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INTRODUCT| ON

Presented here are professor Angela Davis’ initial lectures for
“Recurring Philosophical Themes in Black Literature,” her
first course at UCLA. taught during the Pall Quarter of {g§9. At
the time she was beginning a two-year appointment as Acting
Assistant Professor in Philosophy, an appointment duly recom-
mended by the Department of Philosophy and enthusiastically
approved by the UCLA Administration. The first of the two lec-
tures was delivered in Royce Wall to an audience of over fif-
teen hundred students and interested colleagues, At the lecture’s
end Professor Davis was given a gpolonged standing ovation by the
audience. It was, we thougm/?vindication of academic free-
dom and democratic educfition. For the lectures are part of an
attempt to bring to light the forbidden history of the enslave-
ment and oppression of black people. and to place that history
in an illuminating philosophical context. At the same time. they
are sensitive, original and incisive: the work gf.4n excellent
teacher and a truly fine scholar.
" Now Professor Davis is a prisoner of the society that should
have welcomed her talents, her honesty and the contribution she
was making toward understanding and resolving the most criti-
cal problem of that society-—the division between its oppressors
and its oppressed. _‘fir's'{ he was attacked by the Regents of the
University of Califormia_who attempted to_dismiss. her_from the
University on the patentlv illegal ground of her_membership_in
the_Communist Party,” When this attempt was overruled by the
Superior Court of Los Angeles, the Regents denied her the nor-
mal continuation of her appointment for a second year, in spite
of recommendations from a host of review committees and the
Chancellor of UCLA that she be reappointed. During the summer
of 1970, she was charged with kidnapping. murder, and unlaw-
ful flight to avoid prosecution, and was placed on the FBI most
wanted list. When apprehended, she was held on excessive bail,
then denied bail, and subsequently has been kept in isolation
from other prisoners.

in her first Iecture Professor Davis points out that kee ng
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dave whose life and work she surveys here, Professor Davis is
one of the educated oppressed. Like him, she has achieved full
consciousness of what 1t is to be oppressed, and has heightened
this consciousness in her own people and in others. Vrﬁs’r?ﬁﬁ”
be little doubt that her effectiveness in blunting the "oppressve
weapon of ignorance was the chief motive for her remova from
the Universty of Cdifornia, and a mgor mative in the harsh
treatment she has since received.

These are lectures deding with the phenomenology of op-
pression and liberation. It is one thing to make the dementary
point that millions are still oppressed in what is advertised as
the world's most free society. It is much more difficult to lay
out the causes of that oppression and the ways in whicll-it IS

% perpetuated; its psychologicad meaning to the oppressor and the

oppressed; and the process by which the latter become con-
scious of it; and the way in which they triurgﬁh over it. This
was the task Professor Davis set for hersdlf. Sne brings5o her
work a rich philosophica background, a piercing intellect, and
the knowledge born of experience.

It was perhaps inevitable that Professor Davis should be-
come a symbol for conflicting groups and causes. But it is well
to remember that behind the symbal lies the human being whose
thoughts are recorded here, and that when she stands trid not

-only a human cause but dso a human life will be tried. In the
meantime, we take pride in presenting these two lectures by a
diginguished colleague and friend. May they everywhere con-
tribute to the defeat of oppression.

Matthew Skulicz, English Richard Ashcraft, Political Science
Peter Orleans, Sociology John Horton, Sociology
David Gillman, Mathematics Paul Koosis, Mathematics
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Kenneth Chapman, German Barbara Pastee, English
Laurence Morrissette, French Carlos Otero, Spanish
Temma Kaplan, History Alex Norman, Urban Affairs
Peter Ladefoged, Linguistics Henry McGee, School of Law
D. R. McCann, German E. V. Wolfenstein, Political Science

Robert Singleton, Business Administration
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The idea of freedom has judtifiadly been a dominating theme
in the hiSOrP]/_ of Western ideas. Man has been repeatedly defined
|

in terms of his indlienable freedom. One of the ‘most acute para-
doxes present in the higtory of Western society is that while on
a philosophical plane freedom has been delineated in the most
lofty and sublime fashion, concrete redlity has aways been per-
mested with the most bruta forms of unfreedom, of endavemen.
In ancient Greece where, so we are taught, democracy had its
source, it cannot be overlooked that in spite of dl the philosophical
assertions of man's freedom, in spite of the demand that men
redize himsdf through exercising his freedom as a gitizen of the

polis,the maorily of the people_in Ath er ee n

were not citizens and davery was an %ed ingtitution. More-

over, There was definitely aform of raciam preseat In Greek soci-

efy, for only Greeks were suited for the benefits of freedom: dll

non-Greeks were called barbarians ald DV _their Very naiure could
Tvingor even capable ol Treedom.

In this context, one cannot fail to conjure up the image of
Thomas Jefferson and the other so-caled Founding Fathers formu-
lating the noble concepts of the Congdtitution of the United Sates
while their daves were living in misary. tn order not to mar the
‘beauty of the Condtitution and at the same time to protect the in-
ditution of davery, they wrote about “persons held to service or
labor,” a euphemism for the word davery, as being exceptiona
types of human beings, persons who do not merit the guarantees
and rights of the Congtitution.

‘BIac!( people have exposed, by their very existence, the inade-
QUECIES not only of the practice of freedom, but of its very theoretical
formulation.’
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Is man free or is he not? Ought he be free or ought not he

be free? The history of Bl [ in_my oping-
ion, a much™miore illuminating account of the nature of freedom

its extent and limits, thafiall thie Philosophical discourses on

this theme in the history of Western society. Why? For a num-
ber of reasons. First of all, because Black Literature in this
country and throughout the world projects the consciousness of &
People who have been denied entrance into the ted world of
reedom. Black people have exposed, by their very existence, the
inadequacies not only of the practice of freedom, but of its ver 5
theoretical formulation. Because, if the theory of freedom re-
mains isolated from the practice of freedom or rather is contra-
dicted in redlity, then this means that something must be wrong
with the concept — tha is if we are thinking in a didectica i
manner.

