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[(essay date summer 1991-92) In the following essay, Lee conducts a rhetorical analysis of Douglass's narrative as it progresses from the powerlessness of silence in the first half of the book to the power of speaking within the dominant discourse in the second half.]

In the Narrative of the Life of an American Slave, Frederick Douglass recounts his rise from a black slave to an abolitionist leader. Douglass's eloquent book gives testimony to the cruelty that he and other slaves suffered. Not only is Douglass's writing eloquent and moving, it is also carefully planned and sophisticated. One can see that while addressing the evils of slavery, Douglass also addresses the universal issues of powerlessness resulting from the "social appropriation of discourse" (as Foucault terms it). Douglass demonstrates the very relevant problem of exclusion and enslavement of marginal people(s) by a dominant system that privileges and cultivates certain discourses and values. The use of language as a power tool in slave society marginalizes and enslaves people who are outside of or prevented from learning the dominant language. This all amounts to the politics of language, a subtext revealed in Douglass's rhetorical use of silence.

Thus far, leading critics such as Henry Gates, Robert Stepto, Melvin Dixon, and William Andrews, have provided groundwork research and criticism on Douglass. In general, the slave narrative as a genre and the characterization of Douglass emerge as the primary topics of discussion. Criticism focuses on theme and content. Given this primary criticism, one can go one step further into a rhetorical analysis that gives the Narrative an even greater dimension as a complex rhetorical piece. Robert O'Meally does provide a focused rhetorical analysis of the text by discussing binary terms and oppositions used in the text to highlight racial tension between blacks and whites. Nonetheless, the Narrative's "content"--the issue of slavery and Douglass's experience--has overshadowed the form. The form or style of Douglass's writing has largely been overlooked. Through rhetorical form, the book becomes an even more universal slave narrative--it conveys the larger conditions of discourse, dominance, and power, or the politics of language. A rhetorical analysis of the text reveals how Douglass manages to surpass the stereotyped expectations of black slave narratives.

The form of the Narrative underscores the subject of slavery by mirroring the powerlessness of Douglass. For example, as the story progresses, Douglass gains in stature and power, moving from slave to leader. Meanwhile, in the rhetorical sense, Douglass as first person narrator progresses from being narrator in a passive silent stance to narrator in an active speaking stance. Thus, as a silent narrator, Douglass reenacts the silencing of himself as a slave. For instance, Douglass never shows himself as an actually speaking subject in the first half of the book. He does not enact fundamental narrative words such as "I said," "I say," "I shouted," "I replied," etc. There is an absence of remembered conversations and an absence of Douglass verbally interacting with others. Douglass never quotes himself because he never gets to speak, literally or symbolically, in the first half of his life. Likewise, Douglass the narrator is prevented from colonizing the text just as Douglass the slave is prevented from speaking, reading, writing, and thus prevented from controlling his own daily life.

The rhetorical re-creation of Douglass's silence is emphasized by the emphasis on seeing (versus speaking or doing). The strategy emphasizes Douglass's position of marginal voyeur in the first half of the book. Similar to Lucien Goldmann's interpretation of The Voyeur, Douglass is a "voyeur," or passive onlooker, who is excluded from the power system. It is by the acts of seeing that the truths of the slavery system are revealed to him as well as to the reader. Among many events, Douglass is forced to witness the repeated beatings and humiliations of other slaves. In the Narrative's important opening chapter, Douglass describes the unforgettable horror of watching Aunt Hester sadistically whipped. Douglass writes that this is "the first of a long series of outrages, of which I was doomed to be a witness and a participant" (25). As he repeatedly illustrates, Douglass "participates" only by having to observe and obey.

