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Frederick Douglass’ Battle with Racism 

 Frederick Douglass was a successful speaker, writer and abolitionist whose influential 

words reached the races of multiple continents. Born a slave in 1818, he gained his freedom in 

1838 and then documented his life in three autobiographies. Each one gives its readers insight 

into the challenges that molded his views of society and slavery. During his life in the Nineteenth 

Century, people thought of blacks as slaves and nothing more. Free blacks dealt with the 

prejudice of the people around them that motivated discriminatory actions and stereotypical 

beliefs about blacks. Douglass struggled with racism as a slave, as a free man and as a free man 

after the emancipation of all slaves but did not settle for the identity that society assigned to him 

and other people of color. He proved that blacks were capable of achieving anything because 

they are individuals, not confined to the constraints society provides. 

 In the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass indicates how 

slavery has the power to change a person’s perception on life. Slavery certainly made a definite 

impression on the wife of one of his masters. The feeling of power that she experienced more 

and more each day changed her warm heart to one much colder than the day he arrived at her 

doorstep (38). Slavery changed society’s perceptions of how other human being should treat each 

other. Thus, racism developed. Racism is based on the aforementioned prejudice against a certain 
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group of people who share a particular quality. Most slaves in Nineteenth Century America were 

black. Racist views developed against black people and followed them whether they were 

enslaved or not. Frederick Douglass actively fought slavery and over time, became aware of the 

need for blacks to become more involved and accepted into their communities, an idea that racist 

views often contradicted.  

 Frederick Douglass grew up as a slave where he witnessed how society characterized him 

and other blacks. As he grew, both physically and mentally, he learned the role that he was 

supposed to play in his community; shortly thereafter, he learned how to overcome it. His 

conceptions about his state of living seemed to evolve differently than others. He believed that he 

deserved more and that soon became a source of motivation for him to improve as a person. As a 

child, ignorance sheltered Frederick Douglass from the concept of racism and he had no reason 

to dwell on it. Racism, however, was forming its own place in society in the nineteenth century. 

In his Narrative, Douglass tells of the songs that he heard his fellow slaves sing as they marched 

to their destinations on the plantations. “To those songs I trace my first glimmering conceptions 

of the character of slavery. I can never get rid of that conception” (Narrative 20). He describes 

the emotion from the songs as being woeful and sorrowful. Once he did become aware of his 

predicament, he became sorrowful as well. The same must have happened to countless other 

slaves as this realization ripped them from the bliss of ignorance and threw them into the reality 

of their enslavement.  

 Most slaves thought of themselves as helpless. The day he became exposed to the 

concept of education, Douglass learned of his potential. One day, his master scolded his wife for 

teaching him how to read and write. He told her to never expose him to literacy again. Douglass 

ignored the negligence of the situation. Specifically, he said, “It was a grand achievement, and I 
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prized it highly. From that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom” (35). He 

realized that the lack of education caused slaves to believe in the inevitability of their situations. 

In his own words, “It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, and as far as possible, 

to annihilate the power of reason. He must be able to detect no inconsistencies in slavery; he 

must be made to feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought to that only when he ceases to 

be a man” (89). Frederick Douglass overcame such conditions that were obviously intended to 

strip him of humanity. Racism possibly developed from slavery because society began to 

associate blacks with slavery. He did not let slavery define him, but instead he had an 

exceptional amount of dignity and pride that was not common in slaves. The idea of blacks 

somehow deserving freedom became socially unacceptable, but Frederick Douglass knew the 

faults of this ideology. His will power allowed him to fight back from slavery and later racism. 

At one point, one of his temporary masters forced him to fight back physically (67). This battle 

changed him. Before the battle, he had the intellect to prove that he should be considered equal 

to whites. The actual battle gave him physical proof, in a way.  

 As a free man during the time of slavery, Douglass became involved in the abolitionist 

movement which exposed him to people and situations that allowed him to see the separation 

among whites and free blacks. He began writing and speaking, both of which provided him with 

a way to combat the wrongdoings against his people. At this point in his life, Douglass had time 

to reflect on the true meaning of previous events that had occurred. For example, his mother was 

black and his father was supposedly white. As an educated free man, writing his narrative in 

1845, he reflected on society’s contradictions and justifications for the type of person who was 

destined for enslavement. He exclaims, “If the lineal descendants of Ham are alone to be 

scripturally enslaved, it is certain that slavery at the south must soon become unscriptural; for 
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thousands are ushered into the world, annually, who, like myself, owe their existence to white 

fathers, and those fathers most frequently their own masters” (12). Surely, finding such 

contradictions further strengthened Douglass’ sight of the faults in society’s view of blacks. 

People used preposterous ideologies such as this to justify the state of civilization. David Brion 

Davis wrote Inhuman Bondage to show how slavery took the humanity from those enslaved. 