The pivotd theme of this course will thus be_the idea of

freedom as it is unfglded in the literary undertd<inci_0f_81m&g\%
people. starting with The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass
we will explore the dave's experience of his bondage and thu s
the negative experience of freedom. Most important here will be

e crucial transiormation of the concept of freedom asa static,
given principle into the concept of liberation, the dynamic, ac-
tive_struggle for freedom. We will move on to W.E.B. DuBois,
to Jean Tommer, Richard Wright and John A. Williams. Inter-
spersed will be poetry from the various periods of Black Histor s
in this country, and theoreticd analyses such as Fanon and Du -
Bois A.B.C. of Color. Finaly I would like to discuss a few pieces by
African writers and poems by Nicolas Guillen, a black Cuban poet
and compare them to the work of American Blacks.

Throughout the course, | have said, the notion of freedorr
will be the axisaround. which we will t to dev 33
philosophical concepts. We will encounter such_metaphysical
notions as iT/J ¢ problem of self—knowledgﬂm—
philosophy of history which emerges out of the works we are
studying will be crucid. The mordity peculiar to an oppresseci
people is something we will —come to grips with. ASW e
progress along the path of the unfolding of freedom in Black liter-
ature-& Idretrieve a whole host of related themes.

Before T g&t into the material, T "would Tike {g say a few
words about the kinds of guestions we oupht to ask ourselves
when we delve into the nature of human freedom. First of ali.
is freedom_totally_subjective. totally objective, or IS it @ synthe-
Ssof both poles? Let i€ try 1O explain whatT mean. Is Iree-
dom to be concelved merely as an inherent, given characteris-
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tic Of man, is jt a freedom which is confined within the human
mind, |sfreedsom an internal experience? Or, On the other hand,
is freedom only the liberty to move, to act in a way one choos-
es? Let us pose the original question as to the subjectivity or
objectivity of freedom in the following manner: Is freedom the
freedom of thought or the freed ion? import-
ant, isit @siarmwgwher?
This leads us directly to the problem of whether freedom is
at all possible'within the bounds of material bondage. 3]
slave be said to be free in any way? This brings to mind one
of the more noOtorious datements which the French Exigtentid-
i, Jean-Paul Sartre, has made. Even the man in chains he
says, remains free-and for this reason: he is dways a liberty
to diminate his condition of davery even if this means his death.
That is, his freedom is narrowly defined as the freedom to .
choose between his dtate of captivity and his death. Now, this’;
is extreme. But we have to decide whether or not thisis the!
way in which we are going to define that concept. Certainly,!
this would not be compatible with the notion of liberation, for'
when the slave-opts Tor Geath, he does much more than obliter-
afe his conditioir of enslavement, fOr a_the same time he is
abolishing jbemﬁ"ém\ﬁaeﬁhere is mote
to besaid, when we take the decison to die out of an abstract
context and examine the dynamics of a ted dtuation in which
a dave medts his death in the fight for concrete freedom. That
is to say, the choice, davery or desth, could either mean dav-
ey or suicide, or on the other hand davery or liberation at dl
costs. The difference between the two sifliations IS crucid.

‘The authentic consciousness Of an oppréssed people entails
an understanding of the necessty to abolish, oppresson. The
slave finds a the end of his journey towards undersanding a
real grasp of what freedom means. He knows that it means the
destruction of the magter-dave relationship. And in this sense.
his knowledge of freedom is mote profound than that of the master.
For the mader feds himsdf free and he feels himself free be-

%gause he is7able to control the lives of others."He_ig free a the

expense of me_imadoln_g(_anqm_e[g_._l%he dave experiences the
freedom of the master in its true light. He understands thet the
master’s freedom is abstract freedom to suppress dthet human
beings. The dave understands that this is a pseudo concept of
freedom and at this point is mote enlightened than his medgter

for he redizes that the magter is a dave of his own misconcep-

tions his own misdeeds, his own brutdity, his own effort to
Oppress.
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Now I would like to go into the materid. The first part of
The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, cdled “Life of a
Save” oconditutes a physica voyage from davery to freedom

which is both the uson and reflection of a philosophica .

voyage from davery to freedom. We will see that neither voyage
would” have been possble done they are mutudly determinant.
The point of departure for this voyage is the following ques-
tion Frederick Douglass asks himsdf as a child: “Why am 1
adave? Why are some people daves and others masters?’ (page
50). His criticd attitude when he falls to accept the usua answer
,— that God had made Black people to be daves and white people
to be masters —\is the basic condition which must be present
before freedom can become a possibility in the mind of the dave.
We must not forget that throughout the history of Western society
there is an abundance of judtifications for the existence of slav-
ery. Both Plato and Arigtotle felt that some men were born to be
daves, some men are not born into a sate of freedom. Religious
judtifications for davery are to be found a every tumn.
Let's atempt to arive & a philosophical definition of the

dave: we have dreedy stated the essencerhe is a human”bein%
who, by, some reason or another is denied fr 0

Do g e e

the essence of the human being his freedom? Either the slave

is nota"TMan or his very existence Is a-contradiction. We can rule
out the firg dternative, dthough we should not forget that the

revailing ideol defined the Black man as sub-human.. The fall-
bre (0 ded with I o

ure to deal with the contradictory nature of davery, the impose
ignorance of redity is exemplified in the notion that the dave is
not a man, for if he were a man, he should certainly be free.

We dl know of the calculated attempts to rob the black man
of his humanity. We know that in order to maintain the inditution
of davery, black people were ‘forced to live in conditions not fit
for animas. The’white dave-owners were determined to mould
black people into the image of the sub-human being which they had
contrived in order to judtify their actions. A vicious circle emerges
in which the dlave-owner loses al consciousness of himself.

The vicious circle continues to turn, but for the dave, there is
away out: Resistancebrederick Douglass seems to_have had his
first experience of this possbility of a Jave becoming-iree upon
observing a dave ress aflogging: “‘That dlave who had the cour-
age to stand up for himsdlf against the overseer, although hemight
have many hard dripes & first, became while legdly a dave
virtually a free man. “You can shoot me,’ said a dave to Rigby
Hopkins, ‘but you can’'t whip me', and the result was he was nai-
ther whipped nor shot.”
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Already We can begin to@the notion of fresdom as
it appeared to the dave. The Tirst condition of freedom is the

open act of resstance — physcd ressance, violent resstance,

In"That act of resistance, the rudiments of freedom are aready
present. And thk biolent retdiation sgnifies much mote than the
physica act: it is refusd not only to submit to the flogging, but

refusd to acocept the definitions of the dave-mader; It Is im-

plicitly a rgection of the inditution of davery, itS standards,
its mordity, a microcosmic effort towards liberation.