Rhetorically, Douglass narrates as a voiceless observer. In the first half of the book, he never depicts himself as physically or verbally impacting upon situations, nor does he even show himself imagining to do so. He suffers in silence and conveys to the reader what he has seen. This rhetorical strategy of voyeur is even more apt given the historical laws which forced slaves to witness daily crimes against themselves and others, yet prevented slaves from filing suit or testifying in court (40). Again and again, Douglass reenacts the theme of powerless watcher as he is forced to watch others torture Aunt Hester (26), young and old Barney (34), Demby (40), Henrietta and Mary (50), and so on. Douglass emphasizes this seeing with repeated phrases such as: "I was doomed to be a witness ... it was a most terrible spectacle" (25), "I have never seen anything like it" (26), "I have seen" (29, 34, 35), "I looked" (45), "I observed" (50), "I have been eye-witness" (51), "[a slave] must stand by and see" (23), and so on. A slave "must answer never a word" (34), Douglass notes. The narrator and the reader can only "watch" the events narrated. In such a way, Douglass re-enacts his exclusion from the power system.

This narrative tack of silence, among others discussed here, highlights the eventual leap Douglass takes in verbalizing and grasping the power of language. The book falls into a dichotomy that forcefully demonstrates the politics of language. Chapters one through six differ greatly from chapters seven through eleven in terms of Douglass's position as narrator and subject. The Appendix neatly rounds out the book to twelve chapters that steadily rise from oppressed silence (first half) to empowered expression (second half).

In the first half, Douglass is relatively absent or, in the narrative sense, is prevented from colonizing the text. Douglass creates his absence (rather than his presence as main character) since he focuses upon events that happen to other people, rather than himself. We as readers observe various exempla or parables through Douglass's eyes. The "I" first person becomes in effect a racial collection of "I"s with episodes revolving around the abuse of fellow slaves. Likewise, the masters who perpetrate the abuse, such as Captain Anthony, Mr. Severe, Colonel Lloyd, Mr. Gore, Mrs. Hicks, are described in detail.

In several episodes, Douglass focuses on others, including abused black women who suffer in anguished silence. Consistent with his method, while illustrating his own silence, Douglass illustrates the women's pain through their own silence. Over and over, the black women of this book are tortured and humiliated yet denied any means of expression or escape. This palpable silence again illustrates Douglass's rhetorical, narrative skill. It is not that Douglass does not include women in the Narrative, because he does, repeatedly. It is exactly their silence, punctuated by screams, that is so sharp and humiliating. This silence begins immediately with Douglass's mother who was only with him "in the night" (22). Douglass never has the opportunity to see her "by the light of day" (22) or to speak to her. She disappears "suddenly" (23). Like other women whom Douglass includes in the Narrative, Douglass's mother is abused by a white master. Even more painful are further examples that Douglass provides of Hester, "a woman," "my wife's cousin," Henrietta and Mary, and Henny, among others. The master would whip Hester "to make her scream, and whip her to make her hush" (25). She is stripped naked, hung on a hook, and whipped while she bleeds profusely. Likewise, Douglass describes seeing a master "whip a woman, causing the blood to run half an hour at the time" (29). Douglass's wife's cousin is mangled, and she expires in a few short hours (41). Douglass also witnesses how fellow slaves Mary and Henrietta continue to live and serve their master and mistress. They are "mangled and emaciated" (50), starved, and "scarce an hour passed during the day" when they weren't lacerated, their heads, necks, and shoulders "literally cut to pieces" (51). Perhaps most revolting is the silent suffering of the disfigured, disabled Henny who is tied up daily for "four or five hours at a time" (68) to be whipped after breakfast and after dinner. In such manner, Douglass goes into great detail to illustrate the complete and ugly silencing of black women. This highlights and reinforces his overall strategy of using silence in the text as a tool to magnify rather than minimize an issue.

Douglass also underscores his own silence and marginality by conspicuously refraining from expressing any personal attachment to anyone. In this way he demonstrates how the slave system cuts his ties with the outside world as well as with his own peers. He notes his unattachment to any of his fellow slaves, even family. He writes: "I found no severe trial in my departure ... My mother was dead, my grandmother lived far off, so that I seldom saw her. I had two sisters and one brother ... but the early separation of us from our mother had well nigh blotted the fact of our relationship from our memories" (45).

