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TO REDEMPTION.   

To resilience.   

To the human will to persevere.   

To the pursuit of dreams against all odds. 

Here’s to never, ever, EVER giving up.   

Keep moving! 
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ABSTRACT  

 Frederick Douglass is celebrated for many reasons.   He is known for his 

rhetorical gallantry.  He is respected as an efficient and effective orator.  He is 

remembered as an abolitionist.  He is studied in contemporary literature.  For years 

however, he has gone largely unnoticed in the genre of Southern literature, a genre which 

he helped pioneer and shape into a field that comprises over half of America’s literary 

prowess.  I take works from Mark Twain and William Faulkner to show how Douglass’ 

techniques clearly resonated with these two titans of literature, and ultimately influenced 

a great amount of their work.  I begin by laying the foundation for the rhetoric he created, 

seguing into his persuasive influence on Southern literature, and end with an analysis of 

Douglass’ role as an American philosopher.  It is my hope that my work brings readers 

the same sense of assurance and conviction that his work gave to me.  It is my hope that I 

can inspire as I was inspired.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

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 nothing 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. 

-Frederick Douglass 

 

Without struggle, there is no success 

-Frederick Douglass 

 

It is easier to rebuild strong men, than to repair broken ones 

-Frederick Douglass 

 

“Old man eloquent”, “the little giant”, “the sage of Anacostia”; these are just a 

few of the nicknames by which Frederick Douglass has affectionately been called.  Most 

known for his abolitionist work, Douglass’ 1845 narrative had the greatest impact on the 

abolitionist movement, rivaled only by Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  

Apart from his eloquence and fluidity, he painted a raw and gritty picture of slavery that 

had not been depicted up until his narratives.  The honesty in his words made the tale 
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unique.  The brutality in each account made it effective.  The first-hand perspective made 

it deeply personal.  His direct account as a child born into slavery, introduced to the 

world through hell on earth, and his ascent into manhood by rising from the ashes not 

only introduced the world to a relatively new writing style, but it shone a light on the 

deeply rooted issues and racial tensions that existed in the south.  Up until this time, the 

ruthless and vicious realities of slavery had been glossed over, never to be swept under 

the rug again after Frederick Douglass brought these issues to the forefront.  While he 

suffered much criticism regarding his style of writing, as many critics argue that he spoke 

more to the educated whites than to his own people, the real genius lies in his ability to 

speak to those who were in a position to effect change by humanizing the slaves, 

exposing the vicious reality and hypocrisy of the seemingly religious slaveholders, and 

developing a writing style that forever changed the course of American literature as we 

know it today.   

It is a well-known fact that Douglass had a profound impact on Civil Rights 

activists such as Booker T. Washington, who was born 11 years after the release of 

Narrative, and his talent as an orator has been celebrated for centuries.  There is however, 

an important aspect of Douglass that has been overlooked for quite some time, and that is 

how much he inspired the way Southern culture was depicted in literature, and how he 

helped coin the American literary voice as a whole.  Although he is renowned for his 

rhetoric within the confines of the slave narrative genre, as well as an autobiographer and 

orator, he is to this day undervalued in the broader category of the literature of the 

American South.  His influence on great Southern writers, such as Mark Twain, has been 

overlooked for far too long, perhaps because he has been pigeon-holed into subgenres 
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that, inherent in the name, keep readers from truly appreciating his prowess and seeing 

him as a titan of American literature at large, and Southern literature in particular.   

This thesis sets out to explore the ways in which Frederick Douglass helped drive 

a new century of Southern American literature, and how he has earned a place amongst 

the pillars of this genre, despite the fact that he has been sequestered into subgenres that 

gloss over the profound impact he had on the South’s literary scene.  In this thesis, we 

will analyze Douglass’ rhetoric and discuss how he merged two existing styles together 

to create a brand new style all his own.  We will look at the influence he had on Southern 

American literature; looking at his direct influence on Mark Twain, and his 

circumstantial influence on William Faulkner.  We will also consider his role as an 

American philosopher, discussing his themes of survival, self-reliance, and humanity; all 

of which are characteristic of a uniquely and broadly American voice, inspired by the 

transcendentalists and continued in Douglass
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CHAPTER ONE 

“Mastering His Master”: 

Frederick Douglass and the Autobiographical Voice 

It is not light that we need, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but 
thunder.  We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. 

 
-Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July” 

 

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. 

-Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July” 

 

Let me give you a word of the philosophy of reform. The whole history of the 

progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to her august claims, have 

been born of earnest struggle. The conflict has been exciting, agitating, all-absorbing, 

and for the time being, putting all other tumults to silence. It must do this or it does 

nothing. If there is no struggle there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom 

and yet depreciate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground, 

they want rain without thunder and lightning. They want the ocean without the awful roar 

of its many waters.  

-Frederick Douglass, “If There Is No Struggle, There Is No Progress” 

 

Tact is the ability to tell someone to go to hell in such a way that they look 

forward to the trip. 

-Winston Churchill 
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Frederick Douglass was praised for many reasons, perhaps most famously for his 

highly authoritative, formidable rhetoric.  He had exceptional ability to insult his 

offenders with tact and diplomacy, all the while earning respect from his fellow 

abolitionists and intellectuals, and inspiring his brethren in bondage to be brave and 

hopeful in their quest for freedom.  This ability did not come easy however.  It took him 

years of educating himself in secret during his time as a slave to hone his craft.  While he 

was a voracious reader and admirer of the classics, it was his own history as a slave and 

his experiences with the gospels in church that would help him create a style that had 

rarely been seen before, a style that shaped many prominent writers who came after him.  

In this first chapter, we will analyze Douglass’ rhetoric, the techniques he employed, and 

the innovation in his work, setting the groundwork for us to catapult into other aspects of 

his work.   

To fully appreciate Douglass, readers must first grasp the innovation in his 

rhetoric.  Up until Douglass’ first literary work, The Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass, most of the literary works that had been released were written in a classical 

style, which consisted of formal language, lengthy sentences, and traditional tools of 

rhetoric such as alliteration, hyperboles, and parallelism.  When William Lloyd Garrison 

approached Douglass at a meeting for the Anti-Slavery Society, he urged him to write his 

story down and publish it so people could learn of the institution of slavery from a first-

hand perspective.  Garrison believed this would make for a much more powerful case 

against slavery than any speech that could’ve been delivered by members of the 

abolitionist movement.  Douglass agreed, but he was conflicted with the manner in which 

he should write.  Through his self-education, everything he had read had been written in 
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the classical style, but Garrison warned that many naysayers would find it difficult to 

believe that a man held in a life of captivity could write in such an intellectually elevated 

manner without some sort of assistance, so he suggested that Douglass write plainly.  On 

the other hand, Douglass wanted to reach out to his brethren in bondage and let them 

know that intellectual freedom was attainable, and that he was speaking and fighting for 

them.  As a result, he married two distinct styles together, the spiritual style and the 

classical style, creating a groundbreaking rhetoric that remains revolutionary to this day.   

The first technique was the style of his birth and the slave culture in which he 

grew up in, better known as the Negro spiritual.  The spirituals saw their heyday from 

1830-1865, putting Douglass’ narrative right in the middle of its peak.  In “The Social 

Implications of the Negro Spiritual”, John T. Lovell explains; “…we still have 800 to 

1,000 original songs, comprising an epic tradition in the class of the Iliad, the Songs of 

Roland, or the Lays of the Nibelungs, with no clear analysis of the soil from which they 

sprung or of the process of their growth” (636).  Originally called “corn ditties” (Negro 

Spirituals), in reference to the fields worked by the slaves, the spirituals were codes 

between the slaves that manifested themselves in the form of song.  There were two 

primary types of songs they sang; the first type was meant for worship, and the second 

type was about their longing for escape.  In the second variety of songs, the slaves would 

take a real form of escape and embed it within a religious context.  One of the most 

famous examples is the chant, “Go Down, Moses”, a deep resonating folk song created 

by a community of slaves, and passed on through oral tradition.  The song reveals an 

unquenchable desire for freedom, and it uses biblical imagery to express this desire.  

Slaves would sing this song, among many others, during work or in prayer, but it was 
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also used as a code of communication and signaling amongst abolitionists aiding slaves 

trying to escape via the Underground Railroad.  In the song, they chant “Go Down, 

Moses, way down to Egypt’s land, Tell old Pharaoh:  Let my people go.”  In the case of 

the slaves, “down to Egypt’s land” represented going down South, down to the slave 

states; and the Pharaoh represents the slave holders.  Moses was the symbol of the 

abolitionist, any abolitionist, who aided the slaves in their fight and pursuit for freedom 

through speaking out against slavery, or through physically helping them escape.  Most 

often, the Moses characters came in the form of Quakers, a religious group of people 

heavily involved in providing safe havens for escaped slaves.  When sung, all the “o’s” in 

the song run together to make a sort of wailing sound, evoking the cries and sorrows of 

not only the slaves, but the sorrows of the South as a whole (Negro Spirituals).   

Other songs, such as “Wade in the Water,” served as a sort of map for slaves, 

alerting them to points of escape.  Many slaves believed that reaching Ohio was the 

earliest point of safety, so some began building passageways underground.  The River 

Ohio would flow into these passageways, forcing slaves who were trying to escape to 

wade through the water in order to make their way to safety.  Often times, when the 

slaves would be walking back home from the plantation, one of them would begin 

singing this chant, alerting the others that underneath the ground in which they walked 

was the location of the path to freedom.  The character of Moses comes up again in the 

opening verse of this song; 

“Wade in the water 
Children wade, in the water 

Gods gonna trouble the water 
Who’s that young girl dressed in red? 

Wade in the water 
Must be the children that Moses led 
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God’s gonna trouble the water” (Negro Spirituals) 
 

The biblical character of Moses is used again and again as a figurehead symbolizing 

freedom, as well as escape.  “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” mentions the River Jordan, 

which is meant to represent the River Ohio, and served as a way to notify slaves that the 

river was their best bet as a means of escape.  The River Jordan is also a reference to the 

Bible, where the Israelites traveled through the river to make their way to Canaan, a city 

where they could be free.  Often times, slaves would use the name Canaan to represent 

Canada, as they were promised freedom if they could successfully escape there 

(Underground Railroad: The William Still Story).  Biblical imagery is the widest 

common denominator seen throughout the Negro spirituals, partly because most slaves 

began to adopt Christianity as the only hope they could hold on to during their time on 

the plantation.  In “The Negro Spiritual:  Origins and Themes”, David McD. Simms 

writes, “This metamorphosis occurred after the slave had begun to acclimate himself to 

his new environment, an environment which posed new and strange problems – problems 

of language, of behavior, of attitude, and, more decisively, of religion” (35).  When the 

transatlantic slave trade began, Christianity was an unknown concept to the slaves.  Many 

of them were polytheistic, and Islam had a vast reach throughout many parts of Africa.  

When the slaves arrived at the plantation, part of breaking their spirit meant stripping 

them of their ideals.  Slave masters not only forbade the slaves from practicing their 

respective religions, but they also forbade them from owning property.  If they were 

caught with tribal medals and adornments, the goods were confiscated (Dantas 50).  This 

eventually forced many slaves into assimilation.  As Simms goes on to explain, 
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Christianity was a religion with which the slave could easily identify.  As    

the subject-themes of the fully developed Spirituals evidence, the Negro 

readily saw himself as the rejected and despised, as the people of Israel   

longing for a Redeemer.  Under the burden of slavery, they could value, in 

a way the masters could not, the cardinal virtues with which Christianity 

taught:  charity, forbearance, love, faith, hope.  It was this newfound 

religion which provided the impulse to the development from a simple and 

primitive art form to the Spiritual of great depth and wholeness.  36   

As seen by the likes of Mark Twain and William Faulkner, Douglass served as an 

orator for the South, transcending time and race.  He is seen as a sort of Moses character, 

not only because spoke for his people, but because he did so with innovation, marrying 

two distinct, culturally-bound styles together (Negro spiritual and classic, romantic 

Anglo), creating a prolific writer who drove readers into the next century of American 

literature.  Ancient West African tribes maintained a strong oral tradition, where their 

histories and culture were passed down by griots, who were essentially experts on the 

happenings of their tribes.  They knew everything that went on in their tribe, and they 

knew the history of every member.  This same tradition continued with these slaves in the 

South, where individuals acted as griots of the plantation they lived on, creating songs 

such as “Go Down, Moses” to depict their daily and lifelong struggles.  They would often 

belt out these chants in their prayer houses, a place Douglass often visited, to worship and 

to wait for deliverance.  These Negro spirituals were kept simple so that slaves 

throughout the South, regardless of dialect, could understand the message and be alerted 

to points of escape, as well as be reminded of hope.  In doing so, they created a brilliant 
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network by blending an established system of oral tradition with a more modern coding 

technique, much in the same way that Douglass combined these very same spirituals with 

the classical method, establishing himself as the griot of the abolitionist movement, as 

well as of his brethren in bondage.  Wolfgang Mieder is one of the few scholars who has 

acknowledged the undeniable influence that the spirituals had on Douglass’ writing.  In 

his 2001 article, “Do Unto Others as You Would Have Them Do Unto You”, he argues; 

“Douglass’ rhetorical prowess is legendary, but scholars have hitherto ignored one major 

element of that oratorical power, namely his repeated use of biblical and folk proverbs to 

add authoritative and generational wisdom to his arguments” (332).   

In Narrative, Douglass describes the Negro spirituals as “revealing at once the 

highest joy and the deepest sadness” (25), and explained to audiences that they 

…told a tale of woe which was then altogether beyond my feeble 

comprehension; they were tones loud, long, and deep; they breathed the 

prayers and complaint of souls boiling over with the bittersweet anguish.  

Every tone was a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for 

deliverance from chains.  The hearing of those wild notes always 

depressed my spirit, and filled me with ineffable sadness.  I have 

frequently found myself in tears while hearing them.  The mere recurrence 

to those songs, even now, afflicts me; and while I am writing these lines, 

an expression of feeling has already found its way down my cheek.  To 

those songs I trace my first glimmering conception of the dehumanizing 

character of slavery.  I can never get rid of that conception.  Those songs 

still follow me, to deepen my hatred of slavery, and quicken my 
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sympathies for my brethren in bonds.  If anyone wishes to be impressed 

with the soul-killing effects of slavery, let him go to…plantation, 

and…place himself in the deep pine woods, and there let him, in silence, 

analyze the sounds that shall pass through the chambers of his soul.  26   

Here, Douglass brings the emotion to his narrative not just by acknowledging the Negro 

spiritual, but by conveying to audiences the sorrow and despair found within them.  He 

passes this melancholy to readers by reiterating woeful terms such as “anguish”, 

“depressed”, “ineffable sadness”, and “soul-killing”, going on to confess that he cannot 

remember these chants without tears rolling down his face.  While he explains away the 

implications of the spirituals, he is at the same time using them as a technique in his own 

narrative to express his own desolate past.  Douglass explains “Slaves sing most when 

they are most unhappy…At least, such is my experience.  I have often sung to drown my 

sorrow, but seldom to express my happiness” (26).   

 Readers become aware of the importance of the Negro spiritual style in Douglass’ 

writing as he devotes several pages in the early chapters of his narrative to enlightening 

them of the intentions of the style.  As he describes it, the most poignant purpose of the 

spirituals was to reiterate “the highest joy and the deepest sadness” (25): 

They would compose and sing as they went along, consulting neither time 

nor tune.  The thought that came up, came out--if not in the word, in the sound; --

and as frequently in the one as in the other.  They would sometimes sing the most 

pathetic sentiment in the most rapturous tone, and the most rapturous sentiment in 

the most pathetic tone.  25 
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This passage serves to prompt readers not only as to what the Negro spirituals were, but 

also to serve as testimony to the influence they had on his writing.  His slave history 

brought the soul to his narrative, the classical style would bring the articulacy. 

While we have established that the Bible had a great deal of influence on 

Douglass’ Narrative, it is important to note the other style which shaped his work, the 

classical style.  In Mieder’s article, he reiterates that Douglass,  

…at the age of twelve, he put his meager savings to good use and bought 

himself a used copy of The Columbian Orator, a popular collection of speeches 

and dialogues compiled by Caleb Bingham for the purpose of rhetorical and 

moralistic instruction.  He read and reread passages from this book, memorizing 

many passages to draw upon in later life.  Here he encountered speeches by such 

great orators as Cato, Cicero, George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and 

William Pitt…which provided Douglass with the rhetorical skills for his later life 

as a public speaker.  335 

Mieder is insightful in his recognition of the classical style’s impact on Douglass, but he 

neglects to inform readers on just how exceptional it was that he was able to grasp it.  The 

Columbian Orator, originally published in 1797, was a collection of essays and poems 

that was used in classrooms to teach students the rhetoric of the American, democratic 

voice.  The collection served as a form of rhetorical exercise for privileged children, in 

hopes that they would grow to become persuasive, well-expressed adults in the image of 

their forefathers.  Douglass was far from privileged.  He was born a slave, and even if he 

could find his way to freedom, he would still find himself in the throes of danger and 

bigotry.  The Orator was not something readily available to him, and with very little in 
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the way of formal education, he was still able to read his way through the collection’s 

entirety, and memorize it to the point that he could emulate its rhetorical techniques.  The 

Orator was a staple of the English language curriculum during the 18th and 19th centuries, 

and we see its influence ooze out of every meticulously formulated, eloquent line 

throughout his narrative, as well as throughout every piece he ever wrote.   

Douglass employed the classical, sophisticated style of rhetoric not only because 

he appreciated it and wished to emulate it, but because he wanted to prove that his people 

were intelligent and capable of employing the highest standards of the English language.  

He detested the way in which his brethren were portrayed in terms of speech, so he 

purposely and meticulously used the most elevated forms of the language to persuade his 

readers.  In “Do Unto Others”, Mieder concludes; “In fact, his deep rooting in the 

language of the Bible, together with his reading of such linguistically sophisticated 

excerpts by great minds, created a linguistic prowess in Douglass not often encountered 

by early abolitionist audiences who listened to his eloquent speeches” (336), further 

proving that Douglass’ mastery lies in his creation of a new style of rhetoric through the 

marrying of two existing styles, one that was revered in his time, and one that was 

spurned.   

Many critics argue that Douglass limited himself by writing in the dominant style 

of the time, not creating anything new, and not writing to his slave counterparts, but 

rather to the educated whites of the time.  Mark Burns wrote in “A Slave in Form but Not 

in Fact” that “despite his masterful control of language however, a paradoxical problem 

seems to subtly haunt Douglass’ Narrative:  the text’s memorable prose is perhaps 

ironically too good….this is generally not typical of the slaves the text 
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represents….Douglass appears to write in a style which is typical not of a black slave but 

of a white slave owner” (Burns, 83), seemingly making the argument that Douglass 

merely mastered the language of his master.  Burns argues that because he had to borrow 

the dominant white language, his narratives failed to show his independence from the 

whites because of the hypocrisy that it unintentionally displayed.  Burns fails to see the 

genius and innovation in Douglass’ Narrative, and his review lacks some knowledge on 

the history of Douglass’ rise to rhetorical power, as nothing in his narrative is written by 

accident.  He knew the audience he was aiming for, and he knew what to say in order to 

get them to listen.  As evidence in his 1848 speech “We Have Decided to Stay,” where he 

states: 

I want you to feel that I am addressing slaveholders; speaking to men who 

have entered into a solemn league and covenant with the slaveholders of the 

country, that in any emergency, if at any time the spirit of freedom finds a 

lodgment in the bosom of the American slave, and they shall be moved to throw 

up barricades against their tyrants, as the French did in the streets of Paris, that 

you, every man of you that swears to support the Constitution, is sworn to pour 

leaden death into their hearts. I am speaking to slaveholders, and if I speak 

plainly, set it not down to impudence, but to opposition to Slavery. 

 He was aware that his words would be recorded; and thus, read by the public.  As any 

good strategist knows, if you want to win the game of Chess, your focus shouldn’t be on 

the pawn, but on the queen, as she is the most powerful piece on the board.  As scholars 

of rhetoric and the English language, we must understand that Douglass would not have 

effected much change if he had been targeting his brethren in bondage, as they had 
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absolutely no power or means in which to change their circumstance.  His greatest hope 

was to reach the most powerful piece of the political board, who at the time were highly 

educated whites.  He had an uncanny ability to call out to those in power, those with 

much more formal education than him, yet with similar levels of intellect.  He would 

single them out as his audience, making the cry of “give me freedom or give me death!”  

He was aware of who his audience needed to be, and he was aware that his style and 

technique had to attract that specific niche.  Further adding to the complexities and sheer 

depth in his writing, he was an aspiring writer in a time when literature was changing 

stylistically from the inflated and formal romantic style of the mid 1800s, to the simple 

and ordinary vernacular of the realistic period in the late 1800s to early 1900s.  Douglass 

combined these two “Anglican” styles, so to speak, and in his fluid and distinguished 

prose, he managed to intertwine chants and spirituals of his brethren in bondage.  The 

Negro spiritual was a genre that had not been introduced into the mainstream when 

Douglass began writing, but by blending this with the classic Anglo style, he garnered 

attention and respect from those whom hated slaves the most, attaining one of the goals 

he had set out to accomplish:  getting those in power to listen.     

In fusing the two opposing styles, Douglass coined his own autobiographical 

voice.  One of the biggest reasons he is overlooked in Southern literature is because the 

bulk of his work consisted of either speeches or autobiographies, both of which fall under 

rhetorical studies that typically are found in communication departments rather than 

English departments.  Although less celebrated today, the autobiography was a widely 

studied form of literature throughout the 19th century.  Most of the renowned writers at 

the time wrote autobiographies before becoming key political orators and speech writers.  
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For a narrative to be effective, writers must go beyond merely retelling a story, they must 

bring readers into their world as if they are reliving the events alongside the author.  It 

was important that Douglass reach his powerful readers through his eloquence and 

formality, but it was imperative that he also touch their souls with the deep, lamenting, 

sorrowful cry that he carried over from his people.  In Narrative, he immediately 

introduces us to the dehumanizing traditions of the south.  He begins by stating “I have 

no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic record containing it.  

By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs…” 

(Douglass, 17).  The first instance of making the slaves feel subhuman was taking away 

knowledge of their age.  Douglass suspects that he was between the ages of 27-28 at the 

time the narrative was published, but he had no way of knowing for sure, and he 

compares this lack of knowledge to that of an animal’s, a horse, who know no more about 

their age than a slave.  In likening the slave to the horse, he is laying the groundwork for 

a story where humans are treated as animals.   

Douglass then goes on to discuss his paternity, as he does not know who his father 

is.  Although rumors surrounded him that his master was his father, he had no way of 

knowing whether this was true or not.  The only knowledge he had of his father was “My 

father was a white man.  He was admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak of my 

parentage.  The opinion was also whispered that my master was my father; but to the 

correctness of this opinion, I know nothing; the means of knowing was withheld from 

me” (17).  This is the second piece of evidence readers see towards the dehumanization 

of slaves.  The issue of paternity was a common one amongst slaves, but Douglass shows 

that it was more than merely not knowing who his father was, it was the humiliation of 
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realizing that the man who gave him life may also be the one keeping him from living it.  

He then brings another layer of profundity to this section by discussing his mistress and 

his white brothers, explaining that the black bastard child served as a symbol to the 

master’s wife of her husband’s indiscretion.  He explains that she becomes so disgusted 

and resentful towards the illegitimate son of color, that eventually the master is forced to 

sell his own son.  He writes;  

…cruel as the deed may strike any one to be, for a man to sell his own 

children to human flesh-mongers, it is often the dictate of humanity for him to do 

so; for unless he does this, he must not only whip them himself, but must stand by 

and see one white son tie up his brother, of but few shades darker complexion 

than himself, and ply the gory lash naked back; and if he lisp one word of 

disapproval, it is set down to his parental partiality, and only makes a bad matter 

worse, both for himself and the slave whom he would protect and defend.  19 

In this passage, readers are met with the shame of paternity, as well as with the 

impending destruction of possible family bonds.  He maintains this duality in his prose as 

he discusses his mother.  Readers learn that he was not close with his mother, as it was 

customary in slave-owning Maryland to separate mothers and children at a very early age 

in an attempt to “hinder the development of the child’s affection of the mother for the 

child.  This is the inevitable result” (Douglass, 18).  He had limited interaction with his 

mother throughout her life, and when she died, he felt nothing because he barely knew 

her.  Douglass continuously brings his experiences back to his white counterparts, 

explaining that white children were all aware of their ages, that they knew who their 

fathers were, and that they all grew up knowing their mothers.  He shows readers the 
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parallels between white children living their lives as humans, and black children living 

their lives as animals.  Slaves received a monthly allowance for food and yearly clothing, 

which consisted of a few pounds of pork or fish, a few gallons of cornmeal, and one 

outfit that had to be split amongst an entire family.  This meant that often times, “the 

children unable to work in the field had neither shoes, stockings, jackets, nor trousers 

given to them; their clothing consisted of two coarse linen shirts per year” (Douglass, 23).  

If there wasn’t enough clothing, the children would go naked.  Douglass depicts their 

living quarters, where his bed consisted of one blanket which was to be shared amongst 

the entire family.  Once he has taken readers to the miserable place he called home, to the 

dismal conditions in which slaves lived, he reminds us that slavery was not discriminate, 

as the whip did not care whether you were man, woman, or child.  At the end of the day  

old and young, male and female, married and single, drop down side by 

side, on one common bed, -the cold, damp floor, -each covering himself or 

herself with their miserable blankets; and here they sleep till they are 

summoned to the field by the driver’s horn.  23 

This passage is an example of how he uses the slave spiritual style in conjunction with 

the classical, as he uses sorrowful terms like “miserable, cold, and damp”, and references 

the sound of the driver’s horn as their summoning to the field, reminiscent of the Old 

Testament’s frequent passages regarding being summoned by God.  He evokes the 

spiritual style, all the while maintaining a formal, classic grammar and rhythm that makes 

for a simple, yet complex account.   

In his first narrative, Douglass also brings us to where he grew up, making us feel 

the subhuman treatment that consumed his life.  He uses imagery to take his narrative 
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from a story to a reality, specifically depicting images of hell as it correlates to the 

peculiar institution of slavery.  He details his first experience witnessing a whipping, 

explaining it as "the “blood-stained gate, the entrance to the hell of slavery, through 

which I was about to pass” (Douglass, 20).  Readers suffer the heart wrenching series of 

events that led to his beautiful aunt, who we discover was the mistress of her master, and 

after being unavailable one night when he desired her, sentenced her to a brutal lashing 

which Douglass recounts in a hellish manner, explaining that she was stripped naked, and 

her body “now stood for this infernal purpose” (Douglass, 21), constantly bringing us 

back to the image of hell each time he details an account of slave treatment.  This 

technique makes readers feel the burn of slavery and the hell in which they lived.  

One of the terms most commonly used to describe Douglass’ Narrative is “calm”, 

as he manages to implore strong, resounding words, while maintaining a collected, 

calculated pace to create a fervent and compelling argument against slavery through the 

lens of his own story.  While his rhetoric was celebrated, and his autobiography left a 

solid impression on its readers, his editor, William Lloyd Garrison, along with several 

other anti-slavery abolitionists, urged him to dumb down his writing.  They wanted him 

to tell events as they happened, rather than elevate the events with his articulateness and 

rhetoric.  Many abolitionists did not believe Douglass had been a slave because of his 

skillful and intelligent writing.  Rather than listen to his critics, Douglass decided to 

defeat them with a follow up to his successful first narrative.  This follow up was titled 

My Bondage and My Freedom, and it served as a second installment to his slave 

narrative.  If his critics felt that his first narrative was too eloquent, they believed his 

second narrative would be the end of his credibility.  The first narrative is written in a 
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much more simplistic manner than the second, which almost serves as a manifesto.  It is 

three times as long as the first, and is written in a more traditional, older style of English, 

full of elaborate, long-winded sentences, letters, and poetry; serving as an extension of 

his first narrative.  He goes into greater detail in his second narrative, such as when he 

describes the desolate, barren land he was born amongst, rather than simply stating that 

he was born in Maryland, as he did in his first narrative.  Douglass uses My Bondage as a 

platform to constantly point out to and remind the reader of the evils of slavery, but he 

does so by attempting to do away with the Negro spiritual style, as he now desperately 

wanted to prove that the black man was no less adept and capable of mastering the 

English language.  In Chapter III, he describes his parentage, how he never knew his 

father, and how the rumors were that his master was his father.  These issues were 

discussed in the first narrative, but they don’t go much further than the mere question of 

paternity.  In My Bondage, he writes: 

Slavery does away with fathers, as it does away with families.  Slavery has 

no use for either fathers or families, and its laws do not recognize their 

existence in the social arrangements of the plantation.  When they do exist, 

they are not the outgrowths of slavery, but are antagonistic to that system.  

The order of civilization is reversed here.  The name of the child is not 

expected to be that of its father, and his condition does not necessarily 

affect that of the child.  51 

Rather than lament over the emotional isolation he experienced with the loss of his 

family, he decides to attack the issue for its role in the institution of slavery, analyzing 

and explaining the depravity that lies behind the horrific actions of the slave owners.   



	   18	  
	  

Much like in his first narrative, in My Bondage, he goes on to discuss his mother 

in much greater, yet less sensitive detail, but the spirituals can’t help but make their way 

back into his jargon.  While in his first narrative he merely states that he barely knew her, 

his second narrative contains what little memory he does have about her, ranging from 

her physical appearance to the sound of her voice.  Describing her in greater detail serves 

as a means to show readers the natural connection that exists between mother and son 

despite being separated, and how forcing this separation is one of the many despicable 

aspects of slavery.  Douglass fills his second narrative with poems that provide readers 

with an imagery of the depression and solitude which overcomes his brethren in bondage, 

with lines such as: 

“Gone, gone, sold and gone 

To the rice swamp dank and lone, 

From Virginia hills and waters ---  

Woe is me, my stolen daughters!” (142) 

Again we see the sorrowful terms such as, “dank and lone, sold and gone, woe, and 

stolen”. In this poem we see that the Negro spiritual finds its way in Douglass’ second 

narrative, despite him being intent on avoiding it.  This style proves to be an inescapable, 

unshakeable influence on his writing, and a vital part of his rhetoric.   

