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Readings

Unit 5 

• Introduction—Civil Rights: Demanding Equality

• Tocqueville, Democracy in America: “The Idea of Rights in the United States”

• DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk

• Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave

• Gilman, Women and Economics

Questions

1. What concept did Tocqueville place above right in political value? How did he explain the 
relation between this idea and right?

2. What did DuBois mean when he wrote about “double consciousness”?

3. What event or activity immediately preceded Douglass’s attempt to escape from slavery?

4. What were some of the social consequences of women being trained to be non-productive 
consumers according to Gilman?
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Introduction—Civil Rights: Demanding Equality
“The government of a democracy brings the notion of political rights to the level of the humblest citizens,” wrote
Tocqueville, “ just as the dissemination of wealth brings the notion of property within the reach of all men; to my
mind, this is one of its greatest advantages.”The notion of rights, as Locke would remind us even more explicitly
than Tocqueville, is intimately connected to notions of property and privacy; Tocqueville’s comparison is more
than a convenient simile, it is also an important historical connection. In the United States, property was one of
the first rights to receive significant protections by the government; it would take years of struggle, however, for
the humble property-less citizens to begin to have their civil rights protected by the government. Typically, the
term civil rights refers to philosophically grounded rights that are maintained by the state—that is, they generally
have stronger cultural support due to their suggested naturalness than political rights which derive from the
ability to vote. In the United States, civil rights are often conceived as protections against government regulation
derived from the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution, particularly the freedom of
speech, religion, press, and privacy.

Since the time of the Civil War, the primary focus of debate concerning civil rights in the United States has been
influenced by the struggles of former slaves and their descendents. The Civil Rights Acts of 1866, 1870, 1871, and
1875 attempted to grant and protect the civil and political rights of former slaves, particularly such common
rights as the right to sue in a court of law, to give evidence and to own property. Passed over the veto of President
Andrew Johnson, the Civil Rights Act of 1866 was later strengthened in terms of constitutionality and legality by
the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment. Passed in 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment countered the “black
codes” and ensured that no state “shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities
of the citizens of the United States ... [or] deprive any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law,
[or] deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.” The Amendment also gave Con-
gress the power by section five to pass any laws needed for its enforcement. The 1871 Act attempted to extend
the civil rights of former slaves by protecting them against discrimination by innkeepers and owners of public
transportation. This act was mostly invalidated in the Civil Rights Cases of 1881, in which the Supreme Court ruled
that civil rights were properly the domain of the states, not the federal government. After the 1875 Civil Rights
Act, the federal government, in fact, stayed out of the business of protecting the civil rights of the humble until
the middle of the next century.

The most important piece of modern civil rights legislation, at least for the humble, was the 1964 Civil Rights Act.
Attempts by reformers to force the application of the Bill of Rights through the Fourteenth Amendment was lim-
ited by the fact that the Fourteenth Amendment only applied to actions of governments, not the actions of pri-
vate individuals, even when that action had broad public application such as the refusal to sell basic human
necessities such as a place to dine or sleep. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 also declared a strong legislative program
against discrimination in public schools and colleges. The legislative program was of great importance in deseg-
regating public schools. Title VI of the Act prohibits discrimination in programs funded by the federal government,
while Title VII of the Civil Rights Act forbids employment discrimination by employers engaged in interstate com-
merce. Congress has followed up this monumental piece of legislation with numerous other acts dealing with dis-
criminatory employment practices.

The Fourteenth Amendment, included with the Constitution in an earlier chapter, plays an important part in the
definition and elaboration of civil rights—from rights involved in protecting citizens from racial discrimination to
speech, to legal council, and even to birth control. The Fourteenth Amendment has “incorporated” the Bill of
Rights to the states. That is, initially the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the Constitution, did not apply
to states. States could have, with constitutional acceptability, established a religion, abridged free speech, or
imposed prior restraint on the press. Such limitations on states were debated during the consideration of the First
Amendment but were rejected by Congress. The First Amendment was not really intended by its writers to pro-
tect the rights of individuals to say whatever they wanted, it was more likely conceived to limit the power of the
federal government. All of the Bill of Rights was similarly limited in scope. This is no longer true. Many changes
have contributed to the application of the Bill of Rights to the states, including the passage of the Fourteenth
Amendment and the Civil Rights Acts. By the later part of the twentieth century, virtually all of the Bill of Rights
applied to the states as well as to the federal government.
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There have been other changes as well. For example, the word “speech” has undergone a significant transforma-
tion as well. In dealing with the First Amendment’s prohibition on the regulation of speech by Congress, the cen-
tral legal question is simply “What is speech?” This apparently simple question is actually quite complex. Does
speech include pornography? Does the First Amendment protect sayings on t-shirts from public decency ordi-
nances? Are pictures speech? Symbols? Those who drafted the First Amendment arguably did not consider the
wearing of arm bands to be “speech,”yet in the 1969 decision (Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School
District), the Supreme Court decided that such action was indeed speech and therefore protected under the First
Amendment. While the language of the First Amendment has not changed, our sense of language has, as has the
meaning of the Constitution, even though its words, in this instance, have not changed. No change is more
remarkable than that in the period since World War II. The Bill of Rights has gone from being of little popular sig-
nificance, since it only applied to the federal government, to being the first elements of citizenship that citizens
reference when asked to reflect on what they love about their country.

While all of these changes are quite amazing, equally amazing is that they were mostly forced by the humble.
Expansion of rights for blacks and women did not really occur until the groups demanded them. Many of the gen-
uine accomplishments in citizenship in America are, in large part, the result of the humble asserting rights,
gaining power, and making their world more livable. Some of the readings collected here present the accounts of
rights and wrongs offered by those attempting to improve their worlds. The protection of rights for those histor-
ically excluded from such protection did not come easily. There were many setbacks; blacks, for example, were
denied the right to vote for generations by the use in Southern states of poll taxes, literacy tests, and the white
primary even though the Fifteenth Amendment clearly states that the right to vote cannot be denied on the basis
of race. In the 1930s, black civil rights groups began to adamantly demand change, litigate for change, and force
change.

It is fair to say that the United States and its citizens, through their habits of political debate, have done a great
deal to promote the importance of the idea of rights in the world. Rights are an idea whose time has certainly
come. The entire world is now quite attuned to this way of formulating political questions, and civil rights—as
opposed to the nationally limited political rights—have become important to regulating the behaviors of nations
and international corporations. Rights are now commonly included in international agreements, with nations
commiting themselves to the general protections of human rights. The United States, for example, has agreed to
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, a notable internationally binding legal document con-
cerning civil rights.

“There are no great men without virtue,” wrote Tocqueville, “and there are no great nations—it may almost be
added, there would be no society—without respect for right; for what is a union of rational and intelligent beings
who are held together only by the bond of force?”(254). Rights have become important ways to hold together not
just the diversity of the United States but of the entire world.

Introduction—Civil Rights: Demanding Equality, cont’d.
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Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America: “The Idea of
Rights in the United States” 

In “What Are the Real Advantages Which American Society Derives From a Democratic
Government?” (Volume I, Chapter XIV)

THE IDEA OF RIGHTS IN THE UNITED STATES. No great people without an idea of right—How the idea of right can be
given to a people—Respect for right in the United States—Whence it arises.

After the general idea of virtue, I know no higher principle than that of right; or rather these two ideas are united
in one. The idea of right is simply that of virtue introduced into the political world. It was the idea of right that
enabled men to define anarchy and tyranny, and that taught them how to be independent without arrogance and
to obey without servility. The man who submits to violence is debased by his compliance; but when he submits
to that right of authority which he acknowledges in a fellow creature, he rises in some measure above the person
who gives the command. There are no great men without virtue; and there are no great nations—it may almost
be added, there would be no society—without respect for right; for what is a union of rational intelligent beings
who are held together only by the bond of force? 

