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in memORy OF JOhn lewis

anD tO all ReaDeRs OF FReDeRicK DOuglass

Past, PResent, anD tO cOme



From this little bit of experience — slave experience — I have 
elaborated quite a lengthy chapter of political philosophy, 

applicable to the American people.

FreDerick DOuglass,  
“Sources of Danger to the Republic” (1867)

•

Confronted with the master’s outrageous effort to deny him all 
dignity, the slave even more than the master came to know and 
to desire passionately this very attribute. For dignity, like love, is 
one of those human qualities that are most intensely felt and 

understood when they are absent — or unrequited.

OrlanDO PattersOn, Slavery and Social Death:  
A Comparative Study (1982)

•

For people of color have always theorized — but in forms quite 
different from the Western form of abstract logic. And I am  
inclined to say that our theorizing (and I intentionally use the 
verb rather than the noun) is often in narrative forms, in the 
stories we create, in riddles and proverbs, in the play with 
language, since dynamic rather than fixed ideas seem more 
to our liking. How else have we managed to survive with such 
spiritedness the assault on our bodies, social institutions, 

countries, our very humanity?

barbara christian, “The Race for Theory” (1987)

•
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introduction

“The Thing Looked Absurd”

The Black in Douglass’s Political Philosophy

On April 20, 1847, Frederick Douglass returned to the United States from 
an eighteen-month abolitionist speaking tour in Britain. He had fled 
there in 1845 fearing that his master Thomas Auld might send agents 
into New England to recapture him after the publication of his best-sell-
ing Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, which had 
made his whereabouts widely known. Now, at the age of twenty-nine, 
he was legally a free man because his English supporters had purchased 
him from Auld and then formally freed him. Now, he was also a cele-
brated international figure who had addressed enormous crowds in Ire-
land, Scotland, and England. And now, he had ambitious new plans for 
himself: he aimed to found and edit a newspaper addressed primarily to 
free Black readers living in the North. Revisiting his decision to found 
the North Star in My Bondage and My Freedom (his second version of his 
autobiography, published in 1855), he explained his primary motive: he 
had believed that “a tolerably well conducted press, in the hands of per-
sons of the despised race, by . . . making them acquainted with their own la-
tent powers [and] by enkindling among them the hope that for them there 
is a future . . . would prove a most powerful means of removing preju-
dice, and of awakening an interest in them.”1 Somewhat to his surprise, 
however, when he arrived in Boston and shared his plan with colleagues 
in William Lloyd Garrison’s Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, they 
were skeptical. “My American friends looked at me with astonishment!” 
Douglass recalls. “ ‘A wood-sawyer’ offering himself up to the public as 
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an editor! A slave, brought up in the very depths of ignorance, assuming 
to instruct the highly civilized people of the north in the principles of 
liberty, justice, and humanity! The thing looked absurd” (390).

To his “American friends,” Douglass’s plan to become a public phi-
losopher engaged with the political challenges facing both free Black 
and white Americans seemed “absurd” — and in a sense it was. It 
preposterously reversed a worldview that had come to feel natural to 
them: they assumed that only free persons can know what freedom is; 
that only those who think freely know what thought is; that only those 
who take for granted that they are subjects gazing on a world of ob-
jects know what knowledge is. Reading Douglass’s recollections of his 
friends’ reactions to his plan reminds us that, as philosopher Charles 
Mills has observed: “Insofar as . . . persons are conceived of as having 
their personhood uncontested, insofar as their culture and cognition 
are unhesitatingly respected, insofar as their moral prescriptions take 
for granted an already achieved citizenship and a history of freedom —  
insofar, that is, as race is not an issue for them, then they are already 
tacitly positioned as white persons, culturally and cognitively Euro-
pean, racially privileged members of the West.”2 Did Douglass aim 
to expose the unconscious workings of this white logic in his friends 
when, ironically mimicking their reaction, he described his ambitions 
as “absurd”? I think so.

What is certain is that when he founded the North Star, he aimed 
both to encourage his Black readers to be more conscious of their “la-
tent powers” and to “instruct” all the American people in the “princi-
ples” of their democracy. What linked these two objectives? The short 
answer, as we shall see, was white racism. The longer answer, as I hope to 
show, was the distinctive political philosophy he had begun to work out 
as a response to racism. As he would claim himself some twenty years 
later: “From this little bit of experience — slave experience — I have elab-
orated quite a lengthy chapter of political philosophy, applicable to the 
American people.”3 In the book that follows, I have tried to bring into 
view this particular “chapter” of Douglass’s political thought — that 
is, the part of it that originated in his experience of enslavement, that 
he honed through his labors as a Black public intellectual, and that he 
used to promote Black political solidarity, to contest white racism, and 
to transform the nation’s understanding of democracy and democratic 
citizenship.
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The Centrality of Human Powers

It is already well known that Douglass was a political thinker. Seeking 
to describe and explain his political thought, most scholars have ar-
gued that it belongs in one or more of the traditions of political thought 
he would have encountered after escaping enslavement. Historian 
Philip Foner, for one, has argued that Douglass and other Black intel-
lectuals of his time identified strongly with “the republican traditions 
of the eighteenth century, particularly as expressed in the Declaration 
of Independence and the Constitution.”4 Robert Gooding-Williams has 
also placed Douglass in the tradition of republican political thought, 
whereas Peter C. Myers and Nick Buccola have marshaled an impressive 
quantity of evidence to argue that Douglass is best understood as a nat-
ural rights liberal. More recently, literary scholar Maurice Lee has per-
suasively demonstrated Douglass’s indebtedness to Scottish Common 
Sense philosophers, while Douglas Jones has made a very strong case 
for Ralph Waldo Emerson’s influence on him.5 All of these readings of 
Douglass’s political thought are historically informed and cogently ar-
gued; indeed, their findings — if taken as a partial and not a comprehen-
sive account of his thought — are virtually incontrovertible.6 However, 
my own focus is on the aspects of Douglass’s political philosophy that 
he traced back to his “slave experience.”7 This dimension cannot be as-
similated to these traditions but, rather, evades, supplements, or chal-
lenges them. And just here a less familiar Douglass becomes visible.

This Douglass did not begin his philosophical thinking, as philoso-
pher George Yancy emphasizes, “with the abstract Cartesian ‘I think,’ 
but with a rich description of subjectivity whose historicity was linked 
to the Middle Passage and shaped by a racist discursive vortex.”8 A close 
look at that “rich description” reveals that the key word in his politi-
cal lexicon is “powers,” and that an attunement to power is what most 
markedly distinguishes his “chapter” of political philosophy from the 
prevailing currents of political theorizing in his time. This should not 
be surprising. “The slave has all his life been learning the power of his 
master” (352), he observed in My Bondage and My Freedom, and he had 
that power of oppressors in mind when he declared, so famously, that 
“power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did, and it never 
will.”9 What the master’s power aimed for, Douglass had come to be-
lieve, was the utter submission of the enslaved through the destruc-



4 · intrODuctiOn

tion or appropriation of their own powers. As he pointed out in an 1847 
speech he delivered in England: “The slave had no power to alter his re-
lation — no assent or dissent to give in the matter — no voice in his own 
destiny. His mind, as a mental, moral, and responsible being, was blot-
ted out from existence; he was cut off from his race; dragged down from 
the high elevation where God had placed him — ‘a little lower than the 
angels’ — and ranked with the beasts of the field. All his powers were in 
the hands of another.”10

Yet this speech somewhat overstates the case and misrepresents the 
totality of his thought, for Douglass more frequently asserted that the 
resilient powers of the enslaved never could be entirely “blotted out 
from existence.” As he insisted in an 1851 speech: “Dark as is the lot 
of the slave yet he knows he is not a beast, but is as truly a man as his 
master. Nothing can make the slave think that he is a beast; he feels the 
instincts of manhood within him at all times, and consequently there 
is a perpetual war going on between the master and slave, and to keep 
the slave down the whip and fetters are absolutely necessary.”11 From 
his personal experience of this “war” between master and slave, Doug-
lass elaborated a political philosophy that had power at its core — the 
power of the slave master as he sought to disempower the enslaved, and 
the powers of the enslaved as they struggled to resist. These powers of 
the enslaved were not granted by law or custom. Rather, as he would 
argue, they were lodged in the very being of the enslaved as human be-
ings. Indeed, Douglass came to believe that these powers constitute the 
very humanness of all humans and make possible their development of 
their human worth, or human dignity. And so, as we shall see, while he 
used the conventional language of natural rights philosophy to assert 
that “the great truth of man’s right to liberty entered into the very idea 
of man’s creation,” he interjected his own distinctive philosophy when 
he added that “man’s right to liberty is written upon all the powers and 
faculties of man.”12 We cannot understand Douglass’s thinking about 
Black politics, democracy, and citizenship until we see how his concern 
with power permeates all of these.

