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“Rightly Viewed”

THEORIZATIONS OF SELF IN FREDERICK

DOUGLASS’S LECTURES ON PICTURES

Ginger Hill

Frederick Douglass, an esteemed if oftentimes-controversial orator, writer,
and publisher, now remembered for a lifetime commitment to social jus-
tice and antiracism, was also a visual theorist. Through close analysis of
Douglass’s visual legacy, John Stauffer, Donna Wells, Colin Westerbeck,
and others have demonstrated that the widespread circulation and famil-
jarity of Douglass’s visage is most Jikely a result of his willingness and prob-
able resolve to be photographed according to a very particular, fastidious
standard. The conventional portrait of Frederick Douglass, poised in an
isolated, three-quarter view, with a serious facial expression and elegant,
upper—class attire, is such a well-known image that even today his face
often remains unhesitatingly recognizable.'

Frederick Douglass also gave multiple lectures between 1859 and 1865
celebrating the technological innovation enabling portrait photographs,
linking the genius of individual invention to possibilities of shared human
progress.” Variously titled “Life Pictures,” “Age of Pictures,” and, the best
known, “Pictures and Progress,” these lectures on pictures reworked reign-
ing theories of what defined human interiority, relaying complex ideas
engendered, in part, by response to the new and ubiquitous medium of
the photograph. Douglass’s musings on pictures served as a starting point
for his more general and urgent concerns of human experience and social
change. His ideas about pictures, I contend, should be considered just as
important to histories of visuality in the United States as his sitting for pic-

tures.’




Douglass spoke of pictures as a metaphor for, and expression of, human
interiority. Most remarkably, his lectures on pictures explored the constitu-
tion of human interiority in photographic terms. Douglass celebrated pho-
tography because in viewing photographs, one had to grapple with the
complexity of what it means to live an embodied existence. Douglass’s lec-
tures were concerned first and foremost with processes of exchange: the
confrontations, accommodations, and accumulations that forge and trans-
form sensate beings into something of a self. Douglass proffered a sche-
matic description of an additive process, building from embodied existence
a perceptual repertoire that, in turn, enables the possibility of self-creation.
Two conclusions drawn from these compelling insights of Douglass’s lec-
tures on pictures are the focus on this chapter: First, the exclusion of per-
sons from humanity based on racial criteria, though scientifically incorrect
and epistemologically unsustainable, is maintained in large part through
socially habituated visual perception, and may be challenged through both
visual objects and, more importantly, scrutinizing habits of looking. Second,
the complexities of how visuality functions in creating a self suggest that
transcendentalist understandings of self-consciousness as unfettered by
materiality are severely limited.* Explorations of these limits challenge
both reigning definitions of human essence and the necessary conditions
for realizing black social progress in nineteenth-century America.®

The individual image, as discussed in Douglass’s lectures, is as limited
as a solely transcendentalist focus on disembodiment. Douglass creates a
visual metaphor of serial collecting and viewing of pictures as human in-
teriority itself. “Rightly viewed,” Douglass says, “the whole soul of man is
a sort of picture gallery|,] a grand panorama, in which all the great facts of
the universe, the tracings of time and things of eternity are painted.”® More
complicated than passive imprints, these internal pictures are the fodder for
human engagement with, and transformation of, the now-distinct world.
This internal gallery is a shifting seriality, from image to image, “whi¢h sets
all the machinery of life in motion.” It generates human interiority, en-
abling its proprietor to be an agent of creation: “The process by which man
is able to posses[s] his own subjective nature outside of himself —giving it
forms, color, space, and all the attributes of distinct personalities—so that it
becomes the subject of distinct observation and contemplation is at bottom of all
efforts, and the germinating principle of all reform and all progress.”’

Douglass’s own constant sittings for portrait photographs suggest a strict
concern with visual reform. His precise public image conforms to mo-
notonous, middle-class standards of legible self-possession and proper—
which is to say, propertied — public standing® Delivered during the vola-
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- tile war years, Douglass’s lectures on pictures espouse a theory of the self
' a5 2 contemplative interiority manifested through self-possession. Like his
b photographs, such notions adhere to 2 conventional definition of selfhood.
L In this liberal formulation, “the human essence is freedom from depen-
dence on the wills of others, and freedom is a function of possession.””
Thus, self is determined by the right to self-possess and possess rights.
Through descriptions of familiar experiences of perception, moreover,
Douglass proposed that the self, rather than existing as an a priori autono-
mous subjectivity simply awaiting expression, is made by, and dependent
¥ upon, materiality. Subjective perspectives, what Douglass calls “individual
- truths” are formed via sensorial engagement with phenomena. That newly
formed self acts upon and transforms his or her world.

Critically, though all subjective human experience grapples with the
condition of being thrown into worlds not of our making, we are thrown
differently according to social systems of value and relations of power.”® To
change habits of viewing, Douglass suggested, is more than an issue of the
content of images. A new valuation must be placed on the viewing and cre-
ating of pictures, in order to accumulate internal, rich picture galleries of
the soul. More simply put, the constant interdependence of human exis-
tence is both the most threatening and potentially liberating condition
of possibility, wherein habits of humanity that “either lift us to the high-
est heavens or sink us to the bottomless depths” involve seeing and being
seen.”

The initial response to these abstract arguments of lectures like “Pictures
and Progress” is difficult to gauge, but it seems to thave been tepid at best.
Though the Liberator pithily stated it was “creditably written and warmly
applauded,” another reporter declared the lecture “came near being a total
failure” The speech was salvaged only when Douglass switched from the
topic at hand—pictures—to address slavery and the American Civil War,
which then “gave evidence of some of Douglass’s old power” and “relieved
the audience from what they feared would be . . . an evening without re-
sult”2 If Douglass’s immediate listeners were unresponsive to his theori-
sation of outer and inner representations, and instead looked for his speech
to conform to their usual expectations of political excitement, only then
rousing their “listless and unattentive body” to an “attentive and enthu-
siastic” state, his audience unknowingly conformed to the very behavior
Douglass was trying to describe. “Pictures are decide[ed]ly conservative,”
he said, and once the public has a conception of a man by way of a picture,
he must conform to it, for it is all they can see.”® In “Pictures and Progress,”
by departing from his audience’s expectations, Douglass had asked his lis-
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teners to see him anew, with hopes of bringing them to see themselves
differently as well. Douglass’s lectures on pictures required more of his
audiences than simply considering the content of a different view; they
addressed the very process through which one arrives at a perspective.

In addition to their divergent content, Douglass’s lectures on pictures
also diverged from his better-known styles of authorship. His first nar-
rative, both a political and literary achievement, succeeded through a la-
conic style. But as a public speaker, Douglass was “majestic in his wrath.”**
Still more differently, Douglass’s lectures on pictures were often ambula-
tory, sprawling, difficult to follow, and, at times, self-contradictory. The
audience’s desire for Douglass’s “old power” suggests a criterion of direct,
youthful vigor, rather than the nuanced, speculative nature of “Pictures
and Progress.”** Ironically, these abstract, philosophical orations were most
fully developed during moments of immediate threats of violence to his
person (because of his ardent antislavery speechmaking). That Douglass
was seeking to advance highly theoretical ideas about human interiority in
this context of heightened vulnerability is a sign of the material and psy-
chic urgency Douglass saw in the political potential of photography.

Douglass valorized the notion of the “self-made man” and used photog-
raphy to this aim. Douglass’s use and celebration of photography, though
attempting to secure possessive individualism, actually divulges the con-
tingency and failures of such a conception of selfhood. Douglass’s lec-
tures on pictures redefined the essential traits of humanity in order to dis-
lodge racist views of both the American School of Ethnology and more
commonly held popular assumptions. In explaining these processes, these
lectures provide a more general theory of subjectivity that insists upon
embodied perception and socially habituated practices. Douglasss expla-
nations of the role of pictures in relation to appearance, experience, and
truth are presciently similar to ideas developed in the much later work
by the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Such continuities underscore
that Douglass constructed a composite definition of truth and explained
selfhood as embodied, limited, and interdependent. These ideas comph—
cate any espousal of disembodied transcendentalism. It remains important,
however, that the violent historical context surrounding these lectures not
be overlooked. Douglass’s notion of “thought pictures” evokes a fugitive,
vexed status between person and thing, interior and exterior. The most
urgent significance of these lectures lies in their recurrent emphasis on the
perpetual constitution of interiority, and Douglass’s call for attentive con-
sideration of the exchanges between human imagination and habit.
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Douglass’s original audiences may have felt impatient with these ab- n
stract ideas. As present-day scholars have warned, grappling with the con- i .
ceptual challenges of the realities of slavery by way of philosophy risks v
“ntellectual evasion,” a bad faith sublimation running in the face of hor-
rific facts."* Having long lived in a state of urgency due to conditions not of
his making in slavery, and having endured continued threats to his life and
limb at every turn of his resistance as a freeman, Frederick Douglass now
pondered pictures and human subjectivity in an attempt to fully engage
and counter the transcendentalist urge to leave behind lived experience
and the concrete banality of everydayness. The difficulty of these lectures,
then, fraught with complexity, lyricism, and contradiction, might reflect
the gravity, necessity, and impossibility of their aim, no less than challeng-
ing definitions of the human to maintain hope for a collective future.