“The first condition of freedom is the open act of resistance. . . h
that act of resistance, the rudiments of freedom are already pres-
ent.

The dave Is actually conscious of the fact that freedom Isuo:
afact, it isiof g given, but rather_something to be fought for, it
can exist only through_a process of drugdle. The dave-master.
on the other "hand, experiences his freedom as indienable anc
thus as a fact: he is not aware that he too has been endaved b
his own system.

To begin to answer a question we posed earlier — isit possble
for a man to be in chains and a the same time be free — we can
now say that the path towards freedom can only be envisioned
Ig¥ the dave when he actively rejects his chains. The first phase

liberation is the decision to rgect the image of himsaf which
the Saverowner has painted, to rgect the conditions which the
dave-owner has created, to regject his own existence, to rejec!
himsdf asdave.

7(/ Here the problem of freedom leads us directly into. the ques
tion Of identity. The condition of davery is a condition Of aliena
tion: “Nature never intended that men and women should b:
ether daves or daveholders, and nothing but rigid training lon;
perssted in, can perfect the character of the one or the other.”
Savery is an dienation from a naturd condition, it is a vielation
of nature which distorts both parties — the slave and the dave:
owner. Alienaion 1s the absence of authentic identity, in the case
of the dave, he is dienated from his own freedom.

This non-identity can exist on-a number of levels it can be
unconscious — the dave accepts the master’s definition, renders
himsdf unfree in seaing himsdf as inherently unfit for freedom.
Or it can be conscious, knowledge can strike ablow at it. We are
most concerned with the second dternative, for it congtitutes a
dtage in the voyage towards freedom.
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. The most extreme form of human alienation is the reductic,,
L to tﬂrstzﬁx‘:{f(jfﬁjopg%x_’l‘hisﬁsﬁtg&tﬁeyslam_wis_defmm .
¢ thifig to be owned. “‘Personality swallowed up in the sordid ide
')of erMWOm destiny v
/ to be fixed for life, and we had no more voice in the decision OF

' the question than the oxen and cows that stood chewing at thy e
. haymow." ‘

Black people were treated as things, they were defined a <
bjects. “The dave-was a ﬂtix_t,u_r,eLE_tedﬁLick Douglass remark s _
His life minst be lived within the limits of that objectness, wthizy
thelimits of the white. man’s defipition-of tha Black man. Forcect
toTive as If he werea fixture, the slave’s perception of the wor 1«3
isinverted. Because his life is relegated to that of an object, hre
must forge his own hwumanity within those boundaries. *‘He had no
choice, no goal, but was pegged down to one single spot, and mu st
take root there or nowhere” The dave has no determination wha ¢-
scever over the externad circumdances of his life. Ope day =
woman could be living on a plantation among her children, the i r
fether ~ family, friends. The next day, she could be miles awa v
with no hope of ever mesting them again. The idea of the journey
loses its connotation or exploration, 1t loses the excitement o £
learning the unknown. The trip becomes aww@s%‘ not
away from the thingness of the dave's eISROEE, even
sharper accentuation of his non-human externa exisence. “His,
oing out into the world was like a Ii!mingsman going out of sght an«<d

earing of wife, children, and fri of kindred tie” Frederick
Douglass gives a moving account of the last days of his grand moth-
er, who ha/in%faithfully served her mager from his birth to his
death, havi ad children and grandchildren for him, is lookedl
upon in disdain by her then present owner-the origind master’'s
grandson. She is sent into the woods to die a solitary death.

Frederick Douglass owner reveals to him unwittingly the pat ¥»
toward the consciousness of his dienation: * ‘If you givea nigger
an inch he will take an l. Learning will spoil the best nigger in the
world. If he learns to read the Bible it will forever unfit hmto be a
dave. He should know nothing but the will of his master, and learn
to obey it” ' The daveis dienated totaly insofar as he accepts his
master’s will as the absolute authority over his life. The dave has
no will, no desires, no being ~ his essence, his being he must find
entirdy in the will of his master. What does this mean? It is partly
with the dave's consent that the white man is able to perpetuate
davery -~ when we say consent, however, it is not free consent, but
consent under the most brutal force and preSure.

a




Frederick Douglass learns from his owner's observation:
precisely how he is to combat his own alienation: ‘' 'Very well

B SRS 3

%Mthx}ught 1. "Knowledge unfits a child tobe a slave.’ Linstinctively as
SERTET IO THE proposifion, and {rom thal moment | understood the
direct pathway from slavery to freedom.”” If we look closely at the

words of Frederick Douglass we can detect the theme of resictance
OnCe again. Mis (st concrete experience ot th€ possipiiity ol tree
dom within the limits of slavery comes when he observes a slave
resist a whipping. Now he transforms this resistance into a resis
tance of the mind, a refusal to accépt the will of the master and -
determinatlion 16 Tind indeperdent means of judging the world.

Just as the slave has used violence against the violence of the
aggressor, Frederick Douglass uses the knowledge of his owner,
| i.e., that learning unfits a2 man to be a slave and turns it against
him: he will set out to acquire knowledge, precisely because it un-
fits a man to be a slave. [Resistance, rejection, on every level, on
every front, are integral €lements of the voyage towards {reedom
Alienation will become conscious through the process of know:
ledge.

In comballing his ignprance, in resisting the willof his master,
Frederick Douglass; apprehends that all men should be free, and
thus~deepens his knowledge of slavery, of what it means to be
a slave, what it fiieans to be the negative counterpart of fréedom.
“When I wis about thirteen years old, and had succeeded in learn-
; ing to read, every increase of knowledge, especially anything re-
specting the free states, was an additional weight to the mast in-
tolerable burden of my thought — ‘I am a slave for life.” To my
bondage 1 could see no end. It was a terrible reality, and | shalt nev-
er be able lo tell how sadly that thought chafed my young spirit.”
§ His alienation becomes real, it surfaces. and Frederick Doug-
! lass is going to existentially experience all that is entailed by being
‘ bound to a state of unfreedom materially, while mentally finding
_ his way towards liberation, The tension between the subjective
? and the objective will eventually provide the impetus towards total
|
T

liberation. But before that goal is reached a whole series of phases
must be traversed.
The slave, Frederick Douglass, thus mentally transcends his
: condition towards freedom. Herein lies the consciousness of alien-
ation. He sees_freedom concretelyas the negation of his condition-—
it is presenCin the very air he breatfies. “"Liberty, as the inestim-
able birthright of every man, converted every object into an assert-
er of this right. | heard it in every sound, and saw it in every object.
It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my wretchedness.

the more horrible and desolate was my condition. | saw nothing
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without seeing it and I heard nothing without hearing it. 1 do not
exaggerate when I say that it looked at me in every star, srm!ed in
every calm, breathed in every wind and moved in every storm.’

