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In his preface to the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Wendell Phillips claims that true abolitionists should oppose slavery for more powerful reasons than merely because slavery “starves men and whips women”.
 A page later, he writes suggestively that Douglass saw a deeper truth about slavery when he began to “gauge the wretchedness of the slave” in terms of the “cruel and blighting death which gathers over his soul” instead of in terms of the slave’s wretchedness, hunger or want.
  All this strongly implies that Douglass’ assault on slavery and slaveowners occurs on two separate rhetorical levels; one devoted to sensationalizing bloody, whipped bodies and one directed towards matters of salvation and the soul.

In the sequel, I will attempt to explicate and interpret this dimension of the soul by first examining the imagery that Douglass uses to represent the action of slavery on his and others’ souls and then by tracing this imagery to its origin in the Gospel of John.  Subsequently, I will sketch out the ways in which Douglass’ use of that Gospel as a touchstone serves to independently authenticate his ability to give testimony against slavery while simultaneously marginalizing the evangelical defense of slavery and securing his rhetorical position vis-à-vis William Lloyd Garrison.

To further describe my frame of mind in writing this essay, understand that, through close reading of the residues of this “spiritual dimension”, I hope to address the complex interplay of three questions concerning the motivations and strategies that Frederick Douglass held and employed in writing his Narrative. First, I would like to consider what authorized Douglass to write the Narrative and to be heard, in an age when blacks could not give legal testimony against whites.  Second, I wish to explore the specific political goals that Douglass was attempting to achieve by searching for connections between his rhetorical strategies and these goals.  For example, while it seems clear that the work can be seen as a broad assault on slavery and slaveowners, one might enquire about the particular nature of the arguments that his Narrative was designed to refute. Third, what were the qualities of Douglass’ relationship to William Lloyd Garrison as he wrote the Narrative?  In particular, can we detect, even at this early date, the seeds of discord that blossomed over the following ten years into Douglass’ “betrayal” of Garrison?  These are some of the overarching questions that arose as a result of my attempt to produce a unified interpretation of the ‘spiritual dimension’ alluded to by Wendell Phillips’ preface.  To attempt to answer these questions, it will help to explore what, exactly, I mean when I’m discussing Douglass’  “dimension of the soul”. Hence:
Awareness of a layer of spiritual meaning in Douglass’ work extending beyond the rhetoric of hurt bodies originally dawned on me when I noticed, much to my initial surprise, that Frederick Douglass uses light/dark imagery in three very conventional ways; namely, to represent the binaries of hope versus hopelessness, moral knowledge versus ignorance, and good versus sin or evil.  Consider three examples: first, when Douglass emphasizes that it was in the “darkest hours” of his career that he relied on a "spirit of hope" to cheer him through the "gloom"
, he is using “darkness” and “gloom” to indicate the hopelessness of his situation.    Second, when he accuses slaveowners of cruelly shutting the slave up in “mental darkness” and of darkening the slave's “moral and mental vision”
, he is using darkness to represent a profound ignorance of morality, religion, and reason.  Finally, when Douglass lambastes the Christianity of the South as a "dark shelter under which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and most infernal deeds of slaveholders find the strongest protection"
 he has practically defined Evil – understood for the moment as “infernal” deeds – in terms of “darkness” that attends and shelters those deeds’ commission. 
Clearly, darkness and its connotations of sin, evil, ignorance and hopelessness serve important rhetorical functions in Douglass’ text - what is there to be surprised about in this?  My surprise that Douglass would risk trying to define separate dimensions of his narrative along the axes of body and soul, indexed respectively by blood and darkness, stems from the understandable but pernicious tendency of his audience to conflate the indices by equating Douglass’ dark skin with the metaphorical darkness in which he embeds and enshrouds the action of slavery on his self.  To see that his audience was capable, even encouraged to make just this association, consider another quote from Wendell Phillips’ introduction in which he simultaneously uses the language of virtue, purity, darkness, shadow, and skin pigmentation to claim that Douglass can only be understating the true measure of the evil of slavery as he shows us slavery’s “fairest features”:
"You come from that part of the country where we are told slavery appears with its fairest features. Let us hear then what it is at its best estate, gaze on its bright side, if it has one and then imagination may task her powers to add dark lines to the picture as she travels southward to that, for the colored man, Valley of the Shadow of Death
 where the Mississippi sweeps along." (Phillips in Douglass 44)