Properties of Freedom: Looking Out ;

Many of Douglass’s lectures celebrate exceptional individuals, the “self-

made men” who, through their own striving, rise above their conditions g

and surpass their peers to accomplish great deeds. In the lectures on pic- |

tures this theme appears in the figure of Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre,

the genius credited with the invention of photography. Douglass claims

Daguerre’s ingenuity benefited the entire age, and he implores his listeners

to recognize Daguerre’s labor in the modern marvel of photography: “We

drink freely of the water at the marble fountain, without thinking for

the assessment of the toil and skill displayed in constructing the fountain

itself”” In admonishing his listeners to acknowledge individual achieve-

ment, Douglass suggests that praising the object of Daguerre’s creation is

insufficient to repay society’s debt to him. Praise sustains the individuality ]

of the person and refuses to subsume his memory into the object ‘of his '

invention. The divide between personhood and object remains distinct.
Taking up Daguerre’s invention and subsequent photographic innova- |

tions, Douglass underscored his own individuality and propriety through ;

circulating numerous photographic portraits of himself. Douglass was |

highly invested in presenting a conventionally legible, believable portrait

that would suggest a very particular sense of his character to solidify his )

claims to nothing less than full humanity. These visual affirmations were |

more than issues of vanity or celebrity; projecting an image of veracity and

respectability was the foundation upon which any man could claim citi-

zenship and the protective and protected natural rights attached to that ;
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legal designation. Similar to the panegyrics to Daguerre, Douglass’s por-
traits are visual arguments for a liberal conception of freedom that prizes
individuality.

Since the eighteenth century, the political rights of the liberal citizen-
subject, according to the political theorist C. B. Macpherson, can only be
claimed by an autonomous, self-contained individual. This status relies
upon property ownership, self-sovereignty, and the law, characteristics
that Macpherson collectively calls “possessive individualism.”*® The histo-
rian Lynn Hunt recently extended this understanding beyond political and
legal discourses and into habitual, daily practices. She demonstrates that
the idea of the autonomous person claiming rights required a new, quo-
tidian presentation of self-containment and control to differentiate self
from others. This delineation presumes a highly developed individual in-
teriority and also relies upon recognition from others. Citizenship, then,
is not just a matter of political theory but an emotional capacity and lived
experience of shared processes of identification.”” Frederick Douglass’s in-
sistence upon honoring self-made men like Daguerre underscores that
self-development, and its expression via material accomplishment must be
affirmed by others. Paradoxically, these paeans to Daguerre reiterate the
social exchange necessary for autonomy. Photographs were another means
to establish emotional identification and political recognition.

As Douglass’s writings expanded in scope and length, so did the pro-
duction and circulation of his photographic portraits, especially after 1860.
These widely disseminated images claim and proclaim his complex in-
teriority and his status of self-possession in an easily recognizable visual
rhetoric, adding truth-value to his public persona and increasing its dis-
semination and currency. Though he sat for photographs often, and was in
the habit of giving away his pictures during his constant travels, Douglass
never wrote about his personal experience as a photographic subject. What
is known from the extant visual documents is that he posed for numer-
ous sessions before multiple operators over four decades.”® By scattefring
daguerreotypes, ambrotypes, cartes de visite, and cabinet cards during his
travels, Douglass left a material reminder of his presence.®

And yet it was not so easy for Douglass to claim the status of rights-
bearing autonomy through an increased empathy formed by way of por-
traits. If propagating photographs of himself became one means to signify
and ensure Douglass’s claim to rights, including liberty, it simultaneously
invoked the historical specificity and limitations of such liberally conceived
freedom. This use of photography, the medium that was often conceived
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as fixing fleeting appearances into stable, delineated images, complicated
any easy divide between person and thing, proprietor and property, free-
dom and slavery. Though no longer a fugitive slave, and irrespective of his
monumental individual achievements, Frederick Douglass’s social standing
remained in question because of the ways assumptions about race have his-
torically structured claims to citizenship.

Liberal democratic perspectives, such as those of Hunt, assert that the
subject of human rights simply needs to be expanded to those who were
formerly excluded. The literary theorist Samira Kawash, however, chal-
lenges this method of addition, showing that the free subject of rights
exists through defining itself, fundamentally and inextricably, against slave
status. By the late eighteenth century the visibly white body became a
sign for such self-possession within the social system of racialized slavery
in the United States; the black and now-presumed enslaved body, in con-
trast, existed as that which was not-citizen-subject, property of another.”
Whereas slavery was the submission of one will to another, the free citizen
was not defined by the opposite, a complete lack of restraint, but by an in-
ternalized self-containment. This self-mastery is what Frederick Douglass
repeatedly attempted to document visually.

Within racial slavery and its aftermath, persons associated with black-
ness were considered inherently incapable of the self-restraint so neces-
sary for freedom. Within liberally conceived freedom, freedom was for
those who possessed. One’s self-possession entitled the free subject to own
property that, coterminously, must be recognized by others. Tautologi-
cally, exterior property was supposed to confirm one’s interior person-
hood, full claims to humanity, and protections of citizenship.** In actual
practice the citizenssubject’s natural rights were thus culturally inscribed,
granted to some through recognition of possession, while withheld from
others through violent force.

If to be a citizen-subject, then, is to be free, and freedom is the unques-
tioned and legally protected right to property possession, then such free-
dom is not the same as physical escape for a fugitive slave. Kawash’s most
important insight is that the status of a fugitive slave divulges the limits
of freedom conceived and practiced within liberal confines because the
fugitive is neither slave nor free, neither a thing as property (since one has
stolen oneself), nor a person with property (since one has no right to pos-
session).2* Structuring violence is not stopped by flight from slavery (nor,
it should be remembered, through legal emancipation). Remaining under
constant threat, fugitivity is unsustainable. It must dissolve, either through
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re-enslavement, purchase, or death. Though it does not entirely destabilize
or overhaul the presiding social order, fugitivity divulges that freedom is
nonequivalent with an autonomous free will or natural rights >

In 1846, under the threat of a forcible return to slavery, the fugitive
Frederick Douglass chose freedom through economic purchase. Against
the wishes of Garrison’s American Anti-Slavery Society, Douglass allowed
his supporters in England to buy his legal emancipation. Strategically
assembled portraiture confirmed this free status, accumulating the trap-
pings—the properties—of the citizen-subject: self-control, bourgeois
fashion, genteel sensibilities. Adhering to middle-class portrait conven-
tions, these were visual appeals for recognition from the viewer. What can
be inferred from visual evidence is that Douglass or the operators pre-
ferred the half-length or isolated bust format, furthering connotations of
autonomy.”” Furthermore, in contrast to images such as Mathew Brady’s
famed pictures of the standing Abraham Lincoln, Douglass’s formal studio
portraits from the 1850s to 1890s most often leave out the studio surround-
ings and focus on his characteristic serious facial expression. Visual por-
traits confirm biographers’ speculations that Douglass paid rapt attention
to his clothing, often wearing stylish yet somber suits, and well-pressed
shirts and cravats, guarding a presentation of bourgeois respectability.?®
Douglass was so insistent on this image of order, esteem, and propriety,
that while on the lecture circuit, his wife, Anna, ensured that a freshly
pressed shirt awaited his arrival at each destination.?

A daguerreotype by Samuel L. Miller, dated approximately 1852, exem-
plifies this visual formula that Douglass would follow for the next forty
years (fig. 6).>° Here Douglass wears a luxurious tie, paired with a vest
intricately embroidered with floral designs. Despite this sumptuous de-
tail, it is an image of solemnity, as one side of Douglass’s visage is in dark
shadow while light accentuates his extremely furrowed brow. The coat and
shirt collars are raised high on the neck, a style common during the mid-
nineteenth century and a sign of moral rectitude.” The prominent side part
of the hair was the accepted gentlemanly fashion, in contrast to middle
parts of women’s hair.*® The head and shoulders fill most of the composi-
tional space. The figure appears not only stately but imposing; even when
viewed at eye level, the eyes seem to be looking down upon the viewer and
commandeering the space between the image’s surface and the point of the
spectator.®

Douglass is photographed this way again and again, displaying this spe-
cific social standing for decades. The circulation of these pictures helped
create and guarantee his citizen status, visually proclaiming Douglass’s

48 GINGER HILL

IR N e ——



6. SamuelJ.
Miller, American,
1822~1888,
Frederick Douglass,
1847-1852.

Cased half-plate

daguerreotype

14 x 10.6 cm

(s1/2 x 41/8in.).
Major Acquisitions
Centennial
Endowment 1996.433.
The Art Institute of
Chicago.

“natural right” to own property and thus be seen as equal, which is to say
autonomous and free. Both the attention to detail within each act of self-
presentation and the repetition of that act foreground Douglass’s precari-
ous claim to such social status of equality and also the fact that he under-
stood such states of possession and recognition as systems of accumulation.
One is not just seen as autonomous, but autonomous because he displays
multiple properties and continues to display and to be seen displaying such
properties.

Such repetition and accumulation expose the limits of a freedom con-
ceived as possession. Like fugitivity, the need to constantly reiterate in an
object of representation what is allegedly natural for any self-possessed
person “upsets the foundational divide between subject and thing.”** These
photographs blur the divide between proprietor and property; Douglass’s
own self-possession is visually asserted most when others own and recog- -
nize this image. In addition, the photographs assert self-pdssession and citi-
zen propriety at the very locale that it is allegedly absent—upon a black
body. That the body deemed black has difficulty sustaining citizen status,

“RIGHTLY VIEWED" 49

>




credibility, and acceptability foregrounds both the violently enforced
divide between slave and citizen and the belated constructedness of natu-
ral rights. The very instability and unsustainability of these divides help
account for the repetition of this image. By making himself an object of
the photographic gaze, Douglass’s numerous portraits tacitly underscore
that all standings as citizen-subject depend upon the affirmation of others.
The incessant necessity to reproduce and distribute such precise images be-
lies the tenuous and vexed relations to and of freedom. The fugitive slave
challenged the free-slave binary by being neither property nor citizen-
subject. Considered collectively, photographs of Douglass-as-image simi-
larly highlight this vexation at the core of liberally conceived freedom;
one is autonomous only through recognition from others, but this cre-
ates a prescribed debt or expectation. Douglass himself noted that once a
man’s picture became widely known, the public enforced conformity to
that image. He is considered “a fixed fact, public property.”®

For Douglass, self-possession was proven, paradoxically, by becoming
just such a public icon. This hypervisibility of Douglass’s upstanding citi-
zen photographic portraits contrasts with an important trait of fugitivity,
its unrepresentability.® In his Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass of 184s,
Douglass explains for over two pages that he cannot represent the central
event of his escape because to tell would bring untold harm to others.*”
This textual and visual evasion of how he escaped slavery continues ten
years later in My Bondage and My Freedom (1855). In his final autobiography,
Life and Times (1881, rev. 1892), Douglass finally details his escape. Unlike
his first two autobiographies, this work contains many illustratiens of spe-
cific scenes narrated in the text; but tellingly, a visual substitution is used
for his flight from slavery. This event is narrated a third of the way into the
book, and former and latter chapters are accompanied by illustrations of
life events that parallel what is told in the immediately accompanying text.
Instead of his escape of 1838, this illustration is of his home purchased in
1887, a full forty-nine years later, and the label reads, “His Present Home
in Washington” (fig. 7).>® The articulation between freedom and property
ownership could not be made more vivid; the endpoint of Life and Times—
at home in Anacostia—is pictorially moved to this pivotal, earlier scene of
escape in order to affiliate his freedom with the eventual and conventional
trappings of accumulated proprietorship. Visually the illustrated home
secures a sense of order and grandeur. It is portrayed in frontal, rectilinear
form, as if the spectator looks from below the imposing property, made an
even more legible possession through framing trees to the left and right,
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His PresExT HoMe 1¥ WASHINGTON.

7. His Present Home in Washington, from Frederick Douglass, Life and
Times of Frederick Douglass, Written by Himself (Boston: De Wolfe and
Fiske Co., 1892).

Used with permission of Documenting the American South, University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill, Libraries.

contrasting the straight, uniform lines of the building.*® The flight from
the chdos and immorality of slavery to self-possession and self-imposed
order and ownership is visually legitimated by his possession and mainte-
nance of property.

A similar orderliness of self-presentation permeates most of Doug-
lass’s portraits. Douglass’s visual assertion of his will remains legible only
within the discourse of the sovereign subject as self-possessed and possess-
ing. Douglass’s radical subversion, then, is not quite located or locatable in
his acceptance and appropriation of a conventionally middle-class visual
standard but in the contingency and necessity that the very repetition and
circulation of these portraits suggest. The formulaic photo format of most
of Douglass’s portraits stands out against the diversity of poses and guises
taken on by contemporaneous celebrities such as Walt Whitman, whose
theatrical, sensual images never foreclosed the social status always already
assumed.*® Even the somber images of Abraham Lincoln show more di-
verse postures, from full-standing figure, to sitting or ‘standing with an
array of books, to quiet repose in a studio parlor stocked with dainty Vic-
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torian furniture.* Though Lincoln also used photography to circulate an
image of statesmanship, ability, and order, subtle changes in his visual pre-
sentation would not alter his presumed right to citizenship.

Often adhering to claims of liberal autonomy, Douglass’s lectures on
pictures consistently elide an indispensable component of portrait photog-
raphy, the photographer or operator. Given Douglass’s numerous photo sit-
tings before many operators, he was probably well aware of the commer-
cial transaction of portrait photography. The lectures on pictures refer to
market society by way of consumer desire. Douglass says Daguerre “sup-
plied a deep seated want of human nature.” Then, by way of none other
than the Scottish philosopher of morality and political economy, Adam
Smith, Douglass alludes to the increasing production of such desire via an
abundance of pictures made possible by photography. Says Douglass, “The
old commercial maxim, that demand regulates supply is reversed here.
Supply regulates demand.”*?

In Douglass’s “Pictures and Progress” lecture, the photograph as com-
modity is a natural progression from earlier technological innovation, and
this refined and refining technology is made available through simple,
nearby shopping. Douglass provides a terrifically detailed account of the
itinerant operator’s gallery, not an established, urban studio. Photography
becomes a quotidian and, here, mobile site for the consumer to produce
himself. The sitter he describes knows photography as a disembodied item
for sale, produced by his own need for things and interaction with tech-
nology. The buyer’s reliance upon the operator’s labor and the face-to-
face negotiation between operator as salesman and sitter as dependent con-
sumer are suppressed. The “inevitable” gallery is granted a movement of its
own, driven only by the sitters’ demand and not by the daguerreotypist’s
financial necessity or creative decision. It awaits “perched” and “ready to
move in any direction wherever men have the face to have their pictures
taken.”* It is familiar and routine:

The smallest town now has its Daguerrian Gallery; and seven at the
cross roads—where stood but a solitary Blacksmith shop . . . you will
find the inevitable Daguerrian Gallery. Shaped like a baggage car, with
a hot house window at the top—adorned with red curtains resting on
gutter-percha spring and wooden wheels painted yellow. The farmer
boy gets an iron shoe for his horse, and metallic picture for himself at
the same time, and at the same price . . . the ease and cheapness with
which we get our pictures has brought us all within range of the daguer-
rian apparatus.**
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Commercial transactions become signs of civilization’s progress, por-
trayed here as the exchange between buyer and object. Though an in-
dependent operator makes no appearance in Douglass’s lectures—even
Daguerre is lauded as an inventor, not photographer—the sitter’s experi-
ence certainly does. Douglass describes the self-absorbed anxiety of self-
presentation, “A man is ashamed of seeming to be vain of his personal ap-
pearance and yet who ever stood before a glass preparing to sit or stand for
a picture—without a consciousness of some such gravity?”* He assents
that the medium does produce overly detailed and somewhat harsh re-
sults, and hence “might deter some of us from operation.” Though subjects
are aware of “that girlish weakness” called vanity, Douglass recoups such
a sitter’s self-possession and autonomy by ignoring any role of an outside
operator, tacitly presuming consumers are the producers and owners of
their photographic image.*®