I am persuaded that the only means which we possess at the present time of inculcating the idea of right and of
rendering it, as it were, palpable to the senses is to endow all with the peaceful exercise of certain rights; this is
very clearly seen in children, who are men without the strength and the experience of manhood. When a child
begins to move in the midst of the objects that surround him, he is instinctively led to appropriate to himself
everything that he can lay his hands upon; he has no notion of the property of others, but as he gradually learns
the value of things and begins to perceive that he may in his turn be despoiled, he becomes more circumspect,
and he ends by respecting those rights in others which he wishes to have respected in himself. The principle
which the child derives from the possession of his toys is taught to the man by the objects which he may call his
own. In America, the most democratic of nations, those complaints against property in general, which are so fre-
quent in Europe, are never heard, because in America there are no paupers. As everyone has property of his own
to defend, everyone recognizes the principle upon which he holds it.

The same thing occurs in the political world. In America, the lowest classes have conceived a very high notion of
political rights, because they exercise those rights; and they refrain from attacking the rights of others in order
that their own may not be violated. While in Europe the same classes sometimes resist even the supreme power,
the American submits without a murmur to the authority of the pettiest magistrate.

This truth appears even in the trivial details of national life. In France few pleasures are exclusively reserved for the
higher classes; the poor are generally admitted wherever the rich are received; and they consequently behave
with propriety, and respect whatever promotes the enjoyments that they themselves share. In England, where
wealth has a monopoly of amusement as well as of power, complaints are made that whenever the poor happen
to enter the places reserved for the pleasures of the rich, they do wanton mischief: can this be wondered at, since
care has been taken that they should have nothing to lose? 

The government of a democracy brings the notion of political rights to the level of the humblest citizens, just as
the dissemination of wealth brings the notion of property within the reach of all men; to my mind, this is one of
its greatest advantages. I do not say it is easy to teach men how to exercise political rights, but I maintain that,
when it is possible, the effects which result from it are highly important; and I add that, if there ever was a time at
which such an attempt ought to be made, that time is now. Do you not see that religious belief is shaken and the
divine notion of right is declining, that morality is debased and the notion of moral right is therefore fading away?
Argument is substituted for faith, and calculation for the impulses of sentiment. If, in the midst of this general dis-
ruption, you do not succeed in connecting the notion of right with that of private interest, which is the only
immutable point in the human heart, what means will you have of governing the world except by fear? When I
am told that the laws are weak and the people are turbulent, that passions are excited and the authority of virtue
is paralyzed, and therefore no measures must be taken to increase the rights of the democracy, I reply that for
these very reasons some measures of the kind ought to be taken; and I believe that governments are still more
interested in taking them than society at large, for governments may perish, but society cannot die.
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But I do not wish to exaggerate the example that America furnishes. There the people were invested with polit-
ical rights at a time when they could not be abused, for the inhabitants were few in number and simple in their
manners. As they have increased the Americans have not augmented the power of the democracy they have
rather extended its domain.

It cannot be doubted that the moment at which political rights are granted to a people that had before been
without them is a very critical one, that the measure, though often necessary, is always dangerous. A child may kill
before he is aware of the value of life; and he may deprive another person of his property before he is aware that
his own may be taken from him. The lower orders, when they are first invested with political rights, stand in rela-
tion to those rights in the same position as the child does to the whole of nature; and the celebrated adage may
then be applied to them: Homo puer robustus. This truth may be perceived even in America. The states in which
the citizens have enjoyed their tights longest are those in which they make the best use of them.

It cannot be repeated too often that nothing is more fertile in prodigies than the art of being free; but there is
nothing more arduous than the apprenticeship of liberty. It is not so with despotism: despotism often promises
to make amends for a thousand previous ills; it supports the right, it protects the oppressed, and it maintains
public order. The nation is lulled by the temporary prosperity that it produces, until it is roused to a sense of its
misery. Liberty, on the contrary, is generally established with difficulty in the midst of storms; it is perfected by civil
discord; and its benefits cannot be appreciated until it is already old.

The Idea of Rights in the United States, cont’d.



Unit 5 - 134 - Democracy in America

W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chapter 1)
W.E.B. DuBois (1868-1963) lived a very long and very active life. He worked, during the course of his life, as a political
activist, political scientist, sociologist, historian, social critic, teacher, and public intellectual. DuBois received a B.A.
from Fisk University and a B.A., M.A., and Ph.D. from Harvard University. He taught Greek and Latin at Wilberforce
University, and then sociology at the University of Pennsylvania and Atlanta University. He was the director of pub-
licity and research of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) from 1909 to 1934
and he was the editor of the NAACP’s paper, The Crisis; until he fell out with them over policies toward the Great
Depression. DuBois spent his long life as a critic of the American social order in its suppression of African American
dreams and hopes. This criticism led him to advance a wide range of solutions from egalitarian democracy, pan-
Africanism, self-determinism, and Marxism.

The Souls of Black Folk
by W.E.B. DuBois

Chapter 1

I. Of Our Spiritual Strivings

O water, voice of my heart, crying in the sand,
All night long crying with a mournful cry,
As I lie and listen, and cannot understand
The voice of my heart in my side or the voice of the sea,
O water, crying for rest, is it I, is it I?
All night long the water is crying to me.

Unresting water, there shall never be rest
Till the last moon droop and the last tide fail,
And the fire of the end begin to burn in the west;
And the heart shall be weary and wonder and cry like the sea,
All life long crying without avail,
As the water all night long is crying to me.
ARTHUR SYMONS.

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by some through feelings of deli-
cacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in
a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, How does it
feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do
not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a
simmer, as the occasion may require. To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a
word.

And yet, being a problem is a strange experience,—peculiar even for one who has never been anything else, save
perhaps in babyhood and in Europe. It is in the early days of rollicking boyhood that the revelation first bursts
upon one, all in a day, as it were. I remember well when the shadow swept across me. I was a little thing, away up
in the hills of New England, where the dark Housatonic winds between Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea. In a wee
wooden schoolhouse, something put it into the boys’ and girls’ heads to buy gorgeous visiting-cards—ten cents
a package—and exchange. The exchange was merry, till one girl, a tall newcomer, refused my card,—refused it
peremptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was different from the
others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter
no desire to tear down that veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in common contempt, and lived above it in
a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows. That sky was bluest when I could beat my mates at examina-
tion-time, or beat them at a foot-race, or even beat their stringy heads. Alas, with the years all this fine contempt
began to fade; for the words I longed for, and all their dazzling opportunities, were theirs, not mine. But they
should not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, I would wrest from them. Just how I would do it I could never decide:
by reading law, by healing the sick, by telling the wonderful tales that swam in my head,—some way. With other
black boys the strife was not so fiercely sunny: their youth shrunk into tasteless sycophancy, or into silent hatred
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of the pale world about them and mocking distrust of everything white; or wasted itself in a bitter cry, Why did
God make me an outcast and a stranger in mine own house? The shades of the prison-house closed round about
us all: walls strait and stubborn to the whitest, but relentlessly narrow, tall, and unscalable to sons of night who
must plod darkly on in resignation, or beat unavailing palms against the stone, or steadily, half hopelessly, watch
the streak of blue above.

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh
son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world,—a world which yields him no true self-
consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation,
this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s
soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,—an American,
a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to
merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost.
He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach
his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He
simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit
upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.

This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both death and isola-
tion, to husband and use his best powers and his latent genius. These powers of body and mind have in the past
been strangely wasted, dispersed, or forgotten. The shadow of a mighty Negro past flits through the tale of
Ethiopia the Shadowy and of Egypt the Sphinx. Through history, the powers of single black men flash here and
there like falling stars, and die sometimes before the world has rightly gauged their brightness. Here in America,
in the few days since Emancipation, the black man’s turning hither and thither in hesitant and doubtful striving
has often made his very strength to lose effectiveness, to seem like absence of power, like weakness. And yet it is
not weakness,—it is the contradiction of double aims. The double-aimed struggle of the black artisan—on the
one hand to escape white contempt for a nation of mere hewers of wood and drawers of water, and on the other
hand to plough and nail and dig for a poverty-stricken horde—could only result in making him a poor craftsman,
for he had but half a heart in either cause. By the poverty and ignorance of his people, the Negro minister or
doctor was tempted toward quackery and demagogy; and by the criticism of the other world, toward ideals that
made him ashamed of his lowly tasks. The would-be black savant was confronted by the paradox that the knowl-
edge his people needed was a twice-told tale to his white neighbors, while the knowledge which would teach the
white world was Greek to his own flesh and blood. The innate love of harmony and beauty that set the ruder souls
of his people a-dancing and a-singing raised but confusion and doubt in the soul of the black artist; for the beauty
revealed to him was the soul-beauty of a race which his larger audience despised, and he could not articulate the
message of another people. This waste of double aims, this seeking to satisfy two unreconciled ideals, has
wrought sad havoc with the courage and faith and deeds of ten thousand people,—has sent them often wooing
false gods and invoking false means of salvation, and at times has even seemed about to make them ashamed of
themselves.

