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5 Fighting with Breath, Not Blows:
Frederick Douglass and Antiélavcry Violence

James H. Cook

A quarter century ago, a small skirmish broke out in the
pages of the New York Review of Books over a fairly innocuous obser-
vation made by the preeminent historian Willie Lee Rose. In an es-
say in which she reviewed biographical works on Frederick Douglass
and John Brown, Rosec commented that Douglass’s refusal to par-
ticipate in the raid on Harpers Ferry may have been rooted in a “fun-
damental aversion to real violence .” “We can only guess,” she wrote,
“that the sight of the 950 Bowie knives Brown had welded to the
tips of iron pikes . . . roused in Douglass insurmountable conflict.”
This remark drew a swift response from Douglass biographer Philip
S. Foner. After listing several of the pro-violence speeches and edi-
torials made by Douglass throughout the 1850s, Foner concluded
that Rose had totally misread him, leaving readers with a “definitely
incorrect impression of the Black Abolitionist’s thinking on a cru-
cial issue in the antislavery struggle.” In her rebuttal, more so than
in her original essay, Rose got right to the point. “I wonder if Mr.
Foner read my review as carefully as [ have read his book,” she wryly
commented, “for the difference between the violence of thetoric and
the violence of blood was central [to both pieces]. . . . The fact re~
mains,” she continued, “that Douglass, though a man of great physi-
cal courage, was never personally engaged in the kind of violence that
results in death to others.”

Though at least one generation of scholars has come and gone
since this exchange, few have been willing to explore this simple if
controversial aspect of Douglass’s life. It is a curious silence, consid-
ering that there has existed, for quite some time, an abundance of
primary materials with which to debate the issue. The reasons for this

lack of interest lie as much within the political realm as they do in
the methodological one. Since the 1960s, historians have considered
it misguided, if not impolitic, to question the sincerity and commit-
ment of the opponents of slavery. To do so might invite a return of
the hostile paradigms offered during the 1940s and 1950s, in which
abolitionists were variously portrayed as fools, rogues, hypocrites, and
zealots. With a few notable exceptions, the scholars of that era, led
by “revisionists” James G. Randall and Avery O. Craven, sought to
define the antislavery movement solely in terms of its “sociopathic”
tendencies, internal “inconsistencies,” and political “blunderings,”
all the while ignoring its moral authority, courage under fire, and
ultimate success in ending slavery within the United States.? There
is always a chance that continual, intensive scrutiny of abolitionism,
especially the kind that probes the private lives of its practitioners
more rigorously than their public activism, may unwittingly give rise
to a neo-Revisionist school. Nonetheless, it is difficult to deny that
the most powerful and insightful studies produced about the anti-
slavery movement remain those which have attempted to explore the
nexus between the personal and the political.?

The topic of Frederick Douglass’s views on andslavery violence is
hardly a nove! one. Numerous scholars have delineated the evolu-
tion of Douglass’s thinking on violence, but few have strictly tracked
the level of violence within his personal life. None have taken on the
sticky task of reconciling the two. This essay’s main contention is that
there existed an inverted relationship between the level of violence
within Douglass’s rhetoric and that which he experienced within his
personal life. That is, as Douglass was drawn toward a more militant
position on antislavery violence, he coincidentally experienced a de-
crease in the amount of violence he encountered in his day-to-day
existence. Though the evidence suggests that this pattern was more
circumstantial than by design, it nonetheless produced in Douglass
a form of self-consciousness about the relationship between one’s use
of violence and the level of commitment to the antislavery cause.

This growing self-awareness owed much to Douglass’s close rela-
tionship with John Brown. As a corollary to his spirited defense of
Brown’s activities in the 1850s, Douglass drew sharp distinctions
amang his fellow abolitionists. He praised those who, like Brown,
were willing to spill blood (including their own) in the fight against
slavery and derided those who were not. In so doing, Douglass ironi-
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cally accentuated his own personal distance from antislavery violence.
For any critics who perceived in his personal course of action a gen-
eral inconsistency, however, Douglass felt nothing but disdain.*

That the level of violence personally experienced by Douglass
steadily declined during his life is not surprising. While a slave,
Douglass witnessed and suffered scores of violent acts, many of which
he recounted within his three autobiographies.® In what he later
described as the turning point of his young life, Douglass in 1834
physically resisted and triumphed over the “negro-breaker” Edward
Covey. The episode has been represented by one scholar as Douglass’s
earliest and most important application of a self-defense justification
of antislavery violence. But in his recollection of the fight with Covey,
written ten years after the fact, Douglass hinted that he had had more
on his mind than mere self-preservation. While the reported facts in
his 1845 version are consistent with a defensive posture, his gratifi-
cation in having drawn blood from Covey’s throat and his statement
that the violence had transformed and redeemed him suggest that
the incident was more than just a simple exercise in self-preservation.®

A similar theme pervades his autobiographical account of an 1836
brawl with several white coworkers on the Baltimore docks. Again,
though Douglass presented himself as having merely intended to
defend himself from the combined assault of four rowdies, he also
indicated that he attempted to pursue and exact vengeance with the
same instrument, a shipyard maul, with which he had been struck.
The level of violence in both of these episodes is striking. In the fight
with Covey, Douglass grappled with his opponent for two solid hours
without rest, giving as well as taking a variety of kicks, blows, and
gouges. In the Balamore fracas, Douglass was nearly killed, having
received very serious head injuries from being struck with the maul
and kicked in the face.” _

After Douglass escaped from Maryland in 1838 and had relocated
in Massachusetts, he eventually joined the abolitionist ranks and was
employed by the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. Douglass en-
tered into the Garrisonian circle of social reformers at a time when
it was grappling with tactical and strategic issues. Increasingly con-
vinced that southern slavery and northern racial discrimination were
inextricably linked to one another, some Garrisonians turned their
attention toward more aggressive means of combating racism within
their own backyard. Many proposed racially integrating public spaces
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and facilities through sit-ins of railroad cars, steamships, and dining
establishments. Predictably, Douglass was drawn into these efforts
though often with unpredictable results.®

Douglass first participated in a “direct action” against rac1al dxscnrm
nation in September 1841 on the Eastern Railroad, which ran from
Boston to Portland, Maine. While en route with his fellow lecturer, the
white Garrisonian John A. Collins, Douglass was told by the conduc-
tor to exit from the first-class car. When he refused to do so, he and
Collins were forcibly removed by four railroad employees. Three weeks
later, Douglass repeated his attempt to desegregate the first-class com-
partment with Collins again by his side. This time, when he was ejected,
Douglass grasped onto his seat so forcefully that it was ripped from the
floor. In recalling these early efforts, Douglass took obvious pride in the
fact that it always took several men to overpower him. He also insinu-
ated that these two incidents were not the only scrapes on the railroad
line in which he became involved. He “persisted” in “refusing to sub-
mit to this proscription” and, as a result, “sometimes was soundly beaten
by conductor and brakeman.”

