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Introduction to the Annotated Edition 

of Frederick Douglass’s Unpublished 

“Slavery”

Leslie Leonard

University of Mas sa chu setts, Amherst

In June  1894 the Historical Department of the 

Harvard Publishing Com pany,  housed in New York, announced its 

plans for a twenty- two- chapter “illustrated history of the Afro- American 

race . . .  dating from 1619, when they first arrived in the country, up to 

the pre sent time,” including “biographical sketches of prominent men 

and  women of the race.”1 Following their announcement, the com pany 

sent a letter of request, a title page, a single- paged preface, and a  table 

of contents to Frederick Douglass’s Washington, DC, home at Cedar 

Hill. (The missive was addressed, as was all of his mail at this time, to 

the Honorable Frederick Douglass.) Although the volume was never 

published, sometime between 1894 and his death in February 1895 Dou-

glass drafted and then began revisions on his own lengthy contribution 

to the proposed twenty- two chapter volume, an essay simply entitled 

“Slavery.” Selected by neither Philip Foner nor John Blassingame for 

their comprehensive editions of Douglass’s writings, it has remained, 

for the most part, unknown and unread in the Library of Congress ar-

chives.2 The rediscovery and publication of this essay  today occurs at 

an apt moment, as it both contributes to the long trajectory of Douglass 

scholarship and speaks compellingly to current concerns of continued 

anti- Black racism. In this short introduction, I  will locate this essay in 

the context of Douglass’s lengthy  career and provide an overview of the 

key contributions it makes to our current understanding of his thought.

Broadly speaking, Douglass scholarship has progressed from an 

initial emphasis on his youth to a more comprehensive engagement 
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with the work he produced across his long  career, including the texts he 

wrote near the end of his life.3 As the field has traversed this arc, it has 

also moved from an almost exclusive focus on Douglass’s autobiogra-

phies  toward more wide- ranging interest in his speeches and other 

writings, both before and  after the Civil War.4 Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

then, recent scholarship has concerned itself less with questions about 

Douglass’s identity (as one who had “experienced slavery in [his] own 

person”) and more with his work as a phi los o pher, demo cratic activist, 

and po liti cal theorist.5 Thirty years ago few scholars  were aware that 

Douglass once explic itly claimed to be a po liti cal phi los o pher who 

brought what he had experienced in enslavement to the challenges of 

demo cratic citizenship and US politics.6

Yet it is precisely as a phi los o pher and activist that Douglass revis-

its the subject of enslavement in “Slavery,” both to correct the historical 

rec ord and to offer a philosophical response to the post- Reconstruction 

resurgence of violent anti- Black racism. It does so, as I  shall explain 

below, in four ways. First, Douglass’s essay rethinks the meaning of 

enslavement in the light of post- emancipation racism. Second, it seeks 

to forge a usable past for Black Americans confronting the “long after-

life” of slavery. Third, it combats the values enshrined in the Anglo- 

Saxonist ideology that purportedly lent legitimacy to white racism. 

And, fi nally, fourth, it advances a set of Black countervalues born of the 

experience of enslavement. As I  will show, Douglass’s thinking in this 

essay— especially with regard to this last point— proves as controver-

sial as it is timely.

The text, as it exists in the Library of Congress archives, includes 

sixty- five typed pages plus an understated title page.7 In the margins, 

Douglass has made a series of handwritten edits, interrupting the text 

now and then with a variety of strike- throughs, corrected spellings, 

common editor’s symbols, and revisions in his cramped cursive. The ed-

its appear throughout the text, varying from minor changes— crossing 

out “and,” changing “of” into “to,” adding commas—to more extensive 

rewrites or in ter est ing alterations. For example, on the first page, Dou-

glass’s deletion of the word “recent” clarifies that it is only the “volumi-

nous discussion” of enslavement that is recent and not “the existence of 

slavery” itself, which, as his essay shows, has a lengthy global history.

Douglass valued “revision, rather than completion,” as Robert Levine 

has noted.8 He revisits, reworks, and reimagines his own experiences 

throughout his oeuvre and across his lifetime. Readers  today  will note 

that same approach in “Slavery”9 as Douglass consistently returns to 
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past arguments and previous ideas, drawing upon a variety of sources 

often with  little indication of what is quoted material, recitation from 

memory, or original thought.10 In the hope of preserving the pro cess 

 behind Douglass’s essay, including both his drafting and his proofread-

ing, I have transcribed the text as it appears in the archive, complete 

with his edits.

Although “Slavery” exists as an unpublished text- in- process, the 

essay nonetheless provides crucial insights into Douglass’s thinking at 

the end of the  century, particularly as he was writing for an audience 

who, as he says, “now know  little or nothing about [slavery]  either in 

theory or in practice.”11 Douglass’s work no longer calls for slavery’s 

abolition but instead hopes to lodge an accurate account of it in the na-

tion’s historical rec ord and address the violent effects of its afterlife; 

offering an expansive overview, beginning with the earliest instances 

of global slavery and ending with a critique of the post- Reconstruction 

United States.12 Importantly, by beginning his history of US chattel slav-

ery with other, previous systems of enslavement, Douglass seeks to 

show not only how enslavement became foundational to the United 

States but also how it was maintained throughout the years by Chris-

tian ity, a belief in Black inferiority, and white benevolence. As a result, 

Douglass rapidly switches from histories of enslavement to the more 

specific history of US slavery, abolition efforts, and the role of Christian 

churches in upholding slavery throughout the South.13

Douglass’s essay bears the distinct imprint of at least three influ-

ences of the post- Reconstruction moment in which he wrote it:14 the 

weakening resolve of the Republican party to defend Black rights, the 

rise of anti- Black vio lence, and the northern push to quickly reintegrate 

the South into the Union.15 By the 1890s, Douglass’s growing skepticism 

had turned to despair that the Republican Party could no longer be 

counted on to defend the rights of Black Americans. Leniency  toward 

the South, the removal of federal troops, and the premature end of Re-

construction made evident the increased willingness of Republican 

politicians to conciliate the South in the ser vice of reelection. An “epi-

demic” of lynching, as Douglass had named it, had swept the South and 

was rapidly spreading elsewhere in the country.16

Douglass’s ongoing concerns about anti- Black vio lence  were trans-

formed into action in 1892 when he met the dynamic, young, Black ac-

tivist Ida B. Wells; as a result of their meeting, he published “Lynch Law 

in the South.” By the time he composed “Slavery,” only a mere two years 

 later, he had focused his attention fully on the most significant prob lem 
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facing Black communities—the extrajudicial, state- sanctioned murder 

of Black citizens by white mobs. Douglass’s famous “Lessons of the 

Hour” speech, which debuted in 1894, reflected this marked shift from 

his previous arguments. Whereas his  earlier speeches and essays had 

frequently drawn upon personal experience, Glen McClish notes that 

“Douglass’s 1890s rhe toric . . .  deemphasized the personal, specific de-

tails of individual injustices . . .  in order to focus on general arguments, 

identify key lines of reasoning, and scrutinize the nature of evidence as 

well as the assumptions undergirding arguments.”17 In both his “Les-

sons of the Hour” speech, denouncing the vio lence aimed at the Black 

community at large, and throughout “Slavery,” which follows the larger 

repercussions of slavery, Douglass broadens his gaze to history at large, 

writing from a generalized and thus more seemingly objective perspec-

tive to speak in defense of the Black community as a  whole.

“Slavery” criticizes the north’s haste to move past the Civil War, 

forgiving and reconciling with the rebellious states of the former Con-

federacy. Across the essay, Douglass insists that the “new South” is 

merely “a new name for an old  thing,” a continuance evident in the vio-

lence and injustice hiding in plain sight.18 Rejecting this supposed re-

form, Douglass urges his readers to pay attention to the vio lence that 

the South (and the nation at large) continue to perpetrate against Black 

subjects, sometimes spectacular in its horrors but not always. White 

citizens may have made repeated calls for national reconciliation, both 

in terms of the war and centuries of horror and enslavement that pre-

ceded it, but Douglass’s essay strongly refuses both; instead, his work 

serves as a monument of memory— a vow to remember and to continue 

to unveil the violent past and the continued vio lence of the pre sent.19 

Si mul ta neously, in his attempts to expose the fraud of the new South, 

Douglass details the lengthy history of slavery to highlight “the depths” 

from which Black Americans had risen and establish the lasting effects 

of the slavery system in the form of anti- Black legislation and vio lence.20 

With this continued vio lence in mind, Douglass’s “Slavery” offers its 

new generation of readers two impor tant interventions: a usable past 

for Black Americans and a repudiation of resurgent Anglo- Saxonism.