Douglass’s lectures on pictures were certainly intent on’another kind
of production. This specific object of property, the “metallic picture for
himself,” becomes a way to accumulate characteristics of self-possession.
It does not reflect but makes a self. Photography’s ease, ubiquity, and af-
fordability provides the possibility—not inevitability—that sitters, rather
than being objects of another’s vision, could be in literal self-possession
of their own pictures. The poor, for instance, could—in theory—not only
make but also own and therefore control and revel in their own self-images.
Notably, Douglass does not say that these picture owners can now own pic-
tures of themselves as they want to be seen; instead, “Men of all condi-
tions may see themselves as others see them.” He also expresses concern for
how subjects will be seen by future generations.*” The lectures underscore
interdependence and influence, not solely self-possession but a possession
of and by others. To be self-possessed is not just to present one’s own image
but to be intruded upon, aware of how one is perceived by others. This
requires recognition from others. To achieve such recognition, one must
participate in a self-objectification, become one’s own object of scrutiny.
Photographs are supposed to facilitate this process. Thus Douglass inti-
mates that to be fully actualized, there is an objecthood status essential to
all selves.*®

Through a market transaction, even the “humbled servant” now “pos-
sesses a more perfect likeness” than those of previous aristocrats. The
promise of photography, however, is not simply self-possession. There is
already an incursion of fugitivity here, the disturbance, between person
and thing, liberty and dependence. Challenging liberal notions of labor as
the only form of property that rightfully blurs distinctions between self-
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hood and things, portrait photography, unlike any previous medium, now
allows one to own one’s self as a visible object, not as an inalienable, em-~
bodied personality. Douglass’s unusual phrasing does not suggest that self-
sovereignty is a result of ownership of a physical representation of a self.
Instead, the portrait is valuable because what one possesses is the view of
the other. Complexly, Douglass argues that what one sees and holds in the
photograph is not one’s authentic, isolated, or autonomous self as the sit-
ter understands himself or wants to be understood. It is the unprecedented
possession of the sight of others that lends precious value to portrait photog-
raphy. This relays the contradiction of possessive individualism, as indi-
cated by Kawash. Rather than document or secure self-possession, portrait
photography shows that self does not reside within and subsequently look
and emanate outward. Photography attempts to fix the fugitivity of per-
sonhood, the evanescent qualities of embodied existence. Yet in attempt-
ing to document fugitivity, what continually emerges is the suggestion
that the interior so often synonymous with “self” is always, to some ex-
tent, formed from exterior forces looking in. There is no prior interior to
possess and express outward prior to (dis)possession. For Douglass, picture
galleries are not just visual metaphors for human interiority but metaphors
for how interiority is constituted.

Properties of Self: Looking In

Frederick Douglass not only exploited portrait photography to form a
specific public identity; his numerous lectures on pictures used pictures
as a trope to resituate acts of looking. They argued that appreciating and
making visual images is an essential yet under-appreciated human trait.
Viewing pictures causes delight and, he suggests, changes viewers’ com-
portment.*” Hence pictures do not automatically reflect one unified truth
but might certainly influence the performance of actual bodies. In contrast
to audiences that heralded photographs as fixing and divulging a hitherto
unseen and inaccessible truth beneath the surface, Douglass stressed the
idea that looks were deceiving and that intentions or essential character
.could not be made fully transparent by visual means alone.* In lauding
self-made men, these lectures lauded autonomous possessive individual-
ism. Discordantly, they just as consistently presented interiority as formed,
informed, and sometimes reformed by outer circumstances. There is not
an evil or pure core or essence of individual character for photography to
divulge visually.

This theme in Douglass’s lectures on pictures is nothing less than a
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multifaceted theory of subjectivity. He broadened the conventional

parameters defining “man,” in direct response to, and refutation of, the

popular theories of the American School of Ethnology, consisting of cer-

tain respected, influential scientists who were known for their espousal of
polygenesis. Their methods centered upon empirical measurement. Crani-

ometry, for instance, used measurements of skulls to group human types,

whereas phrenology catalogued physical traits of the skull assumed to cor-

respond to mental capacities. All of these theories were applied to catego-

rize and then rank human races, with people of African descent posited as
the lowest form of humanity.** Douglass’s theory of pictures challenged
such groupings and hierarchies by reorienting the traits deemed essential
to define humanity. He claimed that men and women could be distin-
guished as human by their ability to think representationally, to internally
imagine forms, and to appreciate and interpret forms in the exterior world.
Rendering forms outwardly, as an externalization of thought, was a sec-
ondary faculty, constrained or nurtured by one’s social structures, relations
of power, and resulting material resources. In addition to challenging the
idea that Africans were somehow closer to brute creation than intellectual
Europeans, Douglass’s lectures also demythologized the romanticization of
Europeans as lofty, disembodied minds and spirits.

“Pictures and Progress” states that the drive to make pictures and the
ability to delight in images is proof of one’s humanity. Douglass called this
capacity, that which distinguishes man from beast, “thought pictures.” This
neologism evokes imagination as a function of interstitial permeability,
forging and linking self and world.” This concept critiqued Western intel-
lectual traditions that defined man by a limited purview, specifically mas-
tery of written text and a certain legibility of reason.® For Douglass, the
appreciation of images is a universal vernacular, an object-seeking drive,
an ability for knowledge acquisition that does not require institutional
schooling.

“Pictures and Progress” lambastes over-valorization of reason: “Reason,
is exalted and called Godlike, and sometimes accorded the highest place
among human faculties,” even though it is “not the exclusive possession of
men. Dogs and elephants are said to possess it.” Far worse, reason has been
used to delineate who supposedly is and is not human: “Ingenious argu-
ments have been framed in support of this claim” that reason is the marker
of humanity, in order to exclude those deemed “brutes.”**

Douglass names a desire, rather than reason, as gestyring toward the

human: “Still more grand and wonderful are the resources and achieve-
ments of that power out of which comes our pictures and other creations
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of art” This “picture passion” is present in both childhood and the “sav-
E ‘ age”™ These explanations adhere to a standard teleology categorizing the
] figure of the savage as childlike and thus inferior to Western civilization,
| but here it is not entirely pejorative, deterministic, or a function of essen-
‘ | 1 tial differentiation. He uses the figure of the savage to claim a universal
| affinity, irrespective of nation, ¢ulture, or race. Douglass declares this pre-
i dilection for pictures is also found in the elderly, those possessing the most
! wisdom. Douglass recounts the tale of savage men painting or tattooing
: European coats on their bodies, a story often used as proof of uncivilized
i stupidity. “Pictures and Progress” then demythologizes Europe by parallel-
: ing this story to “examples all around us,” the pomp of church, state, reli-
: gion, refinement, and learning.*® In other words, the ability to think via
‘ images and take pleasure in them is the capacity from which all other facul-
1 lﬁ‘ ties develop in the individual. This ability is shared by all and is the foun-~
l m . dation of all social institutions of progress as well. Hence it is hardly redu-

l i E‘i§1 cible to the merely infantile, ultimately to be surpassed and renounced.
i As a universal font of humanity, the ability to imagine through images
’ f is, for Douglass, “the Divinest of all human faculties.”%” The force that
® this theory would have had in 1861 is paramount, as it was against the as-
Ik sumption of literacy as sine qua non of humanity. It was also—without a
| ‘ doubt—in explicit conversation with contemporaneous pseudoscientific
‘ theories that aimed to prove a biological hierarchy of racial groups and
}K the alleged inferiority of African descent. As early as 1854, Douglass cen-
. . sured Josiah Clark Nott, George Robert Gliddon, Samuel George Morton,
| v and photography’s own Louis Agassiz by name, all scientists who peddled

theories of scientific racism.® Douglass updated this critique in his lectures
; J on pictures. The “passion for pictures,” he argued, should be explained “to
t :ﬂ‘ the Notts and Gliddons who are just now puzzled with the question as to
whether the African slave should be treated as a man oran ox.”* These lec-
: tures aimed to undo writings that claimed bodies were already written by
|

. race. ‘
E Douglass’s theory of “thought pictures” was a means of contesting'scien-
im tific racism and, even further, underscored processes of self-development.
i Frederick Douglass’s interest in photography centered upon what it re-
vealed about acts of vision more broadly conceived. He argued that people
do not simply see physiologically but as they have been socially condi-
i tioned.* Sight, therefore, is, in part, always projection of the perceiving
subject: “Each picture is colored according to the lights and shade sur-  §
rounding the artist. To the sailor, life is a ship. . . . To the farmer, lifeisa %
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fertile field. . . . To the architect, it stands out as a gorgeous palace. . . . To
the great dramatic poet, all the world is a stage . . . but to all mankind the
world is a school.”®!