Angela Y. Davis was the first to point out that Douglass’s work of-
fers a radical analysis of the concept of freedom, one that reveals that 
while “the slave is actually conscious of the fact that freedom is not 
a fact, . . . is not a given, but rather something to be fought for, . . .  
[t]he slave master . . . experiences his freedom as inalienable and thus 
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as a fact: he is not aware that he too has been enslaved by his own sys-
tem.”13 Political theorist Neil Roberts has further explored Douglass’s 
distinctive political philosophy by arguing that he developed a notion of 
“comparative freedom,” one that is cognizant of freedom’s contingency 
and limitations.14 Building on these profound insights, I would suggest 
further that Douglass sometimes aimed to show his white readers that 
their freedom, too — not just the freedom of the slave master and the en-
slaved — was far less absolute and given than they supposed. The prob-
lem was not just that they were “enslaved by their own system” (though 
that was sometimes the case), but that their freedom was not a settled 
question and never would be. Like Black Americans, then, they must be 
prepared to wage an endless struggle to establish and maintain it, for 
themselves individually and for all other citizens. In short, Douglass’s 
theory of democratic citizenship insists that freedom is never secure 
for anyone. Because those with more power will inevitably seek to limit 
or even destroy it, we always have a “duty to perform” — that of exercis-
ing our powers and thereby preserving our freedom and our democracy. 
Along with many other antebellum Black writers, as literary historian 
Derrick Spires has shown, Douglass believed that “citizenship . . . is not 
a thing determined by who one is but rather by what one does.”15

White Racism, Black Politics, and the Need  
for a New Public Philosophy

By the early 1850s if not sooner, Douglass had concluded that in order 
to defeat both the slavery system and the anti-Black racism that was its 
“foundation,” both Black and white Americans would have to radically 
revise their understanding of democracy and democratic citizenship.16 
As political theorist Juliet Hooker has argued, he “was committed to 
working toward the refoundation of the U.S. polity on more egalitar-
ian terms; he envisioned its radical transformation based on an expan-
sive notion of multiraciality that would decenter whiteness.”17 Such a 
refoundation was necessary because the nation’s public philosophy was 
manifestly unable to remedy three intertwined, mutually reinforcing 
problems: it did not explain why Black Americans (or any Americans, 
for that matter) were entitled to full membership in a democratic polity; 
it did not provide a convincing account of why individual citizens join 
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together to form a political community in the first place; and it did not 
encourage citizens to take action against injustice either on their own 
behalf or in defense of other citizens.18

All these shortcomings can be seen within the Declaration’s famous 
assertion that “all men are created equal, endowed by their Creator 
with certain inalienable Rights,” including the rights to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness.19 First, it offers no substantive conception 
of “man” beyond the assertion that he is “endowed” with rights. Such 
vagueness works well until some members of a nation are deemed not 
to be men; then, when they claim their rights, they are put in the posi-
tion of first having to establish that they are men — but what is a “man”? 
The nation’s public philosophy did not say — and still does not say —  
probably because Thomas Jefferson and the other founders, all of them 
white, could simply take their status as humans for granted. And that 
complacence, as Charles Mills observes, is the very essence of white 
privilege. Similarly, the Declaration does not explain or even hint why 
any humans are worthy of the rights with which they are endowed. What 
is it about man, as a species of being, that makes plausible the belief 
that every man is entitled to certain rights? Without an answer to that 
question made explicit in the nation’s public philosophy, all new claim-
ants to those rights lacked — and still lack — an adequate philosophical 
basis on which to establish that they, too, are worthy of them.