In the ser vice of making the past usable to the pre sent, Douglass 

frequently approaches the work of anti- slavery, the work of pro gress, of 

justice, and of moral responsibility as both inevitable and also requir-

ing constant strug gle to bring that inevitability into being by “anticipat-

ing” it (to use Jeffrey Insko’s helpful term).21 At the end of the  century, 

and in a post- chattel Amer i ca, Douglass turns from imagining a  future 



 Leslie Leonard · Introduction to the Annotated Edition 361

J19

of pro gress, to instead unearthing and rediscovering the princi ples 

that undergirded the anti- slavery movement. This text, then, might be 

thought of as a text of “reactivation.” Douglass is neither providing a 

neat bookend to his years of work, nor is he treating history as past, an 

object to be studied. Instead, he recounts, rediscovers, and recapitu-

lates for a new generation facing new (and, at the same time, very old) 

prob lems.

The proj ect of crafting a usable past for Black Americans had been 

ongoing among Black public intellectuals.22 Significantly, five years 

 earlier, Douglass’s son had faced criticism for his support of a new John 

Brown statue. As the editor of the New York newspaper the Age wrote:

The whites have embalmed the memory of John Brown in marble 

and vellum and Fred Douglass Jr. now wants colored  people to 

embalm it in brass; while the memory of the black hero is pre-

served neither in marble, vellum, or brass. What we protest 

against is the Negro worship of white men and the memory of 

white men, to the utter exclusion of colored men equally patriotic 

and self- sacrificing.23

As the editor’s critique makes clear, “the memory of white men” came at 

the cost of excluding “the memory of the black hero.” In the mid-  and 

late  century, published volumes of white American history proliferated; 

yet preserving the memory of white men did  little to impede an increase 

in anti- Black vio lence, designed to obliterate all “memory of the black 

hero.” One of Douglass’s aims in “Slavery,” then, was to respond to the 

elisions of white history with a more accurate account.24 However, as 

he himself had written forty years prior, “our history has been but a 

track of blood,” inseparable from the trauma of enslavement.25 How 

then might he narrate an accurate account of American chattel slavery 

while also making that past, so full of blood and horror, usable for 

Black Americans seeking to navigate the new challenges of a post- 

slavery United States?

One way, it seems, was to propose alternative ways of naming hero-

ism: “the black hero” as the Age editor names him, might (or perhaps 

must) look dif fer ent from the white hero. Like his desire to create a us-

able past for African Americans, Douglass similarly proposes an alter-

nate image of the Black hero. Drawing from Black Americans’ collective 

past, Douglass pays par tic u lar attention to the resilience of Black 

Americans, their survival, their tenacity, and their ability to rise from 
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beneath the weight of centuries of oppression and vio lence. This focus 

on resilience rather than revolution or even re sis tance marks a seismic 

shift in Douglass’s thinking. Whereas forty years before he had praised 

the revolutionary call of Liberty or Death, asserting that “ there was not 

one among us, who would not rather have been shot down, than pass 

away life in hopeless bondage,” he now firmly declares that “liberty is 

 great, but life is greater.” If, as he writes, Black Americans have “been 

taunted with [their] failure to strike for . . .  freedom” through revolu-

tionary action, Douglass works to reverse that judgment, representing 

supposed failure as strength, perseverance, and survival in the face of 

unrelenting oppression.26 In the view from the end of the  century, the 

ability of Black subjects to “bear and forbear, and to submit to wrong 

for the moment and bide their time,” serves as “proof of [their] kinship 

with the greatest of mankind.”27

Douglass’s argument—it is Black Americans’ ability to forebear 

and endure rather than fight and, potentially, perish that marks their 

strength—is controversial.28 Indeed, on the surface, he appears to be 

discouraging rebellion and violent re sis tance altogether; and, at least 

partially, this viewpoint was a response to the changed po liti cal land-

scape in which Black rebellion seemed less plausible. However, his ob-

jective, despite its problematic implications, arose from both pragmatic 

and principled positions. Pragmatically, while the proj ect of abolition 

was made pos si ble through cross- racial co ali tion and structured organ-

izations able to identify and act against proslavery opposition, by the 

1890s the American Anti- Slavery Society had disbanded; Black Ameri-

can men had, at least on paper, attained formal citizenship; and the 

once- clear distinction between ally and foe (pro/anti- slavery) had dis-

solved as Black Americans faced new forms of vio lence and oppression, 

some explicit and some subtle, from whites now ready to sacrifice 

Black lives at the altar of a re united nation and a sanitized past.