 In one of Douglass’ most powerful paragraphs, he writes a warning to the 

American people: 

I would warn the American people, and the American government, to be 

wise in their day and generation.  I exhort them to remember the history of 

other nations; and I remind them that America cannot always sit “as a 
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queen”, in peace and repose; that prouder and stronger governments than 

this have been shattered by the bolts of a just God; that the time may come 

when those they now despise and hate, may be needed; when those whom 

they now compel by oppression to be enemies, may be wanted as friends.  

What has been, may be again.  There is a point beyond which human 

endurance cannot go.  The crushed worm may yet turn under the heel 

of the oppressor.  I warn them, then, with  all solemnity, and in the name 

of retributive justice, to look to their ways; for in an evil hour, those sable 

arms that have, for the last two centuries, been engaged in cultivating and 

adorning the fair fields of our country, may yet become the instruments of 

terror, desolation, and death, throughout our borders.  440 

This passage brilliantly encompasses the voice of Frederick Douglass.  The line, “the 

crushed worm may yet turn under the hell of the oppressor”, is a 16th century English 

proverb; a classically written phrase that Douglass uses as a metaphor to describe the 

condition of the slave.  He turns the tables on his oppressors by using their own words 

against them, using the technique of his brethren in bonds, and he warns audiences that 

the day will come when his people will be needed, and that on that day, they may not be 

there to save them.  Readers experience a sense of terror and distress that is inflicted by 

his rhetoric, and we begin to understand that the only way to stop this anxiety is by 

acknowledging the slave as a human comrade and a free man.   

 In “Do Unto Others”, Wolfgang Mieder analyzes the vital role that Christianity 

played in the Negro spiritual, and how Douglass uses the creed of his oppressors to 

bolster his argument against slavery, remaining true to the technique of the spiritual.  He 
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explains; “Douglass’ use of proverbs was primarily due to his interest in the Bible, as 

well as the sermonic style of Black preachers, a role that he himself took on during many 

Sunday mornings in church.  Religious rhetoric has long been based on proverbial 

language, which uses both biblical and folk proverbs to reach and educate the 

congregation” (336).  Mieder goes on to quote Douglass’ attempt to quote biblical 

passages while chastising slave holders: 

‘Those that lead into captivity shall go into captivity’ [Rev. 13:10].  

‘Those that take up the sword shall perish by the sword’ [Matt. 26:52, 

Rev. 13:10].  Those who have trampled upon us for the last two hundred 

years, who have used their utmost endeavors to crush every noble 

sentiment in our bosom, and destroy our manly aspirations; those who 

have given us blood to drink for wages, may expect that their turn will 

come one day.  It was in view of this fact that Thomas Jefferson, looking 

down through the vista of the future, exclaimed:  ‘I tremble for my country 

when I reflect that God is just, and this his justice cannot sleep forever’.  

339 

Here Douglass makes a brilliant and compelling argument, which also puts on display the 

inventive style that he pioneered.  He quotes the Bible in true spiritual form, but he also 

quotes Thomas Jefferson, the forefather that so many members of his audience revered.  

In doing so, his message of divine retribution hits homes, as he warns his tormentors that 

their sins will not go unpunished, whether it’s in this life or the next.  Through his 

eloquence, he imposes an eerie feeling of anxiety and fear on his readers that can only be 

assuaged through the freeing of his brethren.   
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 It is important for readers of Douglass to recognize that without the Negro 

spirituals, and without the classical style of our forefathers, we would not have either one 

of his narratives or groundbreaking speeches.  Years after his works were published, his 

rhetorical influence would be noted by many prominent authors and civil rights activists, 

one of the most famous ones being W.E.B. DuBois, who wrote that the Negro spiritual 

was “the articulate message of the slave to the world…where the souls of black folk past 

and present are found.”  Through Douglass’ use of the spiritual, he brought the sorrow 

song to the forefront of prominent people’s minds, but he did it by speaking their 

language.  What used to be a song of sorrow became his brethren’s song of hope.  In “Do 

Unto Others”, Mieder reiterates that Douglass’ “use of folk proverbs in particular added a 

colloquial and metaphorical flavor to his arguments, and it is this figurative use of 

language that increased the general appeal of his serious message” (337).  To deny the 

influence of both styles is to deny the greatness in Douglass’ rhetoric.  He took a group of 

people who were looked at as nothing short of an animal, and turned them into figures of 

intellectual prowess.  He took his writing the categories of black and white, and created 

new stipulations for the genre of American literature in which any writer who fits certain 

traits can fall into.  Angela G. Ray writes in “Frederick Douglass on the Lyceum Circuit: 

Social Assimilation, Social Transformation”, “Douglass both enacted and argued for 

social change that did not merely adapt African Americans to the norms of a fixed white 

American culture, but rather challenged cultural fixedness itself, promoting an 

‘American’ culture encompassing differences, in which biological variation did not 

determine cultural hierarchies” (Ray, 626).  Now that we have established the 
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collaborative style which Douglass coined, we can go on to analyze themes commonly 

found in Southern literature, and how they are essential subjects in his works.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

“The Man, the Myth, the Legend”: 

Douglass’ Role as a Pillar of Southern Literature, “Word for Word, as I Understand It” 

 

Every man alone is sincere. At the entrance of a second person, hypocrisy begins. We 
parry and fend the approach of our fellow-man by compliments, by gossip, by 

amusements, by affairs. We cover up our thought from him under a hundred folds. 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

A lie can travel half way around the world while the truth is putting on its shoes. 

-Mark Twain 

 

I think it is safe to say that while the South is hardly Christ-centered, it is most certainly 
Christ-haunted. 

-Flannery O’Connor 

 

Tell all about the South…What do they do there?  How do they live there?  Why do they? 

-William Faulkner 

 

I decline to accept the end of man.  It is easy enough to say that man is immortal simply 
because he will endure:  that when the last ding-dong of doom has clanged and faded 

from the last worthless rock hanging tideless in the last red and dying evening, that even 
then there will still be one more sound:  that of his puny inexhaustible voice, still talking.  
I refuse to accept this.  I believe that man will not merely endure:  he will prevail.  He is 

immortal, not because he alone among creatures has an inexhaustible voice, but because 
he has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance.  The poets, 

the writers, duty is to write about these things.  It is his privilege to help man endure by 
lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and honor and hope and pride and 

compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of his past.  The poets voice 
need not merely be the record of man, it can be one of the props, the pillars to help him 

endure and prevail. 

-William Faulkner  
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            As a genre, Southern literature remains largely unclassified.  This category of 

literature spans themes ranging from religion, to rural life, to slavery, all taking place in 

the South Eastern and South Western states.  Because there is no concrete definition for 

what constitutes Southern literature, it doesn’t make much sense why Frederick 

Douglass’ name seems to miss the list of Southern authors.  In schools across the country, 

when the time comes to teach the literature of the American South, students are handed 

works by Mark Twain, Zora Neale Hurston, Harper Lee, Flannery O’Connor, and even 

William Faulkner for the more advanced programs, but Frederick Douglass is rarely 

included in this catalogue.  In this chapter, we will discuss the aspects of Douglass’ 

writing that are uniquely Southern, and we will look into the influence he had on the birth 

of the Southern renaissance, particularly looking at Twain and Faulkner to see how 

Douglass’ voice lived on through their works.  Most importantly, we will discover how 

the voice that Douglass created, the plain style product of a classical and spiritual 

marriage, shaped the voice of the literary South. 

At the heart of Douglass’ writing is the form of the narrative, a form that all of his 

works are written in, with the exception of his oratory pieces.  As readers, we have come 

to know Mark Twain as a novelist, but less commonly known is that his early attempts at 

writing began with a dive into the realm of the narrative form.  In 1874, the publication 

Atlantic Monthly released a short narrative, which Twain introduced as “A True Story, 

Repeated Word for Word, as I Heard It.”  This narrative served as more of a short story 

about his sister-in-law’s cook, Mary Ann Cord, referred to in the tale as “Aunt Rachel.”  

Although Twain introduced the work as a story repeated verbatim, many argue as to the 

validity of this claim.  It is quite possible and probable that this story was a product of his 
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creativity, and that he was trying his hand at a style of writing that was familiar and 

influential to him.   

Twain’s narrative reads similarly to Douglass’ Narrative in terms of format.  The 

narrative of Aunt Rachel opens with her recounting, “Well, sah, I was raised in Ole Fo’ –

ginny, but my mother she was raised in Maryland” (3), mirroring the opening lines of 

Douglass’ narrative, where he recounts, “I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and 

about twelve miles from Easton, in Talbot county, Maryland” (1).  “A True Story” goes 

on to invoke much of the same long winded, cadence style that Douglass uses, imploring 

the technique of run-on sentences to depict the frantic spectacle that was the slave 

auction.  Twain combines the run-on with repetition in the section where Aunt Rachel 

explains what would happen at the auction:   

Dey put chains on us an’ put us on a stan’ as high as dis po’ch, --twenty 

foot high, --an’ all de people stood aroun’, crowds an’ crowds.  An’ dey’d come 

up dah an’ look at us all roun’, an’ squeeze our arm, an’ make us git up an’ walk, 

an’ den say, ‘Dis one too ole,’ or ‘Dis one lame,’ or ‘Dis one don’t mount to 

much.’  An’ dey sole my ole man, an took him away, an’ dey begin to sell my 

chil’en an’ take dem away, an’ I begin to cry.  4 

Again, we see another aspect of Twain’s writing that was borrowed from Douglass’ 

narratives.  This long-winded run-on repetition is implored by Douglass when he tries to 

describe the war zone that escaped slaves lived in once they reach the North: 

…I say, let him place himself in my situation—without home or friends—

without money or credit—wanting shelter, and no one to give it—wanting 

bread, and no money to buy it…in the midst of plenty, yet suffering the 
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terrible gnawings of hunger, --in the midst of houses, yet having no home, 

--among fellow-men, yet feeling as if in the midst of wild beasts, whose 

greediness to swallow up the trembling and half-famished fugitive is only 

equaled by that with which the monsters of the deep swallow up the 

helpless fish upon which they subsist,--I say, let him be placed in this most 

trying situation,--the situation in which I was placed,--then, and not till 

then, will he fully appreciate the hardships of, and know how to 

sympathize with, the toil-worn and whip-scarred fugitive slave.  94 

 Along with several rhetorical techniques, Twain also follows a similar format to 

Douglass’ narrative.  Where the two differ is in their portrayals of the protagonist.  While 

Douglass presents himself as an educated man with a high level of intellect, Twain’s 

protagonist is given the voice of the stereotypical, uneducated slave, using incorrect 

contractions, and writing words as they sound rather than as they are correctly spelled.  

