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Throughout the critical history of William Wells Brown’s work, the prevailing 

method to approach his narratives – if approached at all – has always been through a 

canonical reading. That is, through a self-reflective, identity-heavy reading that focused 

on the subject’s trajectory to subject-hood as a centering origin, a body where the plot 

always gravitated. By removing that autobiographical gravity, the self becomes 

secondary or equal to its plot. In that way, William Wells Brown’s narratives, I posit, 

work documentarily rather than autobiographically to try to understand a term that 

Brown was always defining: slavery.  

In this study, I aimed to read Brown’s narrative with a non-subjectivity focus, 

meaning that I didn’t give my whole attention to Brown’s increasing agency as an 

individual. His narrative lends itself well to my strategies because of how it’s written. 

There is heavy focus on Brown’s surroundings and observations, particularly towards 

the beginning half of the narrative. While the same strategies are built into other 

narratives, those examples tend to relate back to the author’s personal story. Instead, 

Brown’s documentary method allows for a way to try defining slavery, rather than letting 
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slavery define him. He “relives” his story rather than constantly looking back on it with a 

free person’s hindsight. I divided Brown’s narratives into paradigms, where the balance 

between documentary (interactive or not) and autobiography shifted to demonstrate 

Brown’s changing views of his environment to the definition of slavery. By looking at 

objects surrounding him for my particular readings, I hope to open other ways to 

understand slave narratives in general. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION: I SHOULD WISH TO WHISPER IT TO YOU 

In a lecture delivered to the Salem, anti-slavery female population in 1847, William 

Wells Brown famously notes that “Slavery has never been represented; slavery never 

can be represented” (A Lecture 108). That, however, doesn’t change the fact that, until 

his death, he tries. In the minutes and subsequent years following that statement, 

Brown’s writing becomes a prolific mosaic of different genres as he attempts to illustrate 

and define slavery. Through not only publishing nine editions of his narrative but also 

through biography, fiction, history, lectures, plays, poetry, songbooks, and travelogues – 

becoming the pioneer published African-American author in many of those genres – he 

endeavors to represent slavery (Liberation 333, Greenspan x). Writing in a decade 

when slave narratives are gaining readers’ attention, his texts are popular enough that 

he continuously offers different editions, changing them either minimally or drastically 

with each new publication. Brown – writing on the coattails of authors such as Ashton 

Warner, Charles Ball, and William James, and publishing in a decade with the likes of 

Moses Grandy, Lewis Clarke, Frederick Douglas, Henry Bibb, Henry Box Brown, and 

Josiah Henson – still stands out as one of the most prolific writers of his generation 

(Slave).  

Prolific or not, however, it was only minimally until the late 1920s that minor critical 

and semi-anthropological reception – through either articles or small parts of larger 

books – started to emerge (Ellison). And it was not until the late 1960s that major critical 

discussions began – causing a surge in writings devoted to Brown’s texts. The 

publications, interestingly enough but perhaps not surprisingly, started off with a large 

interest in his dramatic works, especially The Escape. Dwight McBride, though he 
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doesn’t discuss Brown specifically, mentions the stage as an important aspect of the 

slave’s testimony. He says that the discourse of the auction block’s stage is “not unlike 

the staging of abolitionism, the carting out of black bodies onto the stage to bear 

witness to their authentic experiences of slavery. It was . . . common for the slave 

narrators to deliver their testimonies orally” (McBride 4). Of course McBride’s 

connection is accurate even further for authors such as Brown, who actually acted in 

stagings of his own plays during the lecture circuits. It makes sense, then, that someone 

who was as aware of the stage as Brown was to write plays that were also so critically 

received. By 1969, however, critical discussions had expanded to his prose, and the 

first critical book – and, by this point, the second book at all – solely discussing Brown’s 

writings was published by William Edward Farrison. It was titled William Wells Brown: 

Author and Reformer, and it “places Brown’s activities and writings in historical and 

cultural perspective ‘to show that his work as an author and reformer has merited for 

him an important place in the literary and social history of America’” (Ellison 128). After 

his large project, Farrison continued to write introductions to Brown re-prints and 

anthologies and other articles about Brown.  

From the date of the first edition of his narrative until the present time, the number 

of publications devoted to William Wells Brown’s writing has oscillated, first increasing 

then decreasing and then increasing again, with the largest number (seventy-four 

listings) occurring in 1849. This number mostly included listings of reviews and times 

and places for his lectures, not secondary critical work. Although there was an increase 

in the critical reception that Brown’s writings acquired, I think that only recently have the 

critical texts started to match the contextual ones. In fact, as Ellison and Metcalf note in 
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their biographical sketch, until the 1940s, most of the texts situated Brown’s writings 

historically (Ellison 8). Of course given the factual nature slave narratives, it’s no 

surprise that historical writings about Brown’s writings persist with authors such as Russ 

Castronovo and John Ernest, who use Brown and other slave narrative writers as 

contextual placements within the canonized history. Even with the seemingly 

overwhelming critical questions in the texts published around the 40s, however, Brown’s 

writings were just positioned in relation to other slave narratives written during his time. 

Most of their questions were about narrative form as academics tried to figure out the 

details of the slave narratives genre.  

Slave narratives gained publishing momentum and popularity as racial and 

economic unrest heightened in the decades surrounding the Civil War, and they never 

really dropped off in numbers until the 1900s (Slave). Out of the 204 total 

autobiographies, 167 of them were written between 1830 (when nine, instead of the four 

the decade preceding it, appeared) and 1920 (when ten, as opposed to the two of the 

1930s, were published) (Slave). Likely, most of the ex-slaves (ones who were born and 

experienced the years prior to the Emancipation Proclamation) had probably passed on 

by the 1920s, when, of course, the Harlem Renaissance began. The period is what 

Robert Bone, in Down Home: A History of Afro-American Short Fiction From Its 

Beginnings to the End of the Harlem Renaissance, called the black abolitionist writers’ 

“literary generation” (Ellison 150). Others called it propaganda fiction, saying that the 

writers were used because of their fugitive status to aid the abolitionist cause, or that 

they were writing a kind of “how to” of the “‘Practical, immediate problems’ of runaways” 

(Ellison 130, 123, 109). Of course McBride’s text, aptly titled Impossible Witness: Truth, 
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Abolitionism, and Slave Testimony, focuses on what he calls “‘mapping’ to talk about 

what these slave witnesses have to do to the discursive terrain of abolitionism and to 

the memory of their experiences in order to bear witness and to tell the ‘truth’ about 

slavery” (McBride 8). His thesis, then, allows him to create patterns that he puts on his 

typological map of what slave narratives and writings had to do to get at the crux of 

what it meant to be a right, truthful, and authentic witness to the horrors of slavery.  

The anthology titled The Slave’s Narrative housed an article that would become 

important in the search for a method to help identify the genre of slave narratives. 

James Olney’s “‘I was Born’: Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as 

Literature,” literally listed a set pattern that slave narratives usually followed. In it, Olney 

identified six major constructs – and twelve sub-constructs – which mapped out what 

happened in these narratives (Olney 152-54). These building blocks are what he termed 

a “master outline,” and they made up the conventions which were “so early and so firmly 

established” (Olney 152). He defined a slave narrative as  

an extremely mixed production typically including any or all of the following: 
an engraved portrait . . .; authenticating testimonials . . .; poetic epigraphs, 
snatches of poetry in the text . . .; illustrations; interruptions of the narrative 
proper by way of declamatory address to the reader and passages that as 
to style might well come from an adventure story, a romance, or a novel of 
sentiment; a bewildering variety of documents—letters . . ., bills of sale, 
newspaper clippings, notices of slave auctions and of escaped slaves, 
certificates of marriage, of manumission, of birth and death, wills, extracts 
from legal code . . .; and sermons and anti-slavery speeches and essays 
tacked on at the end to demonstrate post-narrative activities of the 
narrator.” (Olney 151-2)  

Olney identified these structural codes as ones that most narratives were likely to 

possess. His generalization that all slave narratives start to tediously sound the same 

once a reader has gone through enough of them allows for him to create his pattern of 

recognition. While I don’t doubt the article’s importance in the understanding of slave 
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narratives, and though his structure is very persuasive as it documents these oft-

repeated motifs and components, the argument is limited in that it never really looks 

deeper than a default outline that might fit many narratives. In fact, he states that slave 

narratives are very specifically made “to reveal the truth of slavery and so to bring about 

its abolition” so how could they be “anything but very much like one another” (Olney 

154). However, his argument that they’re all very much the same is more telling when 

one looks at it through the lens of the narrative he spotlights.  

He understands the fact that his pattern does not and cannot work with Fredrick 

Douglass’s narrative. For example, one of Olney’s staple scenes is when the narrator 

witnesses a physically and mentally strong, rebellious slave getting whipped after he 

refuses to be objectified and punished. However, that scene cannot function adequately 

in Douglass’s narrative because Douglass is the strong, masculine male who refuses 

the whipping, not another composite slave that Douglass sees and comments about 

(Olney 170-1, 148). His obvious utilization of Douglass as he constructs his canon is 

evident when he sets Douglass aside as someone quite different than other slave 

writers. Douglass’s narrative as a superior example of a narrative is illustrated in an 

interesting, cyclical way. Douglass supersedes Olney’s framework by seemingly 

understanding it and then adhering to it in a way that demonstrates that he understands 

it. Douglass’s prescient narrative furthers the fact that he’s the model slave narrative 

writer.  

Perhaps one of the most telling examples of this is through the example used 

above. Olney posits the hyper-masculine character’s whipping by the white master as a 

telling moment for the slave narrator because it demonstrates a kind of futility that 
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slaves, even ones as masculine (and as seemingly more independent) as, in Brown’s 

case, Randall are whipped and reduced to less than the masculine ideal they 

represented. Douglass, appearing to understand this as a rule of the future canon as 

Olney states it, of course has a hyper-masculine male slave in his narrative that’s due 

for punishment. The surprise here is that that hyper-masculine character is Douglass 

himself. The rebellion against Olney’s structure works for Olney because Douglass, for 

him, is the knowing slave writer – he’s hyper-aware of his identity. So much so that, for 

instance, when his aunt Hester gets whipped he says, “I was so terrified and horror-

stricken at the sight, that I hid myself in a closet, and dared not venture out till long after 

the bloody transaction was over. I expected it would be my turn next. It was all new to 

me” (Douglass 7-8). Even though he describes a lot of the context surrounding his 

aunt’s punishment, he only does so to end with his reaction. The whipping, on paper, 

seemed to affect him in greater detail, and, moreover, it becomes intrinsically tied to him 

as his observation, his visual punishment: “I had therefore been, until now, out of the 

way of the bloody scenes that often occurred on the plantation” (Douglass 8). The 

scene is his first scene of horror, his induction into his new world. His aunt Hester and 

her personal punishment seem to become secondary to the fact that it was Douglass’s 

introduction to the physically violent part of slavery. Thus, Douglass’s subjectivity is 

given more focus than his surroundings as the punishment becomes symbolically and 

visually his. 

My aim in discussing Douglass’s text here is not to decry its status as a great 

narrative – one of the most-read, in fact –; rather, I wanted to call attention to the 

heightened privilege that the ex-slave’s subjectivity occupies in Olney’s framework. 
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Even though he discusses different genres within the narrative – the letters, 

authenticating testimonials, notices of slave auctions, certificates of manumission or 

marriage or birth or death – those shifts work in creating the identity of the authors 

themselves. Olney is creating a scheme for an identity-focused narrative, an 

autobiography. Of course, some authors – mostly Douglass – are very aware of their 

subjectivity, and Olney’s reading works to highlight that writing. However, authors like 

Brown are not so much interested in building up their own identities as subjects as they 

are in trying to define what slavery means. It is the singular way that slave narratives 

are unfortunately often read (by privileging autobiographies) that I want to emphasize – 

through my reading of William Wells Brown’s writings – as a process that needs further 

examination. 

Although through my readings of Brown, I’m trying to do something different, 

others have tried to rethink the slave narrative before. In Chaotic Justice: Rethinking 

African American Literary History, John Ernest refutes James Olney’s understanding of 

slave narratives, stating that, “The terrain of African American (auto)biographical 

publications is more complicated than … Olney’s ‘master outline’ [which] actually 

applies to only a relative sprinkling of slave narratives, though we might see … features 

in many of them” (Chaotic 79). He then goes on to generalize even more broadly by 

“distinguishing the variety of African American (auto)biographical narratives,” with the 

disclaimer that his “schema may not be all-inclusive” (Chaotic 79). Rather than a 

detailed “master outline,” Ernest chooses contextual categories where narratives can be 

flexibly classified based on the reason(s) they were published. His categories include 

narratives that were published for a specific service (like for abolition organizations), for 



 

18 

independent publishers, or for several editions and otherwise written by whites about 

blacks or by white amanuenses for blacks; several versions of these 

“(auto)biographies,” were narratives that were part fiction, and “discovered or local 

stories” (Chaotic 79-80). His distinction allows narratives to fit in more than one of these 

categories and allows for further classifications to be created. For instance, William 

Wells Brown’s narrative fits at least two: It’s a narrative that was published for a specific 

organization, and it had several versions. His method, however, is somewhat similar to 

Olney’s. But instead of the structural check points that Olney suggests, Ernest’s major 

foci circle around geographic origin, religion, and sociological and political 

understandings in different narratives, including little-analyzed texts that some might not 

even label a slave narrative, like William Wells Brown’s My Southern Home; or, The 

South and Its People.  

In Liberation Historiography: African American Writers and the Challenge of 

History, 1794-1861, an earlier book by John Ernest, his discussion of William Wells 

Brown differs slightly as Ernest puts him in the character of a historian. Ernest writes, 

“before the Civil War, questions about the possibility of representation collectively 

constituted the dominant shaping principle of African American historical writing,” and so 

“like Nell and others before him … Brown adopted a narrative method that both 

responded to and challenged the epistemological assumptions of the white supremacist 

culture that contained and defined African American identity and experience” (Liberation 

333). Unlike looking at it as a piece of literature, then, Ernest here considers Brown’s 

texts – especially his narratives, lectures, and historical writings – as historical artifacts 

that note the mainstream mentalities of other pre-Civil War authors who wrote slave 
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narratives. Again, Brown’s texts are considered part of a collectively enclosed group of 

generic African-American texts, especially slave narratives, and specifically ones written 

in Antebellum America. Ernest’s critical assessment understands the bigger picture of 

slave narratives by working to comprehend their origin and why they were published in 

a highly-tense America on the verge of self-implosion. Unlike Olney’s use of the 

Douglass-centered autobiographical narrative that in its own way exemplified the 

movement, Ernest talks about Brown’s narrative as trying to go outside the discourse 

that the abolitionists established. Similar to Ernest, I argue that Brown tries to define 

and document the sentiments of the time period’s socio-political environment through 

the use of his own documentary structure.    

Russ Castronovo also makes a contextually similar argument to Ernest, when he 

places William Wells Brown’s writings in the bigger picture; however, rather than just 

think about him in relation with other slave narratives, Castronovo actually places Brown 

with the likes of canonical or “important” white American authors and figures such as 

Herman Melville or Abraham Lincoln. He then positions Brown not as a slave arguing 

for his freedom, but as an American fighting for his independence. Revolutionary politics 

are then ironically critiqued when colonists fighting for independence from England are 

analogized to slaves fighting for theirs from slave owners radically highlighting what 

Brown and then Castronovo dub a “colonized” segregation. By comparing their 

situations, whites – both slave owners and white supremacist abolitionists – who fought 

for freedom from England are made out to be hypocrites when it comes to the almost 

ideologically identical slave problem. Paula Garrett also mentions the canonical White 

History vs. the alternate Black History argument when she says, “Brown . . . uses 
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popular Fourth of July orations as an opportunity to demonstrate the distance between 

the discourse of freedom in America and the practices of freedom in America" (Garrett 

xxiii). And McBride uses white figures’ – Thomas Jefferson and Ralph Waldo Emerson – 

texts to show that although they were “in one form or another, opposed to the idea of 

slavery” they still “harbored a belief in the inferiority of the African” which stemmed a 

kind of “debate between the American and the recently defeated British over the rights 

of man” (McBride 7, 21). Because of the political anxieties, Brown – along with 

Castronovo and other critics – is able to construct both factual history and factual and 

semi-fictional counter-history (Castronovo 529). Castronovo says that: 

Details vary in Brown's memoirs of slavery and his escape. . . . The 
Narrative of William W. Brown records the author’s quest for freedom and a 
name; the autobiographical preface to Clotel shifts the drama in order to 
focus on a slave bribing children to teach him how to read; . . . The Black 
Man documents the slave's ingenuity in surviving, and . . . escaping. These 
diverse autobiographical accounts . . . subtly reconstitute history, implying 
its mutable and selective aspects. (Castronovo 529) 

His extended focus on history, however, allows Brown’s texts to be simplified and 

summarized to their bare-minimum meaning. When he talks about those three texts in a 

span of three clauses, he, like Olney before him, excises out other very important facts 

that make those texts what they are. I don’t intimate that usage of only some aspects of 

the narrative are detrimental to its meaning. In fact, I want to extrapolate on precisely 

this process. Although there are some instances of a more expansive reading of the 

narrative, most of the discussed academics have given increased importance to certain 

facets of the texts, making those sections also double as structural and genre-producing 
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qualifiers. Again, that is not an unimportant practice, but it also allows for most of the 

text to be discarded, which closes off other possibilities for how the texts are perceived.1 

Although so far the critics discussed have mostly focused on texts other than his 

narratives, that choice is not true in William L. Andrews’s or Stephen Lucasi’s (who I will 

discuss later) case. Andrews writes, “Perhaps more than any other text of its kind, the 

Narrative of William W. Brown typifies in its subject matter and development the basic 

plot structure of the antebellum slave narrative . . . [but] his manner of telling that story 

is distinctively his own" (Introduction 5). He comments on Olney’s discussion about the 

similarities of the narratives by setting Brown’s narrative apart based on his unique 

“deadpan” and “trickster”-esque writing style that was still filled with “realism” 

(Introduction 5-7). He exemplifies his argument by using the line that is both so 

profoundly vital to Olney’s slave-as-subject centered argument and typical to slave 

narratives: “I was born.” In To Tell a Free Story: The First Century of Afro-American 

Autobiography, 1760-1865, Andrews writes, “Brown's awareness of the conventions of 

personal documentation for an autobiographer is obvious. ‘I was born in Lexington, Ky.' 

puts his reader on familiar ground and invites the expectation of information” (To Tell 

27-28). That information is part of what Olney’s argument depends on. However, 

Andrews continues by citing the next part of the paragraph, when Brown says that he 

was stolen: “The Appearance of the shadowy [man] disrupts the narrative, frustrating 

the reader's expectation and subjecting him to a kind of dislocation in the act of reading 

                                            
1

  Interesting to note, most of these arguments focus on Brown’s lectures, histories, and narratives 
– especially the narratives attached to other texts, like Clotel. After the period in the 1960s – where most 
of the scholarship was about Brown’s plays, primarily The Escape – a lot of the scholarship on William 
Wells Brown shifted its focus to chiefly his novels, like Clotel or My Southern Home (Ellison). The ironic 
trend even continues today: Hardly any academic work discusses Brown’s narratives. 
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analogous to what Brown attributes to himself in the act of reconstructing his past" (To 

Tell 27-8). The act of “frustrating” the reading hints at an already established canonical 

reading method that Andrews criticizes. He takes Olney’s persuasive and argumentative 

hinge point and uses it to subvert Olney’s reading by allowing the “I was born” line to 

function in a different way than as a way to proliferate a subjectivity-focused reading. By 

highlighting the apparition of the thief figure, Andrews subverts and makes the phrase 

secondary to the theft – the fact that Brown was born is not as important as the 

subsequent fact that he was stolen. The phrase instead acts as a part of the haunting 

quality that Andrews gives the narrative. William Wells Brown’s narrative is a story of 

ghosts. 

