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Frederick Douglass (1818-1895) was the best-known African American abois;
day. His Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American S|
self served as a template for similar narratives of escaped slaves an
skeptical readers that enslaved African Americans were capable of
and enjoying equal rights with white Americans.
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Very soon after I went to live with Mr. and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly cop.
menced to teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted me in
learning to spell words of three or four letters. Just at this point of my prog-
ress, Mr. Auld found out what was going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to
instruct me further, telling her, among other things, that it was unlawful, as wel

as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his own words, further, he said, “If you
give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to
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\ilﬂ.l" ement, and I prized it highly. From that moment, I understood the path-

from slavery to freedom. It was just what I wanted, and | got it at a time
wa I the least expected it. Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the
“-gerlf my kind mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluaple instruction which,
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he merest accident, I had gained from my master. Though conscious of the
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t whatever cost of trouble, to learn how to read. The very decided manner
086, &

ith which he spoke, and strove to impress his wife with the evil consequences of
“'H' V\me instruction, served to convince me that he was deeply sensible of the
tgrl:t}rf he was uttering. It gave me the best assurance that m}ght rely w.ith the
utmost confidence on the results which, he said, would flow from teaching me
to read. What he most dreaded, that I most desired. What Qhe most loved, that I
most hated. That which to him was a great evil, to be caretully_ shunned, was to
me a great good, to be diligently sought; and the ar_gun?ent Wth.h he sQ \.varmly
urged against my learning to read, only served to ispire me with a desire 'and
determination to learn. In learning to read, I owe almost as much to the bitter

opposition of my master, as to the kindly aid of my mistress. I acknowledge the
benefit of both.

Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written
by Himself (Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, 1845), 36-37.
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PRACTICING Historical Thinking

i s ability to
| Identify: According to Douglass, what is at the core of a white man’s ability

| enslave 4 black man? |

| hich portrayal
Analyze. Compare and contrast the portrayals of Mr. and Mrs. Auld. Which p

elicits greater sympathy? Explain.

i lave was
Evaluate: Why, according to Douglass, did Mr. Auld feel that educating a s
A great eyil?