When Douglass does briefly discuss himself he emphasizes his role as outsider. In chapter five, Douglass opens the chapter by noting his separateness from the other slaves: "My connection with Master Daniels was of some advantage to me. [He] was sort of protector of me. He would not allow the older boys to impose on me" (43). Douglass's separateness is moreover communicated when he closes the chapter by saying: "I regarded the selection of myself as being somewhat remarkable ... I was chosen from among them all, and was the first, last and only choice. I may be deemed superstitious, even egotistical, in regarding this event as a special interposition of divine Providence in my favor" (47). In fact, from the beginning of chapter one Douglass emphasizes his separateness when he recounts that he is even kept from the means of knowing his parents, his origin, and thus does not really "know" himself.

For example, in chapter one's first paragraph alone, there are over ten negative rhetorical statements showing gaps and absence such as "I have no," "never," "I do not remember," "seldom," "a want of information," "I could not," "deprived," etc. Gates points out that such negative statements reveal Douglass's extreme lack and deprivation of knowledge (Gates 90). These negative statements are followed by statements about Douglass's absent slave mother and unknown white father. He emphasizes his ignorance about them: "I know nothing; the means of knowing were withheld from me" (21-22). Douglass thus reveals the gaps in knowledge that contribute to his marginality. He is a mulatto slave who furthermore doesn't even know his own origin. Society recognizes him as neither man nor animal. He writes: "slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the wish of most masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant" (21). Moreover, Douglass is denied the means of expression, of language, by which he could become his own man. The young Douglass is in effect a decentered subject as he is dehumanized and prevented from establishing a self.

Douglass's position changes dramatically in the second half of the book, when he at last grasps the power of language, learns to read and write, and becomes a teacher. Noticeably, he becomes the central figure of the narrative. Douglass quotes himself speaking, conversing, interacting with others. He even quotes himself launching into an eloquent apostrophe. He introduces his speech by saying "My thoughts would compel utterance" (76). The connection between the power of thinking and speech is realized as Douglass the silent marginalized man transitions to active individual when a white mistress cracks an opening in the white discourse. She offers to teach him to read, and Douglass seizes the opportunity to enter the power structure. He thus begins to escape the repression, the totality, and breaks the silence. What ensues is a true feeling of his "difference"--Douglass becomes acutely aware of his denial by the world around him and thus becomes more acutely aware of his own identity. Douglass acts out what Jacques Derrida describes as: "difference is articulation" (Derrida 66). Douglass is discovering that presence in itself is not sufficient to differentiate oneself. Identity must be made present by self-expression (Derrida 286).

At last, Douglass portrays himself speaking, with his first spoken words in the Narrative being a recognition of his difference: "I would sometimes say ... 'You will be free as soon as you are twenty-one, but I am a slave for life! Have not I as good a right to be free as you have?'" (54). Douglass later states the telling phrase "I used to think, and thus I used to speak" (77). In such manner, the position of Douglass begins to shift. He becomes more equal and centered in his narrative as he acquires language and has the tool to move towards social equality. He now establishes a discourse, whereas before he was excluded and was thus a silent subject and narrator. Instead of being acted upon, Douglass becomes controlling actor. This is mirrored rhetorically. Instead of voyeur, Douglass becomes controlling narrator.

Douglass introduces the idea of an active dialogue and his active role immediately in this second half of the book. He describes reading a book that was most motivating to him: "I found in it a dialogue between a master and his slave. The dialogue represented the conversation which took place between a master and his slave. The slave was made to say some very smart as well as impressive things in reply to his master--things which had the desired unexpected effect ..." (54). The Narrative follows with a series of like incidents, with Douglass in dialogue with his masters.