The Gothic implication that I think Andrews reads into the narrative is something 

that Dwight McBride also takes into account when he discusses his trope of “mapping” 

as necessary in creating the landmarks of the slave narrative. He references Mary 

Prince’s memory mapping when he says that her “attention to the large house and the 

dark, desolate landscape” has “traces of the Gothic,” metaphorically personifying it as a 

comparison to the slave owners’ hearts (McBride 10). In thinking about Prince’s 

narrative as part of the testimonial topology, McBride realizes that although the narrative 

is the biography of Mary Prince, it also functions to provide testimony for slaves as a 

whole: “The slave body is both singular and collective … entire moments of narrative 

flourish are spent in these texts describing the treatment of slaves other than the 

narrator … they are part of a collective slave body by condition” (McBride 10). McBride’s 

collective-body argument allows for the readings of narratives to expand and become a 

collective autobiography about the narrator – creating a testimonial “legend” to the 
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textual slave narrative map. The process of mapping out narratives to their function as 

testimonials adheres to the kinds of reading that critics like Olney create, since it 

intrinsically ties the slave’s surroundings to the slave’s identity. However, because 

McBride’s reading aggregates the collective population of slaves into one narrative, the 

narrative no longer becomes the purely subjective creation of the narrator. By adding 

purpose to the narratives – narratives are produced for an abolitionist cause as the 

truest form of evidence – McBride roots the slaves to the same collective spot as the 

ethos-producing tools of the ultimately mostly racist abolitionist movement, denying their 

ability to achieve full personhood and agency: “The slave … is always engaged in a kind 

of collective corporeal condition that makes it virtually impossible to speak of the self 

solely as an individual” (McBride 10). 

This refusal to allow slaves to be completely free, since they become tied to the 

abolitionist movement and a community of witnesses, is a path that Brown does not 

exactly follow. Although McBride does not discuss Brown in his text on slaves as 

witnesses – since his particular project lends him to speak about the abolitionist 

movement as a place that also builds the credibility of the slave as a witness to 

collective atrocities, even as it decreases their self-hood – Brown does heavily discuss 

other slaves’ experiences as part of what I call his textual documentary. However, I 

posit that Brown’s identity and the identity of the slaves he discusses are mostly 

separated rather than aggregated. The reader can tell where Brown’s starts or ends. In 

fact, the reader can tell where almost every individual’s story starts in Brown’s narrative. 

I agree with McBride’s notion that these slaves are not exactly free when they are 

performing for the abolitionist cause. However, Brown does something different that I 
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wish to elucidate through my project. Rather than map the textual terrain of the slave 

experience, Brown works to map the actual terrain of his own experience. In doing this, 

he produces and highlights a different narrative form that the slave’s text can take, one 

that can’t be read in the same way as Douglass’s because they write on the opposite 

end of a narrative autobiography/documentary spectrum.  

Stephen Lucasi touches on Brown’s unique experience when he notes a 

travelogue aspect of Brown’s narrative in his article, “William Wells Brown’s Narrative 

and Travel Subjectivity.” Although Lucasi connects Brown’s writings to a collective 

genre, he also postulates that Brown’s text is a travel narrative, saying that Brown “took 

a rather unconventional first step" in the first publication of his narrative by omitting “any 

mentions of his education" and instead "reproduc[ing] the compulsory and fugitive 

travels of his youth and young adulthood" (Lucasi 521). He then goes on to say that the 

reason Brown’s narrative is not often discussed is because of the difficulty in pinning it 

down as part of the genre as it’s understood, since it "reflects a broadening of those 

conventions through its hybridization of the slave narrative and the travel narrative" 

(Lucasi 523). His argument that the text is both a slave and travel narrative is 

compelling.   

McBride – with his textual mapping and testimony – and Lucasi – with his double-

genre identification of Brown – both extend the way that narratives are read. For many 

years, critics have been trying to understand what a slave narrative is, exactly, with 

scholars like the ones mentioned here talking about it as history, autobiography, fiction, 

and so on. Lucasi focuses on Brown’s physical movement throughout the text and the 

land that Brown describes. Lucasi’s article highlights the sub-headings “Vagaries of 
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Genre," "Downward Passages," and "Brown's Woods," to demonstrate where Brown 

"literally and bodily" moves (Lucasi 532). His methodology is different than other critics’ 

because he allows for a different way to read Brown’s narrative by categorizing it under 

the collective genre of travelogues.  

Still, we see the critics trying to somehow fit the slave narratives – especially, in 

this instance, William Wells Brown’s narrative – into a genre of “Slave Narrative.” While I 

do think it’s important to try and understand the phenomena of slave narratives, I’m not 

sure that reading them as similarly constructed texts is a process that will help elucidate 

what different slave writers have been trying to do. Perhaps the reason why academics 

shy away from looking into Brown’s narrative has to do with the fact that Brown is 

constructing a different kind of evidence that is not, as yet, categorized in the ways one 

might read a slave narrative.  

McBride makes an interesting remark when he says that “identity is not just about 

being in the body but about the body being in the world” (McBride 12). Though he 

focuses on testimonies within the abolitionist movement, this quote relates quite well 

with the argument that I’m trying to make. It speaks of a reverse way of reading: Identity 

is not just about the world being in the body either. Brown’s narrative illustrates the type 

of reading that I’m trying to do. It was his life’s work, I hypothesize, to try and define 

what slavery means, which is one of the reasons why he’s so prolific in so many 

different genres. These struggles for an apt definition have lent a unique insight into 

Brown’s writing, one that starts right from his first narrative. It is a style that he continued 

to pursue in his more popular fictional works. For instance, his novel Clotel, or The 

President’s Daughter doesn’t start with a dense description of the main characters; 
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rather, it begins with a slave auction, a set piece. The set-heavy, theatrical quality of 

Brown’s narratives and texts allows for the main characters’ surroundings to play an 

important part of their texts, wherein something like the slave auction becomes just as 

or even more important than the slave who’s being auctioned. 

In his different acts or, as I will call them throughout my work, paradigms, Brown 

uses different methods of documentation to work through various shifts. To get as close 

to the meaning of slavery as possible, Brown re-possesses his narrative. Although I do 

not argue that there are moments where hindsight comes in – for instance, he 

references his text early on by telling the audience that recording these extremely 

violent incidences “would occupy more space that could possibly be allowed in this little 

volume” –, Brown seemingly re-lives his life (28). Dubbed a self-plagiarist because of 

the way he copies and re-appropriates different scenes from his narratives into his other 

works, Brown allows the scenes to work in a kaleidoscopic way to illuminate the 

darkness of slavery. It makes sense that his kaleidoscopic writing had to then mostly 

focus externally on Brown’s surroundings, rather than internally on Brown’s identity.  

It is the internal, subject-focused reading that many critics privilege. Proliferated 

through Douglass, who I will dub the father of the slave narrative genre because of the 

head role that he has unknowingly taken as the go-to, end-all “example,” these 

patriarchal readings stemming from Fredrick Douglass’s very subjective-focused 

narrative have produced the check-lists that define a slave narrative. In fact, his 

narrative is so internal and identity-heavy that the pen becomes a part of his body when 

he places it in the crack-like scar that slavery made in his foot. Douglass then 

metaphorically writes upon the ground with every masculine step he takes, seemingly 
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single-mindedly mapping for everyone – as critics see it – that his journey to subject-

hood is also the slave’s journey to freedom. It is understandable that readers shaped by 

Douglass’s narrative might find it hard to look outside the internal skin of the 

encapsulating, compelling but subject-oriented arguments that critics like Olney have 

constructed. Nevertheless, that is what I am proposing to do with William Wells Brown’s 

narrative, specifically because of the anomalous space he occupies in the genre.  

The fact that Brown has not received as much critical time as someone like 

Douglass for his slave narrative is not in itself anomalous. Almost all of the slave 

narratives published have been practically critically “lost” in favor of studying probably 

less than ten percent as the suitable exemplars of slave-produced texts. What’s strange 

about Brown is that his other writings have received more critical attention than his 

slave narratives. A lot more prolific generically speaking, Brown’s unbalanced critical 

situation might not appear out of the ordinary to some. But because he re-utilizes so 

many of his scenes over and over throughout his works, I find it interesting that more 

critics are not going to the “source-code,” as it were, to see the scenes in their original 

contexts instead of thinking him, perhaps, unoriginal. It is for this reason that I have 

chosen to prevalently focus on Brown’s originally published narrative as the first source 

of written information that Brown is utilizing in trying, though he said it was impossible, 

to define slavery.  

Brown’s relationship with these recycled scenes help us read not only his text but 

other slave narratives in different ways. In my argument, for instance, I catalogue the 

objects he sees or himself objectifies (like his mother) as he writes about his visual 

transformation. Through narrating the relationship with his spatial surroundings, we 
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come to understand Brown better as well. He paves a different way to his subjectivity, 

one that constantly changes and shifts as he grows. More than that, Brown is not so 

much concerned with documenting the discovery of his identity so much as he’s 

interested in trying to understand, and let his readers understand, what his peculiar 

institution and situation is and was.  

In order to better show these patterns in his narrative, I have marked five 

paradigmatic shifts that his original narrative takes. Fascinatingly, the six patterns that 

emerge from these five shifts start to look like slave childhood, adolescence, and 

adulthood and free childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. I highlight these different 

life-stages not because I will critically focus on them at this time, but – by using 

stereotypically universal understandings of these stages of development to one’s 

mentality – to illustrate the drastic changes to Brown’s vision. To further illustrate, my six 

paradigms oscillate between singular- and double-vision. In the First, Second, and Third 

Paradigms, Brown sees singularly. What becomes a stagnant way to understand his 

immediate situation, the singular vision – which I think of as the one more focused on 

his individuality – is not enough to define the slaves’ condition fully. The singular more 

identity-driven vision can be seen more clearly in the Fifth Paradigm, when the 

comprehension of Brown’s own freedom is so overwhelming that the definition of 

slavery itself becomes intrinsically connected to the newly ex-slave’s understanding of 

his identity. Because the singular-vision is not enough to allow for a complete definition 

of slavery, Brown also occupies a double-vision in the more critical and action-driven 

even-numbered paradigms. His own internal one and another external one create these 

bifurcated systems. When, in Du Boisian terms, the veil is lifted in the three different 
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systems that are created in the Second, Fourth, and Sixth Paradigms, the “peculiar 

institution” is more adequately staged. I say, then, that Brown uses a documentary 

structure – where he is at times either an absent narrator or an on-screen one – to show 

the externalities of subject-hood. Unlike Douglass, whose autobiographical writing is 

evident because of the way he supersedes Olney’s outline in his subject-oriented 

narrative, Brown’s narrative cannot be read as an autobiography because it is not 

written like one. I demonstrate the understanding of the documentary style by locating 

objects – or set pieces – in the narrative that allow Brown’s body to become secondary 

or equal to the discussion. By showing how these objects – whether repeated 

throughout the paradigms, like the room, or unique, like amputated limbs section in the 

First Paradigm – function and change their function in the narrative, I hope to 

disentangle and organize into a set pattern some of the definitional work that Brown 

accomplished in his first narrative.  

I do depend on two other narratives to help complete Brown’s picture. The first is 

the fourth edition of the narrative that Brown published. This edition extended and filled 

in some instances in Sixth Paradigm that were not there in the first and helped in 

deciphering the paradigms in general. Moreover, in one instance, I analyzed the same 

scene in both the first and fourth editions to better understand the doppelganger 

moment when Brown both betrays himself and the free black man. The other narrative I 

used is the introduction to Clotel, or The President’s Daughter. I used this because it 

also went into Brown’s free adulthood in more detail, allowing the ironic bifurcation of 
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understanding oneself as both a producer and consumer – this is the last double-vision 

system – to develop.2  

Of course, by no means am I implying that Brown was unique in his documentary 

vision. Although I do think that Brown is close to the documentary edge of an 

autobiography-documentary spectrum, I want to emphasize that I do mean to include 

the spectrum itself into the discourse of understanding slavery. For instance, in her 

narrative, Harriet Jacobs, imprisoned in a dark shed with only a small opening to the 

outside, has to depend mostly on the external for her narrative. Because she is also 

very autobiographically oriented, however, I would place her somewhere in between 

Douglass and Brown on the spectrum. By trying to understand Brown’s writing method 

as different from the canonically utilized one, I also want to underscore the idea that 

other ways to read the narratives – perhaps, although it originates from Olney’s thesis, 

McBride’s collective testimonials – are possible. 

                                            
2  For simplicity in reading, all textual references from William Wells Brown’s 1847 narrative will 
only include the page number in the citation. When the discussion of the 1849 narrative or the narrative 
introducing Clotel are needed, the citations will be abbreviated N49 and CN (respectively) followed by the 

necessary page number(s). 
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CHAPTER 2 
FIRST PARADIGM: IT WAS FIVE WEEKS BEFORE I WAS ABLE TO WALK 

Scaffolding 

William Wells Brown’s narrative begins with documentary-like observations about 

slave life. Until Brown gets hired out to Walker in the middle of Chapter V, most of the 

narrative is saturated with sensory imagery. As Brown builds up the framework, he 

develops a sense of urgency by recording as many situations as possible, even as he 

states that “to record [the many incidents of extreme cruelty], would occupy more space 

than could possibly be allowed in this little volume” (28). Brown uses mostly sight and 

sound to view and purely reflect back pieces of sensory information without offering 

critically analytical connections between them. Because he doesn’t provide any 

analytical commentary about what he’s describing, Brown functions as a lens through 

which the reader looks. He is a “messenger,” and he appears naïve because of his lack 

of critical analysis.3 Brown’s abrupt jump from scene to scene enables the reader to feel 

a sense of disjointed understanding of the narrative. Interpretation is completely left for 

the readers to manage. Brown’s position is further illustrated when he avoids talking 

about himself; instead, he offers the anecdotes of other characters in his story’s stead. 

                                            
3

  Four of the most-read slave narratives (today) begin quite differently. Olaudah Equiano’s first 
thought is that he believes “it is difficult for those who publish their own memoirs to escape the imputation 
of vanity . . . It is therefore, I confess, not a little hazardous . . . to solicit the indulgent attention of the 
public" (Equiano 1-2). Frederick Douglass says, “I don’t remember to have ever met a slave who could tell 
of his birthday . . . A want of information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness to me even 
during childhood. The white children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I ought to be deprived of the 
same privilege” (Douglass 1, italics mine). Sojourner Truth’s amanuensis says, “She wishes that all who 
would fain believe that slaves have not natural affection for their offspring could have listened as she did, 
while [her parents] . . . would sit for hours, recalling . . . for whom their hearts still bled" (Truth 16). And 
Harriet Jacobs says, “I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed 
away" (Jacobs 11). They are all nostalgically and critically thinking about their lives and identities. 
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He starts the narrative with a biographical sketch of where he comes from and 

how he lives.4 Then he talks about punishments – illustrating his explanation with an 

anecdote about his mother. In Chapter II, Brown uses Randall’s story to highlight Cook’s 

overseeing methods. Chapter III is the Youngs’ movement to St. Louis. After the move, 

Brown’s master, Young, starts hiring him out to various owners. Most of the chapter 

offers stoic explanations of various slave owners’ treatments of slaves, never offering 

any real critique. For example, the chapter includes his first escape – but he only tries to 

escape back to Young’s house. Chapter IV continues with the quick succession of 

employers that Brown has. In fact, there are discussions of about ten slave owners, 

including Walker, in this chapter alone. But even Walker, who becomes a major 

haunting individual for most of the narrative, doesn’t receive any significant emphasis 

during his easily-dismissed introduction into Brown’s text. At this point, Walker just gets 

added to the plethora of other characters that Brown presents, even ones who are 

never mentioned again, because Walker is like them: He’s just another person Brown 

knows. There doesn’t need to be foreshadowing about Brown’s future work with Walker. 

Chapter V starts with Young’s worshipping practices. We get introduced to Brown’s 

name-thief – William, but Brown doesn’t expound on that injustice. The last anecdote 

before the paradigm shift is about D.D. Page’s fall. 

                                            
4  The narrative begins here just as James Olney seemingly suggests; however, it quickly becomes 
evident that something different happens. In fact, Fredrick Douglass (1847), Harriet Jacobs (1861), 
Sojourner Truth (1850), and Olaudah Equiano (1789) are all thinking, free people at the beginning of their 
narratives. In a telling quote, Sojourner Truth narrator says, “She carries in her mind, to this day, a vivid 
picture” (Truth 14, italics mine). Brown, meanwhile, possesses the body of his child self and re-lives his 
enslavement. He doesn’t just comment and look back on it. Instead of his narrative coming from inside of 
him (from in his mind), the story seemingly rebuilds itself around him and he observes the instances as 
they happen. His narrative is distinctively differently structured.  
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By switching masters and places constantly, Brown’s writing provides what I call 

the “scaffolding” for this section. It’s constructed with quick facts about what’s going on 

around Brown. He is like a camera lens; he records, zooms in and out, and spans the 

scenes so that we see frameworks for ideas, themes, and characters. He re/moves first 

from Kentucky to Missouri, to the care of Cook, to the “removal” to St. Louis, to the care 

of Haskell, to the charge of Freeland, to the woods while running away for the first time, 

to jail for the first time, back to Freeland, to the steamboat Missouri, to Colburn, to 

Lovejoy, back to his master to recover from McKinney’s punishment while at Lovejoy’s, 

to Reynolds, to the field back home, and to his mistress’s house as a waiter and driver. 

Brown himself moves back and forth more than fifteen times in the span of four and a 

half chapters. Moreover, the sections in the narrative where he relates stories about 

people such as Randall, Aaron, Patty, John, and different masters increases the 

fragmentary and documentary nature of the paradigm so that the reader is constantly in 

motion from one scene to the next. Indeed, his “asides” start becoming sections of his 

own – rather than others’ – history as the reader realizes that most of his narrative’s 

beginning focuses on others – people outside of Brown’s autobiographical necessity. 

Instead, Brown collects a micro-archive on slavery. We become Brown because Brown 

is like us: We are seeing all of these scenes through his watching eyes, and we begin 

archiving them too. Like a person seeing for the first time, Brown only grasps the naïve 

sensory impulse; there’s no time – especially with his constant change of setting – to 

make connections.  

Disjointed Joints 

Sharp shifts from one incident to the next don’t allow for anything but superficial 

connections to occur. Brown’s transitions depend on a kind of free association. One 
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telling transition that Brown uses is when he connects one employment to the next: 

“Robert Freeland . . . is now, I believe, a popular commander of a steam-boat on the 

Mississippi river. Major Freeland soon after failed in business, and I was put on board 

the steamboat Missouri” (23). The abrupt transition, from Robert Freeland owning a 

boat to Brown working on one, exposes the disjointed infrastructure to the reader. 

Although words like “boat” and the rivers act as a loose connection on both sides of the 

transition, the random change of subject that jars the reader. The transition does not 

smooth out the narrative; rather, it sharpens it with edges as the flow of one thought is 

seemingly cut and another thought is attached to it, marking the transitions as very 

disjointed. In the aforementioned example, Brown was exposing the kind of people the 

(male) Freelands were. The sudden shift in conversation occurred through word 

association, as if it didn’t matter what kind of person the young Freeland was becoming 

any longer. 

And it does not matter what kind of person young Freeland was turning into 

because Brown switches employments, and his sensory input stops recording the 

Freelands. They no longer have the focus of the camera lens on them. Any kind of 

visceral commentary is dependent on the temporal space ascribed to it, not on the 

importance of its discourse. Therefore, disconnect between one scene and the next is 

not unusual. In fact, almost all of the scene changes are abrupt and only count as 

transitions in the broadest definition. In another instance, Brown says, “the history of the 

beautiful slave-girl remained a mystery. I remained on the boat during the season” (35). 

Here, Brown uses the word “remained” in two distinct ways. Only the vague similarity of 

one word leads Brown to the other word, regardless of the connections between the 
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scenes. Moreover, the transition from one sentence to the next is sensory at best. Only 

when Brown says “remained” does he remember that he also remained somewhere – 

not in mystery, but on the boat. The jarring transitions also occur through oppositional 

word association: “By the time prayer was over, I was about as happy as any of them. A 

sad accident happened one morning” (37, italics mine). In that example, it is the “happy” 

that makes Brown think of the “sad,” since they are so intrinsically tied together. The 

sensory input – a kind of data collection – highlights Brown’s “seeing” only. He does not 

both see and think. 

Amputation 

Brown objectifies the human body by fragmenting it in his narrative style: The 

human body is “cut to pieces” (25). Parts of the body are “broken” off to highlight either 

their importance. Moreover, these amputations are mostly regulated to the slaves. 