 These reasons would perhaps be enough to argue against violent 

re sis tance in a world in which the oppressor was less recognizable and 

the structures of oppression had changed. In such a world, Douglass 

suggests, endurance has become a key means of re sis tance. However, 

he offers a principled motivation for his argument as well, proposing an 

alternative set of values to Anglo- Saxonism. While Douglass’s work had 

long provided explicit counterarguments to baseless theories of white 

superiority advanced by the fledgling American school of ethnology, 

the more recent appropriation of evolutionary theory into racial “sci-

ence” once more made it necessary to repurpose and expand his previ-
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ous arguments; he needed to reject the resurgence of Anglo- Saxonism 

such theories authorized. Douglass, deftly uses popu lar Anglocentric 

histories throughout “Slavery” to reject Anglo- Saxonism, an effective 

use of reappropriation that also forwards a more accurate depiction of 

the anti- Black vio lence constantly faced by Black Americans both during 

and  after enslavement. This shift in argumentative strategy lends the 

moments in which he does revisit his previous arguments significant 

weight. Indeed, some of his intended readers would have recognized 

that his  earlier claims needed  little alteration, as the fight against anti- 

Black vio lence and oppression remained ongoing. The tactics Douglass 

had relied upon in the late 1840s to demonstrate Anglo- American hy-

poc risy  were still necessary fifty years  later as he fought against the 

continued horror inflicted upon Black Americans.

If Anglo- Saxon ideology— individualism, force, revolution, 

dominance— proved most responsible for anti- Black vio lence in the US, 

then perhaps a more radical move would be to reject  those ideals alto-

gether and embrace, instead, dif fer ent moral princi ples. That is, if anti- 

Blackness is the product of a society that values strength and vio lence, 

then the answer cannot be more strength and vio lence but rather some-

thing  else altogether. We might return momentarily to the critique faced 

by Frederick Douglass Jr. in response to his support for a John Brown 

statue.29 Bearing in mind the association of Anglo- Saxon values with 

the American discourse of individualism and self- made men, we might 

reread the editor’s critique in a dif fer ent light. While the editor under-

standably hopes to have Black heroes to stand beside white ones, he 

does not consider that perhaps any world that produces “heroes” on the 

Anglo- Saxon model is potentially anti- Black. Douglass’s argument  here 

may offer an alternative view—to most effectively combat the ideals of 

Anglo- Saxonism and white supremacy, Black Americans, already dif-

ferentiated from whites through racialization, must also differentiate 

themselves from white Americans through a fresh set of ideals and 

ethics. Douglass’s response to Anglo- Saxonism may be read then as a 

means of reimagining the world, rather than succumbing to it, antici-

pating other modes of Black re sis tance which would appear over the 

long afterlife of enslavement.30

Douglass was not alone in contesting Anglo- Saxonism’s virtues by 

eschewing “fiery temper . . .  hasty impatience . . .  [and] deeds of daring” 

as incompatible with “a high and enduring civilization.”31 In the post- 

Reconstruction era, in which the frequency of anti- Black vio lence con-

tinued to increase and amid ongoing claims that Black Americans  were 
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unfit for the responsibilities and privileges of citizenship, a number of 

Black thinkers moved beyond claims for more equality and began as-

serting Black moral superiority. Anna Julia Cooper, for instance, had 

written two years  earlier about Amer i ca’s “race prob lem” (in A Voice 

from the South), “Amer i ca needs the Negro for ballast if for nothing 

 else,” serving as “counterpart to the cold and calculating Anglo- 

Saxon.”32 While Cooper’s vision of which Black virtues best oppose 

Anglo- Saxonism (“tropical warmth and spontaneous emotionalism”) 

