intelligent being."

Thus, Douglass' Narrative has a twofold action: it acts as a form of protest literature against slavery, yet at the same time it shows and persuades the reader that Douglass has been transformed and is no longer a slave. One way Douglass establishes this transformation is by creating a complex narrative structure with two narrating "I's within the text. The first "I" narrator is Douglass as a slave, as found in the secondary title, An American Slave; the other "I" is Douglass as a free man and writer, as found in the last bit of the title, Written by Himself. It is the tension between these two narrators that gives the work its complexity by illustrating the change Douglass has undergone. For example, he describes his experiences of slavery in the past while interpreting that experience from his position as a free man.

One of the best examples of how these two narrators engage with each other is when Douglass combines them in a single sentence. For example, when describing the cold he felt as a child, Douglass claims that "My feet have been so cracked with the frost, that the pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes." Thus, readers engage with both the experience of Douglass as a slave and the narrator who interprets those experiences. In this way, Douglass challenges the notion of African Americans as being incapable of acts of self-representation by writing his "educated" self into the narrative as proof.

Throughout the narrative, Douglass provides a number of striking examples of the ways he manages to acquire literacy skills, despite attempts by southern whites to deny him access. One of the most illuminating examples is when Douglass' mistress, Sophia Auld, is caught teaching Douglass the alphabet by her husband, Hugh. In witnessing Hugh's anger, Douglass understands that it is through illiteracy that white southerners maintain their power over African Americans: "From that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom. It was just what I wanted, and I got it at a time when I least expected it." What Douglass realizes that day is that literacy is equated with not only individual consciousness but also freedom. From that day, Douglass makes it his goal to learn as much as he can, eventually learning how to write, a skill that would provide him with his passport to freedom.

Yet, despite its high literary acclaim as an exemplary autobiography similar to those written by Benjamin Franklin, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau in its ability to fashion a truly American self-made identity, some critics have noted its limitations. For example, in "In the First Place: Making Frederick Douglass and the Afro-American Tradition," Deborah McDowell rereads Douglass' narrative in terms of its representations of African-American women and finds that they leave much to be desired. Many of the women in the Narrative are depicted as sexual victims of white men's pleasure and have little ability to transcend their circumstances as Douglass does. In fact, McDowell argues, Douglass' slave narrator witnesses the brutal whippings of African-American women so many times that it makes him "enter into a symbolic complicity with the sexual crimes he witnesses." In other words, by observing the constant repetition of these violent acts in the narrative, Douglass participates in the act of looking at women as objects.

Other critics, such as Wilson Moses, note that within the constraints of the slave narrative genre, Douglass had to write his narrative in a way that made it socially acceptable to white liberals by reproducing the myth of the successful individual. His rags-to-riches story "symbolized the myth of American individualism, but it also symbolized the ideals of American communalism, altruism, and self-sacrifice." Yet despite some limitations, the overall power of the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass even one hundred and fifty years after it was written cannot be denied. It has become one of the most important early African-American literary texts, one whose depiction of slavery cannot easily be forgotten. Yet at the same time the Narrative provides hope in the form of the courageous, self-made figure of Frederick Douglass.

Source Citation 
Piano, Doreen. "Critical Essay on 'Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself'." Nonfiction Classics for Students: Presenting Analysis, Context, and Criticism on Nonfiction Works. Ed. David M. Galens, Jennifer Smith, and Elizabeth Thomason. Vol. 2. Detroit: Gale, 2001. Literature Resource Center. Web. 30 Nov. 2010.

Document URL
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CH1420035822&v=2.1&u=ccl_deanza&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w