In 1848, Douglass and fellow black Garrisonian William C, Nell
attempted to enter a segregated hotel dining room in Douglass’s new
hometown of Rochester, New York, after having been invited to dine
there with other journalists. The hotel management positioned a
phalanx of employees barring Douglass and Nell’s path and threat-
ened to call the police. In discussing their options, Douglass told Nelt
that he planned to push his way into the dining hall. As Douglass
began doing so, someone within the hall sympathetic to his cause
intervened and organized a vote among the patrons, who decided
overwhelmingly to let the two black men enter. As Nell wrote later
to Garrison, “It was a painful as well as trinmphant hour for Mr.
Douglass and myself for reasons which [white] abolitionists hardly
know how to appreciate.”!?

The most violent incident during his association with the Garrisonians
took place at Pendleton, Indiana, in 1843, After a group of anti-
abolitionist rowdies dismantled the rostrum on which Douglass stood
and physically assaulted his speaking partner, William A. White, Douglass
picked up a piece of lumber and began swinging it. This only seemed
to inflame the rioters, as several began screaming, “XKill the nigger, kill
the damn nigger!” The mob chased Douglass down and began beat-
ing him with clubs, one blow breaking his hand, and another laid on
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his head with almost deadly force. The attackers relented only after
Douglass slipped into unconsciousness, lucky to escape with his life."!

Douglass attached great importance to this event, recalling it as a
significant turning point in his views on antislavery violence. The
incident surpassed all others in which Douglass participated in terms
of dramatic urgency and the level of violence involved. At an 1854
antislavery meeting, at which he engaged his former mentor Garri-
son in debate, Douglass stated that the Pendleton incident “cured”
him of his belief in nonresistance. “He stated he was once a believer
in non-resistance,” wrote a reporter on the scene, but “he dropped
the idea on seeing a dear friend assaulted and beaten in a cruel and
inhuman manner, and taking a club ‘went at em” with all his
strength.”? Late in life, Douglass reiterated this sentiment, writing

to a former abolitionist, “I was a Non-Resistant il T got to fighting
with a mob in Pendleton, Ind. in 1843. I fell never to rise again, and
yet I cannot feel I did wrong.”"

That Douglass considered himself to have been a nonresistant at
any time in his life is mystifying. As Leslie Goldstein has pointed out,
Douglass never joined the Garrisonian Non-Resistance Society, nor
is it likely that he ever embraced its broad denunciations of the use
of force. The group unconditionally decried all forms of coercion in
human experience, including that exercised by governments. Dur-
ing the early years of his association with Garrison, Douglass clearly
expressed preference for moral suasion over all other means of end-
ing slavery. In addition, he repeatedly attacked the U.S. government
and its Constitution for acting as “the bulwark of slavery.” Yet, not
once did he deny the theoretical right of governments to exist, as did
Garrison who wrote that government was unnecessary to a Chris-
tian people and an affront to God. With a single exception, he never
even addressed the issue of violent resistance to slavery until he
penned his autobiography in 1845. Then, as noted above, he clearly
portrayed violence, at least when exercised by the individual, as an
entirely appropriate means of resisting slavery.™*

Douglass’s willingness to employ violent resistance during his as-
sociation with the Garrisonians was by no means ubiquitous. The
instances in which he responded in kind to the threat of physical
confrontation were far less in number than those in which he chose
a different path. Still, his willingness in these early years to respond
physically when challenged, if only infrequently, stands in stark con-
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trast to the actions of other abolitionists within his circle, particu-
larly Garrison, who never raised his fists even in self-defense. There
is reason to believe that Garrison’s presence in certain situations may
have served to steer Douglass away from physical confrontation.
Indeed, there is not a single recorded instance in which Douglass
forcibly resisted in the presence of Garrison. ,

‘When Douglass and several other black abolitionists were told to
remove themselves to a separate deck on a steamship bound for
Nantucket in 1841, Douglass went along with Garrison in quietly
enjoining the captain to allow both races to occupy the top deck.
Only a month later, under similar circumstances, Douglass ripped his
seat from the floor of an Eastern Railroad coach. Six years later—
touring for the last ime together—Douglass and Garrison encoun-
tered numerous threats and acts of violence while traveling through
Pennsylvania. In Harrisburg, a hostile audience drove the pair from
a stage, showering them with eggs, stones, and brickbats. As Douglass
looked on, Garrison tried to reason with the unruly mob, to no avail.
Finally, a group of “colored friends™ encircled Douglass and escorted
him out of the hall, running a gauntlet of various missiles in the pro-
cess.}® When the two men traveled together on a canal boat near
Pittsburgh, ship stewards refused to serve Douglass at the same table
as Garrison. While Douglass submitted to the outrage without as
much as a word, Garrison quietly persuaded the vessel’s captain to
allow Douglass to eat with him.'®

On the same western tour, a drunken railroad passenger who was
accompanying a “lady” to her seat physically challenged Douglass in
an incident later described by Garrison in a letter to his wife. While
quietly waiting for Garrison to board the train, Douglass “was sud-
denly accosted in a slave-driving tone, and ordered to ‘get out of that
seat.””"” When compared with his behavior in other such circum-
stances, Douglass’s response to this direct intimidation scems overly
civil, if noticeably strained.