The second half of the book continues this theme of language empowerment, shifting Douglass to the role of active speaker rather than just mute watcher. He portrays himself several times in the act of conversing with black and white characters, employing phrases indicating speech such as "I said," "I say," and "I used to talk [this] over with them" (54), "I would sometimes say to them" (54), "I told him" (56), "I would tell him" (57), "I used to speak" (77), "I talked this whole matter over" (80), "I went directly home and told the story" (102), "I felt strongly moved to speak" (118), and so on.

Meanwhile, the white people who speak through the first half, now become watchful of Douglass. There is a subtle switch in the power play as Douglass threatens the symbolic order. The descriptions of Douglass speaking and appropriating the language, are simultaneously accompanied by descriptions of slave masters silently watching. For example, within his master's house, Douglass is "most narrowly watched" (53), master Covey "watch[es] every movement" (73), white masters resort to "greater watchfulness" (106), and master Hugh would "look [Douglass] in the face with a robber-like fierceness" (107). The positions of power shift, with Douglass becoming active speaker while the masters become passive watchers.

Douglass even sings (which he cannot do in the first half). He sings hymns, which his master Covey is incapable of doing. Douglass shows even greater power by deciding when to sing or not sing: "I would at times do so; at others, I would not. My noncompliance would almost always produce much confusion" (74). In several such instances, Douglass illustrates the exercise of power by choosing when to sing or not sing, or when to speak or not speak. Douglass employs purposeful silence which contrasts with the helpless silence of the first half. When Covey confronts him, Douglass explains: "He repeated his order. I still made him no answer ..." (72). When interrogated by white men he urges his fellow slaves to resist: "Own nothing! ... Own nothing!" (97). He "would make them no answer" (98). In such manner, once Douglass learns the power of language, he also learns the power of silence to resist and subvert the system.

Douglass's most noticeable silence is regarding his actual escape. In chapter eleven, Douglass refuses to discuss his escape, and he says the white slaveholder should be made to suffer in his silence: "I would keep the merciless slaveholder profoundly ignorant of the means of flight ... leave him to imagine himself ... Let him be left to feel his way in the dark ..." (106). This refusal to fulfill readers' expectations of a good escape scene may enhance Douglass's credibility (Stepto 25). This refusal also demonstrates Douglass's authority to subvert the system. By refusing to discuss his escape, Douglass forces the narrative focus toward his struggle for the human condition and away from simply the dramatic escape. This pronounced silence announces its presence. Through silence about his escape, Douglass asserts control over the text. He places himself in the empowered role of protector by withholding information. He is a black who is now protector of the white abolitionists and black slaves.

Douglass also highlights his centralized role by describing his relationships with fellow men. Douglass describes an emotional bonding between himself and others around him. This is in contrast to his earlier lack of friends and family. Douglass as marginal narrator shifts to Douglass as emotionally involved and empowered narrator. Douglass says about his fellow slaves: "We loved each other" (90), "We were linked and interlinked with each other. I loved them with a love stronger than any thing I have experienced ... We were one" (91). It is important to note, however, that Douglass not only becomes involved and central to the text--he goes further to establish himself as one step above the other characters. Douglass builds bonds with slaves at the Sabbath school, such as Sandy and Henry. Douglass calls this school "my Sabbath school" (89, 90). But rather than discuss the school per se, his words serve to emphasize his ascendance to leader and teacher: "I succeeded in creating in them a strong desire to learn" (89), "I teach them ... I taught them" (90), "I kept up my school ... [and] several of those who came to Sabbath school learned how to read; and [one], at least, is now free through my agency" (90).

Likewise, Douglass describes the plans for escape in terms of his will and leadership. He devises the plan and instills in slaves the desire for freedom just as he instills in them the desire to read. He portrays himself as actively "inspiring" and "explaining" (94). "This was what I wanted" (92), he says. Douglass protects them as well by writing "several protections" (94) or fake documents. Douglass is the leader and teacher to the characters of the book, and is the sermonizing narrator to the readers. In fact, O'Meally discusses the strengths of the book as a sermon form that builds toward converting its reader.