‘The slave’s predicoment, by its very contradictory noture, is impos.
sible: enlightenment dees not bring happiness, nor does it bring
real freedom . .

He has arrived at a uue recognition of his condition. That
recognition is at the same time the rejection of thal condition.
Consciousness of alienation entails the absolute refusal to accept

that alienation, But the slave's redmmby»&&mmnmaﬁac
tory namremm%ﬁ S0t bring happines
nor doeg it bring real freedom — Tb s desolation. misery, i.e,
as long as the slave doesnol see a concﬁ'%é path out of enaia vement,
In speaking of his mistress, Frederick Douglass says: '‘She aimed
to keep me ignorant, and I resolved toﬂ&g}mgﬁm
only increased my misery . T
oreover, it is not just his individual condition that the slave
rejects and thus his rm‘;er;r is not just a resuit of his individual un-
freedom, his individual alienation. True consciousness is the re-
jection of the institution itself and everything which accompanies
it. “It was slavery and not its mere jncidents that | hated.” To
foreshadow Frederick Dauglass” path from slavery to [reedom,
even when he attains his own freedom. he does not see the real goal
as having been atiained. It is only with the total abolition of the
institution of slavery that his misery, his desolation, his alienation
will be eliminated. And nat even then, for there will remain
rempants and there still remain in existence today the causes which

gave rise to slavery.
72’010 this road to freedom, Frederick Douglass experiences
religion asa reinforcement and justification for his desire to be
free. Out of thu Christian doctrine, he deduces the equality of all
men before God. If thig is true, be infers, then slavemasters must
be defying the will of God by suppressing the will of hurpan beings
and should be dealt with in accordance with God’s anger'rf";eedom,
the abolition of slavery, liberation, the destruction of alfenation =
these notions receive a metaphysical justification and impetus
through r&ligmﬂ;}A supernatural being wills the abolition of slavery:
Frederick pougglss, slave and believer in Cad, must accomplish
(God’s will by working towards the goal of liberatimﬂ

Douglass was ngt the only person to infer this From the Chris-
tian religion. Nat Turner received an important part of his inspira-
tion From his Faith in Christianity. John Brown was another
example.

10




We al know that from the perspective of white, slave-owning
society, Christianity was supposed to serve quite another function.

The overriding idea behind exposing the daves to religion was to
provide a metaphysical justification, not for freedom, but rather
for slavery.

One of Karl Marx’s more notorious statements is that religion
is the opium of the people. That is — religion teaches men to be
satisfied with their condition in this world -- with their oppression
-~ by directing their hopes and desires into a supernatural domain.
A little suffering during a person’s existence in this world means
nothing compared to an eternity of bliss.

Marcuse likes to point out that we often ignore the faet-that
ﬁ(arl Marx also said that religion is the wish-dream of an oppressed
hurmanity. Un the One hand this statement means, of course, that

| wishes become dreams projected into a sphere beyond that over
which human beings have control-1 would say, an imaginary ream.
But on the other hand, we have to ask ourselves: is there anything
else implied in Marx’s statement about the notion of wish dreams
of an oppressed humanity. Think for a moment. Real wants, needs
and desires are transformed into wish-dreams via the process of
religion, because it seems so hopeless in this world: this is the per-
spective of an oppressed people. But what is important, what is cru-
cia is that those dreams are always on the verge of reverting to
their original status - the real wishes and needs here on earth.
There is always the possibility of redirecting those wish-dreams to
the here-and-now.

Frederick Douglass redirected those dreams; Nat Turner
placed them within the framework of the real world. So there can
be a positive function of religion because its very nature is to satis-
fy very urgent needs Of people who are ‘oppressed. (We are speak-
ing only of the relation of oppressed people to religion, not attempt-
ing to analyze the notion of religion in and for itself. ) There can be
a positive function of religion. All that need be done is to say: let's
begin to create that eternity of bliss for human society here in this
world. Let's convert eternity into history.

Why is it that more Black people did not shift the emphasis
from the other world to concrete reality. — to history? There was

\ a calculated effort on the part of white, slave-owning society fo
Cr oAt s Special Kind ST ToTos ool miid e pneSoclely 1o

which would serve to perpetuate the existence of Savery. Chris-
tianity was used for the purpose of brainwashing, indoctrinating,
pacifying.

Kenneth Stampp in his work, The Peculiar Institution, dis-
cusses extensively the role of religion in creating methods of
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appeasing Black people, of suppressing potentia revolt. At fird,
Africans were not converted to Chridtianity because this may
have given daves a cdam to freedom. However, the various
dave-holding colonies passed laws to the effect that Black Chris-
tians would not automatically become free men by virtue of their
baptism. Stampp formulates the reasons why it was finally decided
to let daves through the sacred doors of Chrigtianity:

“Through rdigious indruction, the bondman learned that
davery had divine sanction, that insolence was as much an offense
agand God as agang the temporal master. They received the
biblical command that servants should obey their masters and they
heard of the punishments awaiting the disobedient dave in the
hereefter. They heard, too, that eternal savation would be their
reward for faithful service and that on the day of judgment God
would ded impartidly with the poor and the rich, the black man

and the white.”

*‘A very censored version of Christianity was developed for the slaves.
. This use of religion was one of the most violent acts against

humanity.’ *

v, Thusthose s in the Bible which emphasized obedience,
Hhumility, pacifism, patience, were presented to the dave as the
essence 0 Christi.a'nt?/. Those passages, on the other hand, which
talked about equality, freedom, the ones which Frederick Douglass
was able to discover, because, unlike most daves, he taught him-
<Hf to read — these were diminated from the sermons the dave
heard. A very censoreg, verson of Chrigtianity was developed
?ecidly for the slavezg« pious dave therefore would never hit a
white man, his master was aways right, even when he was by dl
human standards wrong. This use of religion was one of the most
violent acts againgt humanity. It was used o teach a group of men
that they were not men at dl, it was used to abolish the last
remnant of identity which the dave possessed. But, in the long run,

they were not successful as can _be witnessed-zderick Doug-
|ss-Babriel Prosser. DSyTk Yesey Nal Turner, amluntl 65

others who { stiani inst the missionaries. The Old .
Testament was particularly helpful 0Se Who planned revolts

~Children of Israerwere ddlivered out Of Bondage IN F.gypt by
God - but they fought, they fought in order to carry out the will of
God. Resistance was the lesson learped from_the Bible.