could strike many readers  today as deeply mistaken, W. E. B Du Bois 

offers a similar argument that may be more palatable. His 1890 Harvard 

commencement address, “Jefferson Davis as a Representative of Civili-

zation,” contests the ideology of Anglo- Saxon superiority by arguing, as 

Douglass does, that Black “submission . . .  is rather an evidence of su-

periority of race” compared with, what Du Bois calls, Anglo- Saxonism’s 

“idea of the strong man— Individualism coupled with the rule of 

might.”33 Even more explic itly, Du Bois suggests that although Jefferson 

Davis and  others like him may be “noble” when “judged by the  whole 

standard of Teutonic civilization,” one must recognize that “ there is 

something fundamentally incomplete about that standard.”34 Du Bois 

draws a marked difference between “civilization” and “Teutonic civili-

zation,” the former built upon pro gress and just ideals, the latter a racist 

and violent empire propagated by false tales of heroism and daring.35

Problematic as they may be to many readers  today,  these valoriza-

tions of Black “submission” all seek to affirm the power and abilities of 

Black Americans by offering their survival and forbearance as a direct 

counterpart (or “ballast”) to whites’ continued fetishization of Anglo- 

Saxon culture.36 Indeed,  these thinkers’ views arguably anticipate re-

cent rethinking of the nature of Black re sis tance. Douglass’s attention 

to vulnerability and forbearance calls to mind what Kevin Quashie has 

called the “inward” life of “quiet,” what Stefano Harney and Fred Moten 

describe as the Black “undercommons,” with its turn away from “pol-

icy” and “interests” in preference for “militant preservation,” and even 

what scholars like Audre Lorde and Sara Ahmed have suggested is the 

power of survival in the face of structures intent on one’s destruction.37 

“Slavery” also partially anticipates the work of  those thinkers, particu-

larly Fred Moten, Saidiya Hartman, and Tina Campt, who elaborate the 

necessity of refusal (particularly refusing participation in structures 

that have long denied access or even an acknowl edgment of one’s 

 humanity in order to instead create possibility, “using negation as a 

generative”).38
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Like “Lessons of the Hour,” which could be cited as an inspiration 

for the “Black Lives  Matter counterargument to the extralegal killing of 

black  people,” “Slavery” has a par tic u lar relevance for con temporary 

readers.39 Using a meta phor of police vio lence, “it is not merely the sher-

iff that holds the prisoner but the nation  behind the sheriff,” Douglass 

insists in the essay, as he had across his  career, that the entire nation is 

responsible for the system of enslavement and the anti- Black racism 

that survived it.40 Renewing his demand for reparations, Douglass 

compels his readers to consider the lasting generational, social, and 

economic effects of enslavement—an extensive list of “manifold wrongs 

perpetrated upon the pre sent and past generations”— which white 

Americans, as “guilty party, to the enslavement of the negro” must be-

gin to meaningfully atone for.41 The demand for reparations reminds 

readers that while the strength of Black Americans may lie, for the mo-

ment, in patient endurance, it is importantly not a call for submission. 

Instead, Douglass praises the resilience of Black Americans while ac-

knowledging that it is neither submission nor defeat but perhaps a lying 

in wait or an outlasting that  will end not in further submission but in 

collecting that which has been long overdue.

Like the New York Times’s recent 1619 Proj ect, which seeks to cen-

ter Black American experience to rethink discussions of US history, the 

choice of the Harvard Publishing Com pany to begin its Illustrated His-

tory in 1619 and to center “prominent men and  women of the race” 

stands in a long lineage of Black scholars, authors, thinkers, and histo-

rians who have labored to correct common misconceptions of US his-

tory that implicitly and explic itly center whiteness.42 Douglass’s own 

contribution to this proj ect, while highlighting the depths of Black op-

pression and the resilience of Black Americans, also, and perhaps more 

importantly, insists upon an understanding of US history that acknowl-

edges and consistently pulls forward the participation and contribution 

of Black Americans in order to leave readers with the understanding 

that Black American history is American history and that the latter re-

lies upon the former for its very existence.

Douglass’s “Slavery” provides modern readers with clear historical 

linkages from enslavement to postbellum vio lence to our current itera-

tions of the same structures. The official end of enslavement did not 

change the anti- Black oppression that existed in the United States and 

the same racist structures that Douglass once fought against as an abo-

litionist continued into his final years. As modern readers  will recog-

nize, the racist ideals that “Slavery” condemns continued long  after 
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Douglass’s death at the end of the  century: they are still with us  today. 

“Slavery” insists that all readers reexamine U.S. history and demands 

recognition of, as well as reparation for, the vio lence of the past. As 

Douglass’s work makes clear, the vio lence of the pre sent means this is 

work that still must be done.

Figure 1. The thirty- third page of Douglass’s “Slavery” manuscript as it currently appears in the Library of 

Congress digital archives. Likely typed on the typewriter still in residence at the Frederick Douglass 

National Historic Site. Readers see Douglass’s handwritten edits as they appear throughout the text.
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