Thus by the end of the book, Douglass's position has changed remarkably, from speechless slave to teacher, speaker, and leader. Douglass narrates as teacher to the reader, to his fellow slaves, and moreover to the whites in the end. Before the last chapter, Douglass even speaks at length to his masters who actually listen to him. Douglass narrates these incidents in a way that indicates the power of language. When Douglass complains to master Thomas, Douglass states that "it seemed, as I spoke, at times to effect him" (79). Later an abused and beaten Douglass complains to master Hugh. The master "listened attentively to my narration ... He gave expression to his feelings by pouring out curses upon [those] who did the deed" (102). While listening to Douglass, the mistress Hugh is likewise moved "to tears" (102), and her heart "melted into pity" (102). Douglass has risen to the point where white masters actually listen to and are affected by him.

Of course, listening is not enough, and Douglass escapes to the North. Again, he falls back into marginality and silence. Once more he is in a discursive system that has its own rules as a different "fellowship of discourse" (Foucault 226). He is "without home and without friends" (111), is "afraid to speak to any one for fear of slave kidnappers" (111), is in "a strange land" (111), "perfectly helpless both as to the means of defence and means of escape" (112). Douglass once more emphasizes his exclusion and focuses on his quick rise to powerful leader. In this chapter, Douglass repeats in diminutio the earlier pattern of silence which changes to speech. He goes from fear and not speaking to full empowerment as speaker for white and black abolitionists. This happens for him in a dramatic moment: "While attending an anti-slavery convention ... I felt strongly moved to speak, and was at the same time much urged to do so ... I spoke but a few moments ... From that time until now, I have been engaged in pleading the cause of my brethren" (118-19). In this manner, the pattern of the speechless, powerless Douglass arising to speaking, empowered Douglass is re-enacted a second time with emphasis again on the power of language and speech. This time, Douglass rises much farther.

Douglass heightens his ascent even more through his artfully placed Appendix. Douglass ends the book with verses written by a northern white preacher. The verses parody the hypocritical Southern slaveholders who gave lip service to Christian virtues. Douglass pointedly authenticates the verses for us, as Stepto notes (Stepto 26). Douglass bestows his approval by saying that these are verses "which I soberly affirm [are] 'true to life,' and without caricature or the slightest exaggeration" (124). This elevation of Douglass to authenticator is an ironic twist to the Narrative. In the book's two prefaces, it is the white men who must introduce and authenticate Douglass's work. Now, it is Douglass who introduces and validates a white man's work. By the end, Douglass is teacher, leader, protector, and now authenticator.

In summary, Douglass's strategy thus speaks to more than the typified black slave narrative. As a slave, Douglass is silenced. As a narrator, he demonstrates rhetorically that he himself is colonized; he is prevented from active presence in the text. In the process, Douglass demonstrates the decentering of the subject and the marginalization of excluded elements. As slave, Douglass is a silent part of a normalized system, being traded and sold as an object of the slavery system, like currency that has a certain value. The black slave as dehumanized object is denied admission to the normative language and is denied the right to form his own. Thus Douglass acts out his situation as a nonspeaking nonparticipatory person. He is spoken for, rather than doing the speaking himself. Douglass's identity and power are not defined and differentiated until he gains language. He then emerges from signified to signifier, from used to user, from mute to speaker. Overall Douglass's strategy is carefully planned and sophisticated, relying on form as well as content of the story.

The delineation between the experience of silent marginalization and speaking presence is so thoroughly presented that the binary nature of the two halves of the Narrative must be purposefully drawn. This rhetorical strategy should thus affect our reading of Douglass--there should emerge an awareness of Douglass as consciously and skillfully using the full range of rhetorical skills to speak to the larger issues of the human condition and marginalization. Douglass manages to demonstrate the enslavement of peoples in the fullest sense, a physical as well as mental, intellectual, enslavement that prevents expression and identity.
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