Away back in the days of bondage they thought to see in one divine event the end of all doubt and disappoint-
ment; few men ever worshipped Freedom with half such unquestioning faith as did the American Negro for two
centuries. To him, so far as he thought and dreamed, slavery was indeed the sum of all villainies, the cause of all
sorrow, the root of all prejudice; Emancipation was the key to a promised land of sweeter beauty than ever
stretched before the eyes of wearied Israelites. In song and exhortation swelled one refrain—Liberty; in his tears
and curses the God he implored had Freedom in his right hand. At last it came,—suddenly, fearfully, like a dream.
With one wild carnival of blood and passion came the message in his own plaintive cadences:—

“Shout, O children!
Shout, you’re free!
For God has bought your liberty!”

The Souls of Black Folk, cont’d.
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Years have passed away since then,—ten, twenty, forty; forty years of national life, forty years of renewal and
development, and yet the swarthy spectre sits in its accustomed seat at the Nation’s feast. In vain do we cry to this
our vastest social problem:—

“Take any shape but that, and my firm nerves
Shall never tremble!”

The Nation has not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman has not yet found in freedom his promised land.
Whatever of good may have come in these years of change, the shadow of a deep disappointment rests upon the
Negro people,—a disappointment all the more bitter because the unattained ideal was unbounded save by the
simple ignorance of a lowly people.

The first decade was merely a prolongation of the vain search for freedom, the boon that seemed ever barely to
elude their grasp,—like a tantalizing will-o’-the-wisp, maddening and misleading the headless host. The holocaust
of war, the terrors of the Ku-Klux Klan, the lies of carpet-baggers, the disorganization of industry, and the contra-
dictory advice of friends and foes, left the bewildered serf with no new watchword beyond the old cry for
freedom. As the time flew, however, he began to grasp a new idea. The ideal of liberty demanded for its attain-
ment powerful means, and these the Fifteenth Amendment gave him. The ballot, which before he had looked
upon as a visible sign of freedom, he now regarded as the chief means of gaining and perfecting the liberty with
which war had partially endowed him. And why not? Had not votes made war and emancipated millions? Had not
votes enfranchised the freedmen? Was anything impossible to a power that had done all this? A million black men
started with renewed zeal to vote themselves into the kingdom. So the decade flew away, the revolution of 1876
came, and left the half-free serf weary, wondering, but still inspired. Slowly but steadily, in the following years, a
new vision began gradually to replace the dream of political power,—a powerful movement, the rise of another
ideal to guide the unguided, another pillar of fire by night after a clouded day. It was the ideal of “book-learning”;
the curiosity, born of compulsory ignorance, to know and test the power of the cabalistic letters of the white man,
the longing to know. Here at last seemed to have been discovered the mountain path to Canaan; longer than the
highway of Emancipation and law, steep and rugged, but straight, leading to heights high enough to overlook life.

Up the new path the advance guard toiled, slowly, heavily, doggedly; only those who have watched and guided
the faltering feet, the misty minds, the dull understandings, of the dark pupils of these schools know how faith-
fully, how piteously, this people strove to learn. It was weary work. The cold statistician wrote down the inches of
progress here and there, noted also where here and there a foot had slipped or some one had fallen. To the tired
climbers, the horizon was ever dark, the mists were often cold, the Canaan was always dim and far away. If, how-
ever, the vistas disclosed as yet no goal, no resting-place, little but flattery and criticism, the journey at least gave
leisure for reflection and self-examination; it changed the child of Emancipation to the youth with dawning self-
consciousness, self-realization, self-respect. In those sombre forests of his striving his own soul rose before him,
and he saw himself,—darkly as through a veil; and yet he saw in himself some faint revelation of his power, of his
mission. He began to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place in the world, he must be himself, and not another.
For the first time he sought to analyze the burden he bore upon his back, that dead-weight of social degradation
partially masked behind a half-named Negro problem. He felt his poverty; without a cent, without a home,
without land, tools, or savings, he had entered into competition with rich, landed, skilled neighbors. To be a poor
man is hard, but to be a poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships. He felt the weight of his
ignorance,—not simply of letters, but of life, of business, of the humanities; the accumulated sloth and shirking
and awkwardness of decades and centuries shackled his hands and feet. Nor was his burden all poverty and igno-
rance. The red stain of bastardy, which two centuries of systematic legal defilement of Negro women had stamped
upon his race, meant not only the loss of ancient African chastity, but also the hereditary weight of a mass of cor-
ruption from white adulterers, threatening almost the obliteration of the Negro home.

A people thus handicapped ought not to be asked to race with the world, but rather allowed to give all its time
and thought to its own social problems. But alas! while sociologists gleefully count his bastards and his prosti-
tutes, the very soul of the toiling, sweating black man is darkened by the shadow of a vast despair. Men call the
shadow prejudice, and learnedly explain it as the natural defence of culture against barbarism, learning against
ignorance, purity against crime, the “higher” against the “lower” races. To which the Negro cries Amen! and swears
that to so much of this strange prejudice as is founded on just homage to civilization, culture, righteousness, and
progress, he humbly bows and meekly does obeisance. But before that nameless prejudice that leaps beyond all
this he stands helpless, dismayed, and well-nigh speechless; before that personal disrespect and mockery, the
ridicule and systematic humiliation, the distortion of fact and wanton license of fancy, the cynical ignoring of the

The Souls of Black Folk, cont’d.
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better and the boisterous welcoming of the worse, the all-pervading desire to inculcate disdain for everything
black, from Toussaint to the devil,—before this there rises a sickening despair that would disarm and discourage
any nation save that black host to whom “discouragement” is an unwritten word.

But the facing of so vast a prejudice could not but bring the inevitable self-questioning, self-disparagement, and
lowering of ideals which ever accompany repression and breed in an atmosphere of contempt and hate. Whis-
perings and portents came home upon the four winds: Lo! we are diseased and dying, cried the dark hosts; we
cannot write, our voting is vain; what need of education, since we must always cook and serve? And the Nation
echoed and enforced this self-criticism, saying: Be content to be servants, and nothing more; what need of higher
culture for half-men? Away with the black man’s ballot, by force or fraud,—and behold the suicide of a race! 
Nevertheless, out of the evil came something of good,—the more careful adjustment of education to real life, the
clearer perception of the Negroes’ social responsibilities, and the sobering realization of the meaning of progress.