Despite this deviation however, the tale of woe in both narratives are painfully similar, 

both focusing on the hardships and pain of slavery through its physical abuse, and its 

dismantling of the family unit.  Both narratives convey that the idea and pursuit of 

freedom was their driving force, that life as a slave was only worth living as long as a 

shred of hope for liberty existed.   

 In possibly Twain’s most observable homage to Douglass, Aunt Rachel brings 

readers full circle, recalling the day she finally saw her son again, after 13 years of being 

separated at the slave auction she described in the early part of the narrative.  When she 

finally tells Misto C about the reunion, she goes beyond mere recounting of the 

experience; instead, she exclaims about it in the style of the Negro spiritual, the style so 
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frequently invoked by Douglass, the style which Twain saw fit to draw inspiration from 

and emulate.  In this scene, Aunt Rachel grabs her estranged son’s face and exclaims, 

“’Boy!  I says, if you an’t my Henry, what is you doin’ wid dis welt on yo’ wris’ an’ dat 

sk-yar on yo’ forehead?  De Lord God ob heaven be praise’, I got my own ag’in!’  Oh, 

no, Misto C, I hain’t had no trouble.  An’ no joy!” (7)  “A True Story” ends powerfully 

because Twain employs the woeful cry that readers were first introduced to and moved 

by in the narratives of Frederick Douglass.  The blend of the classical and the spirituals 

created an eloquent, yet plain style of writing that became Douglass’ modus operandi.   

 Oddly enough, it is Twain who has been so often revered as the man responsible 

for coining this plain style of writing.  Sage Stossel reviewed The Atlantic Monthly’s 

publication of Twain’s fictional narrative, and he praised the author, stating:  “Twain’s 

straightforward writing style marked a dramatic departure from the stilted language and 

rarefied tastes of the New England literary establishment, and through its embrace of 

Twain, The Atlantic helped chart a new direction in American literature” (2).   

As has been proven throughout the course of this study, this deviation was not created by 

Twain, it was created by Douglass.  As discussed in Chapter One, Douglass not only 

introduced the style to the literary world, but he was urged to continue speaking plainly 

by his friend and mentor, William Lloyd Garrison.  Stossel describes the publication’s 

embrace of Twain’s work as the dawn of a new era in American literature, but this dawn 

began long before Twain ever touched his pen to paper.   

 Up until this point, we have focused on examining the similarities between 

Douglass’ and Twain’s works, and while the parallels in their styles of writing seem 

undeniable, there may still be speculation regarding whether Douglass’ works were, in 
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fact, an influence on Twain, or whether it’s just a coincidence that his writing seemed to 

mirror so much of the rhetoric we see in Narrative.  To put these uncertainties to rest, it is 

important to take a look at the life and times of Mark Twain to better understand why and 

how he became the literary titan he is known to be today.  Twain grew up in a slave 

owning family and did not see the gruesome reality of slavery until he married into an 

abolitionist family.  It was through this family that Twain would eventually be introduced 

to Douglass, as his father-in-law played a pivotal role in Douglass’ escape and eventual 

freedom.  The two ultimately became close friends, supporting each other’s work, and 

often times attending each’s others professional events.   

It is said that Douglass was spotted in attendance at a reading of Twain’s The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn right around the time it was released.  The novel was 

published 39 years after Narrative, and Twain continued the realistic style of his 

predecessor, solidifying it as the primary writing style of his era.  He creates ordinary 

characters and ordinary events, and oftentimes the outcomes aren’t necessarily happy 

ones.  In Huck Finn, Twain follows Douglass’ tactic of showing the truth of the deep dark 

South.  He allows his protagonist to be flawed, as Huck’s stream of conscious lets readers 

know that despite his friendship with the slave Jim, he still thinks himself superior.  This 

exhibited a great deal of authorial courage for the times, as chastising a white protagonist 

was uncommon.  Prior to Douglass, few writers had scolded the whites for their 

hypocrisy and unjustified sense of superiority, shedding light on the nasty and inhumane 

treatments they showed towards blacks.   

Huck mirrors Frederick Douglass himself in his desire for freedom.  While Huck 

wants to be free from societal restraints, Douglass longs to be free from bondage.  Huck 
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is constantly being harassed to reform.  He is scolded for his clothing, he is forced to 

attend bible study, and he is ordered to quit smoking.  Huck has no desire to be apart of 

the social norm, and he displays his break for freedom when he helps Jim break loose, 

giving a slave his freedom, and, thus, freeing himself from society’s expectations.  

Twain’s character of Huck parallels with Douglass, who suffered much harsher restraints, 

not knowing his age, not knowing his father, and not being given a chance to receive a 

formal education.  Neither Huck nor Douglass knew their mothers, and much the way 

Douglass intertwines his culture into the vernacular of his narrative, Twain inserts his old 

way of thinking into his character, Huck.   

By the end of Twain’s most beloved masterpiece, Huck has reached the end of his 

journey on the Mississippi River, and after all the trials and tribulations he experienced 

alongside his partner in crime, Jim, he now sees his counterpart as an equal rather than as 

a subservient.  This is, essentially, the very same message that Douglass spends his life 

trying to get across; that he was merely a slave in form, but not in fact, that he had the 

capacity to learn, and that he had the benevolence to be better than those who mistreated 

him.  Twain’s Jim embodied all the attributes that humans should aspire to have, but it is 

Huck, the white male protagonist, who experiences a shift in character, as he is convinced 

through Jim’s merit and actions, that they are both equal.   

While religion makes its way through many genres of literature, there are few 

genres that religion is as embedded in as that of the American literature of the South.  The 

topic of religion seems to be an unavoidable subject in Southern literature, much like the 

subject of slavery is in Southern history.  Whether it be shown in a positive light or 

negative one, religion tends to be inescapable.  In Douglass’ Narrative, he regularly 
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points to the religion of his formers masters in an attempt to depict their repulsive 

hypocrisy.  He speaks of his pious and church going mistress who became consumed 

with hate as the responsibilities of being a slave holder consumed her.  Douglass recalls 

the worse lashings and the greatest evils were committed at the hands of the preachers 

and religious leaders of the community.  He writes definitely in Narrative,  

“I assert most unhesitatingly, that the religion of the south is a mere covering for 

the most horrid crimes, --a justifier of the most appalling barbarity, --a sanctifier of the 

most hateful frauds, --and a dark shelter under, which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and 

most infernal deeds of slaveholders find the strongest protection.  Were I to be again 

reduced to the chains of slavery, next to that enslavement, I should regard being the slave 

of a religious master the greatest calamity that could befall me.  For of all the 

slaveholders with whom I have ever met, religious slaveholders are the worst” (72). 

In this instance, religion is brought up in as a negative critique on the South rather than as 

a rhetorical technique, but it is important to note the strong stance he has on the subject, 

and how he relates it to the sins committed by the slaveholders.   

 Continuing his critique on religion, Douglass writes a letter to his former master, 

Thomas Auld, which is published in his second narrative, My Bondage My Freedom.  

This was actually a risky move at the time because in citing the name of the man he 

belonged to, he subjected himself to possible imprisonment, as he was still considered to 

be property of Auld at that time, and federal orders demanded that escaped slaves be 

returned to their masters.  In this letter, he takes the opportunity to shame his master’s 

religious leanings, writing: 
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  “I have never forgotten you, but have invariably made you the topic of 

conversation—thus giving you all the notoriety I could do.  I need not tell 

you that the opinion formed of you in these circles is far from being 

favorable.  They have little respect for your honesty, and less for your 

religion…I intend to make use of you as a weapon with which to assail the 

system of slavery…I shall make use of you as a means of exposing the 

character of the American church and clergy” (325). 

Although he seems to abhor the notion of religion, Douglass by no means is able 

to circumvent the topic in his narratives, where the style of the spirituals leaves the pages 

dripping with religious undertones.  We see this style continue on well beyond Douglass’ 

lifetime, and even well beyond Twain’s.  Fast forward a century after Douglass’ 

Narrative, and audiences are exposed to a prolific Southern writer named William 

Faulkner.  In 1942 he published Go Down, Moses, whose namesake is based on a slave 

spiritual that focuses on the desire for freedom and the dimming ember of hope.  The 

novel is a compilation of short stories detailing the south in all its gory glory.   

Beyond the obvious homage to the spirituals, Faulkner emulates Douglass’ style, 

perhaps unknowingly, in two ways; in interweaving nature into Isaac McCaslin’s life, and 

in portraying the ghastly animalistic treatment of the slaves.  Although Buck and Buddy 

are rather benevolent slave owners, they settle the future of one of their slaves over a 

poker game, placing bets on either selling him, or buying his love interest from the 

neighboring plantation so he won’t run away anymore.  The most dreadful moment 

however, is when we learn the story of Eunice, a slave who was raped by her master 

Carothers McCaslin, and 16 years later, their daughter is pregnant with his child.  Eunice 
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grows so despondent over the tradition of rape that has plagued their lives that she ends 

up committing suicide, as she believes all hope is lost and that there is no way out.  This 

is an incredibly heart wrenching moment for readers, as Faulkner’s vivid and brutal 

depiction brings us to feel the pain that Eunice felt.  This is a technique we see used a lot 

throughout Douglass’ narrative.  He maintained a formality in his language, but it was his 

gritty, realistic portrayal that changed the way many future southern writers would hone 

their craft. Faulkner ends the novel with Mollie and her friends wailing the “Go Down, 

Moses” chant, crying to the Pharaoh to let their people go.  Faulkner implores the style 

that Douglass coined, concluding with a spiritual chant to produce a sense of sorrow 

while giving readers some finality.  Furthermore, this ending brings us back to the 

beginning, where even with the hopeful future lies man’s soiled past, and there they are, 

stuck in the middle.  Just the same as Israel, who believed Egypt was part of their 

Promised Land, yet it was where they were enslaved, where they were able to see 

opportunity, but were never allowed to grab it.  A hopeful future, a sullied past, a seed 

born of sin, a flower that will forever wilt.   