Douglass provides proof of a point brought up by Davis in Inhuman Bondage that deals with the 

separation of races. Davis claims that, “In both the North and the South, free blacks responded to 

growing racial discrimination by forming what they called African churches, usually Baptist or 

Methodist” (Davis 203). Douglass thought, for sure, that the “Christian people [would] have 

none of this feeling against color”, and was very disappointed that he was, in fact, incorrect. (My 

Bondage and My Freedom 351-352). The church should have been a place for all people. 

Although, the church did welcome all people, it treated them very differently. Specifically, black 

people were not allowed to sit in the body of the house and the pastor did not let the black 

members take communion until all of the white members had gone first (351). Once he found 

that he had misjudged the white Christians, Douglass immediately made the decision to leave the 

church, but not the religion. He explains, “I found it impossible to respect the religious 

profession of any who were under the dominion of this wicked prejudice, and I could not, 

therefore, feel that in joining them, I was joining a Christian church, at all (353). So he separated 

himself, as many other blacks were doing because the community did not accept them as equals. 

This was only one example of how he became aware of the discrimination against him, thus 

leading to him becoming involved in the abolitionist movement.  

 He was also introduced to William Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper The Liberator, at which 

point he truly became active in the movement. Even though they later came to disagree on 
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certain aspects of abolition Garrison influenced Douglass’ inspiration to become involved. He 

eventually adopted eliminating racism and prejudice as a goal to help abolition. He articulates 

this, declaring, “Since I have been editing and publishing a journal devoted to the cause of liberty 

and progress, I have had my mind more directed to the condition and circumstances of the free 

colored people than when I was the agent of an abolition society. The result has been a 

corresponding change in the disposition of my time and labors” (405). He elaborates on this 

change: “Believing that one of the best means of emancipating the slaves of the south is to 

improve and elevate the character of the free colored people of the north, and intellectual 

elevation of the free colored people” (405-406). His focus then began to delve deeper into the 

social standings of blacks. 

 With slavery abolished and slaves emancipated, inequality was obviously more apparent 

and became more of a focus in Douglass’ life. He specifically says, “From the first I saw no 

chance of bettering the condition of the freedman, until he should cease to be merely a freedman 

and should become a citizen” (The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass 332). It must be noted 

that Douglass was not like people of his color at the time. He was well known and quite 

intelligent. In his autobiographies, he notes instances in which a select few white men stood up 

for him and treated him with respect. He says, “…there were compensations as well as 

drawbacks in my relations to the white race” (419). Douglass received better treatment in some 

situations because of who he was. For example, he explains, “I have never left myself isolated 

since I entered the field to plead the cause of the slave, and demand equal rights for all. In every 

town and city where it has been my lot to speak, there have been raised up for me friends of both 

colours to cheer and strengthen me in my work” (419). He describes these moments in such a 
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way that provides hope for society. Frederick Douglass, a black man in the Nineteenth Century, 

had made a name for himself and gathered the support of quite a few people.  

 Emancipation was no longer the only goal in Douglass’ life. He makes this apparent 

when he says, “Though slavery was abolished, the wrongs of my people were not ended… Yet 

the negro, after his emancipation, was precisely in this state of destitution. The law, on the side 

of freedom, is of great advantage only where there is power to make that law respected” (331). 

Frederick Douglass, aware of society’s progress thus far, also felt the need for improvement: 

“Great changes in the relations of mankind can never come, without evils analogous to 

those which have attended the emancipation and enfranchisement of the coloured people of 

the United States. I am less amazed at these evils, than by the rapidity with which they are 

subsiding, and not more astonished at the facility with which the former slave has become 

a free man, than at the rapid adjustment of the master-class to the new situation” (335).  

The system of slavery, evil and powerful, greatly changed American minds. According to 

Douglass, it would take similar dramatic actions to change them again to better mankind. Even 

the minimal change that he witnessed obviously inspired him. He concluded that whites were 

adjusting well to including blacks in their community. It was just a matter of time until blacks 

achieved equality. 

 Douglass had optimistic expectations for America, a country in which race determined a 

person’s position in the community. It determined the privileges they had and the treatment to 

which they were subjected. Blacks had been slaves for so long that the community identified 

them as slaves, capable of becoming nothing more. Lincoln’s hesitant claim of emancipation was 

a start, but it would not be enough to change the minds of every white American. To most, 
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blacks were still slaves, undeserving of equality. From the moment Douglass became acquainted 

with the disappointing imprisonment of slavery, he became set on a mission to physically free 

himself from such bondage. During the time of emancipation, his mission evolved to include the 

abolishment of common prejudice beliefs that helped to keep slavery alive and detain its victims’ 

from their identities as individuals. He, himself, was proof of how race does not define a 

person’s ability and should not define their role in society.  
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