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Frederick Douglass

. 1817-1895 '
o Zouglgass escaped from slavery in Maryland when he was about

twenty-one. Three years later, at a meeting of abolztzoms/:s 7;1;/4:;:
sucket, Massachusetts, he rose from the audzen.ce 7 SPZ{['O' 5o
periences. William Garrison, the most prominent aoo z?zonzs o
America, was so moved that he hired Doug[as‘s to lecture formm

Anti-Slavery Society, which he did very eﬁ%c.twe[y ﬁ)/i; Sour )t/e th.g
When he was accused of being an imposter i 1845, he ZZV{; 4

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Do‘uglass. It was pgy ‘ Zs e twf)/
the Anti-Slavery Society and was an instant suc-cess.] [zt Z/z o
years, 30,000 copies had been printed in America, Ire ﬂ: o
gland, France, and Holland. Irs reach extended even further:

' a
reviewer in 1846 estimated that the book influenced more t/]tlili
and Ireland alone. This essay is a

lion people in Great Britain . s
Zlﬂi)rt exﬁrp]; from the Narrative, which Doug[ass hoped would dZ]
something toward throwing light on the American slave system, an

bastening the glad day of deliverance to the mz'.llz'on,f of my b;ft/friz
in bonds.” Douglass wrote 1o affect broad Publzc opinion, Z)tzc t;ztg—
4 democracy, can influence public policy. He kne‘w St zl/gsmm
sponsored censorship would prevent even »sympathetzz out; erG "
from seeing the book, so Douglass took aim at Nort eZ;ers. s
vison declared in his preface that the N'arrgtxve wou sbt;z 2] a
stunning blow . . . on northern prejudice against d[ acks of
The Narrative did not expose just the material a{egr{z a;zomthe
slavery—Tlike the brutal punishments some masters ”.lﬂl;te don e
bodies of their slaves—it also exposed the psycholg(izcg an :];/ ;
tual effects, what Garrison called “the outrage which is inflicted 0y

[slavery] on the godlike narure of its victims.

Learning to Re ad

lived in Master Hugh's family about seven years. During lt?}i

time, I succeeded in learning to read and.wrlte. In accom[; L b

ing this, I was compelled to resort to various stratagrel:zrelz Lbad
no regular teacher. My mistress, who had kindly comme
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struct me, had, in compliance with the advice and direction of her
husband, not only ceased to instruct, but had set her face against
my being instructed by any one else. It is due, however, to my mis-
tress to say of her, that she did not adopt this course of treatment
immediately. She at first lacked the depravity indispensable to shut-
ting me up in mental darkness. It was at least necessary for her to
have some training in the exercise of irresponsible power, to make
her equal to the task of treating me as though I were a brute.

My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted
woman; and in the simplicity of her soul she commenced, when I
first went to live with her, to treat me as she supposed one human
being ought to treat another. In entering upon the duties of a slave-
holder, she did not seem to perceive that I sustained to her the rela-
tion of 2 mere chattel, and that for her to treat me as a human being
was not only wrong, but dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious
to her as it did to me. When I went there, she was a pious, warm,
and tender-hearted woman. There was no sorrow or suffering for
which she had not a tear. She had bread for the hungry, clothes
for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that came within
her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of these heav-
enly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone,
and the lamblike disposition gave way to one of tiger-like fierceness.
The first step in her downward course was in her ceasing to instruct
me. She now commenced to practise her husband’s precepts. She fi-
nally became even more violent in her opposition than her husband
himself. She was not satisfied with simply doing as well as he had
commanded; she scemed anxious to do better. Nothing seemed to
make her more angry than to see me with a newspaper. She seemed
to think that here lay the danger. I have had her rush at me with a
face made all up of fury, and snatch from me a newspaper, in a
manner that fully revealed her apprehension. She was an apt
woman; and a little experience soon demonstrated, to her satis-
faction, that education and slavery were incompatible with each
other.

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a sepa-
rate room any considerable length of time, I was sure to be sus-
pected of having a book, and was at once called to give an account
of myself. All this, however, was too late. The first step had been
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taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given rnle the inch,
and no precaution could prevent me from takmg the efl.