The Declaration’s second shortcoming is that it offers no broad, af-
fective basis on which citizens might build and sustain a political com-
munity. In answer to the question of what binds individuals into a dem-
ocratic polity, natural rights liberalism names only “self-interest.” But 
the pursuit of individual self-interest, or “happiness,” cannot provide 
the feelings of mutual belonging and solidarity required to create and 
sustain a self-governing community. Consequently, citizens may be dis-
posed to turn to supplementary sources of political and social solidarity, 
such as nationalism, race, and gender. This is arguably the case today, 
and it was certainly true in the antebellum period, when native-born 
white men claimed increasingly that they were the only legitimate pos-
sessors of democratic political rights in the United States. Finally, the 
third flaw in the nation’s public philosophy was that it imagined citizen-
ship as a status, and the citizen as a passive holder of rights. Although 
the belief that democratic rights are “endowed,” not won, provides a 
broad theoretical basis for universal democratic citizenship, it implies 
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that these rights are real and secure until a tyrant tries to take them 
away. But Douglass and many other Black political thinkers of his time 
saw that such a view of citizenship and rights tends to make citizens 
quiescent in the face of more subtle forms of oppression and indiffer-
ent, or even resistant, to the arguments made by new claimants to dem-
ocratic rights.

Perceiving all these shortcomings in the nation’s understanding of 
democracy and citizenship, Douglass believed that as a Black activist 
intellectual he would have to do more than assail and defeat the slav-
ery system; he would also have to develop and promote a radically new 
interpretation of America’s public philosophy. For this reason, his well- 
known turn to political abolitionism in the early 1850s marks not just 
his recognition that abolitionists should employ political means to 
overthrow slavery. It reflects as well his intuition — rapidly becoming 
a conviction — that abolitionists would have to devise a new political 
philosophy, one that could fight more effectively against the menace of 
anti-Black racism.20 He knew, of course, that such a philosophy would 
have to draw often and enthusiastically upon Americans’ traditional 
public philosophy — a hybrid of natural-rights liberalism, republican-
ism, and Scottish philosophy. This was, after all, the only political lexi-
con that most Americans understood and endorsed, and he would have 
to speak their language. But he realized, too, that he would have to sup-
plement that language, or inflect it, so as to render it more competent 
to redress the failings of a racist slaveholding polity.21 Where might 
he — and Americans — find such a transformative supplement? The an-
swer already lay at hand: for it was his experience of enslavement, and 
his perspective as a raced other, that had first spurred him to perceive 
the flaws not just in the nation’s comportment but in the public phi-
losophy through which it imagined and constructed its political sub-
jects and community. These origins in his experience are precisely what 
makes Douglass’s “chapter” of political philosophy a Black political phi-
losophy, even though he thought it “applicable” not just to Black politi-
cal struggle but to the entire U.S. polity.22

Early in his career, and increasingly as he committed himself to 
philosophizing, Douglass saw that he would have to do much more 
than present his political ideas for public inspection and adoption. Be-
cause he spoke to white audiences as a person of African descent, and 
one whose political insights emerged in large part from Black experi-
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ence, he could not even be heard by many of them; indeed, he could 
not be seen by many as a being who could legitimately address them, 
and so he was frequently put in the absurd position of having to estab-
lish his credentials as a fully human person before he could begin his 
actual discourse. As well, because he knew firsthand the brutalities of 
the Southern bondage system, and because he insisted that virtually 
all white citizens of the United States benefited from that system, he 
was the bearer of bad news that most white Americans did not want 
to hear. Most were just as invested in white innocence as the readers 
whom James Baldwin aimed to disabuse in the 1960s. Consequently, 
every time Douglass spoke or wrote, he did so knowing that the lan-
guage he had at his disposal might work against expressing what was 
most radical and unsettling in his thought. This is why his thinking 
is frequently marked by seeming contradiction, inconsistency, indeter-
minacy, and paradox. Instead of viewing these qualities suspiciously as 
mistakes, however, we should welcome and investigate them as clues. 
They are indications of the energy of his intellectual aspirations, and 
they mark the seams along which those aspirations collided with the 
world — physical, linguistic, conceptual — into which he was thrown.