So dawned the time of Sturm und Drang: storm and stress to-day rocks our little boat on the mad waters of the
world-sea; there is within and without the sound of conflict, the burning of body and rending of soul; inspiration
strives with doubt, and faith with vain questionings. The bright ideals of the past,—physical freedom, political
power, the training of brains and the training of hands,—all these in turn have waxed and waned, until even the
last grows dim and overcast. Are they all wrong,—all false? No, not that, but each alone was over-simple and
incomplete,—the dreams of a credulous race-childhood, or the fond imaginings of the other world which does
not know and does not want to know our power. To be really true, all these ideals must be melted and welded into
one. The training of the schools we need to-day more than ever,—the training of deft hands, quick eyes and ears,
and above all the broader, deeper, higher culture of gifted minds and pure hearts. The power of the ballot we need
in sheer self-defence,—else what shall save us from a second slavery? Freedom, too, the long-sought, we still
seek,—the freedom of life and limb, the freedom to work and think, the freedom to love and aspire. Work, culture,
liberty,—all these we need, not singly but together, not successively but together, each growing and aiding each,
and all striving toward that vaster ideal that swims before the Negro people, the ideal of human brotherhood,
gained through the unifying ideal of Race; the ideal of fostering and developing the traits and talents of the
Negro, not in opposition to or contempt for other races, but rather in large conformity to the greater ideals of the
American Republic, in order that some day on American soil two world-races may give each to each those char-
acteristics both so sadly lack. We the darker ones come even now not altogether empty-handed: there are to-day
no truer exponents of the pure human spirit of the Declaration of Independence than the American Negroes;
there is no true American music but the wild sweet melodies of the Negro slave; the American fairy tales and folk-
lore are Indian and African; and, all in all, we black men seem the sole oasis of simple faith and reverence in a dusty
desert of dollars and smartness. Will America be poorer if she replace her brutal dyspeptic blundering with light-
hearted but determined Negro humility? or her coarse and cruel wit with loving jovial good-humor? or her vulgar
music with the soul of the Sorrow Songs? 

Merely a concrete test of the underlying principles of the great republic is the Negro Problem, and the spiritual
striving of the freedmen’s sons is the travail of souls whose burden is almost beyond the measure of their strength,
but who bear it in the name of an historic race, in the name of this the land of their fathers’ fathers, and in the name
of human opportunity.

The Souls of Black Folk, cont’d.
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Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, An American Slave (Chapter XI)

One of America’s foremost public intellectuals, Frederick Douglass (1817-1895), wrote thoughtfully and powerfully
on a wide range of topics, but about nothing did he write as compellingly as he wrote against slavery. Born a slave
in Maryland, he was sent to Baltimore when he was seven and while there his master’s wife taught him basic
reading and writing skills. He would use these skills to eloquently tell the story of his own experience in slavery, his
motherless childhood, his early working years, and his escape. After his escape to New York, where he wrote his 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, (1845), he fled to Europe to avoid being captured. In 1846, a couple
from England purchased his freedom for $700. As a free man, Douglass returned to the United States to work
against slavery. Once again, he put his words to work, founding the journal the North Star to expound his views, par-
ticularly his abolitionist views. Unlike the other important anti-slavery journal The Liberator, founded by William
Garrison, Douglass argued that the Constitution was not fundamentally supportive of slavery and that it could be
anti-slavery if enough people so believed it.

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave
by Frederick Douglass

Chapter XI

I now come to that part of my life during which I planned, and finally succeeded in making, my escape from
slavery. But before narrating any of the peculiar circumstances, I deem it proper to make known my intention not
to state all the facts connected with the transaction. My reasons for pursuing this course may be understood from
the following: First, were I to give a minute statement of all the facts, it is not only possible, but quite probable,
that others would thereby be involved in the most embarrassing difficulties. Secondly, such a statement would
most undoubtedly induce greater vigilance on the part of slaveholders than has existed heretofore among them;
which would, of course, be the means of guarding a door whereby some dear brother bondman might escape his
galling chains. I deeply regret the necessity that impels me to suppress any thing of importance connected with
my experience in slavery. It would afford me great pleasure indeed, as well as materially add to the interest of my
narrative, were I at liberty to gratify a curiosity, which I know exists in the minds of many, by an accurate statement
of all the facts pertaining to my most fortunate escape. But I must deprive myself of this pleasure, and the curious
of the gratification which such a statement would afford. I would allow myself to suffer under the greatest impu-
tations which evil-minded men might suggest, rather than exculpate myself, and thereby run the hazard of
closing the slightest avenue by which a brother slave might clear himself of the chains and fetters of slavery.

I have never approved of the very public manner in which some of our western friends have conducted what they
call the ~underground railroad,~ but which I think, by their open declarations, has been made most emphatically
the ~upperground railroad.~ I honor those good men and women for their noble daring, and applaud them for
willingly subjecting themselves to bloody persecution, by openly avowing their participation in the escape of
slaves. I, however, can see very little good resulting from such a course, either to themselves or the slaves
escaping; while, upon the other hand, I see and feel assured that those open declarations are a positive evil to the
slaves remaining, who are seeking to escape. They do nothing towards enlightening the slave, whilst they do
much towards enlightening the master. They stimulate him to greater watchfulness, and enhance his power to
capture his slave. We owe something to the slave south of the line as well as to those north of it; and in aiding the
latter on their way to freedom, we should be careful to do nothing which would be likely to hinder the former
from escaping from slavery. I would keep the merciless slaveholder profoundly ignorant of the means of flight
adopted by the slave. I would leave him to imagine himself surrounded by myriads of invisible tormentors, ever
ready to snatch from his infernal grasp his trembling prey. Let him be left to feel his way in the dark; let darkness
commensurate with his crime hover over him; and let him feel that at every step he takes, in pursuit of the flying
bondman, he is running the frightful risk of having his hot brains dashed out by an invisible agency. Let us render
the tyrant no aid; let us not hold the light by which he can trace the footprints of our flying brother. But enough
of this. I will now proceed to the statement of those facts, connected with my escape, for which I am alone respon-
sible, and for which no one can be made to suffer but myself.
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In the early part of the year 1838, I became quite restless. I could see no reason why I should, at the end of each
week, pour the reward of my toil into the purse of my master. When I carried to him my weekly wages, he would,
after counting the money, look me in the face with a robber-like fierceness, and ask, “Is this all?” He was satisfied
with nothing less than the last cent. He would, however, when I made him six dollars, sometimes give me six cents,
to encourage me. It had the opposite effect. I regarded it as a sort of admission of my right to the whole. The fact
that he gave me any part of my wages was proof, to my mind, that he believed me entitled to the whole of them.
I always felt worse for having received any thing; for I feared that the giving me a few cents would ease his con-
science, and make him feel himself to be a pretty honorable sort of robber. My discontent grew upon me. I was
ever on the look-out for means of escape; and, finding no direct means, I determined to try to hire my time, with
a view of getting money with which to make my escape. In the spring of 1838, when Master Thomas came to 
Baltimore to purchase his spring goods, I got an opportunity, and applied to him to allow me to hire my time. He
unhesitatingly refused my request, and told me this was another stratagem by which to escape. He told me I could
go nowhere but that he could get me; and that, in the event of my running away, he should spare no pains in his
efforts to catch me. He exhorted me to content myself, and be obedient. He told me, if I would be happy, I must
lay out no plans for the future. He said, if I behaved myself properly, he would take care of me. Indeed, he advised
me to complete thoughtlessness of the future, and taught me to depend solely upon him for happiness. He
seemed to see fully the pressing necessity of setting aside my intellectual nature, in order to contentment in
slavery. But in spite of him, and even in spite of myself, I continued to think, and to think about the injustice of my
enslavement, and the means of escape.