In these romanticized equations between one’s vocation and vision,
Douglass suggests what one sees is shaped by one’s habits, training, and
intention. Douglass insists upon the pressure exerted by the matter upon
which men labor: “A man is worked upon by what he works on. His oc-
cupation unites its history in his manners and shapes his character.”® As
Maurice Lee has demonstrated, Douglass relied upon the work of Scottish
realism to emphasize “common sense” and “untutored individual percep-
tions.”s® These associations critique transcendentalism’s lofty abstraction
that sought to escape everyday realities.

Douglass extends these examples by arguing practices of vision are
formed and informed within discourses of race and its corporeal enforce-
ment. The stigmas attached to African-derived peoples are not due to
“characteristics of the Negro race” itself, an ontological status, but origi-
nate from “the peculiar standpoint from which we have been viewed by those who
have sought to investigate our true character and to ascertain our true posi-
tion in the scale of creation,” an issue of epistemology and embodied polic-
ing.** In the 1880s Douglass further clucidated how visuality is habituated
through society’s “schooling” in race and the gravity of such tendencies:
“[Prejudice] paints a hateful picture according to its own diseased imagina-
tion, and distorts the features of the fancied original to suit the portrait.
As those who believe in the visibility of ghosts can easily see them, so it is
always easy to see repulsive qualities in those we despise and hate”®

It is the lens of the viewer him- or herself that creates what is seen. This
predisposed, or one might say pre-exposed, vision was precisely the kind
of viewing practiced and perpetuated by phrenologists and polygenists.
Douglass maintained that these scientists made the repeated mistake of
interpreting behaviors enforced by power relations—such as a black
man speaking softly to a white man in U.S. society—as essential biologi-
cal differences. Douglass argued that one’s surface appearance was influ-
enced by conditions such as poverty, hard labor, and denial of education.
By 1861 Douglass stressed the vision, not of the person-made-object but
of the skewed sight of the seers themselves. “Age of Pictures” focused on
the vocational vision of phrenologists, describing it just after the discus-
sion of mathematic vision of architects and just before the self-satisfied
and dubious visions of spiritualists and the jesters’ willeds ignorance.* The
suggestion is that though phrenologists claim scientific veracity, they are
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closer to charlatans. “Pictures and Progress” defies the idea of surface legi-
bility of one’s inner character more overtly and repudiates the methods of
the School of American Ethnologists. It proclaims, “man is not a block of
marble—measured and squared by rule and compass—so that his inches
can be set down on a slate.”’

In the face of scientific racism wielding visual scrutiny and even cam-
eras, photography might also be used to confer respect upon disenfran~
chised individuals and groups. Douglass explained images could be ma-
nipulated for public esteem: “You may put a prince in a pauper’s clothes,
and . . . the world will take him for a pauper . . . you may put the brightest
gems of thought and feeling on a blurred and ragged sheet, and they will
be flung down as trash by the masses.” He then argued, “the respectability
and dignity of colored Americans must be upheld.”®® Visual presentation
was heralded as a means of persuasion against ideas of scientific racism and
notions of surface legibility.

In spite of his warning about the very real abuses of representation and
his faith in democratic potentials for photography, Douglass also had a hu-
morous, cynical side and poked fun at the role of portrait photographs
in polite parlor culture.”” Photography could unmask privilege, revealing
middle-class parlor culture and its physical deportment as less aggrandized,
merely mundane, and even ridiculous. He joked that there could be too
much of a good thing, even photographs: “Pictures can be made the great-
est bores . . . they are pushed at you in every house you enter, and what
is worse you are required to give an opinion of them.” No honest opinion
about a photograph could be given when its sitter “is right at your Elbow”
awaiting your response: “To say anything is positively dangerous—and to
say nothing is more so. It is no kindness to a guest to place him in such cir-
cumstances.”” These lighthearted yet sardonic comments hardly suggest
a strict adherence to the promise and infallibility of photography, as if it
could expose the soul or create freedom for all. ‘

While wryly critiquing parlor social life and persnickety public opinion,
Douglass also valued its investment in sentimentality. The best pictures, he
claimed, combined minute, detailed empirical information and emotional
appeals. Douglass associated the love of pictures more with passions than
with the mind, thereby complying to the conventional binary opposition
of irrationality and rationality. However, “Pictures and Progress” also pro-
fesses an amalgamated definition of truth, one in which the messy, ma-
terial, immediate, emotional, and sensual qualities experienced in the pro-
cess of looking are a necessary, constitutive part.
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“The Inside of the Outside and the Outside of the Inside”:
The Phenomenological in Douglass’s Lectures

& At the outset of “Pictures and Progress,” Douglass conceded that this era
B was one of “passionless utilitarianism,” of which the advancements in the
L science of picture making played a definite part.” Yet pictures, he argued,
can arouse feelings, incite the imagination, and strengthen ideas. Photo-
graphs are thereby valuable beyond just proving technological innovation.
The newfound ubiquity of images helped fuel an immanent ability in all
i humans, their processes of making meaning and building new worlds. The
. appreciation and creation of images cannot be excluded in the search for
4  truth, which for Douglass is nothing less than the continual movement of
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progress itself:

With the clear perception of things as they are, must stand the faithful
rendering as things as they seem. The dead fact is nothing without the
living impression. Niagara is not fitly described when it is said to be a
river of this or that volume falling over a ledge of rocks two hundred

truth disrobed of its sublimity and glory. A kind of frozen truth, desti-
tute of motion itself—it is incapable of producing emotion in others.
But on the other hand to give us glory as some do without the glorified
object is a still greater transgression and makes those who do it as those
who beat the air”

The empirical notation about the object—its measurement—is an ele-
ment of description that contributes to understanding, but it is a fragment,
rather than a representation of total knowledge. An idealist argument that
claims to reach truth without any materialist grounding is just as, if not
more, dangerous. In Douglass’s lectures on pictures, truth is figured as a

constant revelation, a process of perpetual movement. Within this system,
the notion of fixity—so often prized in photography—is equated with
death and, perhaps worse, evading or misrepresenting truth. For Douglass,
this merging of the knowledge of facts with the awareness of animated
emotions was a closer rendition of “truth” than that achieved with mere
notations, even those rendered by the greatest technological innovation,

the camera.

Frederick Douglass’s lectures on pictures convey an emerging tenor
wherein the absolutism of empiricism is questioned, while the autonomy
of transcendental idealism is also challenged and circumscribed.” As an
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feet, nor is thunder when simply called a jarring noise. This is truth, but *
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empiricist, Douglass wanted to effectively describe objects in the world
and the measures of mechanical, technological progress, like that realized
by Daguerre and photography more generally. But empirical data are nec-
essary but not sufficient means for understanding the development and
transformation of human will and morality into ideals and truth, none of
which can be achigved without a commitment to a certain worldliness, a
recognition of the existence of things, others, and others-as-things. These
lectures set up (at least) a tripartite system of knowledge acquisition. This
structure suggests an interrelation and interdependence between passion,
reason, and ideals, rather than simply an absolute split between mind and
body, and a recognition of others’ realities, rather than an absolute truth
possessed by an autonomous human mind. Douglass introduces a fourth,
mediating term, whose equivocal status allows it to circulate among all
three paths toward knowledge: imagination. At once part and parcel of pas-
sion and yet a necessity for gaining empirical knowledge through second-
ary faculties of reason and also for actualizing ideals, Douglass’s “thought
pictures” summon this idea of intercession. He adds another evanescent,
provisional medium neither wholly rational nor emotional: habit. Habits
constitute and inextricably bind interior and exterior through embodied
performances.

Mental images and physiological sight form and inform distinctions be-
tween world and self. Though, like idealism, Douglass suggests that the
world cannot ultimately be known as it is, he refuses to sever perception
and judgment from materiality as it is experienced through the body in
a myriad of common gestures. Douglass’s emphases on imagination and
habit in his meditations on pictures are presciently akin to later concerns of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, whose studies concerning phenomenology accent
the mediating role of embodiment in the process of human perception. To
say that Douglass’s ideas are similar to phenomenology is to say that he re-
turns to ordinary, quotidian experiences and underscores that the world is
always perceived from a particular, lived vantage point. This influentes the
production of knowledge, both about the world and self, as well as possi-
bilities imagined within and out of both.