Prederick Douglass reaction to Nat Turner’s revolt is re-
veding: “The insurrection of Nat Turner had been quelled, but
the darm and terror which it occasoned had not subsded. The
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cholera was then on its way to this country, and | remember’
thinking that God was angry with the white people because of their
slaveholding wickedness, and therefore his judgments were abroad
in the land. Of course it was impossible for me not to hope much
for the abolition movement when | saw it supported by the Al-
mighty, and armed with death.”

% 1'd like to enct he‘ebypdiﬂtin%to the essence of what | have

T

een t?/i ng to get across today. The road towards freedom, the
path of liberation is marked by resstance at every crossroad:
mental resstance, physical resstance, resstance directed to the
concerted attempt to obstruct that path. | think we can learn
from the experience of the dave. We have to debunk the myth
thet Black people were docile and accepting and the extreme
myth, which by the way | read in my, high school hitory texts
in Birmingham, Alabama, that Black people actudly preferred
davery to freedom. If you will begin to get into  The Life and Times

of Frederick Douglass, & the next meeting we can try to continue
our investigation into the philosophica themes in Black Literature.

*Ex

Before | continue the discussion of Frederick Douglass, |
would like to say a few words about the course in generd. Black
Studies is a field which has long been neglected in the Universiies.
We are just beginning to fill that vacuum. And we must be very
careful, because we do not want Black History, Black Literature
to be relegated to the same stagnant, innocuous, compartmen-
talized exigtence as, esgy the history of;the American Revolution.
| could talk about Frederick Douglass asif he had the same rele-
vance as, say, the so-called discovering of America by Columbus.
History, Literature should not be pieces in amuesum of antiquity,
especialy when they reved to us problems which continue to exist
today. The reasons underlying the demands for Black Studies Pro-
grams are many, but The most iIMporant ONe 15 the Necesaty to
estabiig acontinuuim trom the 0 thepresenT; 10 discOver the
gemesisof problems which coninue 10 exist today, t0 discover how
OUr -arestoTs Geart with wem, Weé can rearn tronmthe philosophi-

cd as weltay Toncrateexperience of the dave. We can learn

*what methods of coming to grips with oPpr on were historicaly

syccessftul and what meth were talures. The falures are

crucid, because we do not want to be responsible for the repetition
of higtory in its brutdity. We learn what the mistakes were in
order not to duplicate them.

13



We ought to gpproach the content in this course not as frozen
facts, as gatic, as meaningful only in terms of understanding the
past. We are talking about philosophical themes, recurring philo- ™
sophical themes. Philosophy is supposed to perform the task of gen-
erdizing aspects Of experience, and not just for the sske of formu-
lating generdizations, of discovering formulas as some of -
colleagues in the discipline believe. My 1dea of phllosoph?/ is that if
it is not relevant to human problems; if it does not tdl us how we
can go about eradicating some of the misery in this world, then it is
not worth the name of philosophy/I think that Socrates made a ver
profound Statement when he asserted that the rajsop d'efre of phil-
osophy is to teach us proper living. In this day and age “ proper
living” means liberation from the urgent problems of poverty, eco-
nomic necessity and indoctrination, mental oppression3

A /(
\, ‘My idea of philosophy is mat . . . if it does not tell us how we can
I go about eradicating some of the misery in this world, then it is not
worth the name of philosophy.’ T A

Now — let me continue with the course. At our last meeting, | 1
attempted to use the first part of Life and Times of Frederick Doug- — ~&<* -
las as the occason for variations on the sdient philosophica
themes which we encounter in the existence of the save. The  trans-
formation of the idea of freedom into the struggle for liberation via
the concept of resistance; this sequence of interdependent themes -
= freedony; [liberation,-fesistance — pravides the groundwork for g
the-course™Within this"§tructure, we discussed lagt time the ex--/}
tent to which freedom is possble within the limits of davery. We
determined that the very existence of the dave is a contradiction:
he is a man who is not a man, that is, a man who does not possess
the essentid atribute of humanity: freedom. White, daveholding
society defines him as an object, as an animd, as property. The
diendion which is thereby produced as the redity of the dave's
exigence must surface = it must become conscious, if he is to \
forge a path towards liberation. He must recognize at first the con- A
tradictory nature of his existence and out of that recognition, re- <*' ¢
jection emerges. We saw that recognition of dienation becomes a' ¥~ \

rerequisite of and entails rgection, resistance. Religion ¢ _wa

oth a, postive and a negative role in‘that road - towards self-knowl- , =~ -
“edge. It can thwart liberation - and this is the express purpose for

converting the dave - or it can provide powerful assstance as %

was the case in Frederick Douglass first experience of religion. I
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;" the essence of Christianity: the demonstration of Christian

I’d like to begin today by continuing that discussion of religion.
Now, we will discover that Frederick Douglass interest in and en-
thusiasm about religion wanes when he apprehends the hypocrisy
which accompanied it in the thoughts and actions of the slave-
holder. It is important to recognize that the transition from spirit-
ual elevation to disillusionment is ushered in by an actua physica
change in the conditions of Frederick Douglass, slave. During the
time he developed fervent inclinations toward Christianity as a re-
sult of his learning to read, he lived in relatively comfortable cir-
cumstances, that is, if anything can be termed comfortable under
davery. His disenchantment occurs when he is forced to live under
conditions of actual starvation = when he is given to Capt. Thomas
Auld.

A critical experience occurs when he observes his brutal and
sadistic dave master’s conversion to Christianity: “If he has got
religion, thought I, he will emancipate his daves. . . . Appeding to
my own religious expenence and judging my. master by what was
true in my own case, | could not regard him as soundly converted,
unless some such good results followed his profession of religion.”