Brown fragments bodies and hyperbolizes some parts more than others (hand, head, 

leg, face, back) to highlight and unknowingly objectify people. Randall, who was a hand 

– the best hand –, becomes a leg when he’s finally apprehended: “The next day he was 

untied . . . and had a ball and chain attached to his leg. He was compelled to labor in 

the field, and perform the same amount of work that the other hands did” (20). His 

hands are untied: They are no longer an issue because they are not in focus anymore. 

Now his legs are in focus. Whereas before, he used to out-do the other slaves – he 

could “handle” them – he can no longer perform at the same capacity that they do 

because he’s fragmented into a foot and a leg (28). For all intents and purposes, 

Randall is brought back down to the ground: He is no longer standing “six feet high” as 

an erect human (17).Those parts of his body are literally and metaphorically weighted 

for the reader as Randall is “tamed” (28). Even the word tamed is one that Brown just 
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hears and repeats back. In fact, I, as a reader, am the one who weighs the word and its 

implications as meaningful.  

John, a slave who accidentally splattered mud on More, is similarly described. 

More takes John to a blacksmith’s shop where he has “a ball and chain fastened to his 

leg … until the iron around his leg was so worn into the flesh, that it was thought 

mortification would ensue . . . a more degraded and spirit crushed looking being was 

never seen . . . The last time that I saw him, he had nearly lost the entire use of his 

limbs” (28-9). John, used to having some agency (“driving his master through the city”), 

falls (passively) into More’s hands and is reduced to a “being” with limbs that he can no 

longer control – he loses power over even his own body (28, italics mine). The last thing 

that John becomes is that mortified leg, and that is how he’s defined: The leg is just a 

leg. When fragmented, it becomes the only thing Brown sees, and that vision bleeds 

into Brown’s description of John’s being: It is crushed and degraded flesh. Without or 

with only the leg, there is nothing else to be noticed. 

As the first paradigm draws to a close, Brown relates an example of even slave-

owners’ legs: “They came running past us, and the slave perceiving that he would be 

overtaken, stopped suddenly, and Page stumbled over him, and falling on the stone 

pavement, fractured one of his legs, which crippled him for life” (38-9). The leg becomes 

a tool for running away – even if that means deciding to stop, as Page’s slave does. But 

once the leg is held down, there is no place to go forward. Not even for the slave-owner 

will movement be possible. His life is defined by the crippled leg. Even if Brown does 

not realize what he has achieved with this example, the reader sees that the slave and 

his owner have been placed on even footing.  
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The objectification of a person to a body part includes more than just the leg and 

hand. Brown’s punishment at the hands of McKinney, for instance, makes blood 

seemingly pour from Brown’s head into his nose and ears. He becomes senseless. He 

is unable to see, smell, or hear anything beyond his comprehension of the blood, and so 

we are also unable to see what happens during his indisposition. He says, “It was five 

weeks before I was able to walk again,” not even letting us know what happened during 

that period (30, italics mine). The very long illness (five weeks!) is shocking when 

paralleled with how nonchalantly concise he writes about it. Similar to the head, the 

back also incapacitates. Brown says that the knife cleaner Aaron’s, back “was literally 

cut to pieces; so much so, that he was not able to work” (25). Here, Aaron is only a 

back. It’s what defines him. In these situations, Brown’s sight is focused on the back of 

the slave. Since it is the back that Brown records, it is the back that we see. 

Breaking and Inventory 

Much more than the objectified slaves are “cut to pieces” in William Wells Brown’s 

narrative (25). The sensory input that the reader receives is cut up. People are broken 

into parts depending on what they do. For instance, Young is fragmented into his 

various occupations. Although he’s a “political demagogue” and “physician,” he also is a 

merchant, farmer, and miller (17, 14). Major Freeland, however, becomes parts of 

various aspects of his degenerate personality: a “horse-racer, cock-fighter, gambler, 

and withal an inveterate drunkard” (21).  

And lastly, although Mr. Sloane is described as a minister, through Brown’s 

observational fragmentation we understand that he is whoever Young wants him to be: 

“When they wanted singing, he sung; when they wanted praying, he prayed; when they 

wanted a story told, he told a story. Instead of his teaching my master theology, my 
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master taught theology to him” (36). Through his willingness to please, Sloane has to 

fragment himself. Brown’s perceptions are also fragmented in the beginning of the 

narrative when he says, “The cold chills ran over me, and I wept aloud. After giving her 

ten lashes, the sound of the whip ceased, and I returned to my bed” (16). With no time 

to process what happened to his mother, his intense emotions – the cold chills and 

tears – seem purely reflexive. Language, punctuation, and mechanics are also 

fragmented, whether in verbal form ("Oh! pray--Oh! pray--Oh! pray") or in physical form 

(as is the case when Brown carries “type” from one publishing establishment to the 

next) (47, 15). 

Brown’s breaking of the mint julep pitcher might act as foreshadowing into the 

future, when he becomes an advocate for the Temperance movement. However, it is 

only the breaking of the pitcher, not the symbolic resonance that the reader realizes it 

has later on, that Brown describes what occurs: “A sad accident happened one 

morning. In helping myself, and at the same time keeping an eye on my old mistress, I 

accidentally let the pitcher fall upon the floor, breaking it in pieces, and spilling the 

contents. This was a bad affair for me; for as soon as prayer was over, I was taken and 

severely chastised” (38-9). The scene is a sensory one: After he breaks the glass, he is 

no longer able to drink and he is taken and “chastised” (a word used for a child instead 

of the harsher adult “punishment”). Moreover, he never admonishes himself for taking 

his eyes away from the pitcher. The sad accident was that the pitcher broke and he was 

punished. These are immediate experiences. There is no lesson learned here; he 

doesn’t state that he must be more careful in the future, for instance. We are not asked 
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about, nor does Brown allude to, his later fight against alcohol. His Temperance work is 

not even an issue. 

Room 

The objects and examples Brown focuses on – or ignores, or doesn’t see – in this 

paradigm almost always have to do with the way he observes the world. As a clear, 

guileless lens, he just absorbs information and mechanically transfers it to us. The 

sense of newness that he sometimes seems to project is at once childlike and 

Romantic. In seeing what’s going on around him, we as readers sometimes have to fill 

in the parts of the picture he doesn’t visualize. For instance, one of these vacancies 

happens within the first paradigm. There are zero mentions of the word room. We know 

this confining space is there, but it’s unimportant to Brown’s narrative, so we have to fill 

in the picture of the rooms he occupies.   

The visually saturated introduction to the narrative has many scenes that 

demonstrate its plethora of observations and scarcity of discussions. In the auditory 

incident he experiences when he hears his mother being whipped, Brown is passive. 

Again, as has been mentioned before, his objectification to an almost unbiased lens is 

encountered. The purely auditory event is visceral, but it has several kinds of 

fragmentations. Brown is a young house-servant who hears the field slaves getting up 

earlier than him to work. Because of his alertness, he’s aware that when a field slave is 

late beyond the point of a specific bell ringing, the overseer whips them. One morning, 

he recognizes his mother’s voice. Brown describes the scene by saying:  

As soon as she reached the spot where they were at work, the overseer 
commenced whipping her. She cried . . . I heard her voice, and knew it, and 
jumped out of my bunk, and went to the door. Though the field was some 
distance from the house, I could hear every crack of the whip, and every 
groan and cry of my poor mother. I remained at the door, not daring to 
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venture any farther. The cold chills ran over me, and I wept aloud. After 
giving her ten lashes, the sound of the whip ceased, and I returned to my 
bed. (N47 15-6)  

Brown is fragmented from the scene itself. The first real scene of the narrative starts 

with Brown describing something he only heard but didn’t see. Brown fragments himself 

by not leaving the room; he is in two places at once. He can hear everything, despite 

the walls and distance, but the information is related back to us in visual form. The still-

image staccato rhythm to the scene sounds like someone telling a report. Related in 

short, precise clauses, the information we get is aurally visual or instantaneously 

visceral. He mentions the speediness of the punishment, the closeness of his mother’s 

cries, and the quickness of the cold chills, for instance. Moreover, even though Brown 

appears distressed, it does not hinder his ability to relate factual information that sets 

the scene for the reader. Although he notes the way that the sound carries, he still 

relates the relative distance between him and his mother. He also documents the 

amount of time her punishment takes. When he goes to bed, the scene ends. 

Brown’s observational “dark spots” account for other fragmentations. He does not 

really put together any points of critical understanding. Never do we get any reference 

that he stayed up and pondered the horror of witnessing, whether through sight or 

sound, his mother’s punishment. Nor does he relate the fact that, although he knows 

what happens to slaves when they’re late, it is only at that moment when his mother is 

hurt and it hits close to home that he realizes what it actually means to be a slave. 

There is no Shakespearian soliloquy so he can harp on his realizations of slavery. He 

never discusses the reasoning behind slavery with his mother. His mother is whipped, 

and that is that. We are left to wonder and analyze the scene without his help. He just 

gives information as if he’s a non-thinking observer, a mechanical lens. 
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More than that, we don’t even hear about the room at all in the narrative, but we 

constantly build rooms where rooms should be. Other objects delineate this room: the 

door, the bed, the floor, and the darkness of the room. He sees the walls that make up 

the room, and he knows he’s inside a house (the big picture) and can’t see, but he 

doesn’t imply that the room holds him back, chains him, or even protects him from the 

visual scene. Brown knows that the room is there. But a room is a room and a door is a 

door. There are no symbolic significances to them. Brown’s lack of acknowledgement of 

the room also allows the reader to build rooms where rooms are not; for instance, 

children are chains which are jail cells which are storage rooms. 
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CHAPTER 3 
SECOND PARADIGM: IT WAS KIND OF A DOMESTIC JAIL 

Room 

When William Wells Brown gets hired by Walker, starting during the second half of 

Chapter V and spanning through to Chapter VII, the plot slows considerably. In the 

previous paradigm, Brown experienced rapid instances of change from one slave owner 

to the next. Now, instead of going through a cycle of different masters, Brown stays with 

Walker and receives different shipments of slaves that he helps sell. He seemingly 

remains stagnant in comparison with his shifting situation during the first paradigm. This 

stagnancy allows him to be more thoughtful; he even uses poetry to reflect on specific 

scenes. Since there is now time for more in-depth examination, the inherent doubleness 

in this paradigm begins to manifest. Because he has that ability to think about his 

situation, he understands that he is both the slave and the slave master. When Brown 

becomes a forced slave-merchant, his perception is bifurcated. That division allows for 

him to take different simultaneous yet oppositional roles in the plot. Previously, most of 

his action was passive. He observed and reacted, but he never did anything of his own 

volition. Though he’s still mainly an observer, there are moments when he now attempts 

to take action, even if it’s just by commenting on different situations. Furthermore, 

because Brown’s narrative is still in the documentary style, he now also watches and 

records “himself.” Thus, his perspective becomes bifurcated when he realizes that he’s 

the subject and object, a concept that Du Bois would incorporate into his theory of the 

Veil of Double Consciousness.5 The doubleness of his observations extends beyond the 

                                            
5

  W.E.B Du Bois says in The Souls of Black Folk, "From the double life every American Negro 
must live, as a Negro and as an American . . . from this must arise a painful self-consciousness . . . The 
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concept of himself and his understanding of the slave-master dichotomy until it’s 

abstracted to concepts, like emotions and their simultaneity (being both happy and sad). 

His double-vision allows him to see and be both sides of the structural system of 

slavery, effectually rendering his time with Walker transitional.  

Since it is a space that highlights Brown’s altered vision, the room becomes a 

place where the unseen is visible because of its invisibility. Brown states that “there was 

on the boat a large room on the lower deck, in which the slaves were kept, men and 

women promiscuously--all chained” (41). Coupled with an earlier observation, one made 

in the first paradigm, where Brown states that, despite having the slaves in the same 

room, the white patrons pretended they didn’t see them, the example from this second 

paradigm highlights their extreme invisible-visibility (34). At the same time that the room 

makes them invisible – they are literally not observable any more – the patrons still 

know they are there precisely because they are hidden from view. The room is likened 

to the chains in the parallel scene in the First Paradigm. It actually renders the slaves 

more visible because it sets them aside, contrasting them more drastically with the free 

passengers.  

 Although in the First Paradigm Brown also ceases to see the chained slaves, here 

he pays more attention to them, counteracting their position as invisible things. He starts 

to provide commentary: The “slaves were kept, men and women promiscuously” and it 

“was almost impossible to keep that part of the boat clean” (40, 41, italics mine). These 

                                                                                                                                             
worlds within and without the Veil of Color are changing . . . and this must produce a peculiar wrenching 
of the soul, a peculiar sense of doubt and bewilderment. Such a double life, with double thoughts, double 
duties, and double social classes, must give rise to double words and double ideas" (Du Bois 121). 
Although the system that bifurcates Brown’s vision is not exactly the same as the one Du Bois outlines 
here, I feel that what Du Bois essentially speaks about is true here as well. Brown’s vision is doubled, and 
there’s that “wrenching” understanding of the slave owner (the American, Brown) and the Negro (the 
slave, again Brown). 
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additions are telling signals about his change of perception. In the First Paradigm, he 

states that slaves on a ship was “an occurrence so common, that no one, not even the 

passengers, appear to notice it, though they clank their chains at every step” (34, italics 

mine). And even though the passengers were uneasy about the history of the white 

slave girl, it was just “general anxiety,” nothing that they – but more especially Brown – 

worry about after she leaves (34, italics mine). Beyond the visceral observations, Brown 

offers no personal commentary in that early scene. The auditory “clank” and the visual 

“general anxiety” are stated only as observations with no explicitly biased disquiet on 

Brown’s end. In the Second Paradigm, however, we see Brown making judgments and 

comparisons between black and white, the slave and the master, male and female. His 

observations take a nuanced turn: Rather than just making the more general 

observation of “impossible,” Brown changes the meaning when he writes “almost 

impossible” instead. He frustratingly appears to take the cleanliness of the boat more 

personally, as if he’s in charge of that chore, and both the slave owners and the slaves 

are contributing to its debilitated state.  

Brown ironically looks at the room as a place for “the slaves,” but he does not 

overtly include himself in that statement. The demarcation he makes between himself 

and the other slaves is one of the first instances where he documents his bifurcated 

vision. For instance, he says, “With all our care, we lost one woman who . . . in the 

agony of her soul jumped overboard” (40). Prevailing is Brown’s role as a slave trader 

who doesn’t want to lose any “merchandise.” However, subtly, he is sympathetic with 

the woman as her fellow slave. When he says, “in the agony of her soul,” he 

demonstrates his understanding of her horrific situation. If he had removed that 
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emotional description, his observation would’ve just been parallel with ones made in the 

First Paradigm. In Brown’s enslavement to Walker, he is both a slave (he’s in that room) 

and a slave seller.  

Brown does not have to be inside of a room in order to be chained to it. When 

Walker “made a housekeeper (Cynthia) of one of his female slaves . . . he directed me 

to put her into a state-room . . . apart from the other slaves. I had seen too much of the 

workings of slavery, not to know what this meant” (46-47). Here is more documentation 

of Brown’s invisible-visibility. Although she’s physically hidden from the other slaves, her 

status as a particular kind of slave is easily discernible to everyone precisely because of 

her isolation. Brown begins to comprehend other kinds of bifurcations within the slave 

system. In understanding that there is a difference between males and females, he 

begins to recognize the dynamics of gender and sexuality. He is able to judge levels of 

promiscuity, for instance. Quite unlike earlier in the First Paradigm, when Brown non-

sarcastically calls “fondness” what the reader notes is actually sexual preference, here, 

he measures the situation with Walker and Cynthia right away. Brown’s relationship with 

the room, furthermore, mimics that of a paradoxically reluctant voyeur. Brown actively 

listens at the door, which he would not have done in the First Paradigm since his 

curiosity did not really exist (hearing his mother’s punishment is beyond his control). 

However, he’s reluctant to admit to what he’s done. His shame presents itself when he 

doesn’t tell Cynthia “I know, I listened at the door” and instead chooses to listen to 

Cynthia’s lamentations again in order to sympathize. Brown is both inside and outside of 

the room. He is the doubly-chained Cynthia (a slave and Walker’s chosen woman), and 

he is the slave who enslaved her inside that room. 
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Intercourse Contracts 

As stated earlier, Brown starts to recognize the bifurcations between the sexes in 

this paradigm. In the first scene where he observes gender differences, he’s in a large 

room on the lower deck of a boat, where “the slaves were kept, men and women, 

promiscuously,--all chained two and two, and a strict watch kept that they did not get 

loose” (40). At once both harsh and disturbing, their position also strangely signifies a 

kind of marriage: A man and woman were tied together and watched so they didn’t 

escape somehow from the forced “marriage.” If we were to look at the scene as I think 

Brown intends us to through his use of sexually-infused diction and imagery (we 

acknowledge the word “promiscuously” as a telling hint), then the image becomes not 

only one of punishment, but also one of propagation, or the fantasy of it, for the white 

owner. In fact, when he describes the woman who jumped overboard, he makes sure to 

mention the fact that “she was not chained,” even as the incarceration of the slaves is 

reiterated (40). The idea of being chained then takes on different meanings.6 Since 

everyone else is chained to each other and she’s unchained, she essentially doesn’t 

have a “husband” anymore, or more realistically, she is not violently, reproductively 

connected to another man, and she jumps overboard.  

Arguably, the most sexually explicit scene is Cynthia’s proposal. Brown describes the 

interaction between Cynthia and Walker in this manner:  

Mr. Walker . . . made a housekeeper of one of his female slaves. . . .On the 
first night that we were on board the steamboat, he directed me to put 

                                            
6  Usually, women are also not chained if they have children. These children symbolically chain the 
mothers enough (through their need of water, food, and other sustenance) that slave merchants don’t 
seem to worry about them since their need for amenities outweighs their need to escape with a needy 
child. Could that mean that the woman who jumped overboard had a child with her? Did she kill that child 
too? Or was the child already dead from the unclean conditions on the boat? Perhaps she was she with 
child? See more in “Family Business, or The Ties that Bind” later in this paradigm.  
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[Cynthia] into a state-room he had provided for her, apart from the other 
slaves . . .  He told her that if she would accept his vile proposals, he would 
take her back with him to St. Louis, and establish her as his housekeeper. . 
. .Without entering into any farther particulars, suffice it to say that Walker 
preformed his part of the contract, at that time. (N47 46-7, italics mine)  

The words “proposal” and “contract,” are, respectively, reminiscent of romantic pursuit 

and eventual marriage. Double meanings and innuendos map the surface layer of 

Walker and Cynthia’s intercourse. Another layer is marriage: Walker does not honor his 

agreement (“at that time”) because he marries someone else and divorces Cynthia into 

the world of slavery. I do not mean to imply that Brown is criticizing marriage as an 

institution. Rather, what happens here, I think, through Brown’s usage of the diction of 

marriage, is the heightened disconnect between this kind of diction and the real ability of 

Cynthia to accept or reject the proposal. Because Brown occupies both the inside and 

outside of the room, and the female (when he becomes Cynthia and understands what 

she is going through inside the room) and male (when he withholds the fact that he 

already heard, which allows Cynthia to relive the trauma of that moment as a person 

without any will, as an object) positions, the bifurcation he experiences is more explicitly 

delineated through his use of the diction of marriage.    

Furthermore, for several reasons, Brown’s time with Walker is comparable to a 

marriage. If Cynthia was his housekeeper at the farm, then Brown was his housekeeper 

on the road. The last intercourse occurs between Walker and Brown. Although Brown is 

obviously Walker’s servant, (like Cynthia) there still seems to be something of the 

housewife about him. When Brown spills wine, Walker gives an excuse to his guests 

and, not wanting to imply that he’s a man who’s not in control of his household, waits to 

confront Brown when they are alone: “He asked me what I meant by my carelessness, 

and said that he would attend to me” (53, italics mine). An abusive relationship for sure, 



 

48 

the interaction plays both on the image of marriage and house-slavery; even his use of 

the word “attend,” rather than “punish,” for instance, sounds domestic. Interestingly, in 

their roles as a slave drivers, Brown is the care taker of the slaves (their mother) while 

Walker is the business man (their father). In fact, and even beyond that, when Brown 

“blackens” the slaves and Walker “de-ages” them, what happens is that they are both 

lying (meaning to fib rather than to be in a horizontal position) next to each other and 

producing, as it were, new people.  

