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“On Freedom”: Emerson, Douglass, 
and the Self-reliant Slave

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1853 poem, “On Freedom,” offers 
a unique angle of insight on Emerson’s relationship with the 
abolitionist movement generally and with Frederick Douglass 
specifically. The poem is a conflicted meditation on the power 
of verse to convey “freedom’s secret” to the captive slave, and 
exemplifies Emerson’s ongoing approach/avoidance stance 
toward the cause of abolition. Despite Emerson’s “conver-
sion” following his 1844 speech on emancipation in the West 
Indies, and his further radicalization following the Com-
promise of 1850 along with the passage of the Fugitive Slave 
Law, “On Freedom” demonstrates his continuing difficulty in 
adapting the fluid, transcendental vocabulary of “sunset skies” 
and “starry fates” to the obdurate issue of slavery.1 Even in the 
midst of this rhetorical struggle, however, Emerson may well 
have had Douglass in mind as he wrote the poem, for Douglass 
was engaged in his own effort to wed the material to the meta-
phorical over the issue of slavery.

The poem first appeared as part of an anthology, Auto-
graphs for Freedom (1854), published by the Rochester Ladies’ 
Anti-Slavery Society to raise funds for Frederick Douglass’ News-
paper. Arranged and edited by Douglass’s editorial assistant 
Julia Griffiths, the collection is comprised of a great variety 
of pieces—poetry, fiction, philosophical meditation, political 
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Frederick Douglass. African American abolitionist. Between 1865 and 1880.Courtesy of Library 
of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division. LC-BH832-30219.
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argument—by noted abolitionists such as George B. Vashon, 
Antoinette L. Brown, Theodore Parker, Williams Wells 
Brown, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Gerrit Smith, James 
McCune Smith, Horace Greeley, Harriet Beecher Stowe and 
others, each of whom provided a signature to accompany his 
or her contribution. Together with the first volume of Auto-
graphs for Freedom, published in 1853, which printed Douglass’s 
novella The Heroic Slave, this literary fund-raising effort gath-
ered together an extraordinary collection of activist voices—
black, white, male, and female—who condemn slavery with an 
overwhelming passion and urgency. “On Freedom,” however, 
retains a degree of hesitation that distinguishes it from other 
contributions to this volume. Indeed, the poem focuses upon 
the dilemma of the poet as much as the slave.

At the heart of Emerson’s poem is the speaker’s fantasy 
of engaging in a perfect speech-act, such that “the slave who 
caught the strain/ Should throb until he snapt his chain.” If 
the poet can provide the perfect inspiration, the slave—and 
by extension the black race—is wakened into a state of self-
reliance: man and race are now capable of gaining freedom 
by acting upon impulse and aligning with the forces of his-
tory and fate. As commentators have noted, Emerson, begin-
ning with his 1844 speech, took an increasingly public role in 
condemning slavery, but less noted is the fact that Emerson 
continued to harbor a race-based theory of history that made 
him skeptical of the efforts of white abolitionists. The black 
race, Emerson explained in 1844, must free itself “and take a 
master’s part” in human history. How this act of racial self-
reliance gets translated into individual human agency is the 
project of “On Freedom,” a project that ultimately founders 
on the speaker’s self-conscious equivocations. Yet beneath the 
airy images of archangels and mountain-top deities, the fan-
tasy of the perfect speech-act survives. The poem thus serves 
as a fascinating, if tortured, attempt to marry transcenden-
tal principle to single-issue politics. And in mounting this 
effort, Emerson demonstrates a surprising intellectual con-
gruence with Douglass, the self-reliant ex-slave who subdued 
his white overseer by force, and whose newspaper Emerson 



hugh egan

186

was supporting by writing the poem in the first place. In fact 
Douglass’s two major pre-1854 publications—the 1845 Nar-
rative and the 1853 Heroic Slave—share a vision and vocabulary 
notably consistent with Emerson’s poem.

zzz

I

“On Freedom”
Once I wished I might rehearse
Freedom’s paean in my verse,
That the slave who caught the strain
Should throb until he snapt his chain.
But the Spirit said, “Not so;
Speak it not, or speak it low;
Name not lightly to be said,
Gift too precious to be prayed,
Passion not to be exprest
But by heaving of the breast;
Yet,—would’st thou the mountain find
Where this deity is shrined,
Who gives the seas and sunset-skies
Their unspent beauty of surprise,
And, when it lists him, waken can
Brute and savage into man;
Or, if in thy heart he shine,
Blends the starry fates with thine, 
Draws angels nigh to dwell with thee,
And makes thy thought archangels be;
Freedom’s secret would’st thou know?—
Right thou feelest rashly do.[”]2