Garrison’s description gives the distinct impression of Douglass
playing the role of a dandy. “Douglass quietly replied,” wrote Gar-
rison, “that if he would make his demand in the form of a gentle-
manly request, he would readily vacate his seat.” In the manner of
an eastern dude sniffing at a western tough, Douglass “submitted to
this outrage unresistingly,” Garrison reported to his wife, “but told
his assailant that he behaved like a bully, and therefore precluded him
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(D.) from meeting him with his own weapons. The only response
of the other was that he would knock D’s teeth down his throat, if
he repeated the charge.” Douglass apparently did not repeat the
charge. Considering each man’s personal experience with violent
confrontation, Douglass’s actions on the Pennsylvania train seem to
have been more consistent with Garrison’s beliefs and personality
than his own.'3

As Douglass withdrew from Garrison and the Boston circle of
abolitionists in the lare 1840s, he was drawn toward activities that
gradually diminished the chances of experiencing personal, violent
confrontation. This transformation took place as Douglass’s primary
carcer identity changed from circuit-riding agitator to newspaper
editor. As a result of Douglass’s determination to publish the North
Star, the American Anti-Slavery Society punitively terminated his
employment as a lecturer in October 1847.' Prior to this point in
time, Douglass’s public speaking had been a function of that employ-
ment, serving largely as the sole means of supporting his young family.
Now, as he continued to tour extensively throughout the North, its
main function shifted to the raising of funds to keep his newspaper
solvent. By no means simply a drain on his time and energy, the North
Star (renamed Frederick Douglass’ Paper in 1851) became for
Douglass the primary instrument of both his political and professional
identities. While he maintained a combative rhetorical style on the
road, direct action soon gave way to the editorial. Gradually, but
steadily, violent confrontation deferred to the blistering diatribe.*

In 1849, the week before Douglass delivered a dramatic speech
in Boston welcoming slave rebellion, stewards removed Douglass
from a ship dining room without incident. He was traveling from
Albany to New York City on the steamer Alida with Julia and Eliza
Griffiths, two friends from England in whose company he was to
suffer several unpleasant confrontations. At the dinner hour, Douglass
and his companions attempted to eat together, only to be told that
Douglass would have to leave the dining compartment. At first,
Douglass firmly resolved not to give up his seat, asking in a civil tone
to see the rules by which he was to be removed. He quickly changed
his mind. “Feeling assured that it would only afford the multitude
pleasure to see my person bruised, and my clothes torn off. . . . I left
the table.” To add to the insult, the ship steward told Douglass that
he would serve him only if Douglass were the ladies’ servant. Em-
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ploying his famously wicked sarcasm, Douglass tried to convince the
steward “in a rather provoking manner, that [Douglass] was the ser-
vant of those ladies,” a claim that failed to convince.! _

The last-known incident, prior to the eve of the Civil War, in which
Douglass literally exchanged blows with an opponent took place again
in the company of the Griffiths sisters in the spring of 1850. While
waiting to board a steamer headed for Philadelphia from New York
City, Douglass and the two women passed time by strolling along
the Battery. They soon found themselves surrounded by five or six

~“ruffians” who “assailed [them] with all sorts of coarse and filthy

language.” Two of the men suddenly struck the women on the head,
prompting Douglass to drive them off with his umbrella. In a full
account later rendered within his newspaper, Douglass claimed that
he had acted only in self-defense and “felt no indignation towards
the poor miserable wretches who committed the outrage.””

In the ten years between 1841, when he attempted to desegregate
the Eastern Railroad, and 1850, when he fought with street toughs
along the Battery in New York City, Frederick Douglass was an ac-
tive participant in at least a half-dozen physical confrontations. In the
ten years that followed, he was not involved in a single such incident.
Douglass’s withdrawal from the Garrisonians in the early 1850s and
his steady immersion in the newspaper trade removed a great deal
of the context for violent confrontation and substantially reduced the
risk of personal injury or harm. One might argue that through his
extensive activities in the “underground railroad,” Douglass contin-
ued to expose himself to such risks on a regular basis right up until
the Civil War. One of the reasons behind his move to Rochester, New
York, had been the city’s geographic location, which effectively ren-
dered it as a point of departure for runaway slaves headed for Canada.
Though not much is known about his personal assistance to fugitive
slaves prior to the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, his
involvement following that law’s enactment is well documented.”

In cooperation with his friend Amy Post, the Quaker pacifist and
reformer, Douglass helped to hide a significant number of fugitive
slaves passing through Rochester on their way to Canada. Douglass
later took great pride in his extensive service on the “underground
railroad” because of the great personal risk that it seemingly had
involved. “My agency was all the more exciting and interesting,” he
wrote in his 1881 autobiography, “because not altogether free from
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danger. I could take no step in it without exposing myself to fine and
imprisonment . . . in face of this fact, I can say.that [ never did more
congenial, attractive, fascinating, and satisfactory work.”?* On one
occasion, Douglass hid eleven fugitives within his tiny home before
finding enough money to send them across Lake Ontario into
Canada. Another time, a U.S. commissioner came perilously close
to arresting Douglass and a fugitive whom he was sheltering. It was
common for Douglass to arrive at his newspaper office in the morn-
ing to find one or two fugitives patiently waiting on the front steps.?

The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 posed new dangers to individu-
als who aided runaway slaves, but the level of risk obviously varied
from place to place. Though Douglass felt a great deal of anxiety
whenever he sheltered fugitives, the chances of being discovered,
arrested, and convicted were never as great in Rochester as they were
in other, more vulnerable regions, such as the eastern seaboard. Two
famous incidents, both of which directly impacted upon Douglass
and his antislavery circle in western New York, illustrate this fact. The

Christiana riot of 1851 involved the unsuccessful attempt of Mary-
land slaveholder Edward Gorsuch and his sons to capture four black
men they believed to be fugitive slaves. When Gorsuch and one of
his sons were killed in the attempt, several African American “sus-
pects” escaped into western New York, eventually using Douglass’s
home as a safe house before slipping into Canada.*® While he later
wrote of his heightened anxiety, due to the public’s hysteria follow-
ing the episode, Douglass also stated that he faced no immediate
danger from his Rochester neighbors during the time he harbored
the Christiana fugitives. In an ironic postscript to the affair, the fu-
gitives expressed their gratitude to Douglass by presenting him with
the revolver that fell from Gorsuch’s hand when he died, an imple-
ment somewhat incongruent with Douglass’s newfound professional
identity, if not his evolved style of activism.?”