Family Business, or The Ties that Bind 

Though the sexual relationships between slave masters and their slaves are 

forced, they are not the only forced relationships that exist in the narrative. Blood family 

– which is probably better described through the hyphenated family-and-business – is 

both about separation and aggregation. The first familial impulse is at the start of the 

paradigm when Brown assumes that it’s because of their blood relationship that his 

owner did not sell him to Walker: “Mr. Walker offered a high price for me . . . but I 

suppose my master was restrained from selling me by the fact that I was a near relative 

of his" (39-40). Two contradictory images are present. Either Young was restrained from 

selling Brown because he is a source of constant profit (Brown is a good business 

investment), or because he didn’t want to (because of some kind of love, blood 

connection, or other moral obligation that he has for Brown). Brown uses subtle 

sarcasm (“but I suppose my master was restrained”) to show the former, rather than the 

latter, of the meanings. Young’s hands are metaphorically tied. The chain that ties the 

slave to his master works the other way: The slave master is also chained to his slave. 

Unlike in the First Paradigm, where Brown was not connecting objects to their value, his 
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understanding here is developed enough to where his word choice is usually intentional 

and not just an accumulation of visceral observations.  

Although Brown acknowledges the fact that he’s related to Young, his mother and 

sister are the ones who he holds in the highest esteem: "Of all my relatives, mother was 

first, and sister next" (32). Because of that fact, I think the scene when the mother jumps 

overboard seems to leave a particularly multi-faceted resonance with Brown, even 

though she’s not the only literal parental figure in the text. Brown writes, “we lost one 

woman who had been taken from her husband and children, and having no desire to 

live without them, in the agony of her soul jumped overboard, and drowned herself" 

(40). The grammatical placement of the mother puts her in both subject and object 

positions. Because she is taken, she is initially the object in the first clause of the 

sentence, but her final act of suicide in the second part gives her temporary subjectivity. 

Moreover, the mother is not included in the “we” that Brown affiliates himself with. Never 

directly defined by her role as a mother figure (which allows her to lose that distinction), 

and only described as a woman, the woman loses her maternal side as it is broken and 

erased by Brown (on purpose?). She becomes an unsuccessful business transaction 

because her family unit fails on account of both verbal and physical forced separation. 

Families, especially broken or breaking ones, fit in this framework because what Walker 

and Brown essentially do is fracture families. 

Eat, Human Animal 

When he calls the enslaved, unnamed, and unknown man who was running away 

from his white chasers and yelling that he didn’t steal the meat “it,” Brown automatically 

dehumanizes him into an object. The manner that Brown uses to describe both slaves 

and slave owners illuminates their similarities and differences. More than once, Brown 
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himself refers to the slaves that they carry as “human flesh,” a concept that, akin to 

referring to the drowned man as “it,” makes them only a body to be consumed, whether 

through commentary or some other form of ingestion (42, 62). In fact, during the day, 

the slaves are constantly held in “pens,” as if they are animals; at night they are likewise 

“driven” back inside a warehouse, as if, more specifically, they are farm animals herded 

back into a barn (42, 43-4, 46).  

As stated above, the white slave owners and buyers are also ironically described 

as animals. In two distinct instances, Brown says, “Swarms of planters may be seen in 

and about [the slaves]” and they “came flocking to the pen to purchase slaves” (43-4, 

46). While the slaves are dubbed livestock, both instances with the slave masters 

symbolize them as flies, mosquitoes, vultures, scavenging birds, or some kind of 

migratory birds. In all of these instances, the slaves are either represented as dead – as 

just human flesh – or live food for the planters. It is the same with the visual sustenance 

that the planters get when Brown sets the crying slaves to producing entertainment. 

That is food too, but of a different kind.  

In order for the slaves to be the best “food,” they have to eat and look the best, 

and they do: “Mr. Walker fed his slaves well. We took on board . . . several hundred 

pounds of bacon . . . and corn-meal, and his slaves were better fed than slaves 

generally were in Natchez” (41). They are also “beautified” and de-aged through 

haircuts and dyes that Brown administers. Being in Walker’s slave pen is 

understandably a double-edged sword. There is the horror of being sold, of being 

looked at as food, but there is also the bliss of actually having enough to eat and getting 

haircuts and other grooming. Like antagonists in the tale of Hansel and Gretel, Walker 
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and Brown become the witches who help fatten the starving children slaves or animals 

up before they are consumed.  

Doppelganger, or Black Lies/White Lies 

With their multiple connotations, black and white lies appear quite frequently in the 

Second Paradigm. It’s difficult to tell which is which and who is doing which kind of lying 

because the narrative covers-up and enfolds stacks and chains of the white and black. 

These mixed lies (gray or mulatto lies) allow for a double-paradoxical verdict. Brown is 

guilty. Brown is innocent. Brown, the enslaved-slave-driver, at a time in his life where he 

is innocently guilty or guiltily innocent, betrays: “This incident shows how it is that 

slavery makes its victims lying and mean; for which vices it afterwards reproaches them, 

and uses them as arguments to prove that they deserve no better fate” (57). Even that 

ironic statement is filled with contradictions. Slaves are punished because they lie, but 

they only lie because slave masters make them do it. The cyclicality of that statement 

binds the slave to the slave owner. An often-times recognized inherent trait of slavery, 

betrayal plays a role in Brown’s narrative: It helps him further realize what contemporary 

readers might recognize as Du Bois’s Veil of Double Consciousness. The lies involved 

in betrayals are interesting and necessary (even if they are unwanted) because they 

demonstrate Brown’s advancing understanding. As a ghostly, non-character, objectified 

camera figure in the First Paradigm, Brown’s dependence on other people’s stories 

leaves him in a strictly passive position. What betrayal allows is for Brown to inhabit an 

active role – something that slaves are not usually characterized by – which enables the 

emergence of his character. Brown starts his betrayals as soon as he becomes 

Walker’s employee. Of course, that he doesn’t have a say in his employment is a 

betrayal done on him. The masks that Brown wears in this section highlight the 
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evolution of the narrative. Brown’s character develops beyond the single-view naiveté 

that he exhibited in the First Paradigm. 

The most detrimental lie in this paradigm is when Brown lies to himself. Faced with 

his free black doppelganger, Brown is the betrayer when he allows his free counterpart, 

who is “about [his] size,” to be punished instead of him (54). In fact, this scene has 

several layers to it. Brown writes, “He pretty soon saw me and came up to me 

complaining bitterly, saying that I had played a trick on him. I denied any knowledge of 

what the note contained” (57, italics mine). The free black, naïve about the situation 

initially, felt betrayed when he was whipped on behalf of the enslaved black. By 

accusing Brown of “playing a trick” on him, the free black man understands but 

understates the situation. Because he’s free and trusting, betrayal (perhaps especially 

from one of his own race) was something taken for granted and forgotten. The betrayed 

man had not even thought that the physical subjugation of the enslaved would fall on 

him (Again? Ever?). Thus, the free black man’s freedom, as a personified hypothetically 

abstract emotion, was also betrayed. The diction that the free black man uses 

diminishes what Brown has actually done. “Playing a trick” removes the horror out of the 

word “betrayal” and puts the free black man in the naïve category. He cannot properly 

process and digest what just happened.    

Brown’s lie leads to a second major betrayal, which is the one that Brown suffers 

upon himself. He is both the betrayed and the betrayer. Brown’s self-betrayal is evident 

in the way he changes his desperate plea for forgiveness (aimed at the free black man 

or aimed for himself) from the 1847 to 18497 editions.8 In the 1847 narrative, he says, “I 

                                            
7  For the sake of easier reading, I will refer to the Narrative of William W. Brown, An American 
Slave. Written by himself (1849) as “N49” in this and future citations.  
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have often, since my escape, deeply regretted the deception I practiced upon this poor 

fellow” (57-58). However, in the 1849 version, he says, “Had I entertained the same 

views of right and wrong which I now do, I am sure I should never have practiced the 

deception upon that poor fellow which I did” (N49 57). In the former, he is guilty, fully 

and irrevocably, in that he does not coat his explanation with deflections that would 

absolve him of his mistakes. He disguises his guilt in the latter by explaining that he had 

been ignorant, and so blameless, of what he had done. Thus, only in the 1847 version 

does Brown recognize, especially after he has consummated his own relationship with 

Freedom, that he had betrayed. Though they stem from different motivations, both 

moments of Brown’s confession offer two opposing perspectives: a Before-Brown and 

an After-Brown.  

It makes sense that when Brown sees his double his vision bifurcates cleanly and 

physically, and it becomes personified into two distinct people. While Brown assumes 

the position of the oppressor, his doppelganger becomes the blindly-oppressed version 

of Brown in the First Paradigm. Brown eventually has to see in both ways again, hence 

his shifting characterization of the doppelganger as his friend or his customer; the 

change automatically removes their equality and positions them on opposite sides of a 

hypothetical counter, with Brown as the merchant in power who tricks the free man into 

thinking that customers are always right (55). With the example, he demonstrates that 

doubleness when he shows the cyclical patterns of the slave holders. They know the 

                                                                                                                                             
8  In all the different editions that Brown published of his narratives, there are, of course, slight 
alterations, whether scenes are added or subtracted or language is changed. The betrayal scene 
happens to be one of the more vastly altered scenes from the 1847 narrative to the 1849 one. I choose to 
use it here in order to highlight Brown’s sense of guilt, which we have been seeing in various other 
fragments in this paradigm and which he sometimes tries to cover up as some action done against his 
will.  
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deception, but the slaves who are given this reputation do not. Deceit is divided in a 

metaphorically physical way. Whether he takes the blame for the incident or not, Brown 

experiences both at the same time and understands his part in the trick.
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CHAPTER 4 
THIRD PARADIGM: WE HAD NOT A DRY THREAD UPON OUR BODIES  

Money 

From the knowledge he acquires while with Walker, Brown despairs his status as 

a slave. It is because Brown still believes that he’s not any less of a free human being 

that he feels the need to escape in Chapters VIII and IX. After leaving Walker’s 

employment, his vision becomes singular again as his focus is encompassed with 

thoughts of freedom. After that, everything becomes an object set out to imprison him. 

The need to be free hyperbolizes him as a more drastic prisoner, one fated to remain a 

slave. His lack of an alternate fate stems from the fact that his previously bifurcated 

vision recognized only two choices: He could either be a slave or a slave master. Since 

Brown cannot possibly be the slave master, he has no choice but to see himself as only 

a slave. But it is because he can only characterize himself as a prisoner that he fatefully 

remains so. He can only see from behind the metaphorical jail. In the end, his actions 

are pointless; indeed, they work instead to highlight his imprisonment. He and his 

mother pace in a circle within their literal and metaphorical cells, progressing nowhere. 

Their unrelenting mental chain to slavery makes it obvious that his actual freedom isn’t 

fated. Every step they take pulls them back into slavery. Regardless of his stagnancy, 

Brown is, for the first time, a thinking- and action-driven slave. He really begins to 

understand his situation as a commodity, and more specifically here as a product that 

gets bought. 

At the perpetuation of the fated slave system, money is a heavily utilized object or 

device: “My dear sister had been sold”; “he was hard pressed for money”; “the price set 

by my evangelical master upon my soul and body was the trifling sum of five hundred”; 
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“I had with me a little money. . . .I took my scanty means”; and “the three immediately 

dismounted, and one took from his pocket a handbill . . . offering a reward of two 

hundred dollars for our apprehension, and delivery” (47, 62, 63, 65, 67, and 72). Money 

– needed, wanted – is a device that removes the idea of free thought and agency. The 

money given, whether it is needed (as in Brown’s case) or wanted (as in the three 

horsemen’s case) has the same effect. It takes away agency and imprisons whoever is 

in its hold. Most importantly, Brown is already in money’s clutches. At first, he seems 

annoyed that he costs so little when he states that he costs only the “trifling sum of five 

hundred.” Then, although it seems that he’s happy with any money for provisions – “I 

had with me a little money” – we understand that he would have rather had more – “I 

took my scanty means.” If they had had more, perhaps their escape wouldn’t have been 

inundated with other needs. Money becomes one of the major limiting factors of their 

escape; thus, it is one of the chains that connects them to slavery. 

Money as an object, generally in Brown’s narrative but specifically in this 

paradigm, is paralleled to fate. Abstractly, money is the metaphorical life-blood of the 

world, both the reader’s and Brown’s. The ancient idea of money, wealth, or capital 

allows for divisions – the chain of hierarchy – to persist. Children, noble savages, and 

women are at the bottom of the chain not only because they supposedly have less 

wisdom or understanding of the world, but also because they have no individual capital 

or source of independent wealth. Complicating the idea further, wealth divides people 

into their respective economic brackets. That is why Romantics9 highly valued nature. 

                                            
9

  Although Dwight McBride relates Romanism with the abolition movement, he utilizes the 
Romantics’ ideas about the “common man, the oppressed, and the lowly” as part of the authenticity to a 
slave’s testimony (McBride 6). While I don’t doubt the historical connection of the Romantic Movement to 
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Instead of capitalism, the new currency was “survivability” and “naiveté” or “innocence.” 

People used to money, no matter how little, are unable to live in the wilderness. Noble 

savages (but not slaves) are apparently better able to live in nature because they don’t 

need money to survive. Instead, they use their give-and-take relationship with nature. It 

is a form of capitalism where the use value subtracted from the exchange value equal 

zero.    

When Brown and his mother go into the wilderness to escape, they leave the care 

of the Southern slave capitalistic system. No matter how little they were cared for while 

enslaved, they still depended on that care to survive. They were never well off 

monetarily, but nature removes the necessity for money altogether. Completely unable 

to stall the onslaught nature’s economy, they are subjected to it, and they cannot 

prosper. 

Weather, or The Great Outdoors 

Being stuck outside on the plantation is a position that slaves occupy in relation to 

their white masters, but in the Third Paradigm Brown and his mother are literally 

incarcerated in the wilderness. Although outside the controlled-outside of the plantation, 

although 150 miles away from their slave masters, Brown and his mother have never 

been more imprisoned than when they try to gain their freedom. Oppressive and 

chaotic, it is ironically the natural outside world that hinders their escape. Brown writes, 

“We remained in the woods during the day, and as soon as darkness overshadowed the 

earth, we started again on our gloomy way, having no guide but the NORTH STAR [sic] 

. . . every night . . . we would anxiously look for our friend and leader,--the NORTH 

                                                                                                                                             
the Abolitionist one, I do think that there are significant differences between the Romantic noble savage 
and the escaped slave witness.   
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STAR [sic]” (69, italics mine). The diction and word choice used here highlights their 

lack of agency. Their most active action – that of looking – has to be completed within 

set criteria that are not set in their favor.  The darkness and negative emotions 

encapsulate them. They cannot control their weather, their feelings – which are dark 

and akin to the outside environment –, or their celestial friend’s and leader’s vacillating 

patterns of visibility. They don’t even change their time of travel until others tell them to. 

And still – as they abandon their only friend, the North Star – traveling by day is the 

wrong decision. In the daylight, they are seen and taken back into slavery. 

Rain, that destructive, reproductive force that obscures the North Star, acts as a 

hindrance to their freedom. The weather is beyond anyone’s control. Brown says, “On 

the eighth day of our journey, we had a very heavy rain, and in a few hours after it 

commenced, we had not a dry thread upon our bodies. This made our journey still more 

unpleasant” (70). They are literally and metaphorically weighed down by their water-

saturated clothes. Not only does the rain make them more susceptible to cold and 

illness, it also seems to portent first running out of provisions and then getting caught. 

Moreover, his wording of “still more unpleasant” is juxtaposed with the hope he had 

previously demonstrated when he’d said, “I forgot that I was tired or hungry” (70). The 

rain mutes him and his dreams. The abrupt change from despair to hope to despair 

parallels them to the mercurial weather and makes them subjects of their environment. 

Lacking agency, they are spontaneously buffeted from emotion to emotion as if by a 

wind. They do not have control, even when it appears that they do, since the concept of 

escape eliminates choice.  
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Liquid States 

Being in a liquid state – in rain, in tears – removes all speech patterns away from 

the ability of the speaker. Making them passive to the wrenching of emotions, crying 

must be “recovered sufficiently” before the crier regains their literal and metaphorical 

voice. Tears are an illness. Brown comments on his sister’s state when he says, 

“without uttering a word, [she] burst into tears,” and it is only “As soon as she recover[s] 

herself sufficiently” that she begins “to speak” (66). The crier subjugates the object of 

their tears, even as those same tears objectify the crier. Thus, neither sibling has any 

subjectivity here. Indeed, both are initially silent. Brown has no agency in this scene 

except when he gives his sister his ring – inexorably linking and imprisoning them 

together. It is like marriage – also a state of mingled liquidity. 

They are also tears of release and rupture. At the beginning of the paradigm, 

Brown states that he was “glad enough to leave the service of one (Walker) who was 

tearing the husband from the wife” (63, emphasis mine). The word “tear” functions on 

different levels depending on its contextual usage. Relating this word play to the 

previous example, his sister’s uncontrollable tears release him from her. The play on 

words helps to illuminate what “tears” means to Brown right then. The tears, which are 

torn (teared) out of her body, tear them apart. The idea that she’s beyond words, where 

her only methods of language are tears, removes her from her present and takes her to 

a general past, back to childhood. She holds onto Brown as if she’s a child: “she sprung 

up, threw her arms around my neck, leaned her head upon my breast” (66). Children 

use tears to communicate strong emotions. Connecting her with the past, she becomes 

imprisoned in it and Brown is chained with her. 
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The juxtaposition of childhood and adulthood is also relevant to their mother. 

Incidentally, both his sister and mother are unchained when they are being sold or 

caught – the only people who are not chained are mothers with children. It’s as if they 

are both the mother and the child all at once. Furthermore, when they are caught, his 

mother demonstrates similar emotions to his sister and to himself: She bursts into 

wordless tears, which sends a “cold chill,” like water or rain, down Brown’s back (72). 

The word choice specifically reminds us of another time that exact phrase was used 

when he was a child (16).  

Boats 

Although, previously, water and boats are seen as the places where slaves are 

sold and caught, boats and water seem to be used uniquely here. The river and boat 

become the medium upon which Brown’s and his mother’s escape hinges. Interestingly, 

Brown doesn’t look at the boat as a means of complete escape. They cannot stay on 

the boat because it will imprison them more, since it and they will be easier to detect. 

Instead, the water and the boat become decoys. They are used to mask the fact that 

Brown and his mother are traveling on land. Water, rather than being the user or the 

accomplice, seemingly becomes more than that when it’s used by the slaves.  

However, it reasserts its “power” when it uses their boat-decoy as its own decoy, 

since it hardly gives them leeway to get away. Because the river forces its power over 

the boat and its occupants, the boat can be seen as “enslaved” too. Brown says that the 

“current was very swift,” and the last time he saw the boat, “it was going down the river 

at good speed” (68). The current has taken over the control of the boat, yet Brown does 

not recognize what that bodes for them; instead, he sees it as a “good” occurrence. 

They have lost some agency to the water. A boat enslaved-by-nature carrying the 
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enslaved-by-man to freedom is not a fortunate start; in a way, it is a double 

enslavement for Brown and his mother.  

Boats and related objects are used metaphorically and paralleled to a slave’s 

predicament. Brown, for instance, tells us that he “could not bear the idea of leaving [his 

mother] among those pirates” (67). Since initially slaves were stolen into boats and 

ships, the way that Brown symbolizes slave owners as pirates is interesting because, 

basically, pirates are thieves. They are mostly beyond the control of society and its 

rules. Thus, Brown not only harks back to his time with Walker, he also alludes to 

people who were stolen from their ancestral shores. Boats, then, were literally places of 

piracy and slavery. Through these images, the futility of their escape is grasped by the 

reader. The piracy becomes a construct between fate and free will. Although Brown’s 

refusal to leave his mother to the pirates is an inception of choice, fate still wins out 

here. Their re-capture is in fact reminiscent of (sanctioned) piracy. Brown and his 

mother symbolically become that decoy boat, alone in an expansive current of slavery. 

Unable to leave its flow, they will eventually succumb to the literal or symbolic river’s 

nature. Those are the only two options: slavery by nature or by southerners.  