In this poem Emerson contemplates the effects of his lan-
guage directly upon the slave—which presumes, of course, a 
slave capable of reading (or listening to) Emersonian verse—
but then introduces a misgiving concerning his own project, 
and then a misgiving concerning the misgiving. Edward Em-
erson, Ralph Waldo’s son, believed this poem expressed his 
father’s “feeling that no muse would help should he attack 



“On FreedOm”: emersOn, dOuglass, and the selF-reliant slave

 

187

in song African Slavery,” but this reading simplifies its effect 
considerably (Works, 9:467). The speaker in this poem first 
expresses the wish to communicate with the slave through the 
medium of poetry, then claims that wish is inappropriate, but 
then does communicate with the slave, at least indirectly, yield-
ing an inward meditation that turns on itself in a variety of 
ways.3 

In the opening four lines, the speaker admits that he once 
had a surprising ambition: to create verse that would inspire 
the slave to throw off his shackles and claim freedom. The 
word “strain” conflates linguistic and bodily forces (lyric strain 
literally leads to physical strain), invoking an organic fusion 
of word and deed, as well as an idealized communication be-
tween poet and slave. This mystic synthesis is in keeping with 
Emerson’s long-standing transcendental beliefs. As early as 
his chapter on “Language” in Nature, Emerson is always aware 
of the porous boundary between language and nature, as well 
as between language and action (Works,1:24-35). “Words and 
deeds are quite indifferent modes of the divine energy,” he 
writes in “The Poet.” “Words are also actions, and actions are 
a kind of words” (Works, 3:8). In “On Freedom,” the speaker 
yearns to formulate the “meter-making argument” (as Em-
erson describes it in “The Poet”) that will inspire the slave 
to free himself: the poem is thus an “action,” and the slave’s 
self-liberation, we shall see, is a term in a larger language of 
historical decree. However, given that the speaker “once … 
wished” he could complete this transaction (but by implica-
tion cannot), these opening lines convey primarily the mel-
ancholy musing of the poet rather than an urgent call for the 
slave’s freedom. 4

This wistful sense of paralysis is clarified when the “Spirit” 
(which I take to be essentially the speaker’s muse) corrects the 
ambition of the speaker by saying that the idea of freedom is 
too precious to be expressed in poetry: “But the Spirit said, 
‘Not so;/ Speak it not, or speak it low.’” Here the idealized 
bond between word and deed is broken, with the implication 
that some deeds are too grand or important for words. In a 
draft version of this poem in his journal, Emerson included 
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the line, “Theme not this for lyric flow,” suggesting that the 
subject of freedom for the slave does not fit the patterned 
“flow” of lyric, or more specifically, that the overpowering 
prospect of freedom is diminished when it is put into po-
etic language.5 The negation of the oral vocabulary (“speak,” 
“name,” “said,” “prayed,” “exprest”) upsets the dream of the 
perfect speech-act desired in the opening lines. Only non-
linguistic raw emotion, the “heaving of the breast,” can ex-
press the immense passion of freedom. Of course, the fact 
that the spirit chastens the speaker in trochaic rhymed verse 
constitutes an irony that is central to the poem’s perplexingly 
self-conscious effect: the incapacity of language is here being 
expressed in a shaped and polished linguistic form.6 