- One month later, in October 1851, a group of Syracuse abolition-
ists, Douglass’s close friend Gerrit Smith among them, carried out what
became known as the “Jerry Rescue.” Armed with a slavehunter’s war-
rant, Syracuse police had seized a local, black cooper, William “Jerry”
McHenry. A band of rescuers broke into the police station and released
McHenry, supposedly without inflicting any injury or bloodshed on his
captors. Though authorities indicted several of the rescuers for assist-
ing in the escape, they succeeded in convicting only one, Enoch Reed.
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Reed died unexpectedly while his conviction was about to be overturned
on appeal. Though circumstances ended favorably for the rescuers, sev-
eral of the group, including the black ministers Samuel R. Ward and
Jermain W. Loguen, feared the potential outcome enough to flee to
Canada.?®

Douglass was disappointed by the flight of these African American.
leaders, a course of action which he considered completely unnecessary
under the circumstances. During the Jerry Rescue trials, a close friend
and Rochester neighbor, Daniel A. Payne, asked Douglass if he was
going to stay in the United States or if, like some others, he would re-
treat to Canada and begin life anew. Douglass replied that he “could
not desert [his] post until [he] saw that [he] could no longer hold it.”
He certainly would not leave as long as Henry Highland Garnet and
Samuel Ward remained. “Ward?” replied Payne, “Ward . . . is already
gone. I saw him crossing from Detroit to Windsor.” When Payne an-
nounced that he, too, planned to withdraw to Canada, Douglass was
incredulous. “This indeed was a stunning blow,” he later wrote. “This
man had power to do more to defeat this inhuman enactment than any
other colored man in the land. . . . I felt like a besieged city at news that
its defenders had fallen at its gates.”® Douglass clearly saw himself as
having acted as a lone sentinel holding the fort, while others, lacking
sufficient cause, had broken ranks and fled. Douglass had not partici-
pated in the rescue, however, and, therefore, unlike Ward and Loguen,
never faced any real threat to his personal security.

Douglass’s ex post facto assessment of the dangers posed by the Fu-
gitive Slave Law was ambivalent, if not a little self-serving. On the one
hand, he portrayed himself as having incurred grave risks in aiding and
abetting fugitives. On the other, he believed that the fears of other
notable African Americans like Ward and Loguen, both of whom fled
the scene, were sorely unfounded.® Though Douglass later said that
the Fugitive Slave Law “virtually made every colored man in the land
an outlaw,” he ultimately believed the peril to fugitives and their rescu-
ers to have been exaggerated. “The hardships imposed . . . were cruel
and shocking,” he recalled, “and yet only a few of all the fugitives of

" the Northern States were returned to slavery. . . . As a means of recap-

turing their runaway property in human flesh the law was an utter fail-
ure.”¥! As Douglass rightfully believed, it was the steadfast vigilance of
northern abolitionists like himself who had made it so. It is unlikely,
however, that such organized and spirited resistance to the law could
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have long survived without the tacit approval of, or at least a pledge of
noninterference from, an otherwise disinterested northern citizenry. The
fact remains that, if Douglass and his fellow agents on the Rochester
“underground railroad” initially experienced any feelings of anxiety or
fear concerning their activities, such thoughts would have quickly evapo-
rated in light of their neighbors’ growing sympathy for the movement.

The gradual diminution of personal violence in Douglass’s life
during the late antebellum period did not necessarily make him
unique among black abolitionists. Many of his counterparts suffered
acts of violence at the hands of southern masters and northern mobs,
then had witnessed a decline in such violence prior to the Civil War.
Nor was Douglass the only militant leader who was personally re-
moved from violence, as exemplified by Douglass’s close friend, the
white abolitionist Gerrit Smith. What makes Douglass’s case com-
pelling is the refationship between the real violence in his life and his
emerging role as the nation’s foremost black abolitionist. At the same
time that circumstances in Douglass’s life elevated him to national
prominence and increasingly removed him from harm’s way, he be-
gan pressing, with an unforeseen vigor, other African Americans to-
ward the front, alternately encouraging and scolding them to resist
slavery and racial discrimination, even to the point of death. Douglass
was by no means unaware of or indifferent to the widening gap be-
tween his words and his actions. Due in large part to his association
with John Brown, Douglass achieved a level of self-awareness regard-
ing his own involvement with antislavery violence. Ironically, as he
was drawn into a more rigorous defense of Brown’s methods in
Kansas and beyond, Douglass revealed the extent to which he had
become personally removed from such methods.

Though scholars within the past twenty years have sought to dimin-
ish the significance of Brown’s influence upon Douglass, it is clear from
the written record that Brown loomed large in Douglass’s conscious-
ness. At their initial meeting in 1847, Brown laid out his famous “Sub-
terranecan Pass Way” scheme, by which an armed band of freedom
fighters would penetrate deep into the heart of slave territory via the
Alleghany ridge, transforming slaves into soldiers along the way. Though
Douglass was at first skeptical of Brown’s methods, he noted in his 1881
autobiography that “from this night spent with John Brown, my utter-
ances became more and more tinged by the color of this man’s strong
impressions.” At the 1847 meeting, Brown advanced several key argu-
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ments, two of which Douglass gradually incorporated into his antisla-
very repertoire. One was that slavery constituted a “state of war,” and
that it “could only be destroyed by blood-shed.” Another was that “no
people . . . could have self-respect, or be respected, who would not fight
for their freedom.”* Following Brown’s lead, Douglass particularly

“cultivated the second point beginning in the early 1850s.

In January 1851, Brown formed the League of the Gileadites, a
quasi-military organization of fifty-four African Americans set up
exclusively to resist violently attempts to enforce the Fugitive Slave
Law. While forming the league, Brown circulated a document he
entitled “Words of Advice.” Utilizing shame as a motvational de-
vice, he severely rebuked black Americans who would not stand up
and fight for their rights, suggesting that white America would con-
sider them human beings only if they physically resisted slavehunters
and kidnappers. Brown’s text represented not only an exhortation
to his black compatriots, but a foreshadowing of his own fiery test
of courage eight years into the future. “Nothing so charms the
American people,” he wrote, “as personal bravery. The trial for life
of one bold and to some extent successful man, for defending his
rights in good earnest, would arouse more sympathy throughout the
nation than the accumulated wrongs and sufferings of more than
three millions of our submissive colored population.”?

In the same week that Brown wrote these words, Douglass chas-
tised New York African Americans for allowing a runaway slave,
Henry Long, to be captured from their midst without offering any
resistance. “Some explanation, some apology for the apparent indif-
ference and utter inactivity manifested by the colored people of New
York City, is demanded,” he thundered to a Rochester audience.
Eight months later, Douglass offered a critique even more plainly in
line with Brown’s. Rather than stressing collective guilt as a moti-
vating factor, Douglass focused heavily upon the shame component.
The “lamblike submission of blacks to the violation of their rights
has only served to create contempt for them in the public mind,” he
wrote. “The black man could gain not only self-respect but also a
measure of public dignity by fighting against his enslavers.”*