‘In light’, so to speak, of this ‘pernicious linkage’ by his audience of artistic ‘value’ (the term for the intensity of light or shadow in a drawing), moral virtue, and skin pigmentation, I was surprised that Douglass decided to use the imagery that I have detailed above. I expected that he would either eschew the imagery or would "reclaim" it, yet he seems to do neither of those things. Or does he?  To answer this question and to consider the questions that I posed in my introduction I need to explain my interpretation of the function of the imagery in the Narrative.  I will begin by considering the likely source
 Douglass’ binary imagery, which, as I alluded to in the introduction, is the Gospel of John
.
The Gospel of John is justifiably famous for its striking imagery of light and darkness.  What, for my purposes, is most striking about its imagery is that the connotations of the imagery exactly parallel the connotations given to it by Douglass. In the first verses of the Gospel, John writes that Jesus, incarnated as the Word of God, was the "light of men" which "shineth in the darkness" and was not overcome by it.
  Here darkness, denoting the absence of the Word of God, is associated with ignorance. In Chapter 5, John states that evildoers seek darkness and avoid the light (specifically, “the light that has come into the world”) because they hate the light and fear the exposure of their deeds.
  Here, John is using darkness to represent the shelter and mark of evil.  Finally, John quotes Jesus preaching that his followers "shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life".
  In this passage, the Light is associated with hope and with salvation while darkness represents the opposite of these qualities.
The existence of such a close connection between the texts, namely the precise correspondences between the binary themes of hope/hopelessness, good/evil, and knowledge/ignorance, suggests that Douglass’s text and the Gospel might run parallel to one another in other ways.  This hypothesis turns out to be well-founded.  In particular, by interpreting Douglass’ text through the lens of the Gospel of John, I am able to give meaning and color to one of the more puzzling moments in Douglass’ text, namely, the moment when Douglass accuses the slaveholding “Christians” of the South of being modern-day Pharisees.
  What is the significance of this accusation, either for Douglass or for his audience? 
I have two complementary answers to this question.  My first answer is that each time that Douglass refers to the Southerners as Pharisees
 or accuses them of committing religious failings similar to those that John accused the Pharisees of; he is invoking the stereotypes, images, and understandings of the Pharisees that have been propagated through the Gospel.  What are those understandings?  The Pharisees are represented in John as the people who refuse to listen to or believe
 Jesus’ testimony and who are cursed for their disbelief.
,
 
According to Phillip Foner (by way of Houston Baker, Jr. (Douglass 19)), Douglass began writing the Narrative in response to pressure from the leaders of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society to offer new evidence to bolster his credibility in the face of accusations of fraud stemming from the fact that Douglass "did not look, act, think, or speak like a man who had just recently escaped slavery." (Foner 59).  
*
*
*

We have now uncovered the first of my introductory questions: “What authorizes Douglass to give testimony about slavery?”

According to one group of critics, the genre of slave narratives (which contains Douglass’ Narrative) is defined, in part, by the presence of ‘authenticating documents’, written by well-known white abolitionists, which establish the factuality of the account of slavery that is given by the slave narrative.  Since many of the thousands of extant slave narratives were dictated by the slave author (rather than being written directly by that author), these documents served an important role for the doubtful white audience of the Narrative since it was widely held in many circles that white abolitionists were prone to exaggerating the horrors of slavery and, furthermore, that blacks could not give (legal) testimony against whites.  Thus we can easily argue that Douglass is authorized to give his testimony on the basis of William Lloyd Garrison’s and Wendell Phillips’ prefatory letters.

Another view, espoused by William Andrews, holds that Douglass is authorized by the overwhelming expressiveness
 and individual personality of his narrative voice; i.e. that when Douglass gives his readers his feelings about the events described by his narration as well as the ‘facts’ of the events themselves, he is authorizing himself to speak merely by speaking as he does: his testimony would be incomprehensible if we did not recognize him as a legitimate speaker.  Andrews elaborates his position:
“Douglass’s Narrative instances an even more radical stage in the process of self-authorization that distinguished black autobiography in the 1840s… [Andrews quotes Douglass’ explanation of his “special providence” and why, to be true to “the earliest sentiments of my [Douglass’] soul”, he must explain this favor of divine Providence to his audience regardless of their ridicule.] …This is a crucial declaration in the history of black autobiography. For the first time, the black writer announces that truth to the self takes priority over what the white reader may think is either probable or politic to introduce into discourse.” (Andrews 103)