The plan which I adopted, and the one by yvhlch [ was most guc—
cessful, was that of making friends of all the little white boys w 10m
I met in the street. As many of these as I cogld, I cor}verted into
teachers. With their kindly aid, obtained at different times al}d in
different places, I finally succeeded in leargmg to read. Whe'n was
sent of errands, I always took my book with me, and by going one
part of my errand quickly, I found time to get a lesson before my ri—
turn. I used also to carry bread with me, enough of which was al-
ways in the house, and to which I was always welcomg; for .Ildwas
much better off in this regard than many of the poor white children
in our neighborhood. This bread I used to bestow upon the h;ln%)rly
litle urchins, who, in return, would give me'that more va Lfla e
bread of knowledge. I am strongly tempte.d to give the names o dtwg)
or three of those little boys, as a testimoma-l of the gratltud'e an aki
fection I bear them; but prudence forblds;.—'not that it wou
injure me, but it might embarrass them; for- it is a.ln}ost an unpa;—
donable offence to teach slaves to read in this Chnsgan counﬁr{f. t
is enough to say of the dear little fellows,. that they lived on Zkl %qt
Street, very near Durgin and Bailey’s sh1p—yard..I used to t N t 1;
matter of slavery over with them. I would sometimes say to them,
wished T could be as free as they would be when they got
to be men. “You will be free as soon as you are twenty-one, buﬁ I ﬁl:’}z
a slave for life! Have not I as good a right to be free as you ave}.1
These words used to trouble them; they would express for mehF e
liveliest sympathy, and cons}cilebmfe with the hope that something

r by which I might be free. '
Wo?lfvazcggw Zbout twelvegyears old, and the thought of bemgh a
slave for life began to bear heavily upon my he:flrt. Just ab’c))zulti this
time, I got hold of a book entitled “The Columbian Orat(ilr. ] Vflry
opportunity I got, I used to read this book. Among much o czithe'r
interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue between a master and his
slave. The slave was represented as having run away from h1.s masteli
three times. The dialogue represented the conversation which too

1. A unit of measurement equal to 45 2. A collection of poems, dialogues,

plays, and speeches popular in the period.

inches.
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place between them, when the slave was retaken the third time. In
this dialogue, the whole argument in behalf of slavery was brought
forward by the master, all of which was disposed of by the slave.
The slave was made to say some very smart as well as impressive
things in reply to his master—things which had the desired though
unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary
emancipation of the slave on the part of the master.

In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty speeches
on and in behalf of Catholic emancipation.? These were choice doc-
uments to me. [ read them over and over again with unabated inter-
est. They gave tongue to interesting thoughts of my own soul,
which had frequently flashed through my mind, and died away for
want of utterance. The moral which I gained from the dialogue was
the power of truth over the conscience of even a slaveholder. What I
got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and a power-
ful vindication of human rights. The reading of these documents
cnabled me to utter my thoughts, and to mect the arguments
brought forward to sustain slavery; but while they relieved me of
one difficulty, they brought on another even more painful than the
one of which I was relieved. The more I read, the more I was led to
abhor and detest my enslavers. I could regard them in no other light
than a band of successful robbers, who had left their homes, and
gone to Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a strange land
reduced us to slavery. I loathed them as being the meanest as well as
the most wicked of men. As I read and contemplated the subject,
behold! that very discontentment which Master Hugh had pre-
dicted would follow my learning to read had already come, to tor-
ment and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed under

it, I would at times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather
than a blessing. It had given me a view of my wretched condition,
without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no
ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony, I envied my
fellow-slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished myself a beast. 1
preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my own. Any

3. Richard Brinsley Sheridan (1751-1816) was an Irish-born playwright and politician fa-
voring Catholic emancipation; however, the speech arguing for civil and political rights for
Catholics in England and Ireland was actually made by Arthur O’Connor, an Irish patriot.
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thing, no matter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting
thinking of my condition that tormented me. There was no getting
rid of it. It was pressed upon me by every object within sight or
hearing, animate or inanimate. The silver trump of freedom had
roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom now appeared, to
disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen in
every thing. It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my
wretched condition. I saw nothing without seeing it, I heard noth-
ing without hearing it, and felt nothing without feeling it. It looked
from every star, it smiled in every calm, breathed in every wind, and
moved in every storm.

I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing
myself dead; and but for the hope of being free, T have no doubt but
chat 1 should have killed myself, or done something for which T
should have been killed. While in this state of mind, I was eager to
hear any one speak of slavery. I was a ready listener. Every litcle
while, T could hear something about the abolitionists. It was some
time before I found what the word meant. It was always used in such
connections as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave ran
away and succeeded in getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set
fire to a barn, or did any thing very wrong in the mind of a slave-
holder, it was spoken of as the fruit of bolition. Hearing the word in
this connection very often, I set about learning what it meant. The
dictionary afforded me litcle or no help. I found it was “the act of
abolishing”; but then I did not know what was to be abolished. Here
I was perplexed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for
I was satisfied that it was something they wanted me to know very
litcle about. After a patient waiting, I got one of our city papers, con-
taining an account of the number of petitions from the north, pray-
ing for the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, and of
the slave trade between the States. From this time I understood the
words abolition and abolitionist, and always drew near when that
word was spoken, expecting to hear something of importance to my-
self and fellow-slaves. The light broke in upon me by degrees. I went
one day down on the wharf of Mr. Waters; and seeing two Irishmen
unloading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and helped them. When
we had finished, one of them came to me and asked me if T were a
slave. T told him I was. He asked, “Are ye a slave for life?” T told him
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that I was. The good Irishman seemed to be deeply affected by the
statement. He said to the other that it was a pity so fine a little fellow
as myself should be a slave for life. He said it was a shame to hold
me. They both advised me to run away to the north; that I should
find friends there, and that I should be free. pretended not to be in-
terested in what they said, and treated them as if I did not under-
stand them; for I feared they might be treacherous. White men have
been known to encourage slaves to escape, and then, to get the re-
ward, catch them and return them to their masters. I was afraid that
these seemingly good men might use me so; but I nevertheless re-
membered their advice, and from that time I resolved to run away.
looked forward to a time at which it would be safe for me to escaée.
I was too young to think of doing so immediately; besides, I wished
to learn how to write, as I might have occasion to write my own pass.
I consoled myself with the hope that I should one day find a good
chance. Meanwhile, I would learn to write.