Faulkner gave readers a sense of the South that went beyond mere landscape and 

touched on the very heart of the region’s culture, ranging from the patriarchal traditions, 

to the internal battles many southerners had with their feelings towards the place that they 

so affectionately, yet disconcertingly called home.  In Absalom, Absalom! Quentin 

Compson is telling his roommate, Shreve, the story of Thomas Sutpen, a man who rose 

from rags to riches, and always maintained an air of mystery amongst the people who 

knew him.  In the process of telling the story, Shreve learns of the South, its people, and 

the issues that come with them.  Quentin tells the tales of patriarchy and racism with 
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bitterness and rage, forcing his roommate to ask, “Now I want you to tell me just one 

thing more.  Why do you hate the South?” to which Quentin responds, “’I don’t hate it…I 

don’t hate it,’ he said.  I don’t hate it he thought, panting in the cold air, the iron New 

England dark:  I don’t.  I don’t!  I don’t hate it!  I don’t hate it!” (303).  This last piece of 

dialogue also serves as the final lines of the novel, demonstrating the internal battle that 

the character undergoes in regards to his Southern lineage.  While Quentin is proud to be 

from the South and seems to love many aspects of the region, he also greets its culture 

with resentment and disdain.  This antipathy leads to his eventual suicide in The Sound 

and the Fury.   

Readers witness more character hostility towards the South in Go Down, Moses, 

whose protagonist, Isaac McCaslin, shares a kindness with the wilderness and a desire to 

live amongst the land, but it isn’t until he goes through Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy’s 

ledgers and finds out the horrific history of the McCaslin family plantation, that he 

decides to repudiate his inheritance, his family name, and with it, his ties to the evil 

intertwined into human civilization.  In "Cultural Primitivism in William Faulkner's "The 

Bear",  Kenneth LaBudde explains Isaac’s discovery as:  “the record of evil and the 

attempts to obliterate it” (328).  He learns of his family patriarch, Carothers McCaslin, 

and that behind his success was a horrid past where he had affairs outside his marriage 

with the slaves on his plantation.  The moment when he learns of Eunice’s story and the 

story of her illegitimate daughter and grandchild fills him with shock and disbelief, which 

in turn fills the readers with grief.  This sadness is immediately followed by a sorrowful 

anger that leads to Isaac renouncing the land where these sins were committed.  He wants 

nothing to do with the tainted soil, and in a troubled plea, Isaac explains:   
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Don’t you see?  This whole land, the whole South, is cursed, and all of us 

who derive from it, whom it ever suckled, white and black both, lie under 

the curse?  Granted that my people brought the curse onto the land:  

maybe for that reason their descendants alone can—not resist it, not 

combat it—maybe just endure and outlast it until the curse is lifted.  Then 

your peoples’ turn will come because we have forfeited ours. But for now.  

Not yet.  Don’t you see?  246 

This curse that he speaks of is redolent of the story of Moses, when he orders the Pharaoh 

to free the Jews, subsequently threatening him with 10 plagues, the last of which is the 

death of the first born son of every Egyptian.  In the case of the South, the sin was 

keeping a people in captivity, just as the Egyptians, and all the repulsive behaviors that 

went along with it.  The plague was the unending tension between the blacks and whites 

in the South, manifesting itself in the ghastly lives that they led even when each person 

tried to rebuild.  Isaac tries to atone for the sins by finding the children of Tennie and 

Tomey’s Turl in an attempt to give them their part of the inheritance.  He also travels to 

Arkansas to give Fonsiba the thousand dollars owed to her, but when he sees the dismal 

conditions she and her husband live in to maintain their delusional version of freedom, he 

realizes that no action will expiate for the sins of his fathers, so he chooses to live in 

isolation from women, from material possessions, from the world and all of its strife.   

 A common theme throughout the three Faulkner novels we have discussed in this 

study is an abhorrence and revulsion for the South, contested by a familial loyalty that is 

difficult to shake.  This clash is one that was originally pegged by none other than 

Frederick Douglass, whose animosity towards the South was palpable in every page turn.  
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Although he is rarely referred to as a Southern writer, he coined many of the themes that 

we see in Southern literature.  In “Frederick Douglass, Southerner”, William M. Ramsey 

explains; 

The greatest obstacle to understanding the life-long dynamics in Frederick 

Douglass’ southern identity is Douglass himself.  At age twenty, as the rugged young 

fugitive escaped bondage, he became forever a southern expatriate—someone who, 

dramatically and irreversibly, had shed his former condition.  His remaking of self was 

emphatic:  to be a free and autonomous self he could not remain a southern self…the rage 

he directed at the South was so great that contemporaries used the word leonine to 

describe his fierce denunciations of the region as well as his full mane of hair and 

imposing physique.  Because subsequence autobiographies also began with the same core 

tale of heroic escape, even the inclusion of subsequent northern years continued to key on 

the young man’s repudiation of southern roots.  This “before and after” pattern had the 

structure of a familiar regional binary, the South’s portion being bondage (Hell) and the 

North’s being freedom (the Promised Land). 

Here, Ramsey lends credence to Douglass’ identity as a southerner, while also making a 

religious reference in continuation of the two major themes we see throughout Douglass’ 

works, as well as his southern literary successors, that of repudiation of the South, and 

that of religion.   

 Ramsey goes on to borrow from Frederick Douglass: Autobiographies, where he 

quotes Douglass praising the South in a rare moment:  

‘Its geography, climate, fertility, and products, are such as to make it a very     

desirable abode for any man.’  In temperate regret he notes the lovely region is 
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marred by the practice of slavery: ‘and but for the existence of slavery there, it is 

not impossible that I might again take up my abode in that state…it is not that I 

love Maryland less, but freedom more…You will be surprised to learn that people 

at the north labor under the strange delusion that if the slaves were emancipated at 

the south, they would flock to the north.  So far from this being the case, in that 

event, you would see many old and familiar faces back again to the south.  The 

fact is, there are few here who would not return to the south in the event of 

emancipation.  We want to live in the land of our birth, and to lay our bones by 

the side of our fathers; and nothing short of an intense love of personal freedom 

keeps us from the south’ (23-4) 

Ramsey elaborates on this quote from Douglass, explaining “In his praise of Maryland 

we see that, at age thirty, Douglass is capable of expressing, ambivalently, feelings of 

both rage and attraction toward the South as well as surprising detachment” (24).  This 

rage and attraction is regularly depicted throughout Faulkner’s novels, by characters such 

as Quentin Compson and Isaac McCaslin.  While we cannot ascertain definitively as to 

whether or not Faulkner actually read Douglass’ work, the fact remains that there is a 

shared sentiment between them that echoes through their writing, an internal battle 

between their southern lineage and their personal convictions.   

 Southern literature is a genre that has no real, concrete definition.  While the 

description of the genre remains simple, southern writers and southern settings, we as 

readers know that the field grows quite vast, and goes well beyond regional confinement.  

If we go by that undemanding characterization, Douglass meets the requirements 

effortlessly.  Douglass was a self-proclaimed southerner, as quoted by William Ramsey 
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in “Southerner”, where Douglass states; “I am an Eastern Shoreman, with all that name 

implies…Eastern Shore corn and Eastern Shore pork gave me my muscle.  I love 

Maryland and the Eastern Shore” (19).  While readers experience quite a bit of travel in 

Douglass’ work, the bulk of his narratives either begin or largely take place in the South.  

Douglass meets the only two elements that are considered to define southern literature, 

but he is often overlooked as being part of the category, arguably because he is 

considered to be part of the slave narrative subgenre.  Although the slave narrative is a 

subgenre of southern literature, most other slave narratives did not have the same direct 

influence on future southern writers as Narrative did.  Many subgenres spawned from the 

greater, broader category of southern literature.  From it we saw the birth of historical 

epics of the Civil Rights Era, plantation romances, pastoral novels, and slave literature.  

From slave literature came literature of resistance, fictional accounts, as well as 

autobiographies, such as that of Douglass.  We saw Southern dramas and Appalachian 

literature; pastoral poetry and grit narratives; and ultimately, the birth of Harlem 

Renaissance and women’s literature.   

 The subgenres that came from the greater genre of southern literature are 

interminable, and it is impossible to quantify just how many fields of literature were born 

of the greater category.  Regardless, the subcategories are still to be considered part of the 

whole.  Mark Twain is known as a satirical novelist.  William Faulkner is known as a 

gothic writer.  Although these two are placed in subgenres, they are always considered to 

be first and foremost southern writers because they meet the elements of the genre, they 

are both originally from the South, and their novels are largely set in the region.  We have 

established that Frederick Douglass not only meets these components, but that he 



	   38	  
	  

surpassed them and created a narrower classification for the genre.  He initiated the use of 

the Negro spirituals that we see continued by both Twain and Faulkner, as well as the 

plain style of writing emulated by Twain.  He also introduced to readers the battle of a 

southerner, as someone who can have affection for the land they came from, and yet 

despise it with every fiber of their being.  While Douglass does in fact, focus largely on 

his life as a slave throughout his work, it is impossible to overlook this issue as a major 

part of southern literature.  To ignore slavery as part of southern history is to ignore its 

influence on its culture.  Every part of the south, from its architecture to its food, from its 

social tensions to its religious leanings ooze of the 245 year long institution of slavery, 

and even though it is a dark, shameful blemish on the South’s past, it is an undeniable 

and unavoidable part of its history.  We see slavery touched on and spoken of throughout 

so many of our beloved southern novels, particularly those by Twain and Faulkner, that 

its effect on Southern literature seems to be irrefutable.  Although these two men have 

been deemed as titans of the literature of the American South, it is Douglass who inspired 

and influenced them through his eloquent rhetoric and innovative themes.  His narrative 

began a genre whose voice lived through some of the greatest writers our country has 

ever seen.  To fail in acknowledging his place in southern literature is to fail all readers of 

the genre as a whole.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“Mausoleum of Hope”: 
 

Douglass and the Coining of the American Voice 

 

I give you the mausoleum of all hope and desire…I give it to you not that you may 

remember time, but that you might forget it now and then for a moment and not spend all 

of your breath trying to conquer it.  Because no battle is ever won…They are not even 

fought.  The field only reveals to man his own folly and despair, and victory is an illusion 

of philosophers and fools. 