Another quote that equates Brown with their decoy boat occurs when he talks 

about sinking and floating: “With all this depression of heart, the thought that I should 

one day be free . . . buoyed me up” (71). Ironically, he is again captive either way. Either 

he is trapped by death, drowning inside the water, or he’s a buoy, floating in circles in 

the water and never really moving or getting away, no matter how much that buoy 

(boy?) wishes to. 
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Time 

Time is a “fixed” trapping – the constant ticking sounds of the clock, telling the 

hearers that they will be stuck once it runs out (67). “Now I will give you one week to 

find a master in, and surely you can do it in that time,” Young tells Brown (65). Brown’s 

time is already running out as he prepares to try and escape. But time traps them 

further: Even though he has a small window of opportunity, his mother does not. The 

whole framework for their escape is bordered by sentries of measurement words, ones 

that especially deal with time: “The time at length arrived” (67, italics mine). The specific 

journal-like writing style that Brown utilizes mimics a log that he keeps during the time of 

his escape. For instance, he notes details like “we left the city just as the clock struck 

nine” and other temporal details such as when they traveled, ran out of food, or asked 

others for help (67). Time is weaved through the narrative like an enchaining, liquid 

current that holds on to Brown so that he cannot escape, no matter how he turns. He 

was never fated to be free, not with all of time ticking against him. 

Books 

Books are religion and law. They are ironic entrapments – tiny prisons that give 

the impression of escape, though they are held between two inescapable covers: “I 

thought of slavery with its Democratic whips--its Republican chains--its evangelical 

blood-hounds, and its religious slave-holders” appears at the beginning of the paradigm, 

and “we started on our journey back to the land of whips, chains and Bibles” comes at 

the end (70, 73). Their escape through the “middle passage” – the running-away section 

of Third Paradigm is the middle of the central chapter, and textually a passage – 

attempt at freedom must end with a return to the reality of their enslavement. 
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More than that, subtle references to books materialize within these passages. 

Brown starts the paradigm with a reference to law: “But a trial more severe and heart-

rending than any which I had yet met with awaited me. My dear sister had been sold to 

a man . . . She had expressed her determination to die, rather than go to the far south” 

(63). His sister does not want to go to the far south (a euphemism?) because the man 

who bought her – by law – “had purchased [her], he said, for his own use” (66). So she 

wants to die so that she is not used in this way – a possible reference to her religion and 

ideas of purity.  

Brown and his mother are also the victims of words. They are finally apprehended 

not so much by the horsemen as by fear-inducing, non-understandable text: “The three 

immediately dismounted, and one took from his pocket a handbill, advertising us as 

runaways, and offering a reward of two hundred dollars for our apprehension, and 

delivery in the city of St. Louis” (72). They did not read these words themselves. Rather, 

the text on the handbill acts as a net, entrapping them and making them freeze guiltily 

on the spot. Perhaps if they had been able to read, they might have demonstrated their 

agency and given the three horsemen some kind of debate against what the handbill 

was arguing. Here, they become transactions and religious examples: They are to be 

delivered (back) to slavery. The men are lawmen, businessmen, and religious men – 

literally, they are the three horsemen of Brown and his mother’s doomed escape. 

All in a day’s work, they arrest, ship, and preach: “Before the family retired to rest, 

they were all called together to attend prayers. The man who but a few hours before 

had bound my hands together with a strong cord, read a chapter from the Bible, and 

then offered up prayer, just as though God sanctioned the act he had just committed” 
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(72-3). Brown illustrates (perhaps ironically) that he is fated, by the “sanctioned” act of 

God, to be enslaved – slave law and slave religion acting together as one against 

Brown and his mother. Understandably, Brown’s heart-rending (another tear) trial – Law 

– is not that his sister was sold. That is something out of his control. She is just a 

martyr-causality; the spark and strike of the first match (from the matchbook?) upon the 

situation of slavery. She is just the first front line. His actual trial is his attempted 

escape.  

Interestingly, the image of the horsemen is religious in two ways: first through the 

symbolic number three and second through the related image of the Apocalypse’s Four 

Horsemen. Because he’s missing one horseman, his “apocalypse” has not really 

happened. Brown’s trail for freedom has the surprise of a subtle silver lining. 

Writing in Mortar 

“I had just been telling mother how I should try to get employment as soon as we 

reached Canada, and how I intended to purchase us a little farm, and how I would earn 

money enough to buy sister and brothers, and how happy we would be in our own 

FREE HOME [sic],--when three men came up on horseback, and ordered us to stop” 

(71-2, italics mine). Brown builds up and tears down simultaneously with his language. 

His usage of “[comma] and . . . [comma] and . . . [comma] and” is a building mechanism. 

Rather than using just the commas, he also uses the word “and.” But just as the “and” 

builds, it also tears down, like a hammer. Spoken “and”s (which is what he’s doing here 

– he’s telling his mother; this is not a thought that he has) always seem to be 

emphasized in the verbal-italics. It is fated that the language that builds grammatically 

would also tear down: Brown is imprisoned in language even as it seems to free him. 

Interestingly, the interrupting em-dash at the end of the line of “and”s literally stops him 
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from even the semi-agency he had assumed, whether it was through building up or 

tearing down. The telling last comma-and becomes part of his list, but this one is not 

constructed out of his own agency – they were ordered to stop, and they do.  

Mimicking confinement through his writing, Brown emphasizes the state of his 

situation by structuring the paradigm in a three-tiered plot. On the outside, two walls, 

built with scenes from inside the slave system, have been erected. Those walls tightly 

enclose the middle (ironically physically outside) tier when Brown and his mother run 

away in the wilderness. One of the most structurally built, the Third Paradigm starts off 

by emphasizing Brown’s previous engagement with Walker: “I was sent home, and was 

glad enough to leave the service of one who was tearing the . . . child from the mother, 

and the sister from the brother,--but a trial more severe and heart-rending than any 

which I had yet met with awaited me” (63). The transitional brick that Brown lays 

between the two paradigms melds their contrasting ideas together. Like a dark stone 

and then a darker one, the two bricks – although the same shade - are high in contrast. 

What happens in the first part is the same as what happens after. The difference, of 

course, is that Brown’s point of view shifts from an invested third-person, removed 

observer, as it was when he was with Walker, to a first-person experience. He is now 

included in the room set aside for slaves, not just a person who observes and might 

possibly see himself in that situation. He essentially, eventually builds the framework 

into a symbolic “middle passage” to show his almost complete lack of agency.  

Wrenched out of his daydream (unlike the night-dream, daydreams are texts that 

the dreamer has complete agency over), the end of the chapter is again marked by text 

he does not have control over: The Bible. Tied in the room of the house he was held in, 
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his captors read a chapter from the Bible. Increasingly, beyond a small hint of agency in 

his control of language, he is losing his agency over the text. Most of Brown’s dialogue 

is, incidentally, off-text. Full of summaries and paraphrases, the scene hardly contains 

dialogue tags for anyone. For Brown, that daydream was not to become reality. 

Feminine Objectification 

The gendered objectification present in the Third Paradigm allows for a greater 

understanding of Brown’s passivity. Arguably, the two walls that imprison Brown from 

achieving freedom are his sister and his mother. The two buildings they are respectively 

tied to – a jail and a house – rise as pillars of a society. Their phallic representation puts 

Brown in the valley/middle ground of the “middle passage” when he escapes. There, he 

becomes visually feminized. He is stuck in a phallic-less state. His voice is feminized-in-

comparison with the other female voices in the text. Brown’s use of exclamation points 

and dramatic, sentimental language highlight his femininity: “But a trial more severe and 

heart-rending than any which I had yet met with awaited me,” “Never, never can be 

erased from my heart the occurrences of that day!” (63, 65-6). His passivity when he 

meets his sister in the jail undermines him as the “masculine” figure in the section. In 

fact, if not for the crying and receiving the ring, his sister would be the masculine 

character because she tells him what to do.  

In this paradigm, Brown uses diction as a tool to divide masculine and feminine 

distinctions between female and male characters (not necessarily respectively). His use 

of words and ideas such as “sprung up” (which is attributed to his sister), “breast” (his), 

and “burst” (his sister), “implant” – as in he “could not bear the idea [that his mother had 

implanted in his head to leave her behind]” (his mother) –, and “boat” and “pole” – as in 

“the boat was fastened with a small pole, which, with the aid of a rail, I soon loosened 
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from its moorings” (his) (66-8) – demonstrate the shifting relationship between gender, 

as a cultural identity, to sex, as a genetic identity. Phrases and words like these 

feminize Brown into a stereotypical-female version of himself. Oppositional to him, 

however, his sister is characterized with diction that makes her seem masculine. She’s 

the one who impregnates his mind with the idea of freedom, which he had seemingly 

forgotten. Other phrases, like “the money that I had received . . . from gentleman for 

whom I had done errands,” position Brown in the feminine (68). The “errands” had 

allowed him to “receive” – instead of the slightly more masculine “earn” – money. 

Although the usage of “for whom” renders the gentlemen passive, Brown is still the 

objectified subject. He passively waits for his money instead of demanding it. Similarly, 

when Brown says, “But with all this depression of heart, the thought that I should one 

day be free, and call my body my own . . . made my heart leap for joy,” he shows that 

he will not be a masculine figure until he possesses himself fully; he cannot be owned 

by either his slave masters or the gentlemen. Only then will he be able to rise out of the 

water he was sunk into and take care of his family (71). Moreover, “leap,” like “burst” 

before it, is a more masculine verb. Other than that, he’s afflicted with illnesses of the 

heart (sympathetic feeling) that makes him sink into the femininity of himself. 

Room 

The room is an optical illusion. The inverse of the two images of rooms here builds 

the actual – though metaphorical – “room” of the third paradigm. The environmental 

“island effect,” where the city is described in natural/geographic terms, relates to the 

“room’s” isolation. When they are in nature there is a “room effect.” Whereas the city is 

stereotyped as a place of free will, nature is symbolized as a place of fate, where only 

the rule of survival is important. Blocked by the walls of the city, nature becomes a large 
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room where Brown and his mother roam, unknowingly walking in circles within the plot. 

Their escape is the middle of the paradigm. They peregrinate in a specified area with 

two doors: One door leads back to slavery, and the other is a trick door that, illuminated 

by the altruistic neighbors and their suddenly good fortune and the sunlight and the 

daydreams that Brown has, blinds them back into slavery. Brown’s first real attempt at 

freedom is a lost cause from the get-go. Although he and his mother move a lot, they 

don’t get anywhere, and they basically end where they started. Like a player in a game, 

Brown, in turn, has to “Start Over” or “Quit.” 
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CHAPTER 5 
FOURTH PARADIGM: MY LOVE HAD GONE IN ANOTHER QUARTER  

Passive Battles (Pre-Battle) 

William Wells Brown is physically “recaptured’ into slavery in Chapters X to 

Chapter XII. However, he now knows that he has to fight to attain freedom. In fact, he 

has never been closer to it than he is after his first attempt. In his initial trial for freedom, 

Brown never mentally ran away. His understanding of his enslavement only 

encompassed the physical and not the psychological. However, he now understands 

that he’s an imprisoned free person, not just doubly oppressed, or the oppressor and 

the oppressed (as he was in the Second Paradigm). His new bifurcated vision breaks 

differently than it did when he was with Walker; then, he’d passively stated that escape 

was no longer an option “for the time being,” and he’d suffered feelings of enslavement 

(40). The framework for this paradigm is different.  

Before, his time with Walker was so oppressive that his choices were limited within 

the slave system; he could either be a slave or a slave owner. Now, within the Fourth 

Paradigm there are two completely different systems: slavery or freedom. Since Brown 

sees himself as both enslaved and free, his vision bifurcates. After the door for the 

potentiality for actual freedom opens up, everyone and everything assumes the 

objectification of an obstacle. These obstacles bond him to slavery and keep him from 

his freedom. He realizes that he has to remove these bonds of slavery himself, so the 

paradigm assumes the structure of a kind of (rather serious) “game” with different 

“levels” of challenges. He can’t proceed towards freedom unless he “beats” the “level” 

he’s presently occupying. When he starts fighting and winning to get out of his apparent 

second-enslavement (it may still be his first, since he never really escaped before), he 
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begins to have actual agency. And because the hope for real change is there, he 

becomes an active participant in his re-freedom. Instead of trying to purchase himself 

again, which posits him as an inherent objectified slave, he takes himself back. That re-

acquirement allows for the idea that he was initially stolen from freedom into slavery to 

manifest. As his whole thought process and intellect shifts, Brown begins to understand 

that his enslavement is not an act of fate.  

In the very beginning of his re-imprisonment, Brown understands that he has to 

sever all ties with slavery. Before, he and his mother had always been weighed down by 

and chained to the family they’d left behind, so one of the most crucial acts for freedom 

is to remove all obstacles that enslave him, even (and especially) the familial ones. 

About Young, whom Brown acknowledges is a relative, he relates, “I had been in jail . . . 

when I heard that my master was sick . . . I prayed fervently for him--not for his 

recovery, but for his death (74). Although the act of prayer is passive because he’s 

leaving the result completely in the hands of an outside force, his act of praying is an 

active one. It does not matter who fulfills the task because he’s the one who “activated” 

it. If Young were to die, that would be a major obstacle that Brown could be free of.  

Moreover, there are two obstacles just in that first paragraph. He aims to carry out 

the first task through prayer. But the other obstacle involves his sister: “While in jail, I 

learned that my sister Elizabeth . . . had been carried off four days before our arrival” 

(74). Except when he introduced her, Brown has never really called his sister by her 

proper name. In fact, “sister” becomes her name: He’d say, “sister took her seat by my 

side” or “I would earn money enough to buy sister and brothers” for instance (32, 71-2). 

Her ties to her brother close the chain of her enslavement, giving her no room for the 
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potential of freedom. Brown even gives her a ring, a physical chain, to seemingly 

forever bind her to him. Although he does not actively remove her from his life, by giving 

her a name, he distances himself from her and sets her free; or rather, sets himself free 

from her. In fact, he removes her from his narrative in a strange manner: She is taken 

out of it four days previously, when he was somewhere else and completely out of the 

narrative. There is no possible way for him to confront her. Although she’s still an 

obstacle, the “battle” is a short one. He battles her when he gives her a name and then 

dismisses her as his sister. On his way to freedom, he cannot think about her any more.   

Room (The Sight for Battles) 

Most of William Wells Brown’s battles seem to take place in rooms. Before, rooms 

have been deaf to the slave voice or invisible to the slave’s perception; now, rooms are 

possessed with only Brown’s voice. Fought in the masters’ private rooms, the battles 

are suffused with a more personal nature. His first active battle takes place in Young’s 

sick room. Brown says, “I was taken out and carried home . . . [Young] had me brought 

into the room where he was” (75). The words “taken,” “carried” and “brought” weaken 

Brown since he’s textually unable to do these things for himself. The room is a place 

that he – an object – is put in. But, when the “battle” starts, Brown again becomes the 

subject. He reconfigures his entrance by saying, “As I entered,” reasserting his bodily 

agency (75). Physically, though Young “was well enough to sit up,” Brown stands and 

literally looks down on him (75). Before anyone has spoken a word, Brown has regained 

the upper hand.  

Contrarily, Brown’s battle with Mrs. Price takes a different turn. She asks him to sit 

down: “She called me into her room--telling me to take a chair and sit down. I did so, 

thinking it rather strange, for servants are not very often asked thus to sit down in the 
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same room with the master or mistress” (86). Although they are both sitting, the illusion 

that Brown and Mrs. Price are on equal footing is something that she knows will actually 

put Brown off balance. Moreover, her line of questioning comes “into too close quarters 

with” him (86, italics mine). Even emotionally, Mrs. Price is allowed the command of the 

room. She even comes close to usurping the metaphorical rooms in his soul. However, 

she never goes into those “quarters.” Those small spaces that even the reader is not 

allowed in – one of which is the “close quarter” that his love had gone into – manifest as 

Brown’s safe base. It is only by hiding and maintaining the silence and strength of those 

mental “quarters” that Brown barely wins the physical battle.  

Dialogue: Quotation Marks (Weapons) 

In his trials to remove the obstacles out of his way as he seeks freedom, Brown 

ends up removing the quotation marks from his nemeses’ words. He does versions of 

this in earlier parts of the narrative. In the Second Paradigm, for instance, Brown 

sometimes does not give the free black man a voice. However, a major difference in the 

second paradigm is that he summarizes the dialogue indirectly by using other’s 

conversations: “He told me in substance what I heard the man tell” (56, italics mine). 

Basically, Brown at first projects the free black man’s voice onto the two men who were 

talking about his punishment, and then he projects – in diluted summary form – the 

men’s conversation back onto the free man. Those entangling projections relate to the 

way Brown’s bifurcated vision works in the Second Paradigm. The free black man 

becomes a stand-in doppelganger and not a “real” person.  

In the Fourth Paradigm, however, Brown’s removal of basically only the quotation 

marks demonstrates that it is only through Brown’s allowance that his adversaries can 

keep their words. It is because their voices are taken away that the discourse 
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mechanically, structurally, and unequivocally tips in Brown’s favor. Except for the 

quotation marks, Brown keeps the dialogue tags and other punctuation marks in his 

master’s quotes. His use of free indirect quotations then allows Brown to steal and 

enslave his adversaries’ voices in his writing. It’s one of the clearest ways that Brown 

fights for his freedom.  

Active Battle #1 (Brown VS. Young) 

Since Young was not killed through Brown’s prayer, Brown has to actively confront 

him. As previously stated, the scene starts out with Brown’s complete passivity: “I was 

taken out and carried home” (75). When Brown is brought into the room, he 

automatically denies Young the usage of quotation marks. By altogether usurping 

Young’s “right” to speak, Brown gains an advantage for himself in the narrative. Brown 

relates the “battle” this way:  

As I entered, he asked me where I had been? I told him I had acted 
according to his orders. He had told me to look for a master, and I had been 
to look for one. He answered that he did not tell me to go to Canada to look 
for a master. I told him that as I had served him faithfully, and had been the 
means of putting a number of hundreds of dollars into his pocket, I thought I 
had a right to my liberty. He said he had promised my father that I should 
not be sold to supply the New Orleans market, or he would sell me to a 
negro-trader. (75)  

The enslavement of Young’s voice is obvious when Brown uses the various dialogue 

tags but not the quotation marks. But it’s most apparent right at the beginning: “He 

asked me where I had been?” That sentence is a viable question, but it doesn’t make 

sense in the context unless it had been “He asked, ‘where have you been?’” Thus, 

Brown effectively takes away Young’s agency by taking his voice through the removal of 

the quotation marks. 
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The back-and-forth action is one that delineates an argument. To begin with, 

Brown takes back his power in the narrative just as he steps into the room – “As I 

entered,” he says. He is again the subject of the sentence, not the object. The answers 

that he gives Young are not lies: Young did tell him to look for a master, and he went 

and tried to be a master of himself. Young’s retort of never saying anything about 

Canada10 could easily be answered with a double negative: Young had also not told him 

to not go to Canada. Instead, Brown chooses to talk sense to him by using business 

and ideology as a foundations. He was faithful – he never before ran away (except back 

to Young) – and he made Young lots of money, shouldn’t he get “paid” now with his 

“right” to freedom? He doesn’t buy himself here because it is his “right” to be free. 

Young, unable to parry the blow of logic, ends with a threat and physically removes 

Brown out of the arena, so to speak, and into the fields. Although he is in the harsh 

environment of the field all day and locked up at night, Brown undoubtedly wins the 

confrontation in the room. Tellingly, his punishment doesn’t even deserve an emotional 

response. It is just a consequence that doesn’t deserve his focus.  

Active Battle #2 (Brown VS. Price) 

His battle with Mrs. Price, his last owner, is somewhat similar. However, even 

more dangerous than the infirm Young, Mrs. Price has the ability to make Brown feel off 

balance from the start when she asks him to sit on a chair in her room. Although that 

command seemingly equalizes them, it actually places Mrs. Price ahead because of 

                                            
10

  William L. Andrews similarly recognizes the battle-style of this scene when he says, “Brown 
refuses to back down from a combat of wits … In sparring matches like this one, where the slave uses his 
wits to assert that he is and must be his own master, Brown testifies to a key element of real-world. . . . 
Much more typically the slave used a kind of mental jujitsu . . . to deceive or divert his oppressors, thereby 
seizing mastery of the moment and gaining a measure of opportunity and freedom" (Introduction 7).  
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Brown’s evident wary reaction. Another more important danger is that, while both Young 

and Brown want to let go of each other, Mrs. Price does not want to let go of Brown, 

even as he wants to leave her. Though Brown’s mother is his hardest opponent, Mrs. 