Douglass’s work often questioned and revised ideals via everyday, lived
experience. Similarly, Merleau-Ponty argued perceived objects have an
identity that exists independently of the attitude or beliefs of subjects who
see the object. And yet it makes no sense to speak of objects outside of
human experience; mediation of any and all understanding is inescapable.
The perceiving subject cannot be detached from the world, nor from its
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perceiving body, and if one presumes the subject is completely autono-
mous, or that one’s view is totalizing, ethical dilemmas result.™

Douglass argued, as Merleau-Ponty would similarly assert a century
later, that perception as realized through the body is not truth but a por-
tal, the means of access to an attitude toward truth. Douglass contended,
“Truth has a distinct and independent existence, both from any expression
of it, and any individual understanding of it.”” According to Douglass, all
existence in the world followed truth, and man is one object among many
in this configuration. If the world is not the result of a thinking subject
but its precondition, this shifts the understanding.of objects within it. The
idealism of “I think therefore I am” avers that the thinking “I” has a total-
izing access to all, including the other. In contrast, a2 phenomenological
reconceptualization proposes that the thinking “I” includes an external,
visible skin and an unseen, inaccessible interior. “I” exist for myself, but
there is also an “I-for-others,” an outward appearance. The other who sees
does not necessarily see me but instead sees an exterior, and likewise, I do
not fully see the other but the other’s exterior. The other also has a for-
herself or for-himself that is not fully transparent to me.” Within this sys-
tem, one cannot fully possess another through vision.

An anecdote in “Pictures and Progress” evokes just such an experience
of this for-himself and for-others:

When I come upon the platform the negro is very apt to come with
me. [ cannot forget: and you would not if I did. Men have the inconve-
nient habit of reminding each other of the very things they would have
them forget.

Wishing to convince me of his entire freedom from the low and vul-
gar prejudice of color which prevails in the country],] a friend of mine
overtook my arm in New York saying as he did so—Frederick I am not
ashamed to walk with you down Broadway. It never once occurred to him
that I might for any reason be ashamed to walk with him down Broadway. He
managed to remind me that mine was a despised and hated color and his
the orthodox and Constitutional one—at the same time he seemed en-
deavoring to make me forget both.

Pardon me if I shall be betrayed into a similar blunder tonight and
shall be found discoursing of negroes when I should be speaking of pic-
tures.”’

This vignette insists exterior appearances as perceived by others are not
just emanations of one’s true character—as much discourse on photogra-
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phy contends. Similarly, phenomenology’s postulate that one cannot fully
possess another because one cannot fully know the other might suggest an
irreducible path toward freedom. Douglass’s understanding, in contrast,
reminds his audience that another’s perception of his external self-for-
others is never free of that seeing subject’s vision, whether or not it corre-
sponds to his own,self-understanding. Here, his for-others is seen through
a visuality informed by assumptions of racial hierarchies of value and puta-
tive ontology.”®

Douglass’s strategy of narration is just as telling as the incident he
conveys. In relaying how a friend circumscribed Douglass’s visual body
through a racist understanding, Douglass first frames the tale by calling at-
tention to his presence on the platform, and then, after the story, he refers
back to his role as orator. This strategy points toward the likelihood that his
listening audience sees him on the stage through the same habits of view-
ing as Douglass’s companion. Douglass’s self~conscious reference to being
so seen, however, does not allow him to fully repossess his body; it reveals
that he, like everyone, can never fully escape others’ perceptual habits con-
ditioned by mental pictures. Though everyone is limited, some are more
limited —via force, not essence —than others, as in the imposition of racial
hierarchy. Douglass’s rhetorical setup further suggests that his listeners, like
the man in his tale, thus far cannot help but see through these habits. This
lens constrains their own “thought pictures” concerning Douglass, thereby
limiting what Douglass can communicate. With the phrase “it never once
occurred to him,” Douglass emphasizes that such lines of perception are
neglectful of Douglass’s for-himself; he has his own thought pictures to
be externalized, visions of his companion and, by implicit comparison and
extension, his “Pictures and Progress” audience.”

Douglass’s friend “blundered” by saying race, metonymically repre-
sented here as color, was inconsequential. In making that statement, he
proved the contrary. Douglass suggests that he, too, “blunders,” speaking of
one thing when he should speak of another. What Douglass’s apoldgy for
his own alleged diversion suggests, though, is not that he has digressed but
that to speak of racial identification always includes pictures, the mental
projections that become irreducible components of perception. The label
of “Negro” is real here —it exists but not as an ontological fact of Douglass’s
interior being. Rather, race is his companion’s limit, one that conditions his
perceptions that then structure the material reality of both men. To speak
of how he is constantly misperceived by such habituated viewing subjects,
Douglass is indeed discussing pictures. Douglass’s friend attempted to speak
the language of anti-prejudice but relied upon racial prejudice to make this

62 GINGER HILL




ey

Rt

claim. Similarly, Douglass claims to be speaking solely of the Negro, but he
cannot do so without a reference to pictures. The man tried to have Doug-
lass forget his scorned racial assignment and in doing so only re-created it;
Douglass tried to speak of pictures but could only do so with recourse to
race as conditioned perception.

By paralleling his so-called blunder with that of his white counterpart,
Douglass suggests that social acts of vision realized in individual practice are
what create the sight of, the identification of, the “Negro,” not what Doug-
lass himself is. Coterminously, the friend’s view is constructed as “white”
through that very same practice of seeing and naming the “Negro.”*® The
man cannot speak of his magnanimity without recapitulating the system
of prejudice; Douglass can discuss pictures only through recapitulating this
economy of race-as-picture. Just as the man's attachment to his own white-
ness and ethical goodness could only be told within his ascription to the
thing he claimed to resist, thereby showing that they were one and the
same thing, Douglass suggests that the conception of the Negro—whether
hated or accepted —is, finally, a system of pictures. This system structures
whiteness-as-approved and the agent of approval, a perceptual system with
dire material and psychic effects.

That projections from the other are inextricably part of one’s for-others,
the exterior seen by others, does not preclude that the for-oneself also cre-
ates, in part, the for-others.* Douglass describes “thought pictures” as “the
process by which man is able to invert his own subjective conscious, into
the objective form.”*2 Embodiment is necessary as the porous medium be-
tween inside and out, a drawing in of the world only to be sent back again
as offering. Subject and object are thus interdependent and require a con-
stant permeability.

Douglass tempered assessments that dismissed pictures as merely fanci-
ful saying, “Pictures, images, and other symbolical representations, speak
to the imagination . . . revealing the profoundest mysteries of the human
heart to the eye and ear by action and utterance.”® Though long deni-
grated in Western philosophy as copies of things in the world, pictures are
“he inside of the outside and the outside of the inside,” the for-itself con-
nected to and externalized into the for-others. This exchange relies upon
sensation and its corollary of representation in the imagination.** Doug-
lass claimed that thought pictures are “the element out of which our pic-
tures spring.” Analogously, Merleau-Ponty states, “things have an internal
equivalence in me,” correspondences that “in turn give rise to some [exter-
nal] visible shape” that is recognizable by other perceiving subjects.®

“Thought pictures” are not just transcriptions of the external forms of
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the world, nor are they fictional images entirely independent of external
actuality. Douglass argues that imagination is the necessary “source of all
progress,” while it “is nevertheless the least safe of all our faculties for the
discernment of truth.”® Thought pictures are a dynamic process that func-
tions as a counterpoint to external forms of things. As such, they facilitate
the emanation of, one’s for-oneself into their own for-others. This act of
bringing toward the world the accumulation of internal pictures is not
just a means of understanding the world, nor expressions of an a priori
interiority. This process forms one’s self and, just as crucially, places one’s
thought pictures in the world, transforming material through setting forth
“inward traces of vision,” which are offered externally to other viewers so
that they might “join with them.”®

In other words, for both Douglass and Merleau-Ponty, a picture of the
world, rather than a mere copy, is an image of the internal for-oneself by
way of the perception of the world through the body of its maker. To say
that an image in the world—a painting, a drawing, a photograph—is “the
inside of the outside, and the outside of the inside” is to say that one does
not see an external object merely empirically but with the vision of the cre-
ator.®® Yet Douglass emphasizes that in viewing a photograph one is see-
ing how he is seen by others. Given Douglass’s insistence that once one is
aware of others’ view of him the sitter conforms to a visual expectation, it
might also mean that seeing with a photograph references one’s own per-
formance—did I objectify myself, show myself the way I want to be seen?
The value of possessing the image of self “as others see him” might be in
future offerings to that other’s vision in hopes of changing it.