In order to communicate his philosophy to his audiences (Black and 
white), Douglass had to craft a distinctive rhetorical style. But “style” 
can be a misleading term here unless we understand that it did more 
than just ornament his thinking, or package it. At a deeper level, his 
style also structured his thinking. Its key elements were irony, awareness 
of what we now call “standpoint,” a rhetorical move I will call “rever-
sal” or “chiasmus,” and a visceral antipathy to categorical divisions of 
all kinds. One of his favorite techniques, combining standpoint aware-
ness, irony, and chiasmus, was to reverse the field of vision, so that the 
object seen becomes the subject who sees. In his incisive 1881 essay on 
color prejudice, for example, he recalls: “A good but simple-minded Ab-
olitionist said to me that he was not ashamed to walk with me down 
Broadway arm-in arm, in open daylight, and evidently thought he was 
saying something that must be very pleasing to my self importance, 
but it occurred to me, at the moment, that this man does not dream 
of any reason why I might be ashamed to walk arm-in-arm with him 
through Broadway in open daylight.”23 The structure of this anecdote 
is itself a chiasmic reversal: it pivots on his phrase “but it occurred to 
me” and then proceeds to show how the world looks through the oppo-
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site end of the telescope. To the mind of one who had experienced both 
enslavement and freedom, and who could move fluidly from one stand-
point to another, how “simple-minded” were all those Americans who 
did not know that they saw things from a particular standpoint — and 
how in need of “instruction” in the “principles of liberty, justice, and 
humanity.”

This Douglass — a self-consciously Black political philosopher con-
cerned with both the problems of Black politics and the need to trans-
form the racist white American polity — will seem both familiar and 
strange to many of my readers. Consider, for example, the light he sheds 
on the slavery system and the experience of enslavement. On the one 
hand, he confirms much that is already established: that the slavery 
system sought to dehumanize the enslaved, not just deprive them of 
freedom; that it both denied and recognized the humanity of its slaves; 
that individual slaveholders both enjoyed personal relationships with 
the enslaved and used those relationships as instruments of their own 
power and domination; and that the enslaved resisted their enslave-
ment in countless small ways, and also in more frequent acts of overt 
and defiant rebellion than the historical record has readily admitted. At 
the same time, my account of Douglass’s distinctive political philoso-
phy reveals also that the experience of enslavement fostered a common-
sense adoption of what we now call “standpoint epistemology”; it also 
promoted the development of a disposition that held all persons to be 
inextricably interconnected, so that no matter how much a slaveholder 
might strive to distance himself from the beings he had enslaved, he 
could not do so without distancing himself also from his own human 
nature. The more we attend to these aspects of Douglass’s thought, the 
more clearly we will see that he was a far more feminist thinker, both by 
his day’s standards and ours, than we have perceived heretofore.

Douglass’s writings suggest further that while the enslaved per-
ceived how profoundly the slavery system’s culture and ideology shaped 
the world they lived in, they did not therefore conclude that everything is 
a cultural construct; instead, as his famous description of their singing 
indicates, they held both these realms in tension with one another. As 
we shall see, all of these dispositions — so at odds with the prevailing 
temperament Douglass found in the North when he escaped to free-
dom — critically shaped the intellect that would later claim to have elab-
orated a chapter of political philosophy from his experience of enslave-
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ment.24 But they also contributed to the challenges he faced later when 
he tried to convey that philosophy to his audiences. Those challenges 
rise again to confront anyone who attempts to convey that philosophy 
today. Thus, even as I employ words like “Black” and “feminist” in this 
summary account of Douglass’s thought, I must emphasize that these 
terms do no more than gesture toward its contours. Like the labels “re-
publican,” “liberal,” “nationalist,” and “assimilationist,” they describe 
it only imperfectly. To name how his political thought both evokes and 
evades these and other such categories, I have turned to yet another fa-
miliar term: “fugitive.” Douglass’s political thought is indeed a fugitive 
mode of political thinking — but, here again, not always in the senses of 
that term most prevalent today.25