Price, “proud of her servants,” is the most dangerous (85). The mission against Mrs. 

Price is difficult in different ways too (85). For instance, her first act is to try and arrange 

a marriage between Brown and Maria, one of her servants. She does this not because 

she likes to see beautiful romances blossom, but because she knows that slaves have a 

harder time trying to escape if they are attached to not only a spouse, but to someone 

they love. Since Brown retains his double-vision, he understands that it is in Mrs. Price’s 

best interest, not his and Maria’s or Eliza’s, for Brown to get married to one of her 

slaves, which is why she has to buy Eliza when she thinks that’s where his heart lies.  

From the beginning, Mrs. Price has been fighting Brown with the weapons of love 

and marriage. Those weapons, however, are, as Brown notes, really non-existent in 

slavery, since marriage is never actually lawfully actualized and honored by slave 

owners. The “battle” with Mrs. Price mostly consists of back-and-forth skirmishes. She 

also never gets quotation marks during any of her overt persuasions. Brown relates that 

“Mrs. Price was very soon determined to have us united . . . she would often urge upon 

me the necessity of having a wife, saying that it would be so pleasant for me to take one 

in the same family!” to which Brown would retort, mainly in his head, “But getting 

married, while in slavery, was the last of my thoughts . . . I should not have married 

Maria, as my love had already gone in another quarter” (85-6). And though Mrs. Price 

thinks she knows who his love is, Brown informs the reader that she only “thought she 

had” (86, italics mine). We also know Brown utilizes free indirect quotations again 
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because he anomalously keeps Mrs. Price’s exclamation point when he references 

“family” (85)  

After Mrs. Price thinks that he’s actually in love with Eliza, she gives him a talk 

about courtship and marriage and love. Eliza becomes a weapon that Mrs. Price thinks 

she gains. The main conflict here is not that Mrs. Price is worried greatly for the love life 

of her slave. She does not buy him new clothes and a new carriage because she wants 

him to have nice things; it is she who wants to have the nice things. She wants to keep 

Brown, and she thinks she can do that with nice clothes, a new carriage (like a new 

car), a façade of parental caring, and a girl – weapons all. But before she puts out the 

money, she has to make sure that Brown is going to deliver his end of the bargain – that 

he will stay. Thus, they have a talk about courtship. As it was with Young, Brown relates 

the battle:  

[S]he called me into her room--telling me to take a chair and sit down . . . 
She said that she had found out that I did not care enough about Maria to 
marry her. I told her that was true. She then asked me if there was not a girl 
. . . that I loved. Well, now, this was coming into too close quarters with me! 
. . . [A]fter blushing awhile and recovering myself, I told her that I did not 
want a wife. She then asked me, if I did not think something of Eliza. I told 
her that I did. She then said that if I wished to marry Eliza, she would 
purchase her if she could. I gave but little encouragement to this 
proposition, as I was determined to make another trial to get my liberty, and 
I knew that if I should have a wife, I should not be willing to leave her 
behind; and if I should attempt to bring her with me, the chances would be 
difficult for success. However, Eliza was purchased, and brought into the 
family. . . .[T]he more I thought of the trap laid by Mrs. Price to make me 
satisfied with my new home, by getting me a wife, the more I determined 
never to marry . . . until I should get my liberty.” (86-8)  

Unlike the last battle that Brown had fought, this one utilizes psychology. As we 

compare this to the mini-battles they had before, we garner that Mrs. Price appears to 

be more manipulative. Although Brown again usurps her voice, she physically puts him 

lower than her by making him put his guard down as he’s told to sit. Because putting 
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him off-guard appears to be her strategy, she utilizes it several more times by asking 

him about his love life and telling him that she was ready to buy Eliza. He reacts 

appropriately by having a physical reaction – “after blushing awhile and recovering” – 

and revealing that “this was coming into too close quarters” with him.  

Interestingly, the battle was still won by Brown. He won it based on reason: The 

psychological, quiet aspects of the battle are worth more. It takes a different kind of 

strength to not tell Mrs. Price, “Purchasing Eliza is pointless because I’m leaving.” He’s 

constantly discouraging her from buying Eliza – she doesn’t get the hint that he doesn’t 

want marriage. She doesn’t listen to what he has to say, as if his voice is not important 

to her decisions, and that is part of her downfall. Both determination and intelligence win 

here. Brown bides his time – he knows it’s a trap. That he appears to have lost the 

battle makes him, as he says, “[M]ore . . . determined.” Along with also textually stealing 

her voice, Brown starts laying his own traps and tricks for Mrs. Price: He pretends that 

he’s in love. Brown is always an intellectual step ahead, and his battle strategies have 

grown since Young.  

The Most Difficult Trial, or Motherhood (To Decide the Victor) 

Brown’s descriptions of Mrs. Price position her in the place of a mother. Although 

false, one of her dangers is her pseudo-mothering. Another figure who mothers him is 

his sister. She’s also an obstacle. But she’s completely objectified in the narrative. And, 

in the end, it is the narrative that removes her. The most difficult obstacle, however, is 

his real mother and the love he has for her as his mother. 

With the other obstacles in the narrative, there is already an emotional distance, 

but Brown loves his mother. Letting her go is the most difficult task that he has to do in 

order to be one step closer to his own manhood and freedom. With his two other major 
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obstacles, Brown was adamant about letting go. In this dynamic, unlike Young’s and 

Mrs. Price’s, it is Brown who dangerously wants to stay enslaved to her. In fact, they 

both fight for both sides. Both mother and son want to stay together even as they want 

Brown to be free. Because she holds him to the “nest” and away from freedom, Brown 

has to kill her in order to win this battle. It must be death since it is the strongest and the 

final worldly separation. If she does not die, he will never leave her. Tellingly, he has to 

semi-submit her to the realm of suicide: He cannot commit this act on his own. The fact 

that Brown gives her the weapons of quotation marks and italics (the italics become a 

slanting knife that dehumanizes her character – not into a lower speechless, animalistic 

realm, rather, into a higher, angelic one) – allows for a kind of assisted death. She 

becomes an angel whose voice and image is other-worldly: “Such a look none but an 

angel can give!” Brown says of his mother’s transformation (78).  

Brown does not use the same major strategy that aided him with triumphing over 

Young and Mrs. Price; he cannot take his mother’s voice away. Still, it becomes a voice 

italicized into distortion and elevates her to a higher status. She understands because 

she is in his same position, and so instead of holding on like a chain (the chain of a 

mother to her child), she lets go and instead imparts wisdom. She becomes a gate-

keeper, opening a door and letting him pass. In a hero’s journey, she might be the 

mentor who has to die so that the hero can fulfill his destiny. Her last line, not in italics, 

is “God be with you” (79). The return of his mother is a final gift. She says this last 

phrase to him as his mother and not some super-humanized angelic figure. It is a way 

for him to say goodbye. “It was,” Brown says, “the last time that I saw her, and the last 

word I heard her utter” (79). Interestingly, the last word that Brown hears her utter is 
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actually “you.” It is after that when he “kills” her: “The bell was tolling . . . ‘I half forgot the 

name of slave/When she was by my side’ . . . I realized that my mother was indeed 

‘Gone,--gone  . . . gone’” (79, 80). Now that she’s not by his side, he can be rid of the 

name of slave completely, not just half-forget about it. Indeed, his love of liberty, though 

it had “well nigh gone out,” was not yet extinguished (80). His tolling of the word “gone” 

actualizes the fact that she has definitely left the narrative.  
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CHAPTER 6 
FIFTH PARADIGM: THOUGH YOUNG, I WAS OLD ENOUGH 

In the Beginning 

When William Wells Brown successfully escapes slavery in Chapters XIII to the 

middle of Chapter XIV, he finally becomes his own person. In his inchoate state as a 

free man, he is reborn. His rebirth allows him to be sensory, as he was in the beginning 

of the narrative in the first paradigm, but there is an added state of awareness to his 

recordings. He no longer just shows, he now thinks about and comments on the 

situations that occur. His vision is also no longer bifurcated because he sees himself as 

just a human being. He is no longer tied to another simultaneous image because, to 

him, there are no differences between people. There is an essence of returning 

innocence when he starts to dream about the future. Unlike the beginning of the text, his 

hopes are not the seemingly fantastical ones of escape; they are realistic goals. Along 

with a healthy “fear of strangers,” no matter their skin color, his understanding is now 

infused with innate childhood wisdom. For Brown, re-life is now full of possibilities as he 

starts to grow and think differently, unchained.   

Interestingly, William Wells Brown’s dedication at the beginning of the book 

chronologically occurs when he’s living with the Wells Browns, right after he gains his 

freedom. In the meta-text of the narrative, the dedication for Wells Brown is textually 

placed even before the start of the actual narrative and Brown’s biological birth. Brown 

writes, “I came to your door, a weary fugitive from chains and stripes. I was a stranger, 

and you took me in. I was hungry, and you fed me. Naked was I, and you clothed me. 

Even a name by which to be known among men . . . you bestowed upon me your own . 

. . my earliest benefactor” (iii). Symbolically and textually, Brown reaffirms that it’s his re-
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birth into freedom that is more important than his biological one; he needs a name to be 

known with among humans. Wells Brown is his “earliest” patron. The imagery here 

suggests a baby or infant recently released from the umbilical cord (chains and stripes) 

of his mother – whether that’s his actual mother, birthplace, or previous life – and in 

need of total care (housing, food, clothes, and even a name).  

The repeated style of the short clauses in this instance produces a checklist for 

Wells Brown: Brown needs and Wells Brown gives. Complicating the father-son 

relationship further than the stereotypical – where the father just instinctually cares for 

his son – is not required. The fact that the dedication sounds very close to several Bible 

verses11 places Wells Brown, just like Brown’s mother, in the realm of the divine. When 

Brown is re-born from the Fourth Paradigm (his mother) to Fifth Paradigm (his father), 

the doubleness in his vision converges into one. He is a free human who knows about 

inequality and suffering.   

Knowledge 

William Wells Brown’s knowledge and commentary about his actions in this 

section signify a change in his perspective. To Brown, just having these life experiences 

is not important in itself, he has to use his knowledge. Making sure that he doesn’t get 

captured again, Brown uses his knowledge on a massive scale when he’s being born 

into freedom. When he says, “I remained until night, knowing well that I could not travel, 

even in the State of Ohio, during the day, without danger of being arrested” and “I was 

determined not to go to any house for shelter” he indirectly references his own mistakes 

                                            
11

  Matthew 25:34-36: "(34) . . . 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father . . . (35) For I was hungry 
and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger 
and you invited me in, (36) I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me'" 
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when he’d tried to escape with his mother. (95, 96). What his caution demonstrates is 

his ability to learn and maintain a caveat of information, not just to impart on the reader, 

but to actually wield as a kind of weapon for survival. Brown adds further information to 

demonstrate why he can’t trust in the “kindness of strangers” when he says, “I knew of a 

man . . . who had run away . . . but had been caught and carried back into slavery” (97). 

That anecdote parallels the ones that he used to relate, primarily in the First Paradigm, 

before his successful escape. However, there is one distinct difference: Instead of just 

relating a story to demonstrate what slave life was like, he uses it to warn and give 

further proof on why he can’t trust anyone. It becomes an educational story. “I felt a 

similar fate awaited me,” Brown says at the end of the anecdote, “should I be seen by 

any one. I traveled at night” (97). Interestingly, the anecdote doesn’t have anything to do 

with trust or time of travel. In fact, it’s a tale completely stripped of any identifying detail; 

it’s just about someone (anyone) who was caught. Brown doesn’t take any chances. He 

even uses himself as a cautionary tale when he says, “twenty-one years in slavery had 

taught me that there were traitors, even among colored people” (95). But the main 

colored traitor that we’ve come across in the narrative is Brown himself. More than that, 

he could also conceivably be the slave who was “carried back” to slavery, since that 

exact verb was used in the third and fourth paradigms when he’s “carried back” and 

“carried home” to slavery (97, 73, 75). His education to freedom is most important, so 

he doesn’t even censor his actions. And if he needs to watch out for people like himself, 

he will.  

That Brown would rather die a free man instead of a re-enslaved one 

demonstrates his intense love of freedom above anything else. However, freedom, to 
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him, does not, as it might to perplexed “people of foreign lands,” mean America (105). 

His cynically sarcastic tone illustrates that his knowledge should be taken into account 

as honest evidence: “I was desirous of reaching Canada. This I know will sound 

[strange] . . . but it is nevertheless true. An American citizen was fleeing from a 

Democratic, Republican, Christian government, to receive protection under the 

monarchy of Great Britain . . . The people of the United States . . . keep three million of 

their own citizens in chains” (104-5, italics mine). His use of the word “citizen” not only 

once but twice has a subtly ironic tone. The way he groups the words “Democratic, 

Republican, Christian” – without using a separating “and” – harks back to the Third 

Paradigm when he connected those exact concepts together: “Its Democratic whips--its 

Republican chains--its evangelical blood-hounds, and its religious slave-holders” (N47 

70). While in the Third Paradigm he was talking only about the South, here he includes 

America as a whole.  He understands that he has to get away from America as a whole 

to really leave slavery, no matter how much of an American citizen he is by definition.  

Agency, and In Writing 

“At last the time for action arrived,” says William Wells Brown (95). From the 

beginning of this section, Brown fuses markers of his agency with his language. Here, 

he does not even wait for orders to leave the boat; instead, he “improved the 

opportunity to convey myself with my little effects on land. Taking up a trunk, I went up 

the wharf, and was soon out of the crowd” (95). To the point of illness and frostbite, 

Brown still understands the importance of having agency. Even the use of the word 

“improved” reveals it. Instead of saying that he “improved (only) his opportunity,” which 

would give him agency over himself, he says that he “improved (all of) the opportunity,” 

which gives him agency over the whole situation. So much so that he takes an event 
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that’s already happening – namely, the docking of the ship – and uses it completely to 

his advantage. Instead of the situation “being improved” enough where he could 

passively leave the boat, he improves the situation for himself under the guise of 

helping to unpack the boat. His last act as a slave, when he removes the cargo of 

himself and the trunk, is doubled as his first act of freedom. Unlike the abrupt transitions 

at the narrative’s start, these are seamless.  

More than just using diction to his advantage, Brown demonstrates that now he 

even has agency over writing. As we saw in the beginning, slave masters write to 

enslave. Young writes Brown’s name in a kind of slave-ledger book, reminiscent but 

completely antithetical to the family Bibles12 where old families documented their births. 

Here Brown uses inversed sentence structure to demonstrate his ingenuity. For 

instance, he says, “my provisions gave out, and then what to do I could not tell. Have 

something to eat, I must” (97). More drastic in the second sentence, Brown understands 

that he has to do something; he can no longer rely on anyone else. Moreover, the 

positioning of “I must” in its own clause signifies this ultimate change in demeanor. It is 

shortly after this scene that he takes corn from a barn, eats it, and declares, “My escape 

to a land of freedom now appeared certain” (97). His certainty was not present the first 

time he escaped. His agency in taking some writing rules into his own hands seems 

linked to the definiteness of his freedom.  

After he’s sure of his liberty, his writing rules completely change. He says, “What 

should be my occupation, was a subject of much anxiety to me; and the next thing what 

                                            
12  William L. Andrews also notes the family Bible with similar conclusions in his book To Tell A Free 
Story when he says, “Parodying conventional white practice of keeping family histories in family Bibles, 
Brown notes that his birth was secreted away in someone's property book. This is his telling metaphor of 
the chattel principle: the facts of his life do not belong to the slave" (To Tell 28). 
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should be my name” (97). Different than the re-construction of the sentences before, 

these seem to have completely destroyed syntactical rules. Are there words missing? 

Should there be some kind of punctuation (commas, colons, quotation marks)? Or 

should the sentence just be re-ordered? It seems as if he’s lost the ability to write in 

technically-correct sentences. Only after he’s sure about his name does he regain his 

ability to write more understandably, even formally: “As soon as the subject came to my 

mind, I resolved on adopting my old name. . . . I always hated [Sandford] . . . because it 

had been forced upon me” (98). The scene also illustrates his re-birth: In the section 

before he decided on his name, he, like an infant, didn’t have language or the ability to 

create it.   

Brown uses humor and sarcasm more openly. There are hints of cynical sarcasm 

throughout the narrative, but it is in this paradigm when his sarcasm is more comical 

than cynical. He starts very seriously but ends with humor: “I wanted to see mother and 

sister, that I might tell them ‘I was free!’. . . . I wanted to see Captain Price, and let him 

learn from my own lips that I was no more a chattel, but a man! I was anxious, too, thus 

to inform Mrs. Price that she must get another coachman” (103-4). His copious use of 

exclamation points demonstrates his excitement and amusement. The quote, 

particularly the very sarcastic need to inform Mrs. Price of her loss, is a celebration of 

his freedom. 

But he also jokes without any sarcasm. During the first time in the narrative that he 

jokes for humor’s sake, Brown teasingly says, “the old lady . . . made me a cup of 

‘composition’ or ‘number six;’ but it was so strong and hot, that I called it ‘number 

seven!’. . . . I soon found myself at home in the family” (103). He feels comfortable that 
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he can be amused enough to tease his adopted mother figure. If Mrs. Price, for 

instance, had given him this medicine in her ruse to ally herself with him, Brown’s 

response would have sounded much more cynical (perhaps an elaborate scene where 

he pretends to drink the concoction but actually deposits it elsewhere). The humor 

would not be for humor’s sake. Instead, it would serve as a part of the challenge by both 

making a point and furthering the idea that she’s an obstacle – a dangerous opponent 

that deserves the elaborate games they play.  

Birthing 

William Wells Brown’s deliverance starts to happen at the beginning of Chapter 

VIII. However, he is not fully reborn until his realization that his freedom was certain, 

that he would rather die than go back. The beginning of the Fifth Paradigm becomes the 

beginning of the re-birthing process. Brown states, “The boat landed at a point which 

appeared to me the place of all others to start from . . . It would be impossible to carry 

anything with me, but what was upon my person . . . When the boat was discharging her 

cargo . . . I improved the opportunity to convey myself  . . . on land” (95). If we look at 

the boat as a womb, then Brown’s imagery and diction becomes a metaphorical birth. 

After the boat (womb) lands, he says that this was the place to start (cervix), that he 

can’t carry anything (babies don’t), and that the boat (womb) discharged (delivered) her 

cargo (the baby). Brown delivers himself into freedom by “conveying” himself to land 

(verb and noun). He has now relinquished all ties to a mother figure13.  

Brown’s next step is to, “[emerge] from the woods into a narrow path, which led 

me into the main traveled road” (96). Another image that seems to be reminiscent of 

                                            
13  See also “Boats” section in the Third Paradigm – the metaphor of the boat can also be extended 
to the feminine.  
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birth occurs when Brown goes from a narrow tube into a mainly-traveled one – Brown is 

now re-born into the world. He doesn’t know “North from South, East from West” and he 

had to walk until “near midnight” (the beginning of a new day) to understand where he is 

going (96). As Brown delivers himself, he has to be careful: “The thought of death was 

nothing frightful to me, compared with that of being caught, and again carried back into 

slavery . . . for ‘behind I left the whips and chains,/ Before me were sweet Freedom’s 

plains’” (100). He doesn’t get taken back (into the perpetual womb?) of slavery. 

Moreover, we get lines of poetry that seem to be symbols for the umbilical cord (the 

whips and chains left “behind”). Again, he has singular vision, and it is only what he 

sees before him – “the sweet plains” – that leads him to greater freedom. That scene is 

his last push towards deliverance.   

As a metaphorical new-born, Brown realizes that he needs to have real protection. 