In 1854, Douglass had continued to expand upon the theme of
African American resistance, both in the North and South, by pos-
ing the deceptively simple question, “Is it Right and Wise to Kill a
Kidnapper?” Douglass concluded that the killing of those who at-
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tempt to “play the bloodhound” was “as innocent, in the sight of
God, as would be the staughter of a ravenous wolfin the act of throt-
tling an infant.” Three years later, after proclaiming the peaceful
abolition of slavery to be an “almost hopeless” cause, Douglass lev-
ied nothing less than a death sentence upon slaveholders. “Terrible
as it [slave insurrection] will be, we accept and hope for it,” Douglass
wrote. “The slaveholder has been tried and sentenced, his execution
only waits the finish to the training of his executioners. He is train-
ing his own executioners.”* Douglass’s choice of an execution as
metaphor must have seemed more than a little careless to those who
were familiar with his strict opposition to capital punishment
throughout the same period. If anything, this contradiction revealed
how uniquely heinous a crime Douglass considered slaveholding to
have been.*

As the Kansas conflict began to unfold in 1854, Douglass’s per-
sonal removal from violent struggle against slavcry and discrimina-
tion became all the more evident. While he continued vehemently
to press others toward the front, he did so increasingly from a rear-
ward position. In spite of numerous warning signs of approaching
violence, Douglass did not hesitate to prod his fellow African Ameri-
cans to go to Kansas in order to serve as a buffer against slavery’s
advance. Douglass at first tried to convince black Americans that the
territory was secure from violent dangers. After declaring that “the
coast is clear” and that they would experience little if any hindrance
from their white neighbors, he then returned to shame and guilt
themes. “Whether regarded from the point of the duty to the Slave

. or from the point of duty to themselves,” he emphatically en-
Jomcd “they ought to go into that Territory as permanent sertlers”

While he made it abundantly clear that Kansas desperately needed
black farmers, laborers, and families, Douglass apparently believed
that it had filled its quota of black newspaper editors and lecturers.
African Americans, both slave and free, continued throughout the
decade to populate the territory in significant numbers, provoking
intense hostility among white settlers. Despite their violent disagree-
ments over slavery, proslavery and free soil whites in Kansas shared
a common attitude toward this black population. In the same week
that Douglass pronounced the territory conducive to black resettle-
ment, an abolitionist on the scene, Samuel L. Adair, painted a dif-
fercnt picture. Of the free soil forces, he wrote, “their free soil is free
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soil for white, but not for the black. They hate slavery, but they hate
the negro worse. Their language is, ‘if we must have niggers here,
let them be slaves, not free.’”*® .

As conditions deteriorated for blacks living on the plains,
Douglass’s presence could have exercised more than a little influence
on what one observer referred to as “the large population of igno-
rance” there. At least one resident believed this to be the case when
he wrote to a relative in the Fast, complaining that among free soilers
“the great cry now is nigger, nigger, nigger,” adding that he wished
Douglass would “come here and lecture.”® As his speaking itiner-
ary reveals, though, Douglass felt no need to travel through the ter-
ritory in the crucial years prior to the Civil War. Douglass instead
nudged others whom he considered more qualified, like his friend
and supporter Gerrit Smith, toward the task of reforming Kansas
society. “I am glad you gave three thousand dollars to the cause of
freedom in Kansas,” he wrote Smith in early 1856, “and hope you
will use your power in that country to shame the free state men out
of their contemptible selfishness in excluding the free colored men
out of that territory.”*® Douglass’s main function in the Kansas con-
flict would be as defender of Brown’s reputation in the East.

On May 22, 1856, in a speech delivered in Rochester, Douglass
harshly condemned the murders of several Free State men, giving
especial notice to the grisly death of Rees P. Brown (no rclatlon to
John Brown). Proslavery forces had attacked Brown, the leader of

- Leavenworth free-staters, hacking him to death with a hatchet and

unceremoniously dumping his corpse on his wife’s doorstep. This
final indignity drew severe censure from Douglass. Yet, acts similar
to those which Douglass termed “barbaric” to a Rochester audience
on Thursday night were committed by John Brown and his sons two
nights later on the Pottawatomie Creek. In what remains his most
controversial action, Brown directed his sons to drag five men
deemed to be proslavery from their homes in the middle of the night

_and hack them to death with broadswords. In a manner similar to

his broad pronouncements regarding slave rebellion, Douglass sus-
pended, in Brown’s case, an otherwise vehement opposition to re-
venge-based justice. “He has been charged with murder!” he edito-
rialized one month later. “What could be more absurd! If he has
sinned in anything, it is in that he has spared lives of murderers, when
he had the power to take vengeance upon them.”*
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Like many observers at the time, Douglass was initially misin-
formed about the facts of the incident. His statement, on its face, |
similar to those made by other prominent abolitionists in the wak
of the massacre, many of whom considered the charges against Brow
too fantastic to believe. But if Douglass held that Brown had nc :
carried out the killings, he nevertheless clearly felt that Brown wz
remiss in not having done so. Indeed, he strongly hinted that Brow .
should have exacted revenge upon proslavery “murderers” wheneve -
circumstances would allow. This was no broad, abstract endorsemer :
of slave insurrections or the killing of slave hunters in the name ¢ :
self-defense. It was rather a cold, blunt advocacy of what turned out
to be, in fact, Brown’s actual crime. Perhaps Douglass would not have
been as enthusiastic about the supposed murders if he had known
of their grisly details or that some of the victims’ status as “proslavery
men” was nebulous. This is unlikely, however, considering his future
statements, penned well after the facts of the case became widely
known. “The horrors wrought by his iron hand cannot be contem-
plated without a shudder,” Douglass wrote of Brown in 1881, “but
it is the shudder that one feels at the execution of a murderer. . . .
To call out a murderer at midnight, and without note or warning,
judge or jury, run him through with a sword, was a terrible remedy
for a terrible malady.”*

After Brown’s mission in Kansas came to a close, he returned to
the East and embarked on several fundraising tours for his “Subter-
ranean Pass Way” scheme. Whenever passing through Rochester, he
stayed with Douglass and openly sought his counsel. The most spir-
ited defense mustered by Douglass on Brown’s behalf while the lat-
ter was still alive came in response to a decided lack of enthusiasm
on the part of Douglass’s neighbors toward Brown. When Brown
failed to receive the grandiose reception to which Douglass believed
he was entitled during an 1859 visit, Douglass unleashed a furious
diatribe against the antislavery community.** In so doing, however,
he merely highlighted the ever-widening chasm separating his advo-
cacy of violence from his personal involvement in it. Before leveling
criticisms at Brown, Douglass righteously intoned, reformers and
politicians should take a quick glance into the mirror. “Have they
been sincere in what they havei said of their love of freedom?”
Douglass asked. “Have they really desired to head off, hem in, and
dam up the desolating tide of slavery? If so, does it not seem that
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one who has suffered, and perilled everything in accomplishing these
very ends, has some claims upon their grateful respect and esteem?”**

More to the point, Douglass insisted, was that Brown, unlike his
contemporaries, was a man who did more than just give speeches. “Had
John Brown been a man of words, rather than deeds,” Douglass wrote,
“had he been noted for opposing slavery with his breath, rather than
with blows . . . his reception here would have been cordial, and per-
haps enthusiastic . . . .”** Not only were Brown’s critics feeble and pu-
sillanimous, but they always extended praise to the wrong people while
withholding it from those who truly deserved it.