“Thought pictures” are more elusive than photographic portraits.®’
“They develop an understanding of the world and facilitate creation of the
self, a bringing forth of 2 newly formed interiority. This requires embodied
interaction. Douglass exclaims, “All wishes[,] all aspirations, all hopes,] all
fears, all doubts[,] all determinations grow stronger by action and utter-
ance, by being rendered objective.”*® These externalized thought pictures,
neither entirely intangible nor wholly objective, are embodied habits.

Frederick Douglass elaborated these highly philosophical ideas at the
very time that most U.S. inhabitants were feeling an urgency he had learned
while still a young child. Given during the initial and bloody throes of ofh-
cially sanctioned war, these lectures insisted that reason does not define the
parameters of humanity, nor is reason the only or even predominant means
of making meaning. “Pictures and Progress” vehemently contended that
reasoned argumentation does indeed fail, citing the charge of Fort Sumter
as a case in point. Furthermore, such worldly events change the limits of
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what is deemed rational. In other words, interpretive shifts are often in-
augurated not by the essence of an action or object but by broader con-
texts, whether idealist or material or some combination. Put another way,
what happened yesterday might mean something else today. This lack of
stolid, unwavering foundations was not a new fact causing panic for Doug-
lass; if the war brought this shattering knowledge to some, it was only be-
cause their quotidian worlds were previously shielded from violence. At
the precise historical moment when violence was more of an immediate
possibility for the majority of the U.S. population, Douglass wielded his
philosophy of the human imagination and habit to challenge dry empiri-
cism as well as transcendentalism. These lectures underscore that human
striving for truth is dependent upon the contingency and irreducibility of
vulnerable embodiment.

Slavery, Freedom, Fugitivity: Inescapable Materiality

This truth of lived experience, the permeability of world and self, “things
as they are” and “things as they seem,” came from both Douglass’s not-so-
distant past of enslavement and the incessant terror in his post-emancipated
world. Douglass worked through these ideas of embodied truth through
the lofty language of Enlightenment discourse in the immediate aftermath
of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry. For Douglass, this political insur-
rection was also the loss of a dear companion and a new flight into his own
fugitivity; he had to surreptitiously escape a warrant for his arrest as a co-
conspirator.” A telegraph operator helped Douglass evade a sheriff s posse
by withholding orders that came over the wire to capture Douglass and,
instead, informed Douglass, allowing him a head start. Eventually Doug-
lass arrived in England and later described these days as “anxious,” with dire
feelings of “exile” and “permanent banishment.”*

The biographer William McFeely argues that Douglass’s initial lectures
in England toned down his earlier revolutionary rhetoric—lest he be read
as committing treason— until Douglass gave his first speech on John Brown
in Edinburgh, Scotland.** Carefully indicating the limits of reason, this
lecture prefigured ideas in his lectures on pictures. Douglass announced
to his audience that they could not possibly imagine the degradation of
slavery because of their lack of direct experience, while, simultaneously,
he proceeded to use verbal imagery to do just that—facilitate imagination.
As he drew others in and brought his interior knowledge sutward and ex-
plained the necessity of such a reach, to see according to or with it, Douglass
simultaneously reminded them of the limits between self and other.>*
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The context of, the lectures on pictures was complicated by more than
just his exile and loss of Brown, however. Douglass returned to the United
States due to yet another loss, the death of his youngest child, Annie, and
he did not resume public talks for months. When he did, the podium at
Tremont Temple where he delivered “Pictures and Progress” was a particu-
larly vexed site. Just a year prior, Douglass had been scheduled to speak
there but canceled to escape overseas. At his first scheduled appearance
there since his return, hecklers verbally assaulted him and finally broke into
a riot, despite Douglass’s rational argumentation. Douglass was “handled
roughly” by a crowd so malicious they cried, “blood of some abolition-
ist must be shed.”®® This chaotic scene became widely known through an
illustration in Harper’s Weekly.”® “Pictures and Progress” was given one year
later on that same stage. This highly philosophical lecture on humankind’s
forging of interiority and exteriority, then, was explicitly linked to the
physicality of Brown’s ultimate sacrifice and to the losses and threats suf-
fered by Douglass. Its discussion moves from itinerant daguerreotypists
and their hoi polloi patrons, to polite parlor culture, to abstract theories
of mind, back again to immediate warfare, and, finally, to the very stage
Douglass occupied. Douglass asked, “Where is that mob tonight? Some
of them are doubtless in the regiment from Massachusetts which recently
marched to Virginia singing the hymns to the memory of John Brown.
Where are the men who incited that mob? Urging upon the government
to finish the very work which John Brown nobly began.”*’

Brown'’s anguished, bloody body and knowledge of impending death
are carefully detailed, and his taunting inquisitors named as the same trea-
sonous senators now imprisoned by the Union. At this point, the lecture
takes an incredible turn, away from the interdependence of permeable in-
teriority and exteriority, for-oneself and for-others, and, instead, toward
the very transcendental justification it had so meticulously tried to abate
and bring toward worldliness. In order to map the massive turnabout of
public opinion, Douglass argues that an inevitable spirit brought such
change, an indubitable progress toward a universal truth, unknowable to
any individual man. This intellectual maneuver, however, while lessening
the role of human action and exchange, still pivots upon profound rec-
ognition of a specific interiority made external, the convictions of John
Brown. Verbal imagery of Brown’s torn and open body forge imaginative
bonds between Douglass and his audience.

Frederick Douglass’s lectures on pictures used photography to celebrate
technological invention and social progress, but, even more significantly,
the lectures used photography for philosophically limning human interi-
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ority and vulnerability. Time and again in these lectures this great inven-
[ tion that “studs the world with pictures” is bound to bodily susceptibility,
£ traumatic loss, and the limits of visibility.*® Douglass repeatedly described
the everydayness of Brown’s physical appearance and how a visual survey
gave no indication of his extraordinary and revolutionary interior. Still, for
Douglass, the visible image of this man remained poignant. Years later at
£ his Anacostia home, he would hang more portraits of John Brown than any
¢ other of his public friends or private family.® In his final autobiography,
. Douglass reprinted an austere portrait of Brown, in much the same format

as Douglass’s own frontispieces.'® This calm image of legible respectability

mirrored Douglass’s own perpetual creation, manipulation, and circulation
of his photographic images as self-possessed citizen-subject.
. Asfor his own photo sittings, Douglass’s most widely disseminated pic-
- tures came from this same period. Now, multiple photographs could easily
and cheaply be reproduced on albumen paper and mounted onto small
cards. This format, known as the cartes de visite, first arrived in the United
States in the same year Douglass fled after Harpers Ferry, 1859. By 1861,
the year of Douglass’s “Pictures and Progress,” cartes de visite had replaced
daguerreotypes as the most widely available and sought-after portrait pho-
tography.” Sitters’ manuals focused on properly inhabiting prescribed so-
cial roles, especially that of masculine individualism.**2
A photograph of Douglass printed by J. W. Hurn, the same telegraph
operator who helped Douglass evade capture, was made roughly the same
time as the lectures on pictures (fig. 8). It follows the formula established
by the earlier daguerreotypes: stern facial expression, high collar, and mas-
culine side part. Douglass wears a plain black suit, vest, and necktie and one
sober gold chain.*®> This image discloses a poignant discrepancy between
Douglass’s lectures on pictures and his own formulaic portrait. Conceiv-
ably, this photograph might be experienced by the viewer as reaching into
their own time and space. However, the standard shading directly encir-
cling the head and shoulders of the figure, combined with the dominat-
ing empty space within the framing lines, work to distance the sitter from
the viewer. Douglass’s floating bust seems inaugurated into a pantheon of
great worthies. This longstanding convention of the ethereal head por-
trait, now made attainable in photography through technical innovations,
seems anything but phenomenological; the figure is removed from quo-
tidian, banal realities, and appears absolutely autonomous. It relies not on
the viewer’s engagement with the extraordinary detail and intimacy of
the daguerreotype but on the viewer’s recognition of generalized distance.
Whereas Douglass’s lectures on the appearance of things as experienced
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8.]J. W. Hurn, Frederick Douglass, circa 1860s.