Unfortunately, Andrews’ interpretation is flawed here because he mistakenly conflates Douglass’ “self” with “the earliest sentiments of my [Douglass’] soul”.  To be true to the sentiments of one’s soul,  for Frederick Douglass, is to be true to God’s will – in this case, it is to witness His Providence at work over the objections of the disbelieving modern-day Pharisees.  This flaw runs deeper when Andrews continues:
“What is the authority that justifies this declaration of independence in a black man’s interpretation of his own life? He does not appeal to divine inspiration, nor does he appropriate from Scripture in order to empower himself with moral or prophetic authority. Instead, his authority comes from (1) the act of having claimed it; (2) his allegiance to the self rather than to the other, the reader; and (3) his definition of truth and falsehood as that which is consistent with intuitive perception and needs, not as absolute standards.” (Andrews 103)

Andrews is claiming that Douglass neither draws on divine inspiration nor appropriates from Scripture.  However, we have seen (from a close reading of the Gospel of John) how Jesus was intensely concerned with establishing his authority to speak the Truth, i.e. the Word of God, and how, according to Foner, Douglass was similarly concerned with establishing his authority to witness the true evils of slavery.  If I could show that Douglass had positioned himself rhetorically the same way that Jesus is positioned in the Gospel, then it would be clear that he was deriving this authority from an appeal to that Gospel.  Such a comparison would simultaneously explain one reason why Douglass accuses his opponents of being Pharisees.
Consider the following two pieces of evidence: first, Douglass uses the language of “glorious resurrection… to the heaven of freedom” to describe his victory over slavery, embodied in his climactic confrontation with Mr. Covey.
  “To glorify”
 is the key word used to describe Jesus’ crucifixion, in which he is “raised up” towards his Father’s heaven, and after which he is resurrected.  Thus, while the events of their struggles differ in some details, Douglass is clearly encouraging us to view him in the context of an earlier Glorification and resurrection.   Second, and perhaps more convincing is this  parallel:
[25] The other disciples therefore said unto him [Thomas], We have seen the Lord. But he said unto them, Except I shall see in his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I will not believe… [27] Then saith he [Jesus] to Thomas, reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands; and reach hither thy hand, and thrust it into my side: and be not faithless, but believing... [29] Jesus saith unto him, Thomas, because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed. (John 20:25-29)

Like Jesus, Douglass would clearly prefer that his audience believe in his testimony without the need to see his wounds, in this case, the scars on his back.  Thus we see the deep meaning attached by Douglass to the places where he accuses Southern Christians of being modern-day Pharisees – if Douglass is Jesus then his doubters are Pharisees and, by rejecting his testimony they have, like the Pharisees, condemned themselves to walk forever in the “darkness” that pervades in the absence of the “light” (salvation) of Douglass’ (Jesus’) testimony.
To summarize (or to hammer the point home, so to speak) in the language of my opening, I’m arguing that while we should view the Narrative as being documentation of his scars in the style of Foner, Douglass and Phillips are asking us to move beyond the dimension of wounded, whipped bodies into a dimension of authentication and authorization predicated on appeal to the Scriptural precedent for the act of giving testimony. 
*
*
*

I mentioned that there is a second explanation for Douglass’ attempt to describe religious Southerners as Pharisees. Having established the parameters of Douglass’ Scriptural appeal and having given some indication of the Scriptural implications of his accusation, I can now state the second explanation in terms of the main pro-slavery argument of his day:

According to John Patrick Daly, the “dominant southern proslavery position” can best be explained by a shared (between the North and the South) “evangelical morality” founded on the principles of “individualism and moral self-discipline” (Daly 1-2) and the belief that material prosperity indicates the satisfaction of Providence, i.e. that “Godliness is profitable unto all things.” (Daly 13-14).   A second part of the argument was that as individuals were completely autonomous moral agents, it was possible for slavery as an institution to be evil while simultaneously allowing the vast majority of Christian slaveowners to be virtuous Christians through their ownership of slaves.  (Daly 31, 44)  This was a crucial claim for Douglass’ purposes because, according to Daly, “a belief that slaveholders had good, Christian character usually did prevent a citizen – North or South – from attacking slavery.” (Daly 32).  Finally, the 1830’s economic revival of the south, combined with the post-1801 evangelical Revival convinced white Southern ministers that Providence was smiling on them (Daly 34).
The historical result of Daly’s analysis that is most relevant to my argument is that:

 “Ministers took up the battle against abolitionism with ferocious glee and quickly helped split the three evangelical churches into separate northern and southern wings. Religious secession and civil war followed instantly on the heels of the slavery debate. After they had split in spirit in 1835, the evangelical churches split in form in 1837 (the Presbyterians), 1844 (the Methodists), and 1845 (the Baptists).” (Daly 73)