The persistence of the inspiration fantasy re-emerges, 
however, when the speaker introduces a series of conditional 
clauses that constitute the second major qualification in the 
poem (“But … Yet … ”). Indeed, the back-and-forth move-
ment is so apparent that the poem appears to stage and in-
terrogate its own sense of irresolution, enacting as it does 
Emerson’s own continuing ambivalence about the relation-
ship between transcendentalism and the issue of slavery. The 
speaker’s muse tells him that if the speaker can find the “de-
ity” who gives the world its beauty and order, freedom’s “se-
cret” will become accessible. The long interior quotation is 
spoken by the spirit to the speaker, and this can have the ef-
fect of an internal argument, or a kind of talking to oneself. 
However, this portion of the interior quotation radiates in 
another direction as well—namely, it is also the direct advice 
of the speaker (and the poet) to the slave. This reading rein-
troduces the theme of the speaker’s earlier ambition, but also 
muffles it. While most explicitly an internal meditation on 
the impossibility of communicating the source of freedom to 
the slave, the poem also communicates that source, reassert-
ing the connection between word and deed, but does so in 
indirect fashion. The poem is thus both an act of self-efface-
ment and self-aggrandizement, both a contemplation of the 
incapacities of poetic language and a coded belief in the power 
of words. The many levels of mediation (deity to spirit, spirit 
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to speaker, speaker to slave, speaker to reader) undermine 
the poem’s attempt at univocality, mirroring precisely Em-
erson’s conflicted stance toward his sense of obligation to the 
slave. Emerson wished his philosophy to transcend specific, 
single-issue engagements, but as he discovered in the 1840s 
and 1850s, slavery presented a single issue that demanded a 
focused attention from philosopher and activist alike. “The 
last year has forced us all into politics,” Emerson said in his 
1851 speech on the Fugitive Slave Law.7 The poet thus exhibits 
two motives in tension with one another: he wishes to offer 
a single, talismanic code for freedom, on the one hand, but 
also to demonstrate, through the poem’s rhetorical complex-
ity, how this enterprise appears to be untenable. 

Further substantiating the poem’s self-undermining 
stance are the lines describing the deity’s habitation and pow-
er, which seem oddly out of place in a poem about slavery and 
freedom—as if Emerson is again trying to smuggle romantic 
imagery from Nature into an abolitionist anthology. The deity, 
called the “triune lord” in the journal draft but consonant 
with the more secular “Over-Soul,” “world-spirit,” or “over-
god” in different works by Emerson, resides in a mountain 
and has dominion over nature, giving the seas and skies their 
“unspent beauty of surprise.”8 “Unspent” suggests the charged 
and eternally refreshed potential of the natural world, and the 
aesthetic and alliterative qualities of these lines appear to take 
us far from the material or psychological conditions of the 
slave. However, this same deity has dominion over mankind, 
as demonstrated by his ability to “waken” “Brute and savage 
into man,” and this language returns us, in potentially es-
sentializing fashion, back to the context of slavery. In a poem 
about freedom for the slave, this line can sound very much 
like a racist sentiment. An earlier draft version of the poem 
has the deity waking “Brutish millions into men,” and if any-
thing the use of the plural can appear even more retrograde.9 

This poetic oscillation opens up a continuing difficulty 
with Emerson, one that has divided critics of his work, which 
is that he can appear simultaneously racist and progressive on 
the issue of slavery. Len Gougeon (along with Joel Myerson, 
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Albert von Frank, and Linck Johnson) have sought to revive 
Emerson’s abolitionist credentials, while others (including 
John Carlos Rowe, Peter S. Field, and Cornel West) have 
argued that he was either indifferent or hostile to the inter-
ests of the slave and ended up on the wrong side of history.10 
Anita Patterson and Maurice Lee have presented particularly 
nuanced portraits of Emerson’s stance toward reform move-
ments in general and abolition in particular, tracing contra-
dictions and incongruities with both a skeptical intelligence 
and an intellectual generosity. Lee, for instance, describes 
how the issue of abolition turned Emerson into “an exemplar 
and critic of the Emersonian self,” and it is this double-edged 
strain of self-criticism that I see at work in “On Freedom.”11 

In broad terms, Emerson maintained a “philosophical 
resignation” (in the words of Philip Nicoloff) regarding the 
fates of races, with some destined to thrive and others (such as 
the American Indian, in Emerson’s view) doomed to become 
extinct. 12 Indeed, Emerson’s distanced, spectatorial stance 
concerning the end of slavery, and his resentment toward the 
urgent and self-congratulatory demands of abolitionists re-
main jarring sentiments that appear throughout his writing. 
He expresses his irritation famously in “Self-Reliance,” ad-
monishing the cold-hearted abolitionist for his “incredible 
tenderness for black folk a thousand miles off.” This tirade is 
startling—particularly in the way Emerson’s own cold-hearted 
response appears to mirror the behavior of the “angry bigot”—
and, as in his later poem, the issue of slavery is used to test 
his philosophy as much as promote it (Works, 2:51).13 Recent 
work by Laura Dassow Walls and Ian Finseth has helped locate 
Emerson in 19th century discourses on race, and particularly 
“development theory,” which posits race as a fluid construc-
tion, open to forces of progressive advancement.14 Emerson 
combined this idea with an organic, cyclical sense of racial 
power and decline, such that human history exhibits a grand 
parade of dominant races which rise and fall without the triv-
ial aid of do-gooders; the most recent example of ascendancy 
was, in Emerson’s view, the Anglo-Saxon race. He first adapts 
this race-based theory of history to the issue of slavery in his 
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watershed 1844 “Address on the Emancipation of the Negroes 
in the West Indies.” In this speech, his first major statement 
on the evils of slavery, Emerson advances an antislavery phi-
losophy that relies oddly on racialist discourse. At the very 
end of that speech, for instance, he states: “The genius of the 
Saxon race, friendly to liberty; the enterprise, the muscular 
vigor of this nation, are inconsistent with slavery.”15