-William Faulkner 

 

I have never let my schooling interfere with my education. 

-Mark Twain 

 

A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light which flashes across his mind 

from within, more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages. Yet he dismisses 

without notice his thought, because it is his. In every work of genius we recognize our 

own rejected thoughts: they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty. 

-Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a man. 

-Frederick Douglass 
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 Throughout this study, we have looked at Frederick Douglass’ rhetoric, analyzed 

techniques he employed, discovered a style that he created, examined his influence on the 

southern writers who succeeded him, and established his placed as a pillar of southern 

literature.  Now we will take a glimpse into his role as a philosopher.  We will look at 

how he helped coin the American voice through his views on education, self-reliance, 

and the religion of humanity, much in the same vein as another group of writers who all 

shared a voice that was uniquely American, the voice of the transcendentalists.   

 Frederick Douglass held strong views on several subjects.  With the exception of 

his stance on slavery, there were few topics he was more passionate about than the issue 

of education.  Douglass never received a formal education, but he was introduced to the 

idea rather early on through his master’s wife, who started out as a generous and 

compassionate mistress.  In his first narrative, he recalls being taught to write by his 

master’s wife, and then overhearing his master tell her that she cannot teach a slave to 

read, as giving them an inch will make them take the whole mile.  Once he gets his first 

taste of education however, he writes “…I would at times feel that learning to read had 

been a curse rather than a blessing.  It was given me a view of my wretched condition, 

without remedy.  It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get 

out” (42).  This discovery however, led to a great determination, where once he saw the 

freedom that education presented, he could think of nothing else.  The idea of freedom 

consumed him.  He writes,  

My long-crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold defiance took its place; and 

I now resolved that, however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had 

passed forever when I could be a slave in fact.  I did not hesitate to let it be known 
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of me, that the white man who expected to succeed in whipping, must also 

succeed in killing me.  69 

In this instance, Douglass is calling out to those in power, those with much more formal 

education than him, yet similar levels of intellect.  He is singling them out as his 

audience, making the cry of “give me freedom or give me death!”   

 Douglass firmly believed that much of his freedom came from the fact that he was 

educated, because although he physically removed himself from the South, he only 

attained freedom through his work as an abolitionist, which he got as a result of his 

ability to write or orate effectively.  Much of the transcendentalist movement revolved 

around the theme of self-reliance, relying on oneself to attain success, internal peace, and 

personal freedom.  When we look at the time frame of some of the movement’s most 

famous writers, Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman, their most influential works were 

published around the same time as Douglass’ first narrative.  Ralph Waldo Emerson 

published Nature in 1837, Henry David Thoreau’s Walden Pond years began in 1845, the 

same year Narrative was published, and Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass was published 

in 1850.  It should be recognized that although the transcendentalists and Douglass were 

in different parts of the country, they were all unknowingly discussing the same themes 

around the same time period, themes that were uniquely American, serving as 

philosophers of their time.  As William Ramsey puts in in “Frederick Douglass, 

Southerner”, Douglass’ “Narrative became a classic text reinforcing the myth of the 

reborn American self, the freely invented new man” (19).   

 Douglass educating himself was no small feat, and he did not look at this exploit 

as a bowing down to his master, rather, he saw it as a conquering of his master’s will.  In 
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Narrative, he writes of his master, “he seemed to see fully the pressing necessity of 

setting aside my intellectual nature, in order to find contentment in slavery.  But in spite 

of him, and even in spite of myself, I continued to think, and to think about the injustice 

of my enslavement, and the means of escape” (90).  Douglass never stopped thinking, 

and in his thought process, his desire for freedom grew.  His aspiration was to show that 

he was equal to those whom he called master, and he proved this by proving his 

intellectual capacity, familiarizing himself with the works of men like John Milton and 

Cicero, and mastering the romantic style of writing employed by the likes of Thomas 

Jefferson.  Douglass wrote,  

…to make a contented slave, it is necessary to make a thoughtless one.  It is 

necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, and, as far as possible, to  

annihilate the power of reason.  He must be able to detect no inconsistencies in 

slavery; he must be made to feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought to 

that only when he ceases to be a man.  87 

In this passage, Douglass argues that once a slave is aware of his condition, once he is 

educated, he can no longer be content.  Awareness is what breaks the institution, and 

awareness comes when education takes place.  In “Militant Abolitionism:  Douglass, 

Emerson, and the Rise of the Anti-Slave,” Len Gougeon supports the argument that 

Douglass’ view on education was in line with the transcendentalist movement;  

The tone of Douglass’ work is not only independent but, like Emerson’s 

address, is at once transcendental and militant.  For Emerson, as for all 

transcendentalists, self-expression was an essential activity of the self-

reliant individual.  In his 1844 essay “The Poet”, published just nine 
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months before Douglass’ Narrative, Emerson observed that “the man is 

only half himself, the other half is his expression”.  This axiom was 

especially important to a former slave.  As Henry Louis Gates Jr. points 

out, “The act of writing for the slave constituted the act of creating a 

public, historical self” in defiance of the self-annihilation of slavery.  

Douglass would extend that defiance into three separate but conjoined 

autobiographies in which he fashioned what has been called a “mythical 

heroic self-image”.  Indeed, as his Narrative indicates, Douglass managed 

to acquire literacy before his teen years only because he was willing to 

mount a heroic struggle.  According to his account, after escaping 

freedom, he continued to define himself as the anti-slave by means of his 

verbal articulation.  With each initially halting phase, Douglass asserted 

his selfhood.  634 

Gougeon reveals that Emerson and Douglass were familiar with each other’s work, and 

the mutual respect that existed between them was because of their shared belief system.  

Douglass was a self-made man, who came into his success through his own self-

education and wandering.  Ramsey explains;  

If wandering is essentially the long-simmering alienation, the hero’s 

physical departure is, then, not the beginning of his wandering phase but 

its climax.  For Douglass the “cage” was the South’s harshly restrictive 

slave order, which at first the young boy did not understand.  His gradual 

growth into painful social awareness, later narrated as an inspiring 
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example of liberating self-comprehension, was the turmoil of painful 

adolescent confusion.  27 

Education served as Douglass’ greatest tool in his stance against slavery, but what 

set him apart from his oppressors was not his high level intellect, but his integrity, and his 

personal religious faith, which was simply the religion of humanity.  One of the most 

powerful methods of rhetoric during the abolitionist movement was when the speaker 

would point out the members of the audience who disagreed with them or did them 

wrong.  This method gives the opposition a face.  It is much easier to despise the enemy 

when they have been given a face.  Not only did Douglass give slavery a face, but he 

wrote a letter to that face, a letter which the public could all read.  In doing so, he 

elevated himself above his master, by using his master’s language against him, and in 

doing so, gaining the favor of many whites throughout the country who now could not 

ignore his voice.  Furthermore, Douglass elevates himself above his former master as a 

human and as a Christian, with the last words of his letter stating: 

I entertain no malice toward you personally.  There is no roof under which 

you would be more safe than mine, and there is nothing in my house which you 

might need for your comfort, which I would not readily grant.  Indeed, I should 

esteem it a privilege to set you an example as to how mankind ought to treat each 

other.  I am your fellow man, but not your slave.  325 

What Douglass did was not simply master his master’s language, but in doing so, he 

humanized a group that was considered to be subhuman.  He showed their capability to 

learn, their aptitude for perseverance, and their ability to treat those who have done them 
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wrong with a unique respect, a trait that is uniquely human.  He not only elevated himself 

above his master intellectually, he elevated himself socially and morally, as well.   

 Gougeon writes about how important Emerson believed integrity to be to one’s 

personal growth and development.   

  For him, however, ‘fitness’ was not merely biological but focused as well 

on character and personal integrity.  As he notes in his famous 1841 essay “Self 

Reliance”, ‘God will not have his work made manifest by cowards’.  Every 

human being must act according to those intuitively perceived and universal 

values that give meaning, purpose, and dignity to individual lives.  This emphasis 

on character and self-definition, a cornerstone of Emerson’s transcendental 

philosophy, is embodied in his famous dictum that ‘nothing is at last sacred but 

the integrity of your own mind’, which in turn informs the individual’s 

relationship with others and the world about.  This integrity can and must be 

maintained at all costs, even in the presence of oppressors, since ‘nothing can 

bring you peace but yourself.  Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph of 

principles’.  627 

Imperative to Douglass’ journey to freedom was achieving the three different aspects of 

liberty: intellectual, physical, and spiritual.  In order to attain spiritual freedom, he had to 

maintain his integrity.  It was the belief of the transcendentalists that stooping to the level 

of your oppressors did nothing but keep you from reaching your own personal peace, and 

there was no need to allow your oppressors to have control over your mind, body, or soul 

any longer than they already have.  Douglass’ powerful letter to his master was a great 
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display of forgiveness and honor, in accordance with the ethos of the movement, and with 

the unique American voice that many of these writers were trying to perpetuate.   

 Douglass’ rhetorical prowess is unquestionable, and his influence on future 

southern writers is undeniable, but often times we as scholars analyze the methods and 

techniques implored by great authors, that we sometimes overlook the fact that part of 

their greatness is in the hero they created, not just the voice by which they delivered it.  