Now for Frederick Douglass, a devoted Methodist
 abolitionist speaker, writing in 1843-44, the rise of evangelical pro-slavery arguments is a problem that needs to be countered.  How do you marginalize arguments by Southern ministers?  You quote Matthew to the effect that:

"They attend with Pharisaical strictness to the outward forms of religion, and at the same time neglect the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith." (Douglass 156)

to demonstrate that the ministers and their flocks are people whose salvation is not guaranteed, regardless of their material prosperity, because they have (in your eyes) ignored the Word of God.  In this way, Douglass’ indictment of the Southern Christians as collection of Pharisees and hypocrites functions simultaneously to authenticate Douglass’ testimony and to defuse the most potent contemporary pro-slavery argument.
*
*
*

A final question remains to be answered: “What was the nature of Garrison’s and Douglass’ relationship as Douglass wrote the Narrative?” William Andrews is of the opinion that, at this stage in his career, Douglass still regarded Garrison with great respect and love (214-216).  Furthermore, Andrews believes that Douglass “would not authorize himself at Garrison’s expense.” (Andrews 138). If their relationship in 1843-44 was as positive as Andrews makes it appear, then his reading of Garrison’s famous prefatory line: 

“Mr. DOUGLASS has very properly chosen to write his own Narrative, in his own style, and according to the best of his ability, rather than to employ some one else.” (Garrison, in Douglass 38)
as “praise” (Andrews 101) can be justified.  This reading bothers me, however, because I have always viewed this line as being highly condescending.  Douglass was clearly both a very proud man and a great writer – and if I were as proud a man and as good a writer as Douglass, I know that I would feel rather hurt to read such an introduction from a close friend or father figure.  In light of the fact that Douglass encourages us so strongly to read him as being like Christ in parallel with the Christ of the Gospel of John, I feel as though he is encouraging us, by virtue of the rhetorical structure in which “Garrison’s preface authenticates the testimony given by Douglass in the main text”, to read him as Jesus to Garrison’s John with respect to the act of giving testimony.

In doing so, I think he maneuvers Garrison into a rhetorically inferior position. By invoking the imagery of John to independently authenticate his testimony, Douglass is effectively saying that the same relationship of narrative authority that holds between Jesus and his apostle John, also holds between Frederick Douglass and his apostle William Lloyd Garrison – i.e. that, like Jesus, Douglass has a testimony greater than Garrison’s.
  This view is particularly striking in light of some historical facts concerning Garrison’s relationship to organized religion; namely, that “Garrison repudiated the divine inspiration of the Scriptures.” (Quarles 17) and that as “An anti-sabbatarian, he shocked a deeply religious America by regarding as superstition the setting aside of the first day of the week for religious worship.” (Quarles 18). Neither of these sound positions much like Douglass.  Hence, as I see it, the very fact that Douglass wove his “spiritual dimension” so deeply into the Narrative is itself indicative of a deep ideological split with Garrisonian abolitionism.
Conclusion

I have argued that by creative allusion to the Gospel of John, embedded in conventional binary imagery of light and darkness, Frederick Douglass is able to concurrently offer suggestive reasons why we should be “converted” by his testimony and to defend himself against accusations of fraud on the part of his pro-slavery opponents. In doing so, he plays on the complex meanings and ambiguities surrounding the idea of "giving testimony" in order to establish the authenticity of his narrative, to demonstrate his moral and religious authority, and to indict the American religious and judicial systems that, at this time, consistently refused to hear black testimony. In the course of these events, he is able to effectively refute the most important pro-slavery argument of the time by arguing by analogy that, just as the Pharisees before them, American slaveowners are fooling themselves into a false sense of security about their own salvation by ignoring his testimony.  Finally, the lengths that he and Wendell Phillips went to in order to establish the existence of a “spiritual dimension” in his work separate from and superior to the “dimension of wounded flesh” speak volumes about the chasm within the establishment of Garrisonian abolitionism that was opened a decade later by Douglass’ establishment of his own competing abolitionist newspaper, The North Star.  It remains unresolved, however, what the extent or effects of the ‘pernicious linkage’ between metaphorical darkness and skin pigmentation are on Douglass’ attempt to separate hurt, whipped, black bodies from dark-skinned children of the light.
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(Originally Washington, D.C.: Associated Publishers, 1948).
� "A man must be disposed to judge of emancipation by other tests than whether it has increased the produce of sugar,--and to hate slavery for other reasons because it starves men and whips women,--before he is ready to lay the first stone of his anti-slavery life." (Phillips in Douglass 43)


