
Citizenship has its origins not in modernity, but in the political thought and practice of the ancient 
Greeks and Romans. However, with the advent of the nation state in late eighteenth century, the 
idea of citizenship took on new meanings and started to play a crucial role in modern history. The 
first nation modernity produced, the United States provides an ideal setting for studying modern 
citizenship. The Civil War (1861-1865) was the traumatic event that marked its history. In the 
decades preceding it, along with American political culture and other institutions, U.S. citizenship 
was caught up in the whirling vortex of political, legal, and literary discourses of national identity. 
This paper starts from the national discourses that defined citizenship in pre-Civil War America 
later attempting to identify and analyze the ways in which two African American literary texts 
(Frederick Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom and Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of 
a Slave Girl) represented the idea of citizenship. The purpose is to show that the two slave 
narratives, which have only recently earned their position in the nineteenth century literary canon, 
were deeply involved in the national debate and, in spite of their presumed marginality, textually 
representative for the problematic idea of citizenship before the Civil War. The two narratives 
went far beyond mere illustration; they actively engaged the world of their readers and thus, their 
representations of the idea o citizenship purport to the nation’s past and future. 
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Just like democracy, its faithful companion, citizenship is, according to some historians, 
an old concept of Western culture. Still, one should note the highly exclusivist character of 
citizenship for the ancient Greeks. It relied on property and birthright so that non-Greeks, women, 
slaves and laborers were excluded from the public sphere and confined to the obscurity of the 
oikon, the private sphere regulated by necessity and miserable “economic” relations. For the 
Romans citizenship was less restrictive since it was defined not in terms of ethnicity and personal 
wealth, but as legal status. The price the Romans had to pay for the inclusiveness of their model 
of citizenship was inequality: citizens fell into classes and thus plutocracy rather than democracy 
was the most suitable name for their system of government.  

At the dawn of modernity citizenship reemerged as a viable political concept and this 
coincided with the emergence of the new types of commodity and information exchange based on 
the early capitalist relations which began regulating the life of medieval cities. Taking advantage 
of the limited royal power (mainly concerned with land property), the city dwellers, or citizens in 
an etymological sense of the word, were able to attain a certain level of self-government and earn 
certain political rights. However, citizenship only achieved institutional status with the advent of 
the nation-state, when it acquired the meanings most familiar to us today. For example, The 
Dorsey Dictionary of American Government and Politics defines contemporary citizenship as 

the dynamic relation between a citizen and his or her nation. The concept of citizenship 
involves rules of what a citizen might do (such as vote), must do (pay taxes), and can refuse to 
do (pledge allegiance). Increasingly, the concept involves benefits or entitlements that a citizen 
has a right to demand from government. (Shaffritz 95-6) 

This definition testifies to the ever-changing understanding of citizenship, a concept that 
will continue to evolve alongside national politics, democratic practice and law interpretation. 
Even in today’s global village, citizenship means different things for different nations. Of course, 
the history of each and every nation-state accounts for the particularities of its respective 
definition of citizenship. For the purpose of this essay, I will start from the national discourses 
that defined citizenship in pre-Civil War America later attempting to identify and analyze the 
ways in which two African American texts (Frederick Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom 
and Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl) responded to the idea of citizenship.  

The American idea of citizenship before the Civil War was derived from two major 
sources: English common law and political culture and late eighteenth century French political 
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philosophy. In England, the transformation of the public into reasonable citizens capable of 
assuming the functions of political control was a long and steady process. In late 17th century it 
was boosted by the adoption of the constitution and particularly the Habeas Corpus Act (1679) 
and The Bill of Rights (1689), which instated the rights of individuals and their protection against 
arbitrary power. Moreover, despite the fact that large parts of the average and small bourgeoisie 
were still denied the right to vote, with the help of the press, they had access to parliamentary 
debates and decisions and formed a genuine public opinion acknowledged as such by the 
Parliament itself. Towards the end of the 18th century, the relationship between the citizens and 
the parties became effectual as the latter began turning to popular support. 

Eventually, the English public would turn to a genuine community of citizens (albeit 
officially called “subjects”), with distinctive cultural features, crystallized by generations of 
liberal thinkers. Such values left their mark on English political culture, producing a type of 
citizenship that could be described as individualist (protecting particular interests against the 
abuse of state power) but also pluralist (tolerating the diversity of particular interests). 

By contrast, the other major European influence on the American idea of citizenship, the 
French one, is centered on a model of the democratic citizen who transcends private interests, 
directly expressing the general will, and establishes a close and direct connection with the state, 
relying on his status as part of the collective political power. This model of citizenship is 
egalitarian and national (citizenship equals the nation). 

The contribution of the French Revolution to the historical development of citizenship is 
crucial. It involved a more abstract level of conceptualization to respond to the claim of the whole 
population to inclusion. Through citizenship, the individual is equated with the body politic. 
Through the social contract, he (for although citizenship was universal, its political practice 
would be restricted to a male bourgeois community) willingly consents to pledge allegiance to the 
law that “he himself” imposed. The implications for the issue of representation are obvious. 

In the United States, where colonists thought of themselves as British subjects, the 
Revolution started over the controversy of taxation without representation. The Declaration of 
Independence was drawn-up in terms indicating a high level of understanding and practice of 
citizenship. If the Declaration was the nation’s birth certificate, then this was the first nation of 
citizens in history. For the first time in history the Declaration of Independence proclaimed the 
principle of popular sovereignty and formulated the inalienable rