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The Black Aesthetic in Frederick Douglass’s
Narrative!

Carole A. Raybourn
Morehouse College

Frederick Douglass’s Narrative has received its
fair share of attention in recent years, attracting mixed
praise and condemnation concerning his creation of
“self” for a white audience in white English. Many
critics disparage his work because, according to them, he
rejects his Black audience and alienates himself from the
Black experience; most importantly, so his critics say, he
seems unable to truly express his Black identity through
the language of his white oppressors. But when he
wrote the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an
American Slave, Written by Himself, he didn’t have a Black
audience, or the means to bring about any kind of
change without resorting to the use of standard English.
His audience would have been primarily white and not
necessarily sympathetic to him or to the still-enslaved
Blacks in the South.

Adam David Miller, a critic within the Black
Aesthetic Movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s, explains
Douglass’s predicament:

Partly because our early writers thought of
themselves as spokesmen for the race to outsiders
rather than spokesmen fo the race, they allowed
themselves to use the language of outsiders
instead of their own. They felt if they accepted
the standards of white writing, its conventions of
language and correctness, its decorum, that they
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