About two months after this, I applied to Master Hugh for the privilege of hiring my time. He was not acquainted
with the fact that I had applied to Master Thomas, and had been refused. He too, at first, seemed disposed to
refuse; but, after some reflection, he granted me the privilege, and proposed the following terms: I was to be
allowed all my time, make all contracts with those for whom I worked, and find my own employment; and, in
return for this liberty, I was to pay him three dollars at the end of each week; find myself in calking tools, and in
board and clothing. My board was two dollars and a half per week. This, with the wear and tear of clothing and
calking tools, made my regular expenses about six dollars per week. This amount I was compelled to make up, or
relinquish the privilege of hiring my time. Rain or shine, work or no work, at the end of each week the money must
be forthcoming, or I must give up my privilege. This arrangement, it will be perceived, was decidedly in my
master’s favor. It relieved him of all need of looking after me. His money was sure. He received all the benefits of
slaveholding without its evils; while I endured all the evils of a slave, and suffered all the care and anxiety of a
freeman. I found it a hard bargain. But, hard as it was, I thought it better than the old mode of getting along. It was
a step towards freedom to be allowed to bear the responsibilities of a freeman, and I was determined to hold on
upon it. I bent myself to the work of making money. I was ready to work at night as well as day, and by the most
untiring perseverance and industry, I made enough to meet my expenses, and lay up a little money every week. I
went on thus from May till August. Master Hugh then refused to allow me to hire my time longer. The ground for
his refusal was a failure on my part, one Saturday night, to pay him for my week’s time. This failure was occasioned
by my attending a camp meeting about ten miles from Baltimore. During the week, I had entered into an
engagement with a number of young friends to start from Baltimore to the camp ground early Saturday evening;
and being detained by my employer, I was unable to get down to Master Hugh’s without disappointing the com-
pany. I knew that Master Hugh was in no special need of the money that night. I therefore decided to go to camp
meeting, and upon my return pay him the three dollars. I staid at the camp meeting one day longer than I
intended when I left. But as soon as I returned, I called upon him to pay him what he considered his due. I found
him very angry; he could scarce restrain his wrath. He said he had a great mind to give me a severe whipping. He
wished to know how I dared go out of the city without asking his permission. I told him I hired my time and while
I paid him the price which he asked for it, I did not know that I was bound to ask him when and where I should
go. This reply troubled him; and, after reflecting a few moments, he turned to me, and said I should hire my time
no longer; that the next thing he should know of, I would be running away. Upon the same plea, he told me to
bring my tools and clothing home forthwith. I did so; but instead of seeking work, as I had been accustomed to
do previously to hiring my time, I spent the whole week without the performance of a single stroke of work. I did
this in retaliation. Saturday night, he called upon me as usual for my week’s wages. I told him I had no wages; I had
done no work that week. Here we were upon the point of coming to blows. He raved, and swore his determina-
tion to get hold of me. I did not allow myself a single word; but was resolved, if he laid the weight of his hand upon
me, it should be blow for blow. He did not strike me, but told me that he would find me in constant employment
in future. I thought the matter over during the next day, Sunday, and finally resolved upon the third day of 
September, as the day upon which I would make a second attempt to secure my freedom. I now had three weeks
during which to prepare for my journey. Early on Monday morning, before Master Hugh had time to make any
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engagement for me, I went out and got employment of Mr. Butler, at his ship-yard near the drawbridge, upon
what is called the City Block, thus making it unnecessary for him to seek employment for me. At the end of the
week, I brought him between eight and nine dollars. He seemed very well pleased, and asked why I did not do the
same the week before. He little knew what my plans were. My object in working steadily was to remove any sus-
picion he might entertain of my intent to run away; and in this I succeeded admirably. I suppose he thought I was
never better satisfied with my condition than at the very time during which I was planning my escape. The second
week passed, and again I carried him my full wages; and so well pleased was he, that he gave me twenty-five cents,
(quite a large sum for a slaveholder to give a slave,) and bade me to make a good use of it. I told him I would.

Things went on without very smoothly indeed, but within there was trouble. It is impossible for me to describe
my feelings as the time of my contemplated start drew near. I had a number of warm-hearted friends in 
Baltimore,—friends that I loved almost as I did my life,—and the thought of being separated from them forever
was painful beyond expression. It is my opinion that thousands would escape from slavery, who now remain, but
for the strong cords of affection that bind them to their friends. The thought of leaving my friends was decidedly
the most painful thought with which I had to contend. The love of them was my tender point, and shook my deci-
sion more than all things else. Besides the pain of separation, the dread and apprehension of a failure exceeded
what I had experienced at my first attempt. The appalling defeat I then sustained returned to torment me. I felt
assured that, if I failed in this attempt, my case would be a hopeless one—it would seal my fate as a slave forever.
I could not hope to get off with any thing less than the severest punishment, and being placed beyond the means
of escape. It required no very vivid imagination to depict the most frightful scenes through which I should have
to pass, in case I failed. The wretchedness of slavery, and the blessedness of freedom, were perpetually before me.
It was life and death with me. But I remained firm, and, according to my resolution, on the third day of September,
1838, I left my chains, and succeeded in reaching New York without the slightest interruption of any kind. How I
did so,—what means I adopted,—what direction I travelled, and by what mode of conveyance,—I must leave
unexplained, for the reasons before mentioned.

I have been frequently asked how I felt when I found myself in a free State. I have never been able to answer the
question with any satisfaction to myself. It was a moment of the highest excitement I ever experienced. I suppose
I felt as one may imagine the unarmed mariner to feel when he is rescued by a friendly man-of-war from the pur-
suit of a pirate. In writing to a dear friend, immediately after my arrival at New York, I said I felt like one who had
escaped a den of hungry lions. This state of mind, however, very soon subsided; and I was again seized with a
feeling of great insecurity and loneliness. I was yet liable to be taken back, and subjected to all the tortures of
slavery. This in itself was enough to damp the ardor of my enthusiasm. But the loneliness overcame me. There I
was in the midst of thousands, and yet a perfect stranger; without home and without friends, in the midst of thou-
sands of my own brethren—children of a common Father, and yet I dared not to unfold to any one of them my
sad condition. I was afraid to speak to any one for fear of speaking to the wrong one, and thereby falling into the
hands of money-loving kidnappers, whose business it was to lie in wait for the panting fugitive, as the ferocious
beasts of the forest lie in wait for their prey. The motto which I adopted when I started from slavery was this—
”Trust no man!” I saw in every white man an enemy, and in almost every colored man cause for distrust. It was a
most painful situation; and, to understand it, one must needs experience it, or imagine himself in similar circum-
stances. Let him be a fugitive slave in a strange land—a land given up to be the hunting—ground for slave-
holders—whose inhabitants are legalized kidnappers—where he is every moment subjected to the terrible
liability of being seized upon by his fellowmen, as the hideous crocodile seizes upon his prey!—I say, let him place
himself in my situation—without home or friends—without money or credit—wanting shelter, and no one to give
it—wanting bread, and no money to buy it,—and at the same time let him feel that he is pursued by merciless
men-hunters, and in total darkness as to what to do, where to go, or where to stay,—perfectly helpless both as to
the means of defence and means of escape,—in the midst of plenty, yet suffering the terrible gnawings of
hunger,—in the midst of houses, yet having no home,—among fellow-men, yet feeling as if in the midst of wild
beasts, whose greediness to swallow up the trembling and half-famished fugitive is only equalled by that with
which the monsters of the deep swallow up the helpless fish upon which they subsist,—I say, let him be placed in
this most trying situation,—the situation in which I was placed,—then, and not till then, will he fully appreciate
the hardships of, and know how to sympathize with, the toil-worn and whip-scarred fugitive slave.

Thank Heaven, I remained but a short time in this distressed situation. I was relieved from it by the humane hand
of Mr. DAVID RUGGLES, whose vigilance, kindness, and perseverance, I shall never forget. I am glad of an oppor-
tunity to express, as far as words can, the love and gratitude I bear him. Mr. Ruggles is now afflicted with blind-
ness, and is himself in need of the same kind offices which he was once so forward in the performance of toward
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others. I had been in New York but a few days, when Mr. Ruggles sought me out, and very kindly took me to his
boarding-house at the corner of Church and Lespenard Streets. Mr. Ruggles was then very deeply engaged in the
memorable ~Darg~ case, as well as attending to a number of other fugitive slaves, devising ways and means for
their successful escape; and, though watched and hemmed in on almost every side, he seemed to be more than
a match for his enemies.

Very soon after I went to Mr. Ruggles, he wished to know of me where I wanted to go; as he deemed it unsafe for
me to remain in New York. I told him I was a calker, and should like to go where I could get work. I thought of going
to Canada; but he decided against it, and in favor of my going to New Bedford, thinking I should be able to get
work there at my trade. At this time, Anna, [She was free] my intended wife, came on; for I wrote to her immedi-
ately after my arrival at New York, (notwithstanding my homeless, houseless, and helpless condition,) informing
her of my successful flight, and wishing her to come on forthwith. In a few days after her arrival, Mr. Ruggles called
in the Rev. J. W. C. Pennington, who, in the presence of Mr. Ruggles, Mrs. Michaels, and two or three others, per-
formed the marriage ceremony, and gave us a certificate, of which the following is an exact copy:—

“This may certify, that I joined together in holy matrimony Frederick Johnson* and Anna Murray, as man and wife,
in the presence of Mr. David Ruggles and Mrs. Michaels.