As it happens, Emerson was again thinking of the genius 
of the Saxon race as he wrote “On Freedom” in 1853. In 
preparation for his book, English Traits (1856), one chapter of 
which is entitled “Race,” Emerson filled his 1853 journal with 
thoughts about the superiority of the Saxon race, thoughts 
which occasionally intersect with the issue of Negro slavery. 
This passage from English Traits, for instance—

It is race, is it not? That puts the hundred 
millions of India under the dominion of a 
remote island in the north of Europe. Race 
avails much, if that be true, which is alleged, 
that all Celts are Catholics, and all Saxons are 
Protestants; that Celts love unity of power and 
Saxons the representative principle. Race is a 
controlling influence in the Jew, who, for two 
millenniums, under every climate has pre-
served the same character and employments. 
Race in the negro is of appalling importance… 
(Works,5:47-8)

—has its origin in an 1853 journal entry written in close prox-
imity to the draft versions of “On Freedom.”16 While the pas-
sage above reads very much as if Emerson believed that race 
is destiny, in the paragraphs that follow, he considers those 
forces that resist and modify racial absolutism, and the back-
and-forth movement again has the effect of self-examination:

It need not puzzle us that Malay and Papuan, 
Celt and Roman, Saxon and Tartar should 
mix, when we see the rudiments of tiger and 
baboon in our human form, and know that 
the barriers of races are not so firm, but that 
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some spray sprinkles us from the antediluvian 
seas. (Works, 5:50)

Emerson’s expansive sense of mixed blood (and even mixed 
species) should inform the way we read the transformation of 
“Brute and savage into Man” in “On Freedom.” The refer-
ence to the baboon invites racist associations, but Emerson 
blunts these by collectivizing “our human form.” That last al-
literative image of the spray from “antediluvian seas” recalls 
the “seas and sunset skies” of “On Freedom”: in both works, 
Emerson is attempting to tether the plastic fluidity of nature 
to the fixed issue of race; equally important, in both passages 
Emerson is trying to think through ways man’s racial develop-
ment is orchestrated by a governing power.

Emerson’s acceptance of historical inevitability—the fated 
sense that the deity will turn “Brute and savage into man”—
made its way into his other race-based meditations, such as his 
(similarly conflicted) 1846 poem, “Ode Inscribed to W.H. 
Channing.” Here the speaker marvels that the seemingly cruel 
“over-god” who “marries Right to Might” and “exterminates 
races/ By stronger races,/ Black by white faces,” eventually 
“Knows to bring honey/ Out of the lion” and “Grafts gentlest 
scion/ On Pirate and Turk” (Works, 9:79). This belief in his-
torical melioration (“The destiny of organized nature is ame-
lioration,” he states in Representative Men [Works, 4:35]) would 
appear to eliminate the power of individual human agency 
in effecting social change.17 However, on the slavery question 
Emerson also paradoxically believed in the efficacy of action, 
but not from the white abolitionist; rather, it was the respon-
sibility of the black man to align himself with the forces of his-
tory. In the 1844 “West Indies” speech, he lays out the stakes 
of black self-reliance in the starkest terms: “If the black man 
is feeble, and not important to the existing races not on a par-
ity with the best race,” Emerson insists, then “ the black man 
must serve, and be exterminated. But if the black man carries 
in his bosom an indispensable element of a new and com-
ing civilization, for the sake of that element, no wrong, nor 
strength, nor circumstance, can hurt him: he will survive and 
play his part.” Drawing strength from references to a litany of 



A Page from Emerson’s Journal. MS Am 1280H (47), p. 63, Houghton Library, Harvard Univer-
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black revolutionary heroes, including Toussaint L’Overture, 
Emerson concludes: 