: These philosophical inferences from what Douglass took to be

thoughts by Christian deeds are refuted by the master’'s subsequent
conduct. For the oppressed, for the dave, religion serves a quite
positive purpose: it is a much needed medicine which helps to alay
suffering and at the same time it is an inverted consciousness of the
world, projection of real needs and desires into a supernatura
domain. The daveholder's experience of religion as it is exempli-
fied in the behavior of Capt. Auld has an entirely different texture.
Religion, for him, is pure ideology which is totaly contradictory
to his real, day-to-day behavior. The daveholder must constantly
work to maintain that contradiction; his very existence is based on
the rigid separation of his rea life from his spiritua life. For, if he
takes the precepts of Christianity serioudly, if he applies them to
his daily life, then he would negate his own existence as an oppres-
sor of humanity. Auld formulates this himself quite clearly when he
says: “I will teach you, young man, that though 1 have parted with
my sins, | have not parted with my sense. | shall hold my slaves and
go to heaven, too.”

At Jeast on an unconscious level, there must be some aware-

ness of-these contradictions in the mind of the slaveholder. This is
;mdxcated by an actual sharpening of the contradictions by Auld

lp sélf. The more intense his religious involvement becomes, the
re intense becomes his cruelty towards his slaves: “If religion
ad any effect at al on him, it made him more cruel and hateful in
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‘al ways” What we said was an unrelatedness between his religiou
life and his red life becomes a predictable discontinuity. His in
creased practice of religion seems to be both an excuse and an ex
piation before the fact — of his increased perpetration of miser:
among his dlaves. Long and loud prayers and hymns judify long an
hard flogging, judtify outright starvation of the daves.

* What can we infer from this analyss of the daveholder's re
letion to religion? As | stated in the last lecture, Western Society
and particularly the era of the rule of the bourgeoise, has bee
characterized by a gap between theory and practice, particularl
between freedom as it is developed conceptualy and the lack a
freedom in the red world.

The fact that somewhere in one of the foundational document
of this country, there- is the- statement-that_all men_are-create
equal and the fact that social and political inequality has never bee
eradicated cannot-bé regarded ‘as unrelated to the relative nor
chalance with which Master Auld discusses the gap between his  re
ligious ideas and his day-to-day precepts. The daveholder’s ow
words reved to us the brutdity which underlies not only his pai
ticular Stuation, but thet of socjety in generd. We sometimes hav
to resort to the most extreme examples in order to uncover veile
meanings of the more subtle example.

Frederick Douglass' recognition of the contradictions betwee
religious ideas and the behavior of his master brings him to acri
ical dispostion toward the relevance of religion itsdf. “Captai
Auld could pray. | would fain pray; but doubts arising, partly fror
the sham religion which everywhere prevailed, there was awa
ened in my mind a disrugt of dl rdigion and the conviction the
prayers were unavalling and delusve.”

Last time we pointed to Marx’s interpretation of the role th:
religion plays in society. | would like to point to some further ol
servations he makes concerning religion in the Contribution to tk
Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. | think that Marx's andl:
gs of religion helps us to underdand the state of Frederick Doy,
lass when he begins to turn away from religion. | quote a passag
from that work:

“Religious suffering is a the same time an expresson of re.
uffering and a protest agang red suffering. Religion is the sig
of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, ar
the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.

“The abalition of religion as the illusory happiness of men, is
demand for their real han;Pi ness. The call to abandon their illusios
about their condition is a cal to abandon a condition which requir:
illusions.”

16
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Frederick Douglass existentially experiences what Marx
theoretically formulates. He sees through the veil of illusion in ob-
serving the rather schizophrenic behavior of his master relative to
his religion and his daily life. 1t is not insignificant that this en-
lightenment emerges, as | have indicated before, at a time when
his physical suffering becomes practically unbearable. We can
infer that in seeing through the hypocrisy of his master, he_att attains a
certain self-consciousness, self-knowledge. The master becormes
a mirror of his own past escape. Situated in relative comfort, he
had the luxury to think in metaphysical categories. Now he must
eome face to face with the absolute necessity to eradicate, to
destroy his suffering. “"Religion, Marx says. is only the illusory sun
about which man revolves so long as be does not revolve about him-
self.”

‘Frederick Douglass . . . saw the necessity lo cancel out illusiens, in
erder 1o transform the real world, in order to arrive at a total com-
mitment {o resis? oppression.

Frederick Douglass gathers the courage to resist the slave-
breaker to whom he is sent for domestication, for taming, the
slave-breaker who is infinitely more brutal than any of his previous
masters; he finds this courage when he is able tp free himself of his
religion: he says on this occasion, “my hands were no longer tied
by my religion.”

So we find that the role of religion during the era of slavery is
not homogenous: it is extremely complex | The function af religion
continually reverts from one extreme to the other) No one formula
can suffice.|If we saw at the last meeting that religion can play a
positive role, now we are uncovering the detrimental aspects, how
it suppressed the slave in the person of the slave hclde_d how it pro-
vided internal control and thus how it must often be transcended in
order for real change to take place. Religious leaders of slave Tte-
volts found inspiration in religion, they found courage in it. Fred-
erick Douglass, at this point in his life, as well as countless other
people, saw the necessity to cancel out illusions in order to trans-
form the real world, in order to arrive at a total commitment to
resist appressian.

I concur with Marx that one must overcome religion in order
to regain one’s reason, that the sigh of the oppressed creature in
order to become an effective protest against oppression, must be
articulated and acted upon in a poli tical con text. Yet, | do not deny
that to a certain extent, the illusory nature of religion may well be
transcended within the limits of religion - [ gave Nat Turner.
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examples last time, By the
way, someone brought to my attention that | did not mention any
women among these examples. I was not on my toes. The ac:com-
plishments of Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and many others
can never be overestimated.
| would like to leave the discussion of religion now — perhaps gl
. h . perhap
we will take it up again at a further point in the l_i‘fe,aof.»ﬁ‘rederic_!j_f‘ -

Douglass. | would like to continue tq develap-tfie notion of aliena- %~
tion and how the dave experiences the world and history. We said -~
that the extreme formulation of the slave's jiiepation is his exist-
ence as property, as capital, as money. There is a relatively long
quotation | would like to take the time to read, because | fed it
epitomizes by its very concreteness the potion of dienation.