“JAMES W. C. PENNINGTON

“NEW YORK, SEPT. 15, 1838”

* I had changed my name from Frederick BAILEY to that of JOHNSON

Upon receiving this certificate, and a five-dollar bill from Mr. Ruggles, I shouldered one part of our baggage, and
Anna took up the other, and we set out forthwith to take passage on board of the steamboat John W. Richmond
for Newport, on our way to New Bedford. Mr. Ruggles gave me a letter to a Mr. Shaw in Newport, and told me, in
case my money did not serve me to New Bedford, to stop in Newport and obtain further assistance; but upon our
arrival at Newport, we were so anxious to get to a place of safety, that, notwithstanding we lacked the necessary
money to pay our fare, we decided to take seats in the stage, and promise to pay when we got to New Bedford.
We were encouraged to do this by two excellent gentlemen, residents of New Bedford, whose names I afterward
ascertained to be Joseph Ricketson and William C. Taber. They seemed at once to understand our circumstances,
and gave us such assurance of their friendliness as put us fully at ease in their presence. It was good indeed to
meet with such friends, at such a time. Upon reaching New Bedford, we were directed to the house of Mr. Nathan
Johnson, by whom we were kindly received, and hospitably provided for. Both Mr. and Mrs. Johnson took a deep
and lively interest in our welfare. They proved themselves quite worthy of the name of abolitionists. When the
stage-driver found us unable to pay our fare, he held on upon our baggage as security for the debt. I had but to
mention the fact to Mr. Johnson, and he forthwith advanced the money.

We now began to feel a degree of safety, and to prepare ourselves for the duties and responsibilities of a life of
freedom. On the morning after our arrival at New Bedford, while at the breakfast-table, the question arose as to
what name I should be called by. The name given me by my mother was, “Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey.”
I, however, had dispensed with the two middle names long before I left Maryland so that I was generally known
by the name of “Frederick Bailey.” I started from Baltimore bearing the name of “Stanley.”When I got to New York,
I again changed my name to “Frederick Johnson,” and thought that would be the last change. But when I got to
New Bedford, I found it necessary again to change my name. The reason of this necessity was, that there were so
many Johnsons in New Bedford, it was already quite difficult to distinguish between them. I gave Mr. Johnson the
privilege of choosing me a name, but told him he must not take from me the name of “Frederick.” I must hold on
to that, to preserve a sense of my identity. Mr. Johnson had just been reading the “Lady of the Lake,” and at once
suggested that my name be “Douglass.” From that time until now I have been called “Frederick Douglass;” and as
I am more widely known by that name than by either of the others, I shall continue to use it as my own.

I was quite disappointed at the general appearance of things in New Bedford. The impression which I had received
respecting the character and condition of the people of the north, I found to be singularly erroneous. I had very
strangely supposed, while in slavery, that few of the comforts, and scarcely any of the luxuries, of life were enjoyed
at the north, compared with what were enjoyed by the slaveholders of the south. I probably came to this conclu-
sion from the fact that northern people owned no slaves. I supposed that they were about upon a level with the
non-slaveholding population of the south. I knew ~they~ were exceedingly poor, and I had been accustomed to
regard their poverty as the necessary consequence of their being non-slaveholders. I had somehow imbibed the
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opinion that, in the absence of slaves, there could be no wealth, and very little refinement. And upon coming to
the north, I expected to meet with a rough, hard-handed, and uncultivated population, living in the most Spartan-
like simplicity, knowing nothing of the ease, luxury, pomp, and grandeur of southern slaveholders. Such being my
conjectures, any one acquainted with the appearance of New Bedford may very readily infer how palpably I must
have seen my mistake.

In the afternoon of the day when I reached New Bedford, I visited the wharves, to take a view of the shipping. Here
I found myself surrounded with the strongest proofs of wealth. Lying at the wharves, and riding in the stream, I
saw many ships of the finest model, in the best order, and of the largest size. Upon the right and left, I was walled
in by granite warehouses of the widest dimensions, stowed to their utmost capacity with the necessaries and
comforts of life. Added to this, almost every body seemed to be at work, but noiselessly so, compared with what
I had been accustomed to in Baltimore. There were no loud songs heard from those engaged in loading and
unloading ships. I heard no deep oaths or horrid curses on the laborer. I saw no whipping of men; but all seemed
to go smoothly on. Every man appeared to understand his work, and went at it with a sober, yet cheerful earnest-
ness, which betokened the deep interest which he felt in what he was doing, as well as a sense of his own dignity
as a man. To me this looked exceedingly strange. From the wharves I strolled around and over the town, gazing
with wonder and admiration at the splendid churches, beautiful dwellings, and finely-cultivated gardens; evincing
an amount of wealth, comfort, taste, and refinement, such as I had never seen in any part of slaveholding Maryland.

Every thing looked clean, new, and beautiful. I saw few or no dilapidated houses, with poverty-stricken inmates;
no half-naked children and bare-footed women, such as I had been accustomed to see in Hillsborough, Easton, St.
Michael’s, and Baltimore. The people looked more able, stronger, healthier, and happier, than those of Maryland. I
was for once made glad by a view of extreme wealth, without being saddened by seeing extreme poverty. But the
most astonishing as well as the most interesting thing to me was the condition of the colored people, a great
many of whom, like myself, had escaped thither as a refuge from the hunters of men. I found many, who had not
been seven years out of their chains, living in finer houses, and evidently enjoying more of the comforts of life,
than the average of slaveholders in Maryland. I will venture to assert, that my friend Mr. Nathan Johnson (of whom
I can say with a grateful heart, “I was hungry, and he gave me meat; I was thirsty, and he gave me drink; I was a
stranger, and he took me in”) lived in a neater house; dined at a better table; took, paid for, and read, more news-
papers; better understood the moral, religious, and political character of the nation,—than nine tenths of the
slaveholders in Talbot county Maryland. Yet Mr. Johnson was a working man. His hands were hardened by toil, and
not his alone, but those also of Mrs. Johnson. I found the colored people much more spirited than I had supposed
they would be. I found among them a determination to protect each other from the blood-thirsty kidnapper, at
all hazards. Soon after my arrival, I was told of a circumstance which illustrated their spirit. A colored man and a
fugitive slave were on unfriendly terms. The former was heard to threaten the latter with informing his master of
his whereabouts. Straightway a meeting was called among the colored people, under the stereotyped notice,
“Business of importance!”The betrayer was invited to attend. The people came at the appointed hour, and organ-
ized the meeting by appointing a very religious old gentleman as president, who, I believe, made a prayer, after
which he addressed the meeting as follows: “~Friends, we have got him here, and I would recommend that you
young men just take him outside the door, and kill him!~” With this, a number of them bolted at him; but they
were intercepted by some more timid than themselves, and the betrayer escaped their vengeance, and has not
been seen in New Bedford since. I believe there have been no more such threats, and should there be hereafter, I
doubt not that death would be the consequence.

I found employment, the third day after my arrival, in stowing a sloop with a load of oil. It was new, dirty, and hard
work for me; but I went at it with a glad heart and a willing hand. I was now my own master. It was a happy
moment, the rapture of which can be understood only by those who have been slaves. It was the first work, the
reward of which was to be entirely my own. There was no Master Hugh standing ready, the moment I earned the
money, to rob me of it. I worked that day with a pleasure I had never before experienced. I was at work for myself
and newly-married wife. It was to me the starting-point of a new existence. When I got through with that job, I
went in pursuit of a job of calking; but such was the strength of prejudice against color, among the white calkers,
that they refused to work with me, and of course I could get no employment. [I am told that colored persons can
now get employment at calking in New Bedford—a result of anti-slavery effort. did for nearly three years in New
Bedford, before I became known to the anti-slavery world.] Finding my trade of no immediate benefit, I threw off
my calking habiliments, and prepared myself to do any kind of work I could get to do. Mr. Johnson kindly let me
have his wood-horse and saw, and I very soon found myself a plenty of work. There was no work too hard—none
too dirty. I was ready to saw wood, shovel coal, carry wood, sweep the chimney, or roll oil casks,—all of which I did.
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In about four months after I went to New Bedford, there came a young man to me, and inquired if I did not wish
to take the “Liberator.” I told him I did; but, just having made my escape from slavery, I remarked that I was unable
to pay for it then. I, however, finally became a subscriber to it. The paper came, and I read it from week to week
with such feelings as it would be quite idle for me to attempt to describe. The paper became my meat and my
drink. My soul was set all on fire. Its sympathy for my brethren in bonds—its scathing denunciations of slave-
holders—its faithful exposures of slavery—and its powerful attacks upon the upholders of the institution—sent
a thrill of joy through my soul, such as I had never felt before! 

I had not long been a reader of the “Liberator,” before I got a pretty correct idea of the principles, measures and
spirit of the anti-slavery reform. I took right hold of the cause. I could do but little; but what I could, I did with a
joyful heart, and never felt happier than when in an anti-slavery meeting. I seldom had much to say at the meet-
ings, because what I wanted to say was said so much better by others. But, while attending an anti-slavery con-
vention at Nantucket, on the 11th of August, 1841, I felt strongly moved to speak, and was at the same time much
urged to do so by Mr. William C. Coffin, a gentleman who had heard me speak in the colored people’s meeting at
New Bedford. It was a severe cross, and I took it up reluctantly. The truth was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea of
speaking to white people weighed me down. I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of freedom, and
said what I desired with considerable ease. From that time until now, I have been engaged in pleading the cause
of my brethren—with what success, and with what devotion, I leave those acquainted with my labors to decide.
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics (Chapter XI)
Great-granddaughter of preacher and reformer Lyman Beecher, Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935) became a
prominent feminist lecturer. She was greatly concerned with the role of earning a wage in being a free person, a role
that women were systematically and legally excluded from in many cases. She edited the Forerunner, a liberal
journal, and wrote many studies of social and economic problems, the most prominent of which was Women and
Economics (1898). Incurably ill, she committed suicide in 1935.

Women and Economics
by Charlotte Perkins Gilman

XI.

AS a natural consequence of our division of labor on sex-lines, giving to woman the home and to man the world
in which to work, we have come to have a dense prejudice in favor of the essential womanliness of the home
duties, as opposed to the essential manliness of every other kind of work. We have assumed that the preparation
and serving of food and the removal of dirt, the nutritive and excretive processes of the family, are feminine func-
tions; and we have also assumed that these processes must go on in what we call the home, which is the external
expression of the family. In the home the human individual is fed, cleaned, warmed, and generally cared for, while
not engaged in working in the world.

Human nutrition is a long process. There’s many a ship ‘twixt the cup and the lip, to paraphrase an old proverb.
Food is produced by the human race collectively,—not by individuals for their own consumption, but by interre-
lated groups of individuals, all over the world, for the world’s consumption. This collectively produced food circu-
lates over the earth’s surface through elaborate processes of transportation, exchange, and preparation, before it
reaches the mouths of the consumers; and the final processes of selection and preparation are in the hands of
woman. She is the final purchaser: she is the final handler in that process of human nutrition known as cooking,
which is a sort of extra-organic digestion proven advantageous to our species. This department of human diges-
tion has become a sex-function, supposed to pertain to women by nature.

If it is to the advantage of the human race that its food supply should be thus handled by a special sex, this advan-
tage should be shown in superior health and purity of habit. But no such advantage is visible. In spite of all our
power and skill in the production and preparation of food we remain “the sickest beast alive” in the matter of
eating. Our impotent outcries against adulteration prove that part of the trouble is in the food products as offered
for purchase, the pathetic reiteration of our numerous cook-books proves that part of the trouble is in the prepa-
ration of those products, and the futile exhortations of physicians and mothers prove that part of the trouble is in
our morbid tastes and appetites. It would really seem as if the human race after all its long centuries had not
learned how to prepare good food, nor how to cook it, nor how to eat it,—which is painfully true.

This great function of human nutrition is confounded with the sex-relation, and is considered a sex-function: it is
in the helpless hands of that amiable but abortive agent, the economically dependent woman; and the essential
incapacity of such an agent is not hard to show. In her position as private house-steward she is the last purchaser
of the food of the world, and here we reach the governing factor in our incredible adulteration of food products.

All kinds of deceit and imposition in human service are due to that desire to get without giving, which, as has been
shown in previous chapters, is largely due to the training of women as non-productive consumers. But the par-
ticular form of deceit and imposition practised by a given dealer is governed by the intelligence and power of the
buyer. The dilution and adulteration of food products is a particularly easy path to profit, because the ultimate
purchaser has almost no power and very little intelligence. The individual housewife must buy at short intervals
and in small quantities. This operates to her pecuniary disadvantage, as is well known; but its effect on the quality
of her purchases is not so commonly observed. Not unless she becomes the head of a wealthy household, and so
purchases in quantity for family, servants, and guests, is her trade of sufficient value to have force in the market.
The dealer who sells to a hundred poor women can and does sell a much lower quality of food than he who sells
an equal amount to one purchaser. Therefore, the home, as a food agency, holds as essentially and permanently
unfavorable position as a purchaser; and it is thereby the principal factor in maintaining the low standard of food
products against which we struggle with the cumbrous machinery of legislation.
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Most housekeepers will innocently prove their ignorance of these matters by denying that the standard of food
products is so low. Let such offended ladies but examine the statutes and ordinances of their own cities,—of any
civilized city,—and see how the bread, the milk, the meat, the fruit, are under a steady legislative inspection which
endeavors to protect the ignorance and helplessness of the individual purchaser. If the private housekeeper had
the technical intelligence as purchaser which is needed to discriminate in the selection of foods, if she were pre-
pared to test her milk, to detect the foreign substance in her coffee and spices, rightly to estimate the quality of
her meat and the age of her fruit and vegetables, she would then be able at least to protest against her supply,
and to seek, as far as time, distance, and funds allowed, a better market. This technical intelligence, however, is
only to be obtained by special study and experience; and its attainment only involves added misery and difficulty
to the private purchaser, unless accompanied by the power to enforce what the intelligence demands.

As it is, woman brings to her selection from the world’s food only the empirical experience gained by practising
upon her helpless family, and this during the very time when her growing children need the wise care which she
is only able to give them in later years. This experience, with its pitiful limitation and its practical check by the per-
sonal taste and pecuniary standing of the family, is lost where it was found. Each mother slowly acquires some
knowledge of her business by practising it upon the lives and health of her family and by observing its effect on
the survivors; and each daughter begins again as ignorant as her mother was before her. This “rule of thumb” is
not transmissible. It is not a genuine education such as all important work demands, but a slow animal process of
soaking up experience,—hopelessly ineffectual in protecting the health of society. As the ultimate selecting agent
in feeding humanity, the private housewife fails, and this not by reason of any lack of effort on her part, but by the
essential defect of her position as individual purchaser. Only organization can oppose such evils as the wholesale
adulteration of food; and woman, the house-servant, belongs to the lowest grade of unorganized labor.

Leaving the selection of food, and examining its preparation, one would naturally suppose that the segregation
of an entire sex to the fulfilment of this function would insure most remarkable results. It has, but they are not so
favorable as might be expected. The art and science of cooking involve a large and thorough knowledge of nutri-
tive value and of the laws of physiology and hygiene. As a science, it verges on preventive medicine. As an art, it
is capable of noble expression within its natural bounds. As it stands among us to-day, it is so far from being a sci-
ence and akin to preventive medicine, that it is the lowest of amateur handicrafts and a prolific source of disease;
and, as an art, it has developed under the peculiar stimulus of its position as a sex-function into a voluptuous pro-
fusion as false as it is evil. Our innocent proverb, “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” is a painfully
plain comment on the way in which we have come to deprave our bodies and degrade our souls at the table.