For a second preview of the ways my account of Douglass’s politi-
cal philosophy will be both familiar and strange, consider also how the 
words “humanity” and “dignity” have been used as descriptors of his 
thought. Historian David Blight, for example, has observed that “for 
black Americans, the [Civil] war took on the deepest possible meaning: 
it was both an end and a new beginning of a long struggle to achieve 
freedom and dignity out of oppression.”26 Political scientist Michael 
Dawson, who identifies Douglass as a “black radical egalitarian liberal,” 
posits that Black liberals “argue for the . . . recognition of the human-
ity and dignity of all individuals within a political community.”27 Or-
lando Patterson writes, “Confronted with the master’s outrageous ef-
fort to deny him all dignity, the slave even more than the master came 
to know and to desire passionately this very attribute.”28 Waldo Martin 
refers often to Douglass’s “egalitarian humanism” and observes that 
Douglass “understood his people’s need for dignity and self-respect.”29 
Literary historian Douglas Jones observes that “Douglass . . . broadens 
the political significance of American Transcendentalism, beckoning 
us to ‘throw off sleep’ and ‘awaken’ to the ways in which racial differ-
ence shrouds our perception of the other’s dignity and divinity.”30 As 
all these examples suggest, we have long been accustomed to suppose 
that Douglass’s political thought valued humanity and dignity. But have 
we often enough paused to ask what Douglass meant when he spoke of 
“humanity” and “dignity?” For that matter, have we often enough asked 
what we mean by them? Many of my readers will be familiar with Doug-
lass’s famous claim, in My Bondage and My Freedom, that “a man without 
force is without the essential dignity of humanity” (286). They might 
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also know his claim that “next to the dignity of being a free man, is the 
dignity of striving to be free”; and they might even be aware of his fre-
quent references to the “unity and dignity of the human family.”31 But 
as I hope this book will show, we have not yet sufficiently investigated 
and unpacked the meaning of these formulations, much less followed 
the path that Douglass’s deep interest in dignity and humanity indi-
cates.32 Yet these two concerns, along with his abiding preoccupation 
with power, constitute the core of the political philosophy he elaborated 
from his experience of enslavement.

I came to Douglass’s political philosophy as a literary historian 
steeped in the interests and methods of nineteenth-century U.S. liter-
ary and cultural studies who had swerved into and become fascinated 
by the field of political theory. Not surprisingly, I have come to feel that 
a synthesis of both these disciplines is required in order to do some jus-
tice to the complexity of Douglass’s thought and its rhetorical sophisti-
cation. Yet, as Stanley Fish pointed out decades ago, interdisciplinarity 
is so very hard to do. No single book can meet the expectations of mul-
tiple disciplines. My colleagues in U.S. and African American literary 
studies will probably want more history and less philosophy than I offer 
here, whereas my friends in the fields of political theory and Black polit-
ical thought will perhaps ask for less history and more engagement with 
the traditions of political philosophy. I recall vividly the afternoon when 
I was explaining to a friend who is a renowned scholar what Douglass 
meant by “dignity” and how it resembled but also differed from Kant’s 
understanding of the word. After listening patiently, he replied with a 
look of perplexity: “So is that the kind of thing political theorists talk 
about at their conferences?” Yes, sometimes it is.

Finally, it’s worth emphasizing that my subject here is the distinctive 
chapter of political philosophy Douglass elaborated from his experience 
of enslavement, not the whole of his political thought, much less a com-
plete intellectual biography of him. This means that in the following 
pages, some topics that interest both disciplines will receive little if any 
attention. For example, the transnational dimensions of Douglass’s po-
litical thinking have been variously explored by scholars in both fields, 
including (among many others) Paul Giles, Paul Gilroy, Robert Levine, 
Juliet Hooker, Christopher Hanlon, Ifeoma Nwanko, Millery Polyné, 
Cody Marrs, and Fionnghuala Sweeney. Yet this rich topic falls beyond 
my scope: although Douglass certainly drew on the cosmopolitan and 
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transnational perspective that he acquired during his first trip to Brit-
ain and later travel to Haiti, and although he increasingly positioned 
U.S. democracy in a global and hemispheric context, his “chapter of po-
litical philosophy” was fundamentally a response to anti-Black racism 
within the United States. This is why, with characteristic attunement to 
standpoint location, he claimed that it was “applicable to the American 
people.”

Outline of Chapters

This book begins by showing that Douglass started self-consciously to 
philosophize when he became fully aware of the contingent nature and 
malignant functions of white racism, founded the North Star to com-
bat it, and then plunged into the debates within the Black community 
about what was often termed “the condition and destiny” of Blacks in 
the United States. Douglass’s engagement with these topics, while al-
ready productively explored by other scholars, looks significantly differ-
ent when we see how strongly it was shaped by his emergent, power-ori-
ented political thinking.