“l am, thought I, but the sport of a power which makes no ac-
count either of my welfare or of my happiness. BY a law which I
can comprehend, but cannot ‘evade or resist, | am ruthlessly
snatched away from the hearth of a fond grandmother and hurried
away to the home of a mysterious old master; again | am removed
from there to a master in Batimore; thence am | gpatched away to
the Eastern Shore to be valued with the beasts of the field, and with
them divided and set apart for a possessor; then | am sent back to
Baltimore, and by the time | have formed new attachments and
have begun to hope that no more rude shocks shall touch me, a dif-
ference arises between brothers, and | am again broken up and sent
to St. Michaels; and now from the latter place | am footing my way
to the home of another master, where, | am given to understand,
like a wild young working anima | am to be broken to the yoke of
a bitter and lifelong bondage.”

For the dave, the world appears as a hostile network of cir-
cumstances which continually are to his disadvantage. History is
experienced as a cluster of chance events, accidental occurrences
which, though far beyond his control, act in a way that is usually
detrimental to his persona life. A trivial quarrel between brothers
is enough to wreak and mutiliate the slave’s life — Frederick Doug-
lass is brought back to the plantation of his real owner, one who is
infinitely more sadistic than the brother with whom he had been
living, as a result of such a banal disagreement.

Yesterday One of the white students in the class came to
my office and wanted to know how | was going to conduct the
course. He asked whether or not | was going to limit the course
to the philosophical experiences . :f the slave. of the Black man
in society, or whether | was going to talk about people. Now,
aside from the fact that Slaves and Black people gre people,
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there is something_ in my mind which | think you should be
aware gf—and it is not &related to what | was just saying
about alienation. Oppressed people are forced to come to grips
with immediate problems every day, problems which have a
philosophical Status and are relevant to al people. One such
problem is that of dienation. It is my opinion that most people
living in Western society today are alienated, alienated from
themselves, from society. To provide an objective demonstration
of this would require some discussion, and if you like, we
can take this up in one of the discussion periods. The point

‘Oppressed people are forced to come to grips with immediate prob-
lems every day, problems which have a philosophical status and
are relevant to all people.’

is that the slave, the black man,. . the Chicano .and oppressed
whites are much more aware of alienation, perhaps not as a
philosophical ‘Cohcedt, “bif as a fact of their daily existence. The
dave, for example, experiences that alienation as the continual
hogtility of all his daily surroundings. During the era of davery,
| suppose it was common opinion that the slave was in bondage
and the white man was free, the slave was non- or sub-human
and the white man was the apex of humanity. Again, let us take
a look at the extreme example of the white man in daveholding
society--the slave-breaker. There is something which | think we
might call the concept of the slave-breaker and we can unfold
this concept according to the concrete behavior of Covey, the
Negro-breaker under whose authority Frederick Douglass lives
for ayear.

Now, what do we mean by the concept of the slave-breaker?
His existence is the sine qua non of davery, an indispensable
fact, for the perpetuation of slavery. At the same time, the slave-
breaker finds himself almost on the margin of davery, the last
barrier between physical endavement and physical liberation.
He is the one designated to tame impudent daves, daves who
refuse to accept for themselves the definition which society has
imposed upon them. He must break, destroy the human being in
the slave before it succeeds in upsetting the whole balance
present in the system of davery. His instrument is vxolenc*;,&n
He does violence to the body .in order to break the will. Not
only continual whipping, but work, labor not fit for a beast of
burden were the manifestations of that violence.

19



“I was whipped, either with sticks or cowskins, every week.
Aching bones and a sore back were my constant companions.
Frequently as the lash was used, Mr. Covey thought less of it as
a means of bresking down my spirit than that of hard and con-
tinued labor. He worked me steedily up to the point of my
powers of endurance. From the dawn of day in the morning till ';
the darkness was complete in the evening, | was kept hard at !
work in the fields or the woods.” '

One of the lessons we can learn from the didecticad method
is thet in the process of functioning in the world, man under-
goes changes himsdf which are consonant with his actions. That
IS, man cannot perform a task in the world without himsaf be-
ing affected by that performance. Now, what does this mean for
Covey, the Negro-breaker? His' task is to mutilate the - humani@M
- of the davé The question we must ask oursalves is whether te |
m jerform. that_task without. mutilating his own humanitys;We i}
i able to infer, from the answer to this question, what })

< -happened to the humanity of the white man in generd during the
era of davery.

We don't have to engage in any unnecessary philosophizing in !
order to answer that question. Frederick Douglass says it out-
right, he cals the dlave-breaker by his name.

~ “His plan was never to gpproach in an open, manly and
direct manner the spot where his hands were at work. No thief
was ever more atful in his devices than this man Covey. He
would cregp and crawl in ditches and ?ullies hide behind
stumps and bushes, and practice so much of the cunning of the
serpent, that Bill Smith and |, between oursdves, never cdled
him by any other name than ‘the snake” "

FA s s i,

¢ Who_is_the non-human n here? ’Who lowers himself to the
depths? Agde from the Biblicd imegery of the serpent as the
representative of evil, the image of the snake, his very posture,
crawling around on the ground, is symbolic and reveding. In
order to induce the daves to labor, the dave-breaker lies, be is
forced to lie, he is,, inhuman and is forced to be inhuman. -He
takes on the characterigtics of the very task he sees himsdf as
performing. | would go s0 far as to say that he is even more
profoundly affected than the dave, for the daves can see what is
occurring-he is aware of the fact that there is an externd power
dedicated to the suppression of the dave's basc human exis-
gnceln( He sees it, feds it, hears it in every act of the slave-
reaker.
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The dave-breaker on the other hand’is unaware of the ¢hange
he himsdf is undergoing as aresult of his sadidtic actions.
“... with Mr. Coval trickery was naturd. Everything in the
19

shape of learning or religion which he possessed was made to
conform to this semi-lying a[jnropensity. He did not seem con-
scious that the practice had anything unmanly, base or con-
temptible about it.”

This tendency towards unconscious sdf-annihilation was not
confined to the dave-bresker, to those who stood at the bound-
aries of davery in order to maintain those boundaries. These
characteristics were ‘direct results of the system itsdf and
could be atributed to dave-holders in generd. This is indicated
in two passages.

“Mean and contemptible as dl this is, ‘it is in kegping with
thedcharacter which the life of a daveholder was caculated to
produce.”