� "I was glad to learn, in your story, how early the most neglected of God's children waken to a sense of their rights, and of the injustice done them. Experience is a keen teacher; and long before you had mastered your A B C, or knew where the "white sails" of the Chesapeake were bound, you began, I see, to gauge the wretchedness of the slave, not by his hunger and want, not by his lashes and toil, but by the cruel and blighting death which gathers over his soul." (Phillips in Douglass 44)


� "I date the entertainment of a deep conviction that slavery would not always be able to hold me within its foul embrace; and in the darkest hours of my career in slavery, this living word of faith and spirit of hope departed not from me, but remained like ministering angels to cheer me through the gloom." (Douglass 75)


� "She at first lacked the depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental darkness." (Douglass 81)


"They [the slaves who came to Douglass' Sabbath school] came because they wished to learn, their minds had been starved by their cruel masters, they had been shut up in mental darkness." (Douglass 81-82) 


"It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, and, as far as possible, to annihilate the power of reason." (Douglass 135)


� "I assert most unhesitatingly, that the religion of the south is a mere covering for the most horrid crimes,--a justifier of the most appalling barbarity,--a sanctifier of the most hateful frauds,--and a dark shelter under which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and most infernal deeds of slaveholders find the strongest protection." (Douglass 117)


� An interesting contrast between Douglass and Phillips’ Biblical references is that while Phillips draws material (“The Valley of the Shadow of Death”) from the Bible (see Psalm 23), he appears to use only the face-value connotation of the paraphrase rather than to be referring to the connotation of the paraphrased material in its original context.  As will be explicated shortly, Douglass is much more thorough in his rhetorical use of Scripture.


� I owe many thanks to my friend Blair Reaser for helping me to locate the origin of the imagery.


� My Scriptural quotations are taken from the Michigan Humanities Text Initiative’s edition of the King James Version [KJV] of the Gospel of John.


� “[1] In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. [2] The same was in the beginning with God. [3] All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made. [4] In him was life; and the life was the light of men. [5] And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.” (John 1:1-5)


� “[19] And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. [20] For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved. [21] But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that they are wrought in God.” (John 3:19-21)


� “[12] Then spake Jesus again unto them, saying, I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.” (John 8:12)


� Douglass also uses material extensively from other Biblical texts, most notably, the Gospel of Matthew.


� "The Christianity of America is a Christianity, of whose votaries it may be as truly said, as it was of the ancient scribes and Pharisees...” (Douglass 155).


� “[13] The Pharisees therefore said unto him, Thou bearest record of thyself; thy record is not true… [16] Therefore said some of the Pharisees, This man is not of God, because he keepeth not the sabbath day.” (John 8:13-16)


� “[48] Have any of the rulers or of the Pharisees believed on him? [49] But this people who knoweth not the law are cursed.” (John 7:48-49)


� “[11] Jesus answered [Pilate]… therefore he [Judas Iscariot, in concert with the Pharisees] that delivered me unto thee hath the greater sin.” (John 19:11)





� “Douglass was the first Afro-American autobiographer to risk the negative expressive for rhetorical purposes that involved more than simply ‘letting the indignant spirit find free utterance.’… The extensive use of the expressive in the 1840s represents an important stage in the authorizing of the narrative voice in the slave autobiography.” (Andrews 103)


� "The gratification afforded by the triumph [over Mr. Covey] was a full compensation for whatever else might follow, even death itself... I felt as I never felt before. It was a glorious resurrection, from the tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom." (Douglass 113)


� “[23] And Jesus answered them, saying, The hour is come, that the Son of man should be glorified.” (John 12:23)


� According to a scholarly biographer, Benjamin Quarles, Douglass claims to have joined a Methodist church at age 13-14 and he probably learned the art of public speaking in church groups. He was a well-known exhorter for the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion Church and, finally, he may have been licensed to preach in 1841 by a minister from Rochester (Quarles 11, 14).  


� This passage is paraphrase of Matthew 23:23; in his appendix, Douglass paraphrases extensively from this and other chapters of Matthew, as well as from John.


� "[35] He was a burning and a shining light: and ye were willing for a season to rejoice in his light.�[36] But I have greater witness than that of John: for the works which the Father hath given me to finish, the same works that I do, bear witness of me, that the Father hath sent me." (John 5:35-36)
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