I say to you, you must save yourself, black or 
white, man or woman; other help there is 
none. I esteem the occasion of this jubilee 
to be the proud discovery, that the black race 
can contend with the white; that, in the great 
anthem which we call history, a piece of many 
parts and vast compass, after playing a long 
time a very low and subdued accompaniment, 
they perceive the time when they can strike 
in with effect, and take a master’s part in the 
music.18

The question of human agency within a system of chat-
tel bondage is of course a deeply fraught issue, and Emer-
son never directly engages the potentially deadening daily life 
of the slave.19 (Gregg Crane notes that Emerson’s portrait of 
the individual slave “resists visualization.”20) Rather, by us-
ing language that straddles transcendent, historical design 
(“indispensable element of a new and coming civilization”) 
and individual agency (the reference to Toussaint), Emerson 
illustrates how an action can be both divinely inspired and 
personally authored. In this way, his references to “the black 
man” work both as a historical, collective term for the race, 
and as a term that promotes the agency of the contemporary 
individual black man. Emerson’s choice in his poem of the 
singular “brute” over “brutish millions” confers a similar 
double meaning.

This crucial element of black individual agency becomes 
clear in the poem’s lines that immediately precede the final 
couplet: 

Or, if in thy heart he shine, 
Blends the starry fates with thine,
Draws angels nigh to dwell with thee,
And makes thy thought archangels be;

If the slave has the “deity” within him, then the external “an-
gels” of God become the internal “archangels” of thought, 
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thereby blending providential design and human action. The 
slave then acts, in a process of self-awakening, to carry out the 
design of the “starry fates.” The brute thereby turns himself 
into a man in the same way Emerson urges mankind to cast off 
its brutishness in “Self-Reliance.” This is nonetheless a deli-
cate intellectual balance, one which strains under the weight 
of attempting to marry divine and human will over the com-
plicated issue of ending slavery. 

The closing couplet—“Freedom’s secret would’st thou 
know?—/ Right thou feelest rashly do”—does not resolve so 
much as encapsulate the poem’s dilemmas. While technically 
the secret is conveyed by the spirit, via the deity, to the speak-
er—that is, Emerson goes to great lengths to protect himself 
rhetorically—the final line of the poem is also certainly the 
poet’s advice to the slave and, boiled down, comes right out of 
“Self-Reliance”: if you feel it is right, act on it immediately. The issue, 
of course, is that the advice is not boiled down, but rendered 
in language that is both archaic and syntactically complex, se-
riously undermining the urgency of its message to act on im-
pulse. Similarly, the insistent repetition of the many forms of 
“thou” in the poem—including “thine,” “thy,” and “thee”—
creates a biblical formality that underscores the distance be-
tween Emerson and the figure of the slave. The rhetorical 
self-consciousness of the poem undermines the unmediated 
message of the final line, and vice-versa.

zzz

ii

By conflating individual agency with racial destiny, Em-
erson creates the incongruous figure of the self-reliant slave, 
capable of responding to an inspirational call to transcend his 
condition and free himself from his bonds. In the process, 
the slave aligns himself with inevitable historical forces and 
becomes, like Toussaint, an iconic symbol for his race. This 
romantic conception of a slave might easily be dismissed as the 
fantasy projection of a Harvard-educated transcendentalist; 
however, the figure of Frederick Douglass answers so precisely 
to Emerson’s conception that it is difficult to imagine that 
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Emerson did not have him in mind as he wrote the poem, 
whose purpose as we have said was to support Douglass’s news-
paper. Douglass was the literate, poetry-reading ex-slave who 
had gained freedom and fame by acting spontaneously and 
“rashly” on his deepest intuition.

If Emerson did not know Douglass’s 1845 Narrative (and 
he never mentions it in his journal), he certainly knew Dou-
glass’s story, even before the Narrative was published, and in 
fact shared the stage with Douglass when he, Emerson, gave 
his 1844 speech on “Emancipation in the West Indies.” As 
Len Gougeon has recently noted, the passage quoted above 
which praises Toussaint L’Overture originated in a journal 
entry which similarly praises Douglass:21

If the black man is feeble & not important to 
the existing races, not on a par with the best 
race, the black man must serve & be sold & ex-
terminated. But if the black man carries in his 
bosom an indispensable element of a new & 
coming civilization, for the sake of that ele-
ment no wrong nor strength nor circumstance 
can hurt him, he will survive & play his part. So 
now it seems to me that the arrival of such men 
as Toussaint if he is pure blood, or of Douglass 
if he is pure blood, outweighs all the English 
& American humanity. The Antislavery of the 
whole world is but dust in the balance, a poor 
squeamishness & nervousness[;] the might & 
the right is here. Here is the Anti-Slave. Here 
is Man; & if you have man, black or white is an 
insignificance. 22 (My emphasis)