And in referring to the naturalness of Mr. Covey’s trickery
and inclination to lie, Frederick Douglass says:

“It was with him a of an important system essentid to
the relation of master and dave.”

‘Let’s continue to discuss this relation of master and dave
and its effects on the magter. As we were saying{ the master is
thought to be free, independent, the dave is thought to be un-
free, dependent. The freedom and independence of the master,
if we look at it philosophically, is @ myth) It is one of those
myths which, | was saying & the last Sesson, we have to
uncover in order to resch the real substance behind it | How
could the master have been independent when it is the~very
inditution of davery which provided his wedth, which provided
his means of sustenance? The maser was dependent on the
dave, dependent for his life on the slave.]

‘The independence of the master . . . is based on his dependence on,
the slave. If the slave were not there . . . the master would not be
free from the necessities of life.’

In the Phesomonology of Mind, Hegel discusses the didectical’
relationship between the dave and the madter. He states, among
other things, that the master in reaching a consciousness of hisown
condition, must become aware that his very independenceis based
on his dependence on the dave. This might sound a bit contradic-
tory, but, then didectics is baséd o discoverying the contradic- .
¢ tions i Phenomena which can_alone amount for their existence. .

Realit§”is_ through _and Through_permeated with contradictions.
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“Without those contradictions, there would be no movement, no

-
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process, no activity. 1 don’t want to go off on a theoretical tangent
about dialectics, so let us gel back Lo the slave and the master and
zee the dialectical relationship a5 it 15 actually practiced in reality,
The independence of the masler, we were saying, is based on his
dependence on the slave. If the slave were nol there lo {ill the land,
to build his estales, to serve him his meals, the master would not
be {ree from the necessities of life. If he had to do all the things
which the slave does for him, he would be just aS much in a state of
bondage as the slave. Only, the slave is the buffer-zone. and in
this sense, the slave is somewhat of a master — it is the slave who
possesses the power over the life of the master: if he does not work,
when he ceases to follow orders, the master's means of sustaining
himself has disappeared.

* So, at this point we can make the following statement — and 1
hope it is ¢clear. The master is always on the verge of becoming the
slave and the slave possesses the real, concrete power to make him

‘| always on the verge of becoming the master.

1 don’t want this to sound like a whole lot of philosophical word |
games. Sometimes, when one reads Hegel, one has the impression |
that this is what he is doing-playing with our minds: things are
themselves, but they are constantly becoming other than them-
selves, they are constantly becoming their own contradictions.

1 think I can demonstrate the truth of the proposition that the:
master is always on the verge of becoming the slave and the slave.
is always on the verge of becoming the master. Let's {gok at what,
| think is the most crucial passage in the Life and Timers of Fred-
erick Douglass. It can be found In Chapter 17 — ‘The Last Flog-
ging.”" Frederick Douglass has just bad the harrowing experience
of being driven to work until the point when he physically collapses.
At this point he hasbeen broken ~ mentally his will is gone. Covey,
refusing to accept his illness as a valid excuse for failure to con-
tinue, beats hirn while he is lying an the ground unable to move.
Frederick Douglass decider to return to his master, but, finding no
form of compassion in the reaction of his master, returns. Forty-
nately, it is on a Sunday when he finall y reaehes the slave-breaker's
house and because of his devoutness, Mr. Covey does not beat him
-~ or, as Sandy, a slave who has helped Frederick Douglass would
like us to believe, Mr. Covey does not beat him as a result of the
magical powers of an herb which he has given him. At any rate, the
slave-breaker does not enter into the person of Mr. Covey until after
the Sabbath is over. Instinctively, unconsciously, Frederick Doug-
lass fights back when the slave-breaker attempts to beat him:
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“I do not know; at any rate, | was resolved to fight, and what
was better Hill, | actudly was hard & it. The fighting madness had
come upon me, and | found my strong fingers firmly attached to
the throat of the tyrant, as heedless of consequences, at that very
moment, as if we stood as equals before the law. The very color of
the man was forgotten.”

What isthe reaction of Mr. Covey? One would think that be-
cause, dfter dl he is the magter, he is white, he would have no
problems conquering a sixteen-year-old boy. The dave-breaker,
who has the reputation of being able to tame the wild-animal daves
from dl around, trembles and cdls for help: “He was frightened,
and stood puffing and blowing; seemingly unable to command
words or blows” He unsu ully cals upon adave who is not
under his authority, for aid. He eventudly attempts to command
his own dlave, a woman, to conquer Frederick. She refuses, and he
isleft hdpless.

We have to ask oursglves what is happening here. Covey is
certainly physcaly strong enough to overpower Frederick. Wi
is he unable to cope with that unexpected raistance?[(jj;:alt act of »
open resstance challenges his very identity. He is n@ @hger the °
recognized master, the dave no longer recognizes himself as Slave,

roles have been reversed. And think about this as a concrete
example of that proposition | put forth earlier — that the madter is
dways on the verge of becoming the dave and the dave is aways
on the verge of becoming the maste.iHere, it has happeed.
Covey-implicitly recognizes the_fact thal he.is dependent. on the
dave, not only in amateria sense, not only for the production of
‘wealth, but aso for the affirmation of hig own identitv. The fact
that he appeals to all'the Saves around him 10 help him overpower
Frederick indicates that he is dependent on that affirmation of his
authority — they dl rgect it and heisleft in avacuum -~ dienated
from himsdlf. This has the effect of sgpping whatever physical
drength he may have needed in order to win the battle.

After having obvioudy logt the battle, with no substantid besis
for his own identity, his own role, he nonetheless attempts to reas-
sart his authority with this impotent and hypocritical Statement:
“ *Now, you scoundrel, go to your work; | would not have whipped
you haf so hard if you had not resisted.” . . . The fact was, he had
not whlpBed me a al. He had not, in dl the scuffle, drawn a single
drop of blood from me. | had drawn blood from him.”

Covey never again atempted to whip him. This incident,
SIFreoler|d< Douglass describes as the turning point in his life as a

ave.
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Next week we will analyze that incident from the perspective
of the change produced in him, intheslave. Itisnot just the bad guy
who undergoes the change in his nafure as a resulf: of the acts he
performs.  Since we are primarily concerned here wi th freedomand
the prospect of liberetion, we wil) attempt an extensive analysis of
thet event a the next lectyre.
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