The book’s second chapter shows how his political thinking deep-
ened into a political philosophy as he sought to counter racist asser-
tions that Blacks were not actually human, a task that required him to 
develop a more robust yet flexible conception of “the human” than lib-
eralism, republicanism, and Scottish philosophy could offer. “For Dou-
glass,” as Robert Gooding-Williams has argued, “eradicating the insti-
tution of slavery require[d] a revolutionary refounding of the American 
polity, and hence a transformation of the norms of citizenship.”33 Such a 
refounding and transformation would require a new public philosophy 
of democracy, and this is what his own political thought proposed to 
offer. It is rooted in his proposition that humans are beings composed 
of several distinctive human powers, and that our conscious exercise 
of these is what accords us a worth, or dignity, one that merits respect 
from others and serves as the “foundation” of our natural rights.

Chapter 3 argues that the distinctiveness of Douglass’s political 
thought resides (and must be found) not just in its substance, or in its 
propositions, but in its manner, or style — what I call his fugitive rheto-
ric. As Douglass aimed to give voice to what his experience of radical 
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unfreedom had shown him, he also had to meet the rhetorical chal-
lenges posed by his otherness as a former slave and by his racial sub-
ject position as a Black man speaking to skeptical, if not hostile, white 
audiences. Consequently, he did not just have thoughts that differed 
substantively from the thoughts of many persons who composed his 
audiences; he often thought in a different way, using what he called a 
different “method.” As we shall see, his unusual mode of thinking is 
what James McCune Smith took pains to explain to readers in his intro-
duction to My Bondage and My Freedom.

The book’s fourth and fifth chapters return to Douglass’s participa-
tion in the debates that roiled the antebellum Black public sphere. Chap-
ter 4 focuses on his positions on the wisdom of Black emigration schemes 
and the legitimacy of violence as a weapon against slavery. Chapter 5 ex-
amines Douglass’s famous change of mind regarding the constitution-
ality of slavery. In all of these instances, we find that topics that have 
been analyzed and debated by many historians appear in a different light 
when we approach them as expressions of Douglass’s political philos-
ophy, not just as a sequence of pragmatic political decisions prompted 
by contemporaneous political events. We discover in particular that 
what looked like “inconsistency” to many of his contemporaries —  
and to many Douglass scholars since then — was in fact a consistent ex-
pression of what he called his “method” of thinking, one that held binary 
“opposites” in tension rather than opting to choose between them.

Chapter 6 offers a reading of My Bondage and My Freedom as Doug-
lass’s retrospective investigation and representation of the origins of 
his political thought. Because he believed that his political philosophy 
had originated in his experience of enslavement, this second autobiog-
raphy’s more detailed account of his enslavement is, in part, a medita-
tion on how that experience had yielded the insights he later elaborated 
philosophically. His investigation focuses on two key issues. First, what 
could he learn from his own experience about the act, or process, of 
political awakening — what French theorist Jacques Rancière has called 
“political subjectivization”?34 What triggers the moment in which a 
person becomes an active political subject? Second, and closely related, 
Douglass consults his own experience to learn more about the nature 
of resistance: From what inner resources do oppressed persons draw in 
order to resist their oppression? What forms does their resistance take? 
The answers to these questions were critical to his efforts to awaken 
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Americans to take action against the evils of slavery and racism, and to 
his efforts to spur the free Black community to more active citizenship 
and more assertive resistance to racism.

Chapter 7 examines Douglass’s responses to the end of the Civil War; 
the passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments; 
and the collapse of Reconstruction. In this new political environment, 
in which the formerly enslaved had been granted male suffrage and a 
significant measure of civil rights, he faced the discouraging fact that 
“the malignant spirit” of white racism was still abroad in the land. His 
speeches and writings in this period, commonly addressing themselves 
to either Black or white audiences, urged both to adopt certain dispo-
sitions and strategies of citizenship in their struggle against racism. 
Nothing less than “the soul of the nation” was at stake, he believed.35 
Again drawing on his experience of enslavement, Douglass understood 
racism to be a distinctive form of oppression, one that attacks not just 
the formal rights but also the human dignity of its targets. For this rea-
son, he believed more strongly than ever that the struggle against rac-
ism must include a public philosophy with a robust conception of hu-
man nature, an explicit commitment to human dignity, and a vision of 
citizenship that recognizes human vulnerability and encourages col-
laborative practices of mutual respect.

