
Written Primary Source Activity
1. Read the following passage from Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845) 
describing what he experienced as an enslaved person who had taught himself to read:

“The more I read, the more I was led to abhor (hate) and detest my enslavers. I could 
regard them in no other light than a band of successful robbers, who had left their 
homes, and gone to Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a strange land reduced 
us to slavery. I loathed them as being the meanest as well as the most wicked of men. As 
I read and contemplated the subject, behold! that very discontentment which Master 
Hugh had predicted would follow my learning to read had already come, to torment and 
sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed (twisted in pain) under it, I would at 
times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a 
view of my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, 
but to no ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony, I envied my fellow-slaves 
for their stupidity.”

Why did Douglass think of learning to read as a curse?  

At what point in his life do you think he began to value his ability to read?

2. Consider the following excerpt from Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom  (1855) 
describing the period right after Douglass had escaped slavery.

"The fifth day after my arrival, I put on the clothes of a common laborer, and went upon 
the wharves in search of work. On my way down Union Street I saw a large pile of coal in 
front of the house of Rev. Ephraim Peabody, the Unitarian minister. I went to the kitchen 
door and asked the privilege of bringing in and putting away this coal. 'What will you 
charge?' said the lady. 'I will leave that to you, madam.' 'You may put it away,' she said. I 
was not long in accomplishing the job, when the dear lady put into my hand two silver 
half-dollars. To understand the emotion which swelled my heart as I clasped this money, 
realizing that I had no master who could take it from me,-- that it was mine -- that my 
hands were my own, and could earn more of the precious coin -- one must have been in 
some sense himself a slave."

Why does Douglass refer to work as a “privilege” in this passage?

What does Douglass mean when he says, “my hands were my own”?