Interestingly, Emerson chose to omit the Douglass refer-
ence in his 1844 speech, but if we put the journal entry and 
the speech side by side, Douglass now curiously informs 
the speech, even more so given his physical presence on the 
stage as Emerson spoke. (Perhaps it is possible that Emerson 
omitted the Douglass reference due to Douglass’s very pres-
ence on the stage.) What is clear is that, as Emerson was first 
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formulating the counterintuitive connection between slavery 
and self-reliance, he had Douglass in mind. The references to 
“pure blood” (omitted in the speech) are meant to suggest not 
genetic racial purity (Douglass was in fact of mixed blood), 
but rather an unalloyed dedication to the forces of history. In 
Emerson’s view, Douglass is an example of the “Anti-Slave” 
who demonstrates how weak and ineffectual is the “human-
ity” of the abolitionist and antislavery movements. Emerson 
writes in the same journal entry: “The negro has saved him-
self, and the white man very patronizingly says, I have saved 
you.”23 In this vein, Emerson’s race-based theory of history 
might strike us as insightfully progressive. 

In both his 1845 Narrative and his 1853 novella, The Heroic 
Slave, Douglass presents repeated scenes of the Negro resolving 
to save himself; these scenes certainly anticipate—and perhaps 
even inspire—Emerson’s advice in “On Freedom.” (The Heroic 
Slave is possibly another work that Emerson knew as he wrote 
his poem. It was published in the 1853 volume of Autographs 
for Freedom, the same series that published “On Freedom” the 
following year.) Len Gougeon has argued that the intellec-
tual careers of Emerson and Douglass proceeded on parallel 
tracks for decades, and here specifically, I would like to focus 
upon two Emersonian impulses in these works by Douglass: 
the first is the fantasy of the perfect speech-act, and the sec-
ond is the translation of divine intuition into human agency 
on the subject of slavery.24 While it is difficult to document 
an explicit pattern of borrowing or influence (either Dou-
glass from Emerson or Emerson from Douglass), it is clear 
that both men were engaged by “the transformation of genius 
into practical power” (as Emerson says at the end of “Experi-
ence” [Works, 3:86]) as it applied to ending slavery.25 While 
for Emerson this process begins with the transcendental poet 
and moves to the slave, resulting in a rather tortured and self-
conscious application of abstract principle to a single cultural 
issue, in Douglass the process begins with the material condi-
tions of the slave who, through acts of literacy and romantic 
communion with nature, absorbs currents of transcendental 
intuition and thereby becomes a kind of poet-activist, capable 
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of immense practical power, including freeing himself from 
slavery. 

Like Emerson, Douglass fantasizes in his Narrative about 
the perfect speech-act that would snap the chains of slavery. 
He summarizes, for example, John Aikin’s “Dialogue between 
a Master and Slave”—from Caleb Bingham’s The Columbian Ora-
tor—in which a slave discourses so persuasively about his con-
dition that his master frees him.26 Bingham’s philosophy in 
putting the volume together was to demonstrate, in the words 
of Granville Ganter, “that speech is an action.”27 Douglass de-
scribes, too, how Hugh Auld grants him deep insight into his 
own condition by refusing to allow Douglass to read. Auld’s 
particular objection to reading—“It would forever unfit him 
to be a slave”—“sank deep into my heart, stirred up senti-
ments within that lay slumbering, and called into existence 
an entirely new train of thought” (Narrative, 37). In this way, 
Auld’s discourse is ironically the perfect speech-act, leading 
directly to Douglass’s realization of the “pathway from slavery 
to freedom” and triggering a resolution to learn how to read 
(Narrative, 38). The power of literacy has been much written 
about in Douglass, and in slave narratives in general, but less 
examined in the Narrative is the coded capacity of words to un-
lock specific avenues of insight and to stir the reader/listener 
to new levels of commitment.28 Douglass writes, for instance, 
of the talismanic power of “abolition,” a word that becomes 
fused with its deed in his imagination (Narrative, 43). It’s as 
if Douglass in his Narrative literalizes Emerson’s metaphorical 
message in “The Poet”: “With what joy I begin to read a poem, 
which I confide in as an inspiration! And now my chains are 
to be broken … ” (Works, 3:12). While poetry proper does not 
serve as the primary mode of suasion in Douglass—although 
we should note he does cite “the slave’s poet Whittier” and 
closes his Narrative with a poetic parody—Douglass shares 
Emerson’s sensitivity to the profound power of language to 
quicken philosophical ascent as well as, in Douglass’s case, 
practical resolution. 