In that instance, he seeks to secure himself a father figure. Ideally, the first person who 

a baby imprints on is his mother and the second is his father. Brown has already seen 

his mother – she pushed him out of her womb both metaphorically from the Fourth to 

the Fifth Paradigm (on a boat, incidentally) and literally when he was physiologically 

birthed. Instead of being forced to have an invisible, white father, as he biologically 

does, Brown here chooses his father figure. It is thus a surprise when he meets up with 

his adopted father almost by accident. They appear to mutually find each other. He 

says, “I left my hiding-place, and was approaching the road, when I observed an old 

man walking towards me, leading a white horse . . . As soon as I saw him . . . I thought 

to myself, ‘You are the man that I have been looking for!’ Nor was I mistaken” (101). 

Unlike the other prospective fathers he screens – one who rode on a buggy-wagon, one 
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who rode horse-back – Wells Brown walks with and leads, not rides, his symbolically 

and ironically white horse. Their meeting is regulated to the love-at-first-sight trope of 

fairy tales. Wells Brown also initiates contact. It is at the moment when Brown trusts 

Wells Brown that he goes to Wells Brown’s home and is finally free.    

Authorial Birth 

In an interesting development, Brown delivers himself from the actual narrative. He 

says that he wants to go to Canada because, in America, he is always a slave, even 

while he’s “seated here in sight of Bunker Hill Monument, writing this narrative” (105). 

For the first time in the narrative, he comes out of the text so drastically that he writes 

about himself writing and where he’s writing. Unlike his meta-textual dedication, where 

he moves scenes from one part of the text to the other, his meta-textual removal is 

more drastic here. Like a documentary filmmaker who jarringly moves in front of the 

camera and introduces himself as the filmmaker, Brown extricates himself from the 

printed page altogether and, as a writer, gives us information about himself as he’s 

writing the sentence we are reading. We know that he is not in Canada at the moment 

that he writes that sentence, for instance. Perhaps more importantly – since we infer 

that he doesn’t want to be enslaved in any book, ledger or not – we understand that he 

had almost enslaved himself within the pages of his own narrative. But it is only at this 

precise moment when he’s next to that monument that he can deliver himself out of the 

“fourth wall”14 of his narrative and tell his readers that he is a real person writing in the 

presence of this monument that represents America’s fight for Independence.15 

                                            
14  Elizabeth Bell states in her book Theories of Performance, that “Performers 'break the fourth 
wall' between themselves and the audience when they address the audience directly, making observers 
aware they are being watched and that performers . . . are watching [themselves]" (Bell 203). Paul Kuritz, 
in The Making of Theatre History says, “The realists moved Diderot's 'fourth wall' from the rear . . . to 
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He sets up a complicated image here when he shows himself as the unequivocal 

author of the narrative. First, he says he wants to go to Canada, a British stronghold 

(they barely won the battle that took place at Bunker Hill). However, like the Colonial 

Revolutionary soldiers, the monument that symbolizes freedom is just out of his reach. 

He’s not on the monument with the other freedom fighters, since he’s still a slave. 

These facts position him in the strange sphere of being a Revolutionary soldier who 

understands that the tide has changed. It is no longer America’s freedom he’s fighting 

for – they are hypocrites – but his own freedom. If he has to appear as a “turncoat” to do 

that, he will.  

Wanting to note his independence beyond any doubt, he thus delivers himself 

from the slavery of slavery, of America, and of his narrative. He is no longer even 

enslaved to his own text. Finally, in their last scene together, Wells Brown assumes a 

similar position to Brown’s mother when Brown leaves him on his way to seemingly 

attain absolute independence.  

By Any Other Name 

Perhaps one of the most memorable scenes in the narrative is when Wells Brown 

and Brown are talking about what Brown (at this point without that name) should be 

called. “Since thee has gotten out of slavery,” Wells Brown says, “thee has become a 

                                                                                                                                             
along the footlights, thereby making the audience a group of voyeurs" (Kuritz 323). The two quotes 
illustrate an interesting point: By removing the fourth wall, Brown demonstrates to the reader that he is 
real, not just a fictional character that remains within the pages of a book. He uses this image to free 
himself from even his text, acknowledging the fact that he understands that putting his life down on paper 
enslaves it. Perhaps that is the reason why his other writings always utilize different aspects of his life. He 
can’t ever be enslaved to one text because he has the freedom to move within them all.  

15  Russ Castronovo explains this scene fascinatingly when he says, “Brown is 'colonized off' from 
the securities the Monument symbolically promises. Brown makes his segregation part of the American 
narrative; he divisively integrates his autobiography into the legacy encoded by the Bunker Hill 
Monument” (Castronovo 531).  
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man, and men always have two names” (105). Right after he delivers himself from the 

everything – when he takes himself out of the narrative – and right before he leaves to 

be on his own, Brown remembers that he’d call himself William again instead of 

Sandford, since he thought it was “at the time . . . one of the most cruel acts that could 

be committed upon my rights. Though young, I was old enough to place a high 

appreciation upon my name . . . I was not only hunting for my liberty, but also hunting 

for a name” (98-99). When he was looking for his father figure while hiding in the 

bushes, Brown was actually hunting for a name, specifically a surname. It is the father’s 

name that he is unsure about in the scene when he resolves to take back “William.” And 

when he tells Wells Brown, “I am not willing to lose my name of William. As it was taken 

from me once against my will, I am not willing to part with it again upon any terms” it 

parallels his previous understanding that names are important (105). He understands 

that he needs the second name Wells Brown speaks of, though. What happens next is 

a negotiation. Between two free men, that is possible. Wells Brown gives Brown his 

linage and a name when he says “I will call thee William Wells Brown” (105). It is here, 

exactly at this point, that William Wells Brown, even as he’s already a man, is re-re-

born, not from slavery to freedom, but from freedom to freedom. “William Wells Brown” 

was born free, and he has always been free.  

To Leave His Nests: Infancy, Childhood, and Adolescence 

Brown goes from infancy to adolescence in a sped-up manner. These moments 

seem to sometimes intertwine. For instance, before he completely delivers himself to 

Wells Brown, there is a scene when he talks out loud to himself: “Traveling along the 

road, I would sometimes speak to myself, sounding my name over, by way of getting 

used to it” (99). The sounds that he might produce, a quiet self-mumbling sound, is 
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reminiscent of baby-chatter. Tellingly, he sounds his name, rather than a parent’s name, 

as his “first word.” However, because of the cold, Brown also notes that “it was with 

difficulty [he] could walk” (99). In fact, it is for this reason that he decides to find help. 

After Brown says that his “feet had been very much frozen” and he becomes sick, it is 

the Wells Browns who “[raise] [him], treating [him] as kindly as if [he] had been one of 

their own children” (104). The Wells Browns literally raise him, enabling him to walk 

again, and metaphorically raise him, bringing him up as if he’s their child.  

In a distinct marker for Adolescence, Brown leaves the nest: “I remained with them 

(Wells Browns) twelve or fifteen days, during which time they made me some clothing, 

and the old gentleman purchased me a pair of boots” and “After given me some little 

change, I again started for Canada” (104, 106). The days that he’s with them symbolize 

a kind of sped-up childhood and coming adulthood. As he gets ready to leave the nest, 

they provide, one last time, clothing and money. The second quote starts his transition 

to the next paradigm, illustrating his move from childhood/adolescence to adulthood. 

He’s now almost on his own, completely free.  

Room 

Unlike the Third Paradigm, when the wilderness was walled off within two Room-

Walls, Brown is almost always without borders here. There is no mention of walls to 

imprison him. Paralleled with the First Paradigm, the word “room” does not exist here, 

either. However, unlike the First Paradigm, Brown does not even delineate the room at 

all. He only mentions that he goes inside once – and there’s no mention of a door. 

Although he never calls it a room, the only room he talks about is the kitchen, and he is 

surprised that he’s not confined to it. The absence of the word “room,” or any of its 

distinguishing features, demonstrates that kind of innocence again. Here, though, 
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Brown’s world is not closed in by walls anyway. Except for the weather, the difference 

between inside and outside is not very discernible. He does not need to understand his 

place because he no longer needs to be confined to it. He is free of spatiality. Walls 

don’t matter, so why notice them. The room was like a womb that, throughout the 

narrative, kept getting more and more spatially limiting and oppressive. His re-birth 

pushed him out of its necessity. 
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CHAPTER 7 
SIXTH PARADIGM: EMPEROR OF THE WEST, OR I WAS LIKE THE REST OF THE 

MEN 

Room 

When William Wells Brown leaves the Wells Browns’ home, he becomes a free 

adult. The Sixth Paradigm starts at the end of Chapter XIV and continues in both the 

Narrative of William W. Brown, An American Slave (1849) and the Narrative of the Life 

and Escape of William Wells Brown, which Prefaces Clotel.16 In becoming a complete 

individual, however, he has to provide for himself by obtaining money. What ensues is 

that a free, independent person becomes involved in the economic system. Unlike the 

South, there is no stagnancy in the North, which leaves a potentiality for movement. 

Brown’s independent freedom manifests when he starts to work and make money 

(especially extra money). Because this paradigm structurally parallels the Second and 

Fourth Paradigms, there is a bifurcation here too. In the Second Paradigm he was in a 

dichotomy that only worked in slave system: One could either be a slave or a master. 

There is no agency within this Southern-oriented paradigm. In the Fourth Paradigm 

there were two distinct systems: Freedom and slavery. Rather than operating in either 

the South or the North, the paradigm became one that mimicked American 

Revolutionary ideology. With his limited agency, Brown had to fight for one choice: 

Either stay enslaved in the South or become free in the North. The Sixth Paradigm 

takes place only in the North, where the system is the hypothetically free one of 

Capitalism. Here, as he navigates the “free market” of his new environment, Brown 

                                            
16

  The 1849 Narrative will be cited N49, and the Narrative at the beginning of Clotel will be cited 

CN.  
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chooses to be either the producer or the consumer. His agency is not limited; constant 

movement back and forth between these bifurcations is possible as he manipulates the 

different aspects of the economy. 

The South has a similar economic system. For instance, Walker produces slaves 

for the market, and slave owners consume that “product.” Those slave owners would 

then make their new “products” harvest wheat and produce bread. Walker, in turn, 

consumes that bread. While the white slave owners and sellers are able to move 

around the economic sphere – consuming and producing as needed – the slave, for the 

most part, is stuck as a producing product. Brown’s vision is bifurcated, but it is not 

bifurcated because a capitalistic economic system suddenly exists when he gets to the 

North. Rather, his position within the system changes. It is because he can move freely 

within the system – provided he has the money – that his vision bifurcates. He becomes 

both producer as well as a consumer.  

No longer objectified as purely a product – since free people are not objectified as 

such – his choice of whether to be the producer or consumer equates him to everyone 

else. After he saves enough money and succeeds entrepreneurially, he starts to invest. 

With extra money, he has the capability to realize his goals and dreams. He even helps 

with the Underground Railroad. Brown’s capacity for apparent “volunteer” work positions 

him in a bracket with Abolitionists and Temperists. His choice to “give back” is a perfect 

illustration of his situation as a non-product part of the economy. Instead, just as he was 

seemingly a free child in the Fifth Paradigm, he becomes a free adult in the Sixth 

Paradigm.  
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Brown’s first transaction occurs internally. When he leaves the Wells Brown 

residence he goes into a public house. While there, he learns that fugitive slaves had 

been there: “The men in the bar-room were talking about it, and I thought that it must 

have been myself they referred to” (106). The scene mimics another scene when a 

room was involved: The room he was in when his mother gets whipped. Although they 

document different very different events, it is their actions that are mirrored. In the First 

Paradigm, when Brown starts out of his bed and stares at the door during his mother’s 

punishment, it doesn’t occur to him that his door is anything more than just a door. It is 

not a protection against the vision that he would surely be assailed with, but neither is it 

a sight of escape. It is just a door. The horror, fear, and possible need for action that he 

might feel are not adequately transferred into his sensory functions. In the scene in the 

bar room, however, Brown is able to comprehend what he has to do. Although he 

freezes at first – “I was therefore afraid to start, fearing they would seize me” – Brown 

eventually leaves the bar-room because he fears that the men might think he was one 

of the runaways (106). Like in the First Paradigm, Brown is literally unable to both startle 

(he is frozen as he tries to fend their possible attentions) or start (on his journey further 

into freedom). Unlike with the First Paradigm, however, Brown’s motor skills buy, so to 

speak, that his fear is adequate enough to urge him to leave. Interestingly, Brown uses 

battle diction when he says, “I finally mustered courage enough, and took my leave” 

(106). In the narrative introducing Clotel, or The President’s Daughter, the statement in 

the bar-room is phrased a different way: “Suiting the action to the thought, he was soon 

in the woods” (CN 63). The word “suit” helps the reader visualize how closely the 
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thought and action are. They are now worn together. His internal thought process is 

working as a connected system.  

Another mention of room occurs when he and a band of ex-slaves rescue a 

runaway family from a room with a “locked . . . door and fastened down . . . windows” 

(N49 113). Brown relates how they got the fugitives out:  

[The slave catchers] refused to let us enter the room, and the tavern-keeper 
. . . said to us, “Boys, get into the room in any way that you can . . . I give 
you the liberty to break in through the door or window.” . . . [W]e were soon 
making preparations to enter the room. . . . [W]e had the window up . . . As 
soon as [the kidnappers] saw that we were determined to rescue the slaves 
at all hazards, they gave up . . . telling us that we might "come in." (N49 
114) 

Akin to the Fourth Paradigm’s rooms, this room is a place with obstacles that Brown has 

to “beat” in order to achieve his objectives. Rather than only wanting to leave the room, 

as is the case in the Fourth Paradigm, this battle involves the extra step of fighting to 

first get into the room before getting out. Given a weapon (the license to destroy) from 

the tavern keeper, Brown now associates the door and window with ways to get in and 

out of the room. The doors and windows are not just visual signifiers of words; they 

become representations of the failed transaction. The money that Tate pays the 

kidnappers for abducting the fugitive family is not enough to cover possible injury or 

death during battle, so the workers surrender their power. Here occurs the start of a 

violent trade.  

The World of Men 

In Brown’s first conversational encounter with Northerners who are not family, 

biological or adopted, he understands that the Wells Browns’ altruism is a rare trait. He 

says, “I told him (the man he asks for food) that I would like something to eat . . . he told 

me that he could give me nothing to eat, adding, ‘that if I would work, I could get 
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something to eat’” (105). Surprised by the turn of events, Brown “felt bad, being thus 

refused something to sustain nature, but did not dare tell him [he] was a slave” (105). 

Instead of being angry at the man – as his wife is – for refusing a starving man food, 

Brown feels bad for himself; he self-punishes. The free man is faultless. Re-calling 

himself a slave puts him in the condition of a dependent, as does his naïve idea that 

food would be given to anyone so that their “nature” could be “sustain[ed].” Would 

Brown have gotten food if he’d used the Romantic images and ideals of the run-away 

slave, the child? He had just left his adopted parent’s metaphorical nest.  

Whatever the answers, it is this instance that clearly illustrates to Brown that the 

Northern, masculine, capitalistic, free world is not filled with altruistic father-figures. 

Nothing comes free, not even to a person on the edge of starvation. Just as he realized 

his slave status in the second paradigm, Brown understands his place in the new world. 

He can no longer be idealistically child-like. He becomes, as it were, a “man.” Later, 

when he’s cheated out of his earnings, he “like the rest of the men,” just looks 

elsewhere for another job (NC 66). Even when he takes escaping slaves across the 

river to Canada, he documents their numbers. He says, “In the year 1842, I conveyed, 

from the first of May to the first of December, sixty-nine fugitives over Lake Erie to 

Canada. In 1843, I . . . counted seventeen . . . who owed their escape to my humble 

efforts” (109-10, italics mine). The ironically humble Brown counts and documents 

everything in a mental inventory: 1842, from the first of May to the first of December, 

sixty-nine, 1843, counted, seventeen, in that small village, and owed. The people 

paradoxically “owe” Brown for their freedom. No one said that the free were altruistic. 

With his lesson learned, he becomes a man, not a child or slave.  
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Investments 

When Brown first makes extra money, he ponders what to do with it. Unable to 

trust other people, he “laid out 6d. for a spelling-book, and the other 6d. for sugar candy 

and barley sugar . . . you will all say that the one 6d. for the spelling-book was well laid 

out; and I am of the opinion that the other was well laid out too; for . . . I wanted to 

convert [the two boys] into teachers” (CN 64, italics mine). Here, his use of “and” 

instead of “but” demonstrates a smooth and confident rather than a stalled and contrary 

decision. He starts advertising the job: “Well, I thought I had better give him a little taste 

. . . I knew the other lad would communicate the news” (CN 64). In this example, there 

are several layers of production and consumption. Brown wants something, but, since 

nothing is free, he now knows he has to buy it. His investment in the sweets allows him 

to bargain for lessons. The way that he gives the first child a “sample” of the product 

promotes what’s in store if he “buys” the whole candy with lessons. Not wanting to lose 

the boy as a customer, Brown even allows him to take double the sample. Moreover, 

Brown understands the power of advertisement in consumption when he knows he 

longer has to sell anything himself because one boy will somehow sell the “deal” to the 

other.  

One of the interesting aspects occurs when Brown goes against the over-arching, 

general “you” in “you will all say.” Having the initiative to buy candy he won’t consume 

converts the candy to money. With it, he buys the teaching services of the boys and 

“spends” his free time learning. The anomaly is that the boys think the lessons are 

money. While they buy candy with lessons, Brown buys lessons with candy. The 

fluctuating nature of the money allows for the cyclicality of the economy to be illustrated. 

From the start, Brown is the only one who understands his investment completely. In 
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charge of the whole system, he’s the one who “converts” the boys into teachers: He 

produces his own consumers and producers, which he then consumes. When he’s “of 

the opinion,” he demonstrates his own personhood. He’s so much a free person that he 

has his own completely free ideas, not even tied to the “all.” He’s removed from the 

readers because he has total control of his agency instead of, as he had in the first 

paradigm, the opposite.   

Business/Past 

When Brown leaves the steamship in search of other work, he comes upon a very 

busy barbershop. He says, “I passed the door of the only barber in the town, whose 

shop appeared to be filled with persons waiting to be shaved. As there was but one man 

at work . . . it occurred to me that I might get employment here as a journeyman barber” 

(CN 66). Although being a journeyman is similar to being an apprentice, it is interesting 

that Brown avoids the word “apprentice” because of its similarities to slavery. Instead of 

just being an employer, as he was on the steamship, Brown chooses the word 

“journeyman.” The word, I think, highlights the fact that he would not be a slave to 

anyone else. If Brown had used the word apprentice, he would be re-enslaving himself. 

An apprentice is a tool that helps. Although eventually an apprentice would produce 

similar works and services for his own capital, he is, at his apprenticeship, chained to 

that master. Brown is not a tool anymore; his situation is bifurcated to being a producer 

and a consumer. Being a journeyman would allow him to be both. He would produce 

work for the barber and consume knowledge about how to eventually run a shop of his 

own.  

Furthermore, being a journeyman allows for man- and adult-hood to be ascribed to 

him, not the stereotypical adolescence or childhood of an apprentice. If he had used the 
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word “employer,” the tone would have been different still. Having the title of journeyman-

barber allows him to appear to have a higher status of living. If he was just an employee 

again, he would not be improving either economically or, seemingly, as a person. It is 

for this reason that Brown does not give up, even going so far as to “make several 

offers to work cheap” (CN 66). He would rather have the title of journeyman than get 

more money as an employee. He wants the new job and its title.  

It is not the first time that Brown has been a barber, though. In fact, while he was 

with Walker one of his jobs was to make the slaves more purchasable through their 

looks. Whether he had to cut their hair or dye it, he was pretty skillful at his job, 

especially considering how many times they picked up slaves to be sold that year. 

However, Brown barbers on Walker’s orders, and it’s Walker who receives the 

satisfaction of the job. None of the slaves – the serviced or the server – really benefit. In 

the Sixth Paradigm, Brown states that he “had, while employed in the steamer, 

occasionally shaved a gentleman who could not perform that office himself” (CN 66). So 

he thinks that he could be qualified only for the title of journeyman. I find it interesting 

that he seemingly has “forgotten” work he had done before. It’s as if adding his 

experience with grooming slaves on a hypothetical resume would be detrimental to 

getting a job. However, Brown is able to start anew: He never mentioned the fact that he 

was Walker’s slaves’ barber because it was from a past not associated with his new life. 