.The' idea as to how I might learn to write was suggested to me by
be}ng in Durgin and Bailey’s ship-yard, and frequently seceing the
ship carpenters, after hewing, and getting a piece of timber ready for
use, write on the timber the name of that part of the ship for which
it was intended. When a piece of timber was intended for the lar-
board side, it would be marked thus—“L.” When a piece was for
the starboard side, it would be marked thus—“S.” A piece for the
lal.rboard side forward, would be marked thus—*L. E” When a
piece was for starboard side forward, it would be marked thus—

S. E” For larboard aft, it would be marked thus—“L. A.” For star-
board aft, it would be marked thus—“S. A.” 1 soon learned the
names of these letters, and for what they were intended when placed
upon a piece of timber in the ship-yard. I immediately commenced
copying them, and in a short time was able to make the four letters
named. After that, when I met with any boy who I knew could
write, I would tell him I could write as well as he. The next word
would be, “T don’t believe you. Let me see you try it.” I would then
n}akc the letters which I had been so fortunate as to learn, and ask
hm} to beat that. In this way I got a good many lessons in writing,
which it is quite possible I should never have gotten in any other
way. During this time, my copy-book was the board fence, brick
wall, and pavement; my pen and ink was a lump of chalk. With
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these, I learned mainly how to write. I then commenced and con-
tinued copying the Iralics in Webster’s Spelling Book,* until I cquld
make them all without looking on the book. By this time, my litde
Master Thomas had gone to school, and learned how to write, and
had written over a number of copy-books. These had been brought
home, and shown to some of our near neighbors, and then laid
aside. My mistress used to go to class meeting at the Wilk Street
meetinghouse every Monday afternoon, and leave me to take- care f)f
the house. When left thus, I used to spend the time in writing in
the spaces left in Master Thomas’s copy-book, copying what he .ha.d
written. I continued to do this until I could write a hand very simi-
lar to that of Master Thomas. Thus, after a long, tedious effort for
years, I finally succeeded in learning how to write. .
1845

4. Italics were used to make type resemble handwriting in 7he American Spelling Book
(1783), by the American lexicographer Noah Webster (1758—1843).

Barbara Ebrenreich

b. 1941
Barbara Ehrenreich is one of our ages most provocative social com-
mentators. She has a Ph.D. in biology, and much of her early work
exposed the ideological biases of the American health-care system.
But more recently she has widened ber scope to include an exami-
nation of class consciousness in America. Her analyses of the ascen-
dant American middle class have confirmed her commitments to
Jeminism and socialism (she is honorary chair of the Democratic
Socialists of Atnericas National Political Committee). She often
adopts the traditional role of essayist—the surveyor and disputant
of accepted social judgments—as she does in this essay. William
Bennett, secretary of education under Ronald Reagan and “drug
czar” under George H. W. Bush, exemplifies much of what Ebren-
reich considers wrong with America: the powerful, smug, middle-
class moralist blind to the injustices underlying his Judgments.

Ill Defense Of Taﬂz Sl’lOWS

p undl now, the targets of Bill (7%e Book of Virtues) Ben-

netts crusades have at least been plausible sources of evil.

But the latest victim of his wrath—TV talk shows of the
Sally Jessy Raphael variety—are in a whole different category from
drugs and gangsta rap. As anyone who actually watches them
knows, the talk shows are one of the most excruciatingly moralistic
forums the culture has to offer. Disturbing and sometimes disgust-
ing, yes, but their very business is to preach the middle-class virtues
of responsibility, reason and self-control.

Take the case of Susan, recently featured on Montel Williams as
an example of a woman being stalked by her ex-boyfriend. Turns
out Susan is also stalking the boyfriend and—here’s the sexual
frisson—has slept with him only days ago. In fact Susan is neck
deep in trouble without any help from the boyfriend: she’s serving a
yearlong stretch of home incarceration for assaulting another
woman, and home is the tiny trailer she shares with her nine-year-

old daughter.
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