On the side of knowledge it is permanently impossible that half the world, acting as amateur cooks for the other
half, can attain any high degree of scientific accuracy or technical skill. The development of any human labor
requires specialization, and specialization is forbidden to our cook-by-nature system. What progress we have
made in the science of cooking has been made through the study and experience of professional men cooks and
chemists, not through the Sisyphean labors of our endless generations of isolated women, each beginning again
where her mother began before her.

Here, of course, will arise a pained outcry along the “mother’s doughnuts” line, in answer to which we refer to our
second premise in the last chapter. The fact that we like a thing does not prove it to be right. A Missouri child may
regard his mother’s saleratus biscuit with fond desire, but that does not alter their effect upon his spirits or his
complexion. Cooking is a matter of law, not the harmless play of fancy. Architecture might be more sportive and
varied if every man built his own house, but it would not be the art and science that we have made it; and, while
every woman prepares food for her own family, cooking can never rise beyond the level of the amateur’s work.

But, low as is the status of cooking as a science, as an art it is lower. Since the wife-cook’s main industry is to
please,—that being her chief means of getting what she wants or of expressing affection,—she early learned to
cater to the palate instead of faithfully studying and meeting the needs of the stomach. For uncounted genera-
tions the grown man and the growing child have been subject to the constant efforts of her who cooked from
affection, not from knowledge,—who cooked to please. This is one of the widest pathways of evil that has ever
been opened. In every field of life it is an evil to put the incident before the object, the means before the end; and
here it has produced that familiar result whereby we live to eat instead of eating to live.

This attitude of the woman has developed the rambling excess called “fancy cookery,”—a thing as far removed
from true artistic development as a swinging ice-pitcher from a Greek vase. Through this has come the limitless
unhealthy folly of high living, in which human labor and time and skill are wasted in producing what is neither

Women and Economics, cont’d.
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pure food nor pure pleasure, but an artificial performance, to be appreciated only by the virtuoso. Lower living
could hardly be imagined than that which results from this unnatural race between artifice and appetite, in which
body and soul are both corrupted.

In the man, the subject of all this dining-room devotion, has been developed and maintained that cultivated
interest in his personal tastes and their gratification,—that demand for things which he likes rather than for things
which he knows to be good, wherein lies one of the most dangerous elements in character known to the psy-
chologist. The sequences of this affectionate catering to physical appetites may be traced far afield to its last result
in the unchecked indulgence in personal tastes and desires, in drug habits and all intemperance. The tempera-
ment which is unable to resist these temptations is constantly being bred at home.

As the concentration of woman’s physical energies on the sex-functions, enforced by her economic dependence,
has tended to produce and maintain man’s excess in sex-indulgence, to the injury of the race; so the concentra-
tion of woman’s industrial energies on the close and constant service of personal tastes and appetites has tended
to produce and maintain an excess in table indulgence, both in eating and drinking, which is also injurious to the
race. It is not here alleged that this is the only cause of our habits of this nature; but it is one of primal importance,
and of ceaseless action.

We can perhaps see its working better by a light-minded analogy than by a bold statement. Suppose two large,
healthy, nimble apes. Suppose that the male ape did not allow the female ape to skip about and pluck her own
cocoanuts, but brought to her what she was to have. Suppose that she was then required to break the shell, pick
out the meat, prepare for the male what he wished to consume; and suppose, further, that her share in the dinner,
to say nothing of her chance of a little pleasure excursion in the treetops afterward, was dependent on his satis-
faction with the food she prepared for him. She, as an ape of intelligence, would seek, by all devices known to her,
to add stimulus and variety to the meals she arranged, to select the bits he especially preferred to please his taste
and to meet his appetite; and he, developing under this agreeable pressure, would gradually acquire a fine dis-
crimination in foods, and would look forward to his elaborate feasts with increasing complacency. He would have
a new force to make him eat,—not only his need of food, with its natural and healthy demands, but her need of—
everything, acting through his need of food.

This sounds somewhat absurd in a family of apes, but it is precisely what has occurred in the human family. To
gratify her husband has been the woman’s way of obtaining her own ends, and she has of necessity learned how
to do it; and, as she has been in general an uneducated and unskilled worker, she could only seek to please him
through what powers she had,—mainly those of house service. She has been set to serve two appetites, and to
profit accordingly. She has served them well, but the profit to either party is questionable.

On lines of social development we are progressing from the gross gorging of the savage on whatever food he
could seize, toward the discriminating selection of proper foods, and an increasing delicacy and accuracy in their
use. Against this social tendency runs the cross-current of our sexuo-economic relation, making the preparation
of food a sex function, and confusing all its processes with the ardor of personal affection and the dragging
weight of self-interest. This method is applied, not only to the husband, but, in a certain degree, to the children;
for, where maternal love and maternal energy are forced to express themselves mainly in the preparation of food,
the desire properly to feed the child becomes confounded with an unwise desire to please, and the mother
degrades her high estate by catering steadily to the lower tastes of humanity instead of to the higher.

Our general notion is that we have lifted and ennobled our eating and drinking by combining them with love. On
the contrary, we have lowered and degraded our love by combining it with eating and drinking; and, what is more,
we have lowered these habits also. Some progress has been made, socially; but this unhappy mingling of sex-
interest and self-interest with normal appetites, this Cupid-in-the-kitchen arrangement, has gravely impeded that
progress. Professional cooking has taught us much. Commerce and manufacture have added to our range of sup-
plies. Science has shown us what we need, and how and when we need it. But the affectionate labor of wife and
mother is little touched by these advances. If she goes to the cooking school, it is to learn how to make the rich
delicacies that will please rather than to study the nutritive value of food in order to guard the health of the house-
hold. From the constantly enlarging stores opened to her through man’s activities she chooses widely, to make “a
variety” that shall kindle appetite, knowing nothing of the combination best for physical needs. As to science,
chemistry, hygiene,—they are but names to her. “John likes it so.”“Willie won’t eat it so.”“Your father never could
bear cabbage.” She must consider what he likes, not only because she loves to please him or because she profits
by pleasing him, but because he pays for the dinner, and she is a private servant.

Women and Economics, cont’d.
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Is it not time that the way to a man’s heart through his stomach should be relinquished for some higher avenue?
The stomach should be left to its natural uses, not made a thoroughfare for stranger passions and purposes; and
the heart should be approached through higher channels. We need a new picture of our overworked blind god,—
fat, greasy, pampered with sweetmeats by the poor worshippers long forced to pay their devotion through such
degraded means.

No, the human race is not well nourished by making the process of feeding it a sex function. The selection and
preparation of food should be in the hands of trained experts. And woman should stand beside man as the com-
rade of his soul, not the servant of his body.

This will require large changes in our method of living. To feed the world by expert service, bringing to that great
function the skill and experience of the trained specialist, the power of science, and the beauty of art, is impos-
sible in the sexuo-economic relation. While we treat cooking as a sex-function common to all women and eating
as a family function not otherwise rightly accomplished, we can develope no farther. We are spending much
earnest study and hard labor to-day on the problem of teaching and training women in the art of cooking, both
the wife and the servant; for, with our usual habit of considering voluntary individual conduct as the cause of con-
ditions, we seek to modify conditions by changing individual conduct.

What we must recognize is that, while the conditions remain, the conduct cannot be altered. Any trade or profes-
sion, the development of which depended upon the labor of isolated individuals, assisted only by hired servants
more ignorant than themselves, would remain at a similarly low level.

The organization of household industries will simplify and centralize its cleaning processes, allowing of many
mechanical conveniences and the application of scientific skill and thoroughness. We shall be cleaner than we
ever were before. There will be less work to do, and far better means of doing it. The daily needs of a well-plumbed
house could be met easily by each individual in his or her own room or by one who liked to do such work; and the
labor less frequently required would be furnished by an expert, who would clean one home after another with the
swift skill of training and experience. The home would cease to be to us a workshop or a museum, and would
become far more the personal expression of its occupants—the place of peace and rest, of love and privacy—than
it can be in its present condition of arrested industrial development. And woman will fill her place in those indus-
tries with far better results than are now provided by her ceaseless struggles, her conscientious devotion, her
pathetic ignorance and inefficiency.

Women and Economics, cont’d.
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