Brown wants to learn how to be a proper free-person barber. Although possible 

discriminatory reasons could be attributed to the barber’s reasoning for not hiring 

Brown, no one’s skin color or their status as free or slave ever actually get mentioned in 

this section.   
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Dirty Business 

When the barber refuses Brown’s offers, Brown threatens him with competition. 

He says, “But I was not to be put off so easily, and after making several offers to work 

cheap, I frankly told him, that if he would not employ me, I would get a room near him, 

and set up an opposition establishment. This threat, however, made no impression” (CN 

66). I think it’s important here to stress the fact that Brown does two paradoxical things: 

Although he begs multiple times for the job, he still seemingly retains his agency. He’s 

the one who maintains control and “offers” the barber his pay rate instead of waiting to 

be offered one by the barber. Additionally, Brown threatens him, even if it seems 

useless. The barber probably does not buy the threat because someone who is begging 

to work, and cheaply so, couldn’t possibly have the financial means and stability to open 

their own business. However, Brown does open a shop when a customer offers to 

switch his patronage and help him out. At first, Brown’s business dealings are honest. 

He works, he gets paid, and he sometimes saves and invests. But after the patron tells 

Brown that he’s willing to back him up, Brown-the-entrepreneur starts running a dirty 

business. 

Previously, competition had not been introduced into Brown’s life. Because he was 

never sold in a market, Brown never had to wait and see whether or not he was bought. 

Even when he was enslaved to Walker, Brown literally and metaphorically had to keep 

the wine from spilling. With his attention utilized, he couldn’t learn by listening to most of 

Walker’s business conversations. However, when he follows through with his threat, he 

confirms his status as a viable, male opponent in a capitalist system. His battle differs 

from his battles in the Fourth Paradigm. Then, his competitors were somehow superior. 

Now, he can oppose and fight the barber openly and equally for economic superiority, 
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not as a black man, but just as a man versus another man (even the other barber’s race 

is unknown). The reason the barber doesn’t acknowledge Brown’s threat is economic 

rather than racial: From his initial desperate actions, Browns unemployed status is quite 

evident. 

The first thing that Brown does is advertise his business. He states that he “need 

not add that my enterprise was very annoying to the 'shop over the way,' especially my 

sign . . . the most extensive part of the concern” (CN 67). Is the sign bothersome 

because of what it says – “Fashionable Hairdresser from New York, Emperor of the 

West” – or because the “shop over the way” does not have a sign at all (CN 67)? The 

latter would show Brown as the better educated, more believable salesman. Of further 

interest, to me, are the verbal hawking strategies he uses to offset any of the other 

barber’s credibility. Because the “shop over the way” had previously been a monopoly, 

there was no need for its owner to establish any kind of repertoire for his ability. In this 

way, Brown uses his window of opportunity to defame his practically unprepared 

opponent. He says to the customers that his “neighbour on the opposite side did not 

keep clean towels, that his razors were dull, and, above all, he never had been to New 

York to see the fashions. Neither had I. In a few weeks I had the entire business of the 

town, to the great discomfiture of the other barber” (CN 67). Brown’s libel seems to 

literally cause unease. By attempting to pull all of the consumers to his side, Brown 

aims to consume and produce most of the business. The bifurcation system highlighted 

here is different from the bifurcations in the Second and Fourth Paradigms, before 

Brown escaped. Although in both this and the second paradigm Brown sells something, 

in the Second Paradigm he sells slaves – metaphorically himself – as the product, and 
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not for his own benefit. In the framework for this scene, what he sells is a self-bettering 

service that, as he persuades, only he can provide.  

Brown lies quite openly and, unlike in the Second Paradigm, without shame. 

Although he has not been to New York to see the fashions, he releases that idea to give 

himself the credibility of a master-barber. His is a non-perfect economy. Rather than 

receiving one-hundred percent of the truth, the customers probably get closer to zero 

percent of it. It is Brown who creates styles and claims they are New York’s latest. By 

stating that he knows the fashions, especially since he’s from New York, Brown tells us 

something about himself as a free man. He is no longer the purely-sensory figure from 

the First Paradigm; rather, he now fully understands complex concepts like business. In 

fact, he’s again in charge of the whole economic system he sets up because he knows 

that the customers will gravitate towards the believably fashionable, whether or not it’s 

honest information. The rival barber who ran a seemingly honest business loses out 

because of Brown’s dirty business strategies. That the title of his shop transforms to 

become an eponym is telling: He is the Emperor – his customers even call him that – of 

the barber business on that street. Moreover, he’s more of the man for beating his 

business rival.     

Banking 

Because he does so well, Brown is persuaded to start his own bank, “as other 

business men” do (CN 68). 17 The ability to create his own currency is possible, as long 

as he can “raise a small amount of money,” which he does (CN 67). He starts to 

                                            
17  As per the 23rd and 24th footnotes in CN, the national banking system was not established until 
1854. Before that, people made their own banks and bank notes without any kind of financial backing (CN 
67). 
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circulate his own monetary notes (CN 68, 67). Although the customer’s idea starts out 

as a joke – indeed it creates a laugh in everyone but Brown – Brown’s bank has a good 

run before it’s tested into ruin. The fact that bankers are in this text at all, and that 

Brown thinks seriously about becoming one, reveals a side of Brown that wasn’t really 

visible prior to his freedom. Becoming a banker, like being an Emperor or a President – 

as he is three times in his Temperance movement group –, gives him power. In the 

First, Third, and parts of the Fifth Paradigms, Brown lacks any real power. The Second 

and Fourth Paradigm’s powers are different than the Sixth’s. When Brown tricks the free 

black man – his “customer,” tellingly – his power is a slave master’s power (55). He 

passively utilizes it (it is the thought that “struck” him) (54). In the Fourth Paradigm, 

though his power is his own, it is subtle, nuanced, and underestimated. In the Sixth 

Paradigm his power is challenged because it’s out in the open. He begins to 

underestimate others who seemingly don’t have as much power as him and, for this 

reason, gets tricked and almost loses everything. He is, as he states, “done Brown” (CN 

68-9). The only way out is, of course, to “act as all bankers do” (CN 69).  

Emperor Brown the capitalist becomes capitalism onto himself when he creates 

his own money. A theoretically perfect producer/consumer relationship is finally 

established. He first makes his money and then uses it to buy more money to get rid of 

the problems his initially currency had. Instead of buying barley sugar and selling it to 

kids for lessons or creating the latest hair fashions that people want to follow, he now 

buys money and sells it to make more money. 
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CHAPTER 8 
CONCLUSION: IT WAS MY GREAT DESIRE TO DO WHAT I COULD FOR THE 

EMANCIPATION 

One of the most read ex-slave authors, Brown is a diverse writer who published in 

almost every genre. It is interesting to note that in sight of some of his writings that are 

most popular and critically often worked with (Clotel or The Escape to name a couple), 

his personal slave narratives are eclipsed by the plot of those other works, even as they 

ironically contain scenes and characters (whether altered in some way or directly 

copied) from his narratives. In fact, his narratives have been relegated to the meta-text 

of his novels, plays, and even travel memoirs. My first interaction with William Wells 

Brown was through Clotel, and the fact that he had been enslaved did not make an 

impression on me as much as, say, Phillis Wheatley’s enslaved status. Brown’s 

sufferings as a slave are almost hidden, both behind his own prolific body of work and 

others’ slave narratives that are more widely read and popular than his. His semi-

obscurity in the slave narrative genre can be traced back to the continuing popularity of 

other narratives, specifically in our contemporary society where almost every student of 

literature reads either Harriet Jacobs or Fredrick Douglass at least once.  

Why aren’t more people reading Brown’s slave narrative – in any of its full forms of 

publication? As some of the critics I referenced in my introduction have also noted, 

William L. Andrews more overtly, Brown’s voice, his style of writing, is different from 

other’s narratives. I agree with critics and add that a major difference is that there is an 

element of high awareness from the beginning of those other narratives that is not as 

present in Brown’s narrative. From the beginning, they are aware of their status as ex-

slaves, to the point that the realization of their difference from whites is established very 

early in their text. That they seem to be fully conscious of their identity is appealing 
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because it demonstrates their subjectivity. Although they are subjugated as slaves at 

the beginning of their texts, authors like Douglass must also maintain a constant 

alertness of their realized, eventual selves. Their awareness even extends to their 

enslavements; they know they are subjects and they note it very early on. Although of 

course he knows he was a slave, Brown does not feel the need to do that; instead, he 

rebuilds his life textually. We are taken back not exactly through memory but almost 

through physical time to when Brown was actually growing up. Brown re-writes himself 

on paper until the moment where he breaks through the narrative completely, when he’s 

sitting next to Bunker Hill and notes that he’s writing the narrative that we are reading. 

Other slave narrative writers relate back, like storytellers, what had happened to them, 

and they are highly and alertly critical about the system right from their “I was born” 

moments.  

That writing style is not one that’s relegated only to those slave narrative writers. 

We see it in stories like The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald, where even the 

weather patterns become external expressions of Gatsby’s internal feelings. If he’s 

happy, the weather’s great. In moments of anticipation, there’s a heat wave. When he’s 

nervous and fidgety, it’s pouring rain outside. Douglass also exhibits this style because 

of his hyperawareness of self. Realization of one’s identity has become one of the 

canonical ideas present in American literature, but it’s even more especially noticeable 

in African-American writings. Identity’s prevalence is tied to one of the most canonical 

texts in American Literature: Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. The 

text, basically Janie’s autobiography, has elements similar to Fitzgerald’s and – perhaps 

more especially – to other slave narrative writers’ works. Weather again is utilized to 
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demonstrate her inner turmoil, it is foreshadowing for the personal hurricane that is 

about to land when Tea-Cake gets infected with rabies. But there’s also a dynamic 

moment, when Janie realizes that she’s not like the other white children she plays with, 

that’s highly reminiscent of Douglass’s birthday comment.18 These popular texts start 

with their ending. They – either the narrators or the main characters – already know 

what has happened, so there’s added hindsight to their narratives. Although Brown also 

knows how his story ends (we know because he escapes the Fourth Wall to tell us), he 

does not write with hindsight; instead of reminiscing, he almost completely relives his 

story. It is difficult, I think, for a person who knows their own history to purposely write 

an autobiography with hardly any foreshadowing, but that is what Brown does.  

Noting the popularity, methodology, and history of other slave writings is important 

because those contexts highlight anomalies within the slave narrative genre. Brown 

pursues his narrative in a different way than a lot of other slave narrative writers who 

had these foresights – perhaps even self-fulfilling prophecies – of what the African-

American canon would look like. For instance, there still might be that moment in the 

relative beginnings of African-American texts where the main character understands 

that he or she is different from white counterparts, even playmates. The uncovering of 

their Du Boisian Veils of Double Consciousness is very reminiscent of Douglass’s and 

Jacob’s own affecting discoveries. Brown could’ve had the same moment – even more 

directly hyperbolized – when he mentions his white counterpart, William. The younger 

boy who steals his name is also Young’s relative. Indeed it would have been a perfect 

and horrific moment of realization because of how closely they are connected. Even 
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  See First Paradigm, under “Scaffolding,” footnote 2.  
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earlier – within the first page of the narrative, in fact – Brown could’ve critiqued the 

system that he was in more closely when he referenced the inventory-like ledger that 

slaves were documented in. But that is not when Brown chooses his insight to occur. 

Instead, the reader has to wait until Brown’s actual moment of understanding. I was 

fascinated when this moment did not happen in comparison to a white contemporary 

like William; rather, it happens in comparison to a free black contemporary. Indeed, it is 

ironically at the moment when Brown metaphorically becomes the white slave owner 

that he fully unveils his own sense of Double Consciousness. He understands through 

the possession of another character type and the betrayal of his own.  

Brown’s exceptional writing style and distinctive storytelling strategies are an 

important aspect of the way the narrative was built. Rather than autobiographically 

focus on himself – indeed to the exaggerated point where every weather pattern 

delineates something else about his personality – which does happen in the fictional 

texts I highlighted before but is not technically a necessity of autobiography – Brown just 

documents his surroundings and writes about himself within those spaces. For instance, 

and to use the exaggerated method Fitzgerald and Hurston utilize: When he’s escaping 

we read the rain as a malicious omen, but bad weather is also both problematic and 

helpful to his successful escape. In fact, it is because of the weather that he meets 

Wells Brown. Perhaps a telling parallel scene that fully demonstrates my point is the 

moment that Olney specifies when the narrator witnesses a highly masculine slave 

getting whipped. In Douglass’s narrative, he is the highly masculine character, while 

Brown seems to adhere to that master outline and witness Randall’s whipping. Except 

that he doesn’t. What Brown witnesses is an uneven fight between Randall and four 
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white men; Randall gets whipped out of sight in a barn. What’s more, Olney’s outline, 

created around and below Douglass to highlight Douglass’s superiority, means, I think, 

for the slave to experience (by highly masculine example) the futility of fighting the 

system. Douglass – who seems to prophetically not only follow but to show that he 

understands Olney’s outline through his rebellions against it – possesses the masculine 

character to further the fact that he identifies as a subject and will not be broken. All 

Brown does when he references that scene is document it as Randall’s story, not as 

part of his own subjective battle against slavery. On a spectrum of identity – where, on 

one end, everything builds or is an actualization of the main character’s identity and, on 

the other end, identity is just a byproduct of documented events – Douglass and Brown 

would stand on opposite ends. It is impossible to say that Douglass understands the 

slave narrative canon enough to subvert it because when he writes there technically 

isn’t a canon. Brown is not purposefully writing against the grain of the canon of slave 

narratives; nevertheless, by focusing on his surroundings rather than on his identity he 

ends up doing something different than his contemporaries. Right from the beginning of 

the narrative, Brown’s overt attention on his environment rather than himself becomes a 

starting point into representing and critically reading slave narratives differently.  

I detail a point of contention between Douglass, Olney, and Brown not to say that 

Brown is the best, or is superior, or is authentic, but to demonstrate that there is a 

different way of writing and reading slave narratives that I don’t think has been explored 

as an option critically. We can incorporate the additional way of reading slave narratives 

by not focusing on the central self that’s present. Instead, we can stress attention on 

other elements that might have been missed because of the displacing magnitude that 
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the self occupies, specifically in other slave writers’ narratives. Brown’s narrative has 

previously mostly been read in only the subject-focused way. Like trying to place a 

rhomboid block (of Brown’s narrative) into a rectangular shape (of the canonical, 

identity-heavy reading), we have read Brown’s narrative in a way it cannot be solely 

read. Although Brown’s narrative has elements of a canonical slave narrative, much like 

how the rectangle’s and the rhomboid’s parallelogram characteristics coincide, his 

narrative just doesn’t quite fit. Jacobs and, more popularly, Douglass are not set aside 

as the examples within their time. No one is technically setting out to write like them; 

theirs are just two in a very long lineage of ex-slave autobiographies. Although unaware 

that the canon will focus on the narratives (especially Douglass’s) of his generation, 

Brown, a very gifted writer and craftsman, is probably aware that he’s accomplishing 

something different than his fellow writers, perhaps particularly Douglass. He works to 

try and complete the picture of what slave life was like and opens up doors for different, 

fuller readings of other slave narratives to occur. Brown and Douglass are on either end 

of a spectrum that’s full with authors who fall in between them. Rather than a spectrum, 

I think we’ve unfortunately only been reading slave narratives as darts aiming for one 

target, where the bulls-eye point of origin is the subject-oriented canonical reading. 

Brown’s addition of a different kind of writing and reading helps to produce a line from 

one kind of text to the other that creates the spectrum I’m suggesting.   

Through his usage of paradigmatic shifts, Brown’s documentary style switches and 

expands. Visually, these changes might be explained through an alteration of recording 

styles: from black and white silent, to black and white, to animation, to Technicolor, to 

widescreen, to 3D, to the upcoming virtual reality. If all of those were in one document, 
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the viewer would, at least, be stimulated by the changing techniques as much as the 

plot of the story. They would notice the character’s surroundings as much as or even 

more so than the character, and they would look at similar plot examples under a 

different light to see what has changed. The external becomes important and distinctive 

from the internal. Brown utilizes a technique similar to the anachronistic film metaphor I 

have employed. Not only does he focus as much, sometimes even more, on his 

surroundings than on himself, he also employs different genres of writing. Sometimes 

his work reads like a ship log, travel log, newspaper, novel, poem, and et al. One does 

not point to his “footage” and say that it is referencing William Wells Brown’s subjectivity 

because of how the visuals relate to a section in his autobiography. In my study of 

Brown’s narratives, I have mapped these shifts through objects in Brown’s writing 

because some of the objects are constants, and it is only how they appear different to 

Brown that denotes a change in his style and understanding and thus creates a 

paradigmatic shift.  

Although I feel as if Brown is one of the more extreme examples of this 

documentation style, he’s also not the only slave narrative writer to employ methods of 

observation that don’t lead to any development of identity. Not for lack of existing as a 

technique, rather for lack of utilization of that technique, reading slave narratives by 

focusing not on the slave but on what surrounds the slave is not an exercise that critics 

frequently employ. For example, the Crafts’ escape has elements of the documentary 

style that are missed because we are usually doing the no-less-important reading of the 

gender politics that are present. But the Craft’s narrative is, most simply, both a 

biography and an autobiography. Only one person is writing that narrative, and it is 
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William. Ellen’s story is the biography – William documents who she is and what her 

interactions were. We note this, of course, when we analyze the fact that the text is 

purely in William Craft’s point of view, but that is a different reading that still maintains 

hold on the subjectivity of both of the Crafts. What would the readings be if, rather than 

focusing on identity discourse, we read the Crafts’ narrative as just William Craft’s 

narrative? For most of it, he follows Ellen – as if with a (again anachronistic) video 

camera – and records her passage to freedom. Often there are scenes that define him, 

but again putting that aside, a lot of the time he notes surroundings and interactions with 

whites that would not have been possible had they both escaped as blacks. That is just 

the start of a possibly different reading of the Crafts’ narrative to demonstrate the 

possibilities that I highlight in this project as a technique that Brown extensively utilizes. 

I think that critics should be doing that kind of reading as well to understand the genre 

as a whole. Reading in ways that not only focus on the inside of the slave, but on their 

outside as well gives a fuller picture of the slave’s travels toward self-identity while also 

allowing for the contextual, historical slave, southern, and northern life to develop. I 

believe gathering that mostly missing information is also vitally important. 

I don’t mean to imply that I’m the first one to think about slave narratives in this 

way. Lucasi’s genre shifts - where Brown’s narrative at some points also becomes a 

travel narrative – and McBride’s mapping – where observations about the space 

surrounding the narratives becomes vital evidence for the authenticity and authority of 

the slave as a viable witness – hint at extensions and nascent beginnings to reading 

slave narratives differently. Brown is an author who works well with these new kinds of 

readings not only through his 1847 narrative, but also through his plethora of editions 
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and his prolific publications (especially since he so often uses scenes from his life in 

such drastically eclectic manners within his plays and novels). His writing offers vital 

examples and tools in our discovery towards different readings. And, although I could 

not further explore all the different analyses I was making within the necessary 

limitations of this project, he is someone whose texts – and more than just the three of 

them I utilized within my Paradigms – will hopefully be important to my future ventures 

and discoveries.  
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

“I was born” at the beginning, in the wintertime, during thunder and lightning. It 

was raining the evening Asmaa Ghonim came home from the hospital. She was told 

she almost fell down on her head, but her father caught her before that could happen. 

Then, she got older and had a few metaphorical slips and a few metaphorical falls and 

she metaphorically got lost a few times until her metaphorical clumsiness got her where 

she’d always wanted to be, here: with literature and other forms of text and media, with 

papers and pens, with word processors like this one (they’re warming up to her), with 

professors like these ones, with stories.  

She received her bachelor’s degrees and master’s degree at the University of 

Florida in the years 2009 and 2015, respectively. She’s attending the University of 

Florida for her doctorate in literature. It is the longest time she’s ever lived in one place 

(she’s even developing allergies). She doesn’t know what that will mean for her 

nomadic tendencies, metaphorical and otherwise.  

Although she has always been interested in African-American literature, she had 

weirdly never been exposed to slave narratives until the graduate school seminar she 

took with Dr. Edward White. She plans to definitely continue her work with slave 

narratives in the future. But for now she’ll sit here, at her desk in the haunted Rolfs attic, 

typing this biography. 