This book’s concluding chapter proposes that Douglass’s fugitive po-
litical philosophy will always appear somewhat “strange, mysterious, 
indescribable,” and suggests that the radical strangeness of Douglass’s 
thought will enable it to offer an ongoing critical perspective on all ver-
sions of political philosophy that have originated within conditions of 
comparative freedom. I conclude, for this reason, that we should strive 
to honor Douglass’s fugitivity rather than absorb his political thought 
fully into any tradition of Black or democratic political philosophy —  
including even those that have been described as “fugitive.”

Douglass’s Political Thought and the Afterlife of Slavery

Slavery has been formally abolished in the United States, but the racism 
that was both its cause and its effect persists, continuing to constrain 
and wound most if not all dark-skinned persons living in the United 
States today. Now, as in Douglass’s time, the United States needs to de-
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velop a different public philosophy of its democracy, one that articulates 
the value of the human and the citizen more concretely and vividly than 
does liberalism, less narrowly and exclusively than does republicanism, 
and without recourse to notions of community based on kinship, race, 
religion, or the nation-state. Douglass’s theory of the human and the 
citizen offers one intriguing version of such a revision. As well, in our 
time as in Douglass’s — perhaps more than in Douglass’s — most Amer-
icans have a passive relation to their citizenship, rights, and govern-
ment. The widespread belief that democratic citizenship is primarily 
about rights that we “possess” still discourages many from actualiz-
ing their rights by acting as citizens. The equally tenacious belief that 
citizenship is a status that is conferred still disposes many to suppose 
that citizenship can be fully attained and achieved when it is merely 
documented by the legal apparatus of the state. Douglass’s power- 
centered conception of the human and the citizen, his linkage of free-
dom with responsibility, and his belief that democratic citizenship re-
quires a democratic disposition all point the way toward a more dy-
namic, citizen-driven democracy.

For most of his life, Douglass steadfastly opposed the idea of Black 
American emigration to another place or country. He was also a firm be-
liever in a multiracial, “composite” democracy that welcomed all races 
and ethnicities and privileged none. He cautiously avowed his belief in 
the “preponderance” of good over evil in the aggregate of human be-
ings, and it was on this faith that he staked his loyalty to democracy 
and his belief that the majority of white citizens — perhaps just a bare 
majority — would be able to disburden themselves of the privilege and 
the prison of their racism.36

Would he have retained these beliefs had he lived through half a cen-
tury of Jim Crow, then witnessed the rise of the prison-industrial com-
plex, the mass incarceration of Blacks, and the twenty-first-century re-
birth of unashamed white nationalism in the United States and across 
Europe? Or would he have become a pessimist? These are unanswerable 
questions, and I don’t believe that the answers to them really matter 
anyway. After all, no intellectual or cultural legacy of the past is likely 
to be fully adequate to the problems of the present. In using it, we must 
be selective. And creative. This was one of Douglass’s own beliefs: “We 
have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present and 
the future.”37 In the last analysis, then, it is not for this or any other book 
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to decide whether his political thought is useful today. Its usefulness 
can be discovered and proved — as Douglass repeatedly insisted — only 
if and when it is put into action.

Indeed, because Douglass undertook all his political thinking with 
specific political objectives in mind, his political theory is more a praxis- 
oriented guide to citizenship-as-struggle than a speculative account of 
the political. It does not deal with what democracy ideally should be, 
but with what citizens both Black and white ideally should do. It is un-
der no illusion that an ideal polity can be brought into being and sus-
tained through history; yet it also believes that democratic citizens need 
ideals to motivate and sustain their struggle for greater justice. While it 
urges citizens to understand themselves to be situated actors in a his-
torically contingent world, it also insists that they hold themselves ac-
countable to principles that are true “on all occasions, in all places.”38 It 
understands full well that democracy is a necessarily incomplete proj-
ect achieved only when citizens collaboratively make headway against 
repeated and never-ending impositions of injustice by those who wield 
inordinate power. It warns that even fully enfranchised citizens who 
take all their rights for granted should recognize that their freedom is 
far from absolute or secure. It resists habits and traditions of thought 
that force choices instead of opening paths to new possibilities. It takes 
“democracy” and “citizenship” to be verbs, not nouns, and it urges citi-
zens to make “a leap in the dark” and act in unavoidably risky and com-
promised ways to bring democracy — and themselves — into being (413).
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