Douglass was of course renowned as the slave who had 
physically subdued his white overseer—the ultimate act of 



Blow for Blow. Henry Louis Stephens, artist. Circa 1863. Courtesy of Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division. LC-USZ62-53189.
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agency—and by 1853, the story of his epic struggle with Covey 
had made its way into the popular mind by virtue of the great 
success of the 1845 Narrative. Elements of that confrontation, 
in fact, appear to seed Emerson’s poem. Before his fight, 
Douglass, for example, meditates on his fate on a Sunday 
morning while perched on the “lofty banks” of Chesapeake 
Bay and watching the ships move freely about. With “no audi-
ence but the Almighty,” Douglass addresses the ships in what 
is clearly meant to be seen as an alternative to a traditional 
Sunday prayer service. In language that mirrors Emerson’s 
phrase, “draws angels nigh to dwell with thee,” Douglass so-
liloquizes, “You are freedom’s swift-winged angels that would 
fly round the world!” and translates this divine insight into 
a promise of human agency: “I will take to the water. This 
very bay shall yet bear me into freedom” (Narrative, 59). In 
this section of the Narrative, Douglass also repeatedly refers to 
himself as a “brute” as opposed to a “man.” As if anticipating 
Emerson’s transformation of “Brute and savage into man.” 
Douglass calls himself “a man transformed into a brute!” at 
the hands of Covey (Narrative, 58). In his Chesapeake Bay so-
liloquy, he says, “O why was I born a man, of whom to make 
a brute!” (Narrative, 59). After remembering how Covey “had 
used me like a brute for sixth months,” Douglass finally de-
cides to fight him, thereby reversing the brutalizing process 
and encouraging the emergence of his manhood: “you have 
seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was 
made a man” (Narrative, 64, 60). 

Douglass is surprised by his resolution to fight Covey—
“from whence came the spirit I don’t know”—but he is clearly 
summoning a spiritual courage that aligns him with an Em-
ersonian sense of history and fate; in rising up against Covey, 
Douglass is spending some of Emerson’s “unspent beauty of 
surprise.” As he explains earlier in his story, when he gives 
thanks for being the only slave selected to be taken to Balti-
more, Douglass had always had a sense of providential design 
and his own agency within it:

I may be deemed superstitious, and even ego-
tistical, as regarding this event as a special 
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interposition of Divine Providence in my fa-
vor. But I should be false to the earliest senti-
ments of my soul, if I suppressed the opinion. 
I prefer to be true to myself, even at the hazard of incurring 
the ridicule of others, rather than to be false, and incur my 
own abhorrence. From my earliest recollection, I 
date the entertainment of a deep conviction 
that slavery would not always be able to hold 
me within its foul embrace; and in the darkest 
hours of my career in slavery, this living word 
of faith and spirit of hope departed not from 
me, but remained like ministering angels to 
cheer me through the gloom. The good spirit 
was from God, and to him I offer thanksgiving 
and praise. (Narrative, 36. My emphasis)

The italicized sentence reads as if it is straight out of Emer-
son’s “Self-Reliance,” published four years earlier than the 
Narrative, in 1841. Interestingly, however, it is surrounded by 
a testament to divine Providence, and, as in Emerson’s poem, 
we have a parsing of divine and human agency on the issue of 
breaking the bonds of slavery. Douglass too has the “deity” 
within him, and once again, like Emerson’s angels, Douglass’s 
“ministering angels” are sent from God but take up residence 
in the individual slave.

Similarly, in Douglass’s novella The Heroic Slave—published 
in 1853 just as Emerson was sketching out drafts of “On Free-
dom”—the protagonist Madison Washington repeatedly es-
capes the bonds of slavery and eventually inspires a slave revolt 
by aligning himself with cosmic forces of nature and history. 
John Stauffer has written about how Douglass developed an 
interest in Byron after his trip to England, Ireland, and Scot-
land (1845-47), and one senses a Byronic cast to the roman-
tic imagery that evokes Washington’s legacy at the start of the 
story.29 