Then, employing a bit of overkill, Douglass suggested that indi-
viduals who cridcized Brown could not be considered true abolition-
ists. Such criticism was insulting to a man like Brown “who will for-
sake home, family, ease, and security, and in the cause of liberty go
forth to spill his blood, if need be. . . .”** Most damning of all was
Douglass’s suggestion that abolitionists who could not match
Brown’s level of commitment were not legitimate, but were in fact
agents of slavery. “The basis of [Brown’s] idea of duty is compre-
hensive,” Douglass landed, “that a case of [slavery] is one which every
human being is solemnly bound to interfere; and that he who has
the power to do so, and fails to improve it, is involved in the guilt of
the original crime.”*

The Harpers Ferry raid and John Brown’s death lay seven months
in the future, but Douglass had already commenced the canoniza-
tion process. His statements indicate that he embraced the notion
of a hierarchy of commitment among antistavery reformers. There
was no doubt in Douglass’s mind as to who occupied the lone seat
atop the pyramid. A more difficult question to answer is the follow-
ing: where did Douglass place himself within that hierarchy? This
issue relates to those raised earlier. Was Douglass conscious of the
diminution of violence within his personal world? If so, at what point
did he begin to experience this awareness? Douglass must certainly
have realized by early 1859 that, while Brown had continued to
oppose slavery and racial discrimination “with blows,” Donglass him-
self had come to oppose these injustices “with his breath.” Judging
by the text of his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Free-
dom (1855), Douglass was sensitive to this issue at least as early as
the mid-1850s.

Recent scholarship has suggested that Douglass’s revisions to his
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original 1845 autobiography represented a call for African American
self-reliance and solidarity, a theme that had its origins in Douglass’s
bitter struggle with the Garrisonian circle. One may discern within
Douglass’s changes, however, a hint of self-consciousness regarding
antislavery violence. The most telling example of this attitude can be
found in Douglass’s description of his botched attempt in 1836 to
escape, along with five fellow slaves, from Maryland’s eastern shore.
After the plot had been discovered, authorities came to arrest
Douglass and two others who were implicated. While Douglass and
another slave, John Harris, made no resistance to the arrest, the third
man, Henry Harris, refused to go peacefully. In contrast to his 1845
version of his autobiography, which simply reported the bare facts
of the arrest, Douglass’s 1855 edition included a reference to his own
“shameful” capitulation to the authorities. “Now came the struggle,”
Douglass wrote. “All hands now rushed upon the brave fellow
[Henry Harris], and, after beating him for some time, they succeeded
in overpowering him and tying him. Henry put me to shame; he
fought, and fought bravely. John and I made no resistance.”*®

Why did Douglass feel it necessary to reframe this episode as an ex-
ample of “shameful” acquiescence? His revised version of the incident
appears incongruent alongside his spirited resistance to Covey, only a
few chapters earlier. The reason lies in the brief caveat inserted by
Douglass at the end of the episode. “The fact is,” Douglass subtly added,
“I never see much use in fighting unless there is a reasonable chance of
whipping somebody.”* This comment suggests that Douglass was in-
terested in explaining not only past demurrals of violence, but also
present and future ones. With this brief aside, he transformed the cen-
tral meaning of the episode from that of a “shameful” confession to
something akin to apologia. This is not to say that Douglass’s embar-
rassment over his inaction at the critical moment of his 1836 arrest was
false or contrived. As William L. Andrews has noted, My Bondage and
My Freedom was remarkably “frank about its protagonist’s frailties as well
as his strengths,” an aspect that made it unique among the era’s numer-
ous autobiographical works. The point remains, however, that Douglass
now began to feel a need to justify, if only in a quiet way, his personal
abstention from antislavery violence.*

Though it is difficult to identify all of the factors that provoked
this sensitivity, it is clear that the main force pushing Douglass to-
ward some form of self-awareness regarding his personal involvement
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in antislavery violence was John Brown. Ironically, Douglass’s stri-
dent defense of Brown’s reputation beginning in 1856, which even-
tually included publicly denigrating the sincerity and commitment
of his fellow abolitionists, only served to highlight his own stark dif-
ferences with Brown. If these differences were not already evident
to Dougiass, they must have become so during the several weeks in
January and February of 1858 when Brown lived under his roof. Day
in and out, Douglass watched and listened as Brown ceaselessly tink-
ered with his Subterrancan scheme, formulated a provisional consti-
tution by which his army would govern, and corresponded with fam-
ily members and supporters.®!

Though Douglass later wrote that be became bored with Brown’s
scheming and dreaming during the latter’s stay in Rochester, evidence
indicates that he felt something closer to discomfort. In 1881, the
year in which Douglass reflected extensively upon his relationship
with Brown, both in his final autobiography and in a famous speech
at Storer College in Harpers Ferry, an unknown admirer sent him a
letter that had been written by Brown during his 1858 “residence”
at the Douglass home. The momento sparked fresh memories of that
crucial period when Douglass found himself increasingly distressed
by Brown’s arguments and plans. “He was a constant thorn in my
side,” Douglass wrote back to the admirer. “I could not help feel-
ing that this man’s zeal in the cause of my enslaved people was ho-
lier and higher than mine. . . . His call to me was ‘Come up higher,’
and not being ready to rise to his height, his calls troubled me.”%?