Douglass’ portrayal of forgiveness of the man who kept him in bondage commands a 

response from readers, and he did so in a time when the pursuit of spiritual peace was a 

blossoming idea in American culture.  His views on self-reliance went beyond mere 

words, as his actions proved that he was a self-made man, having relied on no one but 

himself to become educated, to become well versed in the great rhetoric of his time, and 

ultimately, to become a free man.  He relied on no one but himself to forgive his 

oppressors, to rise above those whom did he wrong, and to be a better man than the male 

figures he worked for.  Douglass served as a pioneer of southern literature, but his 

greatest accomplishment may have been his role in coining the unique, American voice, a 

voice of honor, a voice of self-reliance, a voice of perseverance and tenacity, and the 

most cherished American virtue of them all, a voice of freedom.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

I prayed for freedom for twenty years, but received no answer until I prayed with my legs 

-Frederick Douglass  

 

I learned this, at least, by my experiment: that if one advances confidently in the direction 

of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a 

success unexpected in common hours. 

-Henry David Thoreau  

 

It is by the goodness of God that in our country we have those three unspeakable 

precious things:  freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, the prudence never to 

practice either of them. 

-Mark Twain 

 

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that shall pay any price, bear any 

burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and 

the success of liberty. 

-John F. Kennedy  
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What I have hoped to show in this study is the sheer brilliance of a man to whom 

nothing came easy.  Frederick Douglass was born a slave.  He had no concrete idea as to 

who his father was, and he had no relationship with his mother, as he was stripped from 

her arms shortly after his birth.  He got a single taste of what it was to be educated, and 

this taste turned into an unquenchable desire and thirst for learning.  He slyly tricked the 

children he played with to teach him how to spell, and he swiped any book he could get 

his hands on in order to absorb all the information made available to him.   

 Through his education, Douglass created a new style of rhetoric, marrying the 

style that he learned through books, classical, and the style he grew up with, spiritual.  He 

developed a plain style of writing that we saw many subsequent writers emulate, 

including Mark Twain.  He brought readers into his pain and he made our hearts race, 

leaving us hanging on every word as we waited for his next agonizing recollection.  One 

of the moments that most stands out to me is the scene in Narrative when he reflects on 

the death of his grandmother who raised all the slave children of the plantation.  He 

combines formal and common language to describe her end in a most bitter and 

disheartening manner: 

…when the head inclines to the feet, when the beginning and end of 

human existence meet, and helpless infancy and painful old age combine 

together – at this time, this most needful time, the time for the exercise of 

that tenderness and affection which children only can exercise towards a 

declining parent – my poor old grandmother, the devote mother of twelve 

children, is left all alone, in yonder little hut, before a few dim embers.  52 
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In this passage, Douglass is conveying the sadness, the loneliness, the gloom of slavery, 

and intertwining it with the image of a dimming ember, of a dimming life that was never 

fully lived, only to end alone, as familial ties were forbidden from being formed.  He then 

uses alliteration and curt repetition to take the depressing image of a lonely death home, 

“she stands – she sits – she staggers – she falls – she groans – she dies – and there are 

none of her children or grandchildren present, to wipe from her wrinkled brow the cold 

sweat of death, or to place beneath the sod of her fallen remains (52).  These moments are 

just a series of actions that have no consequence.  There is no mourning.  There is no 

sadness.  There is no remorse.  There is no humanity in these events because they were 

not allowed to experience it.  Douglass again uses imagery with “the cold sweat of death” 

after having mentioned “the dimming embers” earlier, which also serve as climate 

juxtaposition.  He brings an element of nature into the sad sequence of events, making the 

account all the more real, and all the more heartbreaking.   

 William Ramsey, in “Southerner”, praised Douglass’ rhetoric, calling his “long, 

lashing” sentences “his own metaphorical bullwhip” (22), going on to describe Narrative:  

“Its dignified oratorical quality, its evangelical grounding of human rights in divine 

justice, as well as the generally measured diction and cadences, show a masterly 

sublimation of Douglass’ passionate impulses into the persona of a Christian public self” 

(23).  He not only utilized techniques that were applied before him, but he created new 

ones that were emulated centuries after him.  In his struggle, in his quest for freedom, in 

his conquering of the education that eluded him for so long, he achieved the hard fought 

and highly sought after American dream.   
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While Douglass has long been celebrated for his achievements as an orator and 

rhetorical pillar, he has often been overlooked as an influential Southern writer.  My hope 

is that this study shed some light on his effect on the genre as a whole.  Through 

investigating Mark Twain’s first fictional narrative “A True Story”, and dissecting the 

characters of his masterpiece Huck Finn, we realize just how much Twain borrowed from 

him.  In examining William Faulkner’s use of the Negro spiritual, and the internal battles 

of love and hatred for the South that run rampant through the characters in his novels, we 

see how Douglass’ voice lived on through work that came many years after him.   

 Ultimately, this study depicts Douglass’ legacy on the American voice.  The 

beautiful thing about literature is that the writer’s voice can live on long after his/her 

body passes.  Even with all the advancements that current generations have seen, the 

written word seems to an indestructible piece of human civilization.  It has the ability to 

cause wars and disrupt societies; it has the ability make people feel things they didn’t 

know they could, and gives readers hope for a life they never believed they could have.  

Douglass not only gave his people hope, but he gave all Americans assurance that 

success can be achieved no matter what walk of life you were born into.  He was born 

into a life where he wasn’t considered a human, and yet he ended his life as one of the 

greatest writers of all time.   

Douglass constantly empowered his brethren in bondage by reducing the idea of slavery 

to a state of mind, and stating that their personal capacity can only be limited if they 

allow it.  Douglass himself refused to allow it.  Rather, he mastered it.  He became a 

better writer than his masters who received formal education.  He became more 

persuasive, more influential, through his honesty and brilliant delivery than those who 
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opposed him.  In a moment that was a true testament to his character, he showed that he 

also became a better human being than his slave holding counterparts by extending the 

olive branch to those who did him wrong, offering safety and a place in his home to his 

former master.  Had Douglass not shown such compassion and kindness, he may have 

left an entirely different legacy, perhaps one less memorable.  It is in his integrity during 

the pinnacle of his success that made him a human we all aspire to be.  It is my hope that 

I have done him justice.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   52	  
	  

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Dantas, Mariana L.R.  Black Townsmen:  Urban Slavery and Freedom in the Eighteenth-Century 

Americas.  New York, NY:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. Print.  

Douglass, Frederick.  Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. New 

York, NY: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2003. Print. 

Douglass, Frederick.  My Bondage and My Freedom.  New York, NY:  Barnes & Noble Classics, 

2005.  Print. 

Faulkner, William.  Absalom, Absalom.  New York, NY:  Vintage Intl, 1990.  Print. 

Faulkner, William.  Go Down, Moses. New York, NY: Vintage Intl, 2011. Print. 

Faulkner, William.  The Sound and the Fury.  New York, NY:  Vintage Intl, 1990.  Print. 

Twain, Mark, and Michael Patrick. Hearn. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  New York: 

Bantam, 1981. Print. 

 

Baker, Houston A.  “Turning South Again Re-Thinking Modernism/Re-Reading Booker T.”  

American Studies 44.1/1 (2003):  296. 

Burns, Mark K. ""A Slave in Form but Not in Fact": Subversive Humor and the Rhetoric of 

Irony in "Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass"" Studies in American Humor 12 (2005): 

83-96. JSTOR. Web. 26 Oct. 2015. 

Doreski, C. K., and William L. Andrews. "The Oxford Frederick Douglass Reader." Melus 24.1 

(1999): 266. Web. 

Douglass, Frederick.  “We Have Decided to Stay.”  American Anti-Slavery Society, 9 May 

1848, National Anti-Slavery Standard, New York. 



	   53	  
	  

Gougeon, Len.  “Militant Abolitionism:  Douglass, Emerson, and the Rise of the Anti-Slave.”  

The New England Quarterly 85.4 (2012):  622-57.  Web. 

Kohn, Margaret.  “Frederick Douglass’ Master-Slave Dialectic.”  The Journal of Politics 67.2 

(2005):  497-514.  Web.  18 March 2016. 

Levine, Robert S.  “Frederick Douglass and Thomas Auld:  Reconsidering the Reunion 

Narrative.”  The Journal of African American History 99.1-2 (2014):  34-45.  Web. 

Levine, Robert S.  “Uncle Tom’s Cabin in Frederick Douglass’ Paper:  An Analysis of 

Reception.”  American Literature 64.1 (1992):  71-93.  Web.   

Ramsey, William M.  “Frederick Douglass, Southerner”.  The Southern Literary Journal 40.1 

(2007):  19-38.  Web. 

Ray, Angela G. "Frederick Douglass on the Lyceum Circuit: Social Assimilation, Social 

Transformation?" Rhetoric & Public Affairs 5.4 (2002): 625-47. Web. 

"Race and Hypocrisy in The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass and Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn." Article Myriad. N.p., n.d. Web. 26 Oct. 2015. 

“A Comparison Piece of Mark Twain’s ‘The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn’ and Frederick 

Douglass’ ‘Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave’” Studymode.com. 

04 (2007).  Web.   

Smith, George.  “Washington and Douglass.”  The Journal of Negro History 55.4 (1970):  344-

347. 

Westerbeck, Colin L. "Frederick Douglass Chooses His Moment." Art Institute of Chicago 

Museum Studies 24.2 (1999): 144. Web. 

 



	   54	  
	  

"History Official Site of Negro Spirituals, Antique Gospel Music." History Official Site of Negro 

Spirituals, Antique Gospel Music. N.p., n.d. Web. 14 Nov. 2016. 

"Underground Railroad: The William Still Story." PBS. PBS, n.d. Web. 14 Nov. 2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   55	  
	  

CURRICULUM VITA 

 

Shiara Molina Carney 

 

 

EXPERIENCE SUMMARY 

Experienced in leading classroom discussions, as well as academic lecturing.  I have also 

served as editing assistant to my professors, going over undergraduate papers and 

working with them outside of the classroom, serving as a resource for research and 

rhetorical technique.  I have a strong  command of the English language, and I am a 

skilled writer, both in fiction and in scholar work.  Effective researcher.  Bilingual, 

fluency in both English and Spanish.   

 

 

EDUCATION 

M.A., Liberal Studies, Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem, NC  12/16 

GPA 3.6 

 

B.A., English, Meredith College, Raleigh, NC     05/08 

Major GPA 3.875 

 

 