From the collection of the Friends Historical Library of Swarthmore College.




from an individual, embodied perspective accent contact and interdepen-
dence, this solitary portrait reinstates the myth of possessive individualism.
“Pictures and Progress” argues that pictures are incredibly important not
because they reveal a truer depth, drawing to the surface an unassailable
authenticity available to scrutiny and preservation. To believe in this func-
tion of pictures would be to ascribe to the idea that men and women can
be fully known through empirical measurements. Douglass’s lectures on
pictures reference photography because it is proof of a process of thinking
through potentialities, a method of comparing empirical fact with inter-
nal images. This is a creative, intuitive, almost mystical understanding that
is all the more powerful because it is still reliant upon interaction with the
material world. Photographs objectify the ever-moving context of phe-
nomenal “Pictures and Progress” foregrounds the question of how truth
is to be made material. Douglass argues that this process of taking in ex-
teriority, forging and transforming interiority and sending the interior to
the exterior, and the moments of a blurred division between the two, are
all required for the attainment of truth. Douglass figures truth as formu-
lated by and through sensate, embodied beings. The importance of visual
experiences originating from the outer world is so fundamental and, fur-
ther, fundamentally embodied, he argues, that to interrupt a person’s rapt
contemplation of forms in and of the world is nothing less than sacrilege.
Self-revelation, here, is learning forms from external objects, and com-
paring and developing those internally. In perceiving the world and cre-
ating thought pictures, one experiences “a new birth . . . a new life . . . [4]
discovery of every new agency. . . . The child experiences one with every
new object, by means of which [he] is brought into a nearer and fuller ac-
quaintance with [his] own subjective nature. With every step he attains a
larger, fuller and freer range of vision. . . . [Pictures] speak to him in his own
tongue.”'**
Pictures are both a lingua franca and a constantly new revelation. Doug-
lass’s premier and representative example of the production of thought
pictures elucidates the continual relation between exterior and interior,
self and world. He describes a young boy looking at clouds and projecting
his own interpretation of forms onto the clouds. “At this altar,” he exhorts,
“man unfolds to himself the divinest of human faculties, for such is the pic-
ture conceiving and picture producing faculty of man—or flower of the
human soul. This devotion is the prelude to the vision and transfiguration,
qualifying men and women for the sacred ministry of life. e who had not
bourne some such fruits—had some such experience in child[hood] gives

us only barrenness in age.”'*
“RIGHTLY VIEWED" 69

x




Douglass struggles to link inner and outer via reverie of images and in-
sists that looking is the ultimate primer for the autodidact. Through the
experience of looking, one encounters self and the world and thereby
builds an understanding not only of the world but also of continual self-
understanding. The child and, by extension, all people develop their
understanding of self by perceiving objects in relation to their previous
experiences with objects now internalized —the cities and ships seen in the
clouds.® This development, these “thought pictures” are requisite for act-
ing in the world, for not only looking at images but creating new ones, for
imagining possibilities of organizing forms in and of the world.'”” With-
out a comparison between the exterior world and interior picture gallery,
there is an inability to act in the world as a formed and informed agent.

Douglass’s idea of “thought pictures” is a visual theory, a theory about
systems of representation—the role of pictures in human creation—
broadened into nothing less than a theory of subjectivity—how self-
consciousness is constituted from without as well as from within, and how
these processes subtend one another, endlessly. Douglass insists it is a “mis-
take” to assume this self-creation “can only happen to man once in a life
time” because “the whole journey of life is a succession” of such “self reve-
lation” enabled through perceptual engagement.’®® His lectures outline a
picture of progress, posing the following arguments. First, even perceived
objects have their own mode of givenness, and for humans perceived in
the line of sight of others, for humans as objects, this means those viewed
have their own internal intentionality, whether or not it is recognized as such
by the viewing subject. Furthermore, all humans, contrary to the thinking
of racial pseudoscience, possess the faculty of thought pictures, to imagine
forms. These theories of perception and imagination specifically address
the constitution of knowledge of the world and the self and the continual
distinction and permeability between the two. How and what we as view-
ing subjects see in the world is experientially conditioned, via circulating,
possessing, and accumulating representations. Just as significantly, injdeal-
ing with other people —who are also only known to us through our own
mediated perception—we must always consider our own habits of view-
ing, how they influence others, and how they also determine our con-
tinual self and societal development. Finally, this theory of self formation
is bound to theological and transcendental concerns. Douglass expands the
definition of the human beyond mere reason—understood by some as only
certain intelligences, like reading and writing—in order to divulge the
wrongheadedness of racist theories. But he does adhere to an ultimate arbi-
ter, a vision that outlasts and expands an embodied purview.
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Douglass claims that those who adore pictures do so because their own
human self-creation takes place via pictures, as does all human progress:
“It is by looking upon this picture and upon that which enables us to point
out the defects of the one and the perfections of the other. Poets, prophets
and reformers are all picturé makers—and this ability is the secret of their
power and of their achievements.”**® This imaginative act of comparison
is an act of quantification —how much is this like that?—and hence it is
bound to acts of assessments of accumulative self-possession—does self-
as-object display enough of the standards of respectability and recogniz-
ability? How does one measure, then, if the pictures of perfection realized
by poets, prophets, and reformers are pictures of the limits of liberal free-
dom, as Kawash suggests, or of progress, which, as Douglass desired, is the
constant and inevitable move toward an as yet unrealized freedom? Con-
ceivably, these two stances are not so much opposed as analogous. Doug-
lass’s theories imply that the inevitable march of progress can only provi-
sionally be comprehended by the self-possessed subject and certainly not
measured by that same subject. As Douglass expands the definition of man,
and posits the possibility of a fuller truth, he then limits the possibility of
its whole possession: “The great philosophical truth now to be learned and
applied, is that man is limited by manhood. He cannot get higher than human nature
even in his conceptions. Laws, religion, morals, manners, and art are but
the expressions of manhood and begin and end in man"*°

Later lectures pithily explained that truth, “contemplated as a whole, is
too great for human conception or expression.”"™ Photography is one ex-
ample of a limited expression. Douglass’s lectures on pictures maintained
the hope that photography could be wielded to assist the need for a produc-
tive self-representation, especially for those whose interiorities are so often
denied. Perhaps Douglass also thought such pictures could be used to forge
group identity and striving, a personal and political gesture. From some
twenty-first-century standpoints, this reliance upon iconicity is hopelessly
suspect. But it was a hope, not in spite of but in the face of the tragic. Per-
haps the lectures’ message most urgent for today lies not in the persuasive
power of photography but the necessity that the function of images in
mental and perceptual habits be constantly questioned and revised. Truth,
as Douglass explained, requires imagination because it is a constant nego-
tiation between “a clear perception of things as they are” and “things as
they seem.” It depends no less upon recognizing the limits of knowledge,
of the range of knowability of the self and of the other. Attentively, assidu-
ously, and critically looking is required. Such looking must happen by way
of imagining. And imagining, figured here as a kind of fugitivity, is nec-
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essary but only eyer provisional and ultimately unsustainable. Perceived
in significant and yet evanescent possibilities of something else, a fleeting
presence, it cannot be synonymous with self-possession and control: “This
picture making faculty is flung out into the world —like all others —subject
to a wild scramble between contending interests and forces. It is a mighty
power—and the side to which it goes achieved a wonderous conquest.”
Thought pictures, then, are just as fundamentally about repetitions of em-
bodied labor: “For the habit we adopt, the master we obey in making our
subjective nature objective, giving it form, colour, space, action and utterance, is the
all important thing to ourselves and to our surroundings”*> Simultaneously
independent and shared, internal and external, thought pictures might be
utilized for pursuit of an ongoing search for truth but only if conjoined
with new gestural habits. As a dynamic method, thought pictures might
help re-envision that fuller truth ever on the horizon, “a universality to
come.”*® This striving, as evidenced by Douglass’s struggles with represen-
tation, must be continual, singular, and collective.

Notes

The development of this project is greatly indebted to the generous intellectual
engagement of Sally A. Stein, Maurice O. Wallace, and the readers at Duke Uni-
versity Press. Archival research was made possible through a generous grant from
the School of Humanities, University of California, Irvine. This chapter was com-
pleted during the immediate aftermath of the loss of my mentor, Dr. Lindon W.
Barrett, and is dedicated to his life and legacy. His untimely death has forced me
to consider legacies and continuities. If I am at all fortunate, I might be capable
of passing on fragments of the thinking through which he so generously walked
me. Douglass’s project of carving out forms and spaces for newly imagined free-
dom is still a pressing necessity; however, unlike the solutions posed in Douglass’s
lectures on pictures, Dr. Barrett taught that these freedoms are already present—
they just need to be fiercely taken up, nurtured, and expanded. Perhaps Douglass,
whose breadth of scholarship and lived striving attest to a profound engagement
with living and loving, would have agreed. I am indebted to Dr. Barrett’s stholar-
ship and his unflappable commitment to affirming that which brings joy, solace,
and pleasure.
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