It is not surprising that the failed raid on Harpers Ferry, and espe-
cially Douglass’s actions in relation to it, produced a crisis of con-
science for Douglass, evoking his most candid views concerning his
own personal commitment to antislavery violence. Several weeks
before the planned attack, Brown met with Douglass at an abandoned
stone quarry near Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. He attempted to
enlist Douglass in his small army, hoping to utilize the black leader
as a magnet for still more African American recruits. Realizing that
the raid, as now formulated by Brown, had little chance of succeed-
ing, Douglass decided against participating in the mission.>

Due to his close association with Brown, Douglass scrambled to
defend both his life and reputation following Brown’s capture. Un-
doubtedly adding to any personal turmoil he might have felt at the
time was raider John E. Cook’s public accusation that Douglass had
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promised to lead reinforcements into Harpers Ferry, only to have
backed out at the crucial moment. Writing from Canada three days
after the raid, Douglass found himself in the unenviable position of
denying any personal involvement in the raid while at the same time
praising Brown’s efforts. He quickly formulated what became a major
theme in his standard characterizations of his relationship with
Brown. “Mr. Cook may be perfectly right in denouncing me as a
coward,” he wrote. “I have always been more distinguished for run-
ning that fighting—and tried by the Harpers Ferry insurrection test,
I am most miserably deficient in courage.” Then, in what has become
an oft-quoted passage, he added, “I am ever ready to write, speak,
publish, organize, combine and even conspire against slavery when
there is a reasonable hope of success. . . . “The tools to those who
can use them.” Let every man work for the abolition of slavery in his
own way. I would help all and hinder none.”*

While the first statement was hardly nove! (as shown earlier, he had
enunciated something very much like it in My Bondage and My Free-
dom), the second represented a departure. Over the previous three
years, Douglass had suggested that those who opposed Brown’s
methods were not true abolitionists. Only six months before the raid,
he had told them in plain language that they were the minions of
slavery. Now, in defending his own cheices, Douglass tried to turn
back the clock to a time when all abolitionists were equal in his sight.
It was a sentiment that more than a few compatriots must have found
disingenuous. ‘

Douglass’s statements after the raid suggest a defensive posture on
his part, though he also made it abundantly clear that the only man
whom he considered qualified to sit in judgment of him lay six feet
in the ground at North Elba, New York. He brooked criticism from
none other. In a highly revealing comment, made in his final auto-
biography, Douglass suggested that any opprobrium over his personal
decisions prior to the raid came from a single source. “Some have
thought that [ ought to have gone with [Brown],” he wrote, “but I
have no reproaches for myself at this point, and since I have been
assailed only by colored men who'kept even further from this brave
and heroic man than I did, I shall not trouble myself much about
their criticisms.”®

Douglass was likely referring to a few cursory swipes taken at him by
black leaders immediately following the raid. The editors of the Weekly
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Anglo-African expressed disappointment when Douglass left the coun-
try, traveling first to Canada then to Britain. Such actions did not befit
“a man of heroic mold” like Douglass, they suggested. J. Sella Martin
hinted at cowardice when he scolded Douglass for “writing from the
broad latitude of Canada West.”*® Turning the tables on his critics,
Douglass suggested that their own similar cowardice rendered amy analy-
sis of his actions, no matter how well intentioned, wholly inappropri-
ate. His dismissal of black critics, in such a backhanded manner years
after the fact, underscores Douglass’s fierce unwillingness even to pon-
der the disconnections that some African Americans obviously had per-
ceived between his words and actions.

Throughout the 1850s, Douglass pushed black Americans to resist
physically against slaveholders and kidnappers. He urged them to pour
into a decidedly hostile territory in order to serve as a buffer against the
advance of slavery. He publicly expressed disappointment with those who
abandoned the good fight for the “pure atmosphere” of Canada and
Britain. He repeatedly nudged, cajoled, and goaded them into harm’s
way, and he insisted, if necessary, that they fight with their last breath
against slavery. All this he did from what may be perceived as the com-
fort and security of a podium and editor’s desk. Judging solely by the
outcome of Brown’s raid, the suggestion that Douglass “ought to have
gone with Brown” seems foolhardy, callous, and even vicious. Viewed
against a decade of Douglass’s querulous demands of black Americans,
however, the comment does not appear as outrageous. As he did with
many parts of his public persona, Douglass carefully scripted and man-
aged his mea culpas regarding antislavery violence. Though forever
willing to defer to the memory of Brown’s moral authority, he refiised
to contemplate, let alone acknowledge, the feelings of other African
American leaders on the matter. He maintained for the balance of his
life an icy indifference to the opinions of black Americans regarding his
abstention at Harpers Ferry.

Four years after Douglass had written contemptuously of the “col-
ored men” who censured him, a former compatriot of Brown,
Franklin B. Sanborn, contacted him regarding the facts surround-
ing the Harpers Ferry raid. Sanborn was in the midst of producing a
biography of Brown and wished to tap Douglass’s memory concern-
ing a curious item that had found its way into Sanborn’s hands. It
was a letter that had been delivered to Douglass a few days after his
mecting with Brown at the Chambersburg quarry. “It was signed by
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a number of colored men,” Douglass recalled for Sanborn after rec-
ognizing the document. “I never knew how they came to send that
letter, but it now seems to have been prompted by Mr. [John Henri]
Kagi—who was with Captain Brown, when I told him I would not
go into Harpers Ferry. He probably thought that I would reconsider
my determination if urged to do so by the parties who signed the
letter.”” Ironically, Kagi and the signatories had attempted to ma-
nipulate Douglass by appealing to his sense of shame and guilt,
wrapped in the guise of racial solidarity. It was a tactic that Douglass
was certainly more than a little familiar with and one he rebuffed.

It is significant that the last recorded instance in which Frederick
Douglass was involved in antislavery violence on a personal level took
place on the one-year anniversary of John Brown’s execution. With
the secession crisis foremost in the public mind, a hostile crowd of
Unionists and anti-abolitionists took control of a meeting at Boston’s
Tremont Temple at which Douglass was to have memorialized
Brown. When the crowd tried to block his path to the podium,
Douglass lowered his head “like a trained pugilist” and bulled his way
through the throng. While the crowd rioted, Douglass defiantly
continued to speak, exchanging barbs with hecklers, and even threat-
ening to throttle one of them “in the manner of a slave-driver.” When
somebody grabbed away the chair on which he sat, Douglass grabbed
it back and Wrestlcd with several rowdies and a policeman before
relinquishing it.>

After the meeting reconvened at another location, Douglass un-
leashed a blistering diatribe against slaveholders, slave catchers, and
the South in general. Much to the delight of the crowd—this one
decidedly more antislavery than the first one—Douglass suggested
that “the only way to make the Fugitive Slave Law a dead letter, is
to make a few dead slave-catchers. There is no need to kill them ei-
ther—shoot them in the legs, and send them to the South living
epistles of the free gospel preached here at the North (laughter and
applause.)”® For the first time in a decade, Douglass employed “real”
violence against the proponents of slavery and racial discrimination.
That it occurred as he attempted to present a eulogy on John Brown
is perhaps more than coincidental.