“Like a guiding star on a stormy night,” Douglass writes, 
imagining Washington as as a spectral presence in the natu-
ral environment, “he is seen through the parted clouds and 
howling tempests; or, like a gray peak of a menacing rock on a 



hugh egan

202

perilous coast, he is seen through the quivering flash of angry 
lightning, and he again disappears covered with mystery.”30 
In the opening scene, very reminiscent of the Chesapeake Bay 
soliloquy, the white first-person narrator first glimpses Wash-
ington “near the edge of a dark pine forest”; the slave is talk-
ing himself into escaping by contrasting his state of bondage 
with the freedom of birds, snakes, and reptiles. Like Douglass, 
he calls himself a “brute,” but vows to follow “the North Star” 
as a path toward freedom (HS, 176, 178). (We should note that 
Frederick Douglass’ Paper was originally named The North Star, fur-
ther underscoring the impulse to fuse word and deed.) Now 
occupying the position of both slave and poet, Washington, 
through the eloquence of his soliloquy, moves the white nar-
rator to a new activism: “From this hour I am an abolition-
ist” (HS, 182). Washington’s language—“His words were well 
chosen and his pronunciation equal to that of any schoolmas-
ter,” says the first mate of the Creole—stirs men (both black and 
white) to action (HS, 233). After his encounter with Washing-
ton, this first mate, for instance, vows never again to set foot 
on a slave ship. Like Emerson, Douglass indulges the fantasy 
of the perfect speech-act, and while Washington’s words are 
often directed to his fellow slaves, Douglass also reverses the 
racial terms of “On Freedom,” with the black man serving as 
“poet” and the white man becoming inspired to do what he 
can to stop slavery.

At other crucial points, too, Washington’s decision to free 
himself is spurred by the contemplation of a sublime natural 
environment, one which encourages a sense of his own place 
in a larger cosmic design. For example, he is driven from his 
hiding spot in the woods by a fire of “savage magnificence,” 
biblical in its force and one that provokes him to further acts 
of courage: “I ran alike from fire and from slavery” (HS,193, 
194) When he is a chained slave aboard a slave ship, the envi-
ronment of the sea inspires in him thoughts of freedom: “It 
is one thing,” the first mate says after the mutiny, “to manage 
a company of slaves on a Virginia plantation, and quite an-
other thing to quell an insurrection on the lonely billows of 
the Atlantic, where every breeze speaks of courage and liberty” 
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(HS, 228). Clearly Washington is blending the “starry fates” 
with his own personal fate and acting on a divinely inspired 
impulse. The final section of The Heroic Slave begins with a quo-
tation from Byron’s Childe Harold—“Know ye not/ Who would 
be free, themselves must strike the first blow”—which is directly 
consonant with Emerson’s message to the slave on “On Free-
dom”: “Right thou feelest, rashly do” (HS, 225).

zzz

In 1841, Emerson wrote his brother William about his 
fantasy of the perfect speech-act: “I have a dream sometimes 
of an eloquence … that drawing its resources from neither 
politics nor commerce but from thought, from the moral 
and intellectual life and duties of each man, shall startle and 
melt and exhalt the ear that heareth, as never the orators of 
the caucus or the parliament or the forum can.”31 Emerson 
exhibits the strain of applying this apolitical fantasy to an is-
sue saturated in politics and commerce in “On Freedom.” 
He declares he cannot express the secret of freedom, but then 
does express it, and thus runs the risk of being seen as the 
disengaged, philosophical idealist on the one hand, and the 
paternalistic white know-it-all on the other. Emerson, I be-
lieve, comprehends these risks and tests the limits of his own 
philosophy in this poem, much as he does in “Self-Reliance,” 
where abolition is the whetstone on which he sharpens his 
transcendental philosophy. As Emerson was struggling to fit 
Platonic abstraction to the material conditions of slavery, 
Douglass was, in broad terms, undergoing his own agon which 
might be seen as an inversion of Emerson’s. Having separated 
from William Lloyd Garrison over the issue of the mutabil-
ity of the United States Constitution, and having started his 
own newspaper, Douglass sought to define the philosophical 
basis of his own liberation, and did so in terms that, at points, 
resemble transcendental philosophy. The full story of this 
transition does not take place until the 1855 publication of 
My Bondage and My Freedom, which begins with a quotation from 
poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge and provides a more cerebral 
(if less trenchant) account of Douglass’s life. Thus, besides 
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being indicative of Emerson’s conflicted stance toward the is-
sue of slavery, “On Freedom” provides a compelling vantage 
point from which to view the trajectories of America’s two 
most important 19th century public intellectuals as they cross 
and re-cross one another.

Ithaca College
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