The inverse nature of the relationship between the level of per-
sonal violence experienced by Douglass and his outspoken advocacy
of antislavery violence reached its apogee during the Civil War. As a
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recruiter of black troops, he spurred younger African American men

on to combat against the slaveholders’ army, sometimes by resort-

ing to shaming tactics. As William McFeely has noted, however,

Douglass “displayed no eagerness to lug a rifle across a muddy or

bloody field himself.” He was forty-four years of age at the war’s
outbreak, was in relatively fine physical shape, and was no less quali-

fied to serve as an officer than the white abolitionist Thomas

Wentworth Higginson, who eventually commanded a regiment of
black troops. The War Department in 1862 had set the maximum

age for enlistees at forty-five, Douglass’s exact age at the time.

Though Douglass exceeded the age limit by the time the govern-

ment began organizing black regiments the following spring, he

could easily have talked his way into the ranks if he had so desired.

Many men who failed the age requirement successfully bypassed such

restrictions time and again. Though he clearly had passed out of his

physical prime, Douglass was not beyond a reasonable age for serv-

ing in combat.*

The federal government made it clear throughout most of the war
that it had no intention of commissioning black officers. When the
war department finally began commissioning them in late 1864, few
were allowed into combat situations. Too old to play the “overage
soldier boy, subject to the will of a drill sergeant,” McFeely suggests,
Douglass’s dignity prevented him from enlisting. But, as David Blight
has pointed out, although he believed he could not enter service
without an officer’s commission, Douglass nonetheless asked thou-
sands of younger black men to do just that.®!

If such behavior seemed inconsistent to his African American crit-
ics, who had been more than a little sanctimonious following the
Harpers Ferry raid, none stepped forward to offer any remarks dur-
ing the war. Perhaps they sensed their own vulnerability to charges
of maintaining a cool distance from the fighting. J. Sella Mardn, who
had suggested that Douglass had been a coward for fleeing the coun-
try in 1859, spent the majority of his war years in Europe, lecturing
and tending to a series of “nagging illnesses.” Thomas and Robert
Hamilton, the editors of the Weekly Anglo-African who also had
expressed disappointment following the Harpers Ferry raid, remained
at their desks throughout the war. In fact, they rivaled Douglass in
terms of the sheer number of appeals to arms they levied upon their
black brethren. What Douglass later wrote about his African Ameri-
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can critics, if perhaps a bit too flippantly, was essentially correct. They
had been as removed from danger, if not more so, than himself.*?

Over twenty-five years ago, Willie Lee Rose plaintively noted that
none of Frederick Douglass’s biographers had shown any inclination
to indulge in the “critical analysis that is invited by a comparison of
Douglass’s words with Douglass’s actions” in the realm of antisla-
very violence. Rose insightfully attributed what she perceived to have
been gaps between his words and deeds to Douglass’s innermost,
professional identity. As an “intellectual,” Douglass simply “was not
emotionally prepared” to fight slavery in the manner of a John
Brown, or even a Thomas Wentworth Higginson or a Robert Gould
Shaw.** While this is a valid and crucial point, it is equally important
to note that Douglass had not always been an intellectual and, as a
younger man, had hardly been a stranger to “real” violence exercised
in the name of fighting slavery and racial discrimination. It is even
more important to recognize that it would be nothing less than an
exercise in futility, if not in bad form, to question the personal brav-
ery and physical courage of Douglass—or that of his critics, for that

'matter. Surely little would be gained through such an endeavor.

Still, that the level of physical confrontation within Douglass’s daily
life declined at the very time that he turned to embrace the rhetoric
of violence is an undeniable fact that invites critical analysis on some
level. As a true intellectual, Douglass was forced into pondering this
paradoxical arrangement and offering some form of self-explanation,
if only in a quiet way, to the public. This impulse became particu-
larly strong after Douglass launched a staunch defense of John
Brown’s mission in Kansas. Ultimately, the brave captain’s radical
activism and dramatic demise came to serve a dual, ironic purpose
for Douglass, who by the late 1850s jealously guarded his position
as the nation’s leading black abolitionist.

First, it provided Douglass with the opportunity to resolve any
misgivings or doubts that he may have felt over perceived inconsis-
tencies between his words and actions. By canonizing Brown (even
before his final, glorious mission), Douglass could continue to dis-

play solidarity with Brown even while placing his friend on a higher,’

‘more distant plane from the one he himself occupied. Second, and
more important, Brown’s ultimate sacrifice became the means by
which Douglass deflected criticism levied against him by leading
African Americans, It is this latter function that needs to be more fully
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examined. A great deal of insight into Douglass’s peculiar brand of
activism may be gained through a comparative study of his personal
dealings with other black militant abolitionists, such as Henry High-
land Garnet and Martin Delany, on the one hand, and with John
Brown, on the other. Douglass’s experiences with the former ranged
from half-hearted cooperation, at best, to personal rivalry and po-
litical backbiting, at worst. Alternatively, Douglass professed abso-
lute loyalty and admiration for Brown, a man with whom he seem-
ingly shared so much, yet so little. ' '
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as there existed a chance that he would be recaptured and returned
to his master. Considering this fact, his public call for Ward to return
without benefit of manumission papers, seems more than a littie in-
sensitive. On Douglass’s own reluctance to return to the U.S. with-
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evidence that would seem to support it is largely “circumstantial.”
John R. McKivigan, “The Frederick Douglass—Gerrit Smith Friend-
ship and Political Abolitionism in the 1850s,” in Frederick Douglass:
New Literary and Historical Essays, ed. Eric ]. Sundquist {(Cambridge:
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1990), 222-23.

Frederick Douglass Papers, ser. 1, vol. 2:xxix—xxx, 280-81; Goldstein,
“Violence as an Instrument for Social Change,” 69-70; Frederick
Douglass’ Paper, Sept. 25, 1851.

Douglass, “Is it Right and Wise to Kill a Kidnapper?” Frederick
Douglass’ Paper, June 2, 1854; Douglass, “Peaceful Annihilation of
Slavery is Hopeless,” in Life and Writings, 2:406. For an opposite view,
that Douglass opposed slave rebellions, see Stanley Harrold, The Abe-
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should escape the contagion. He, too, may learn to fight the devil with
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actions on the Pottawatomic Creek? If so, did he approve of them? As
Douglass’s editorial implies, the answer to the first question is clearly
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case of James P. Doyle and his sons, Drury and William. Having left
Tennessee because they considered slavery to have “degraded white la-

bor” there, the Doyles were initially neutral in the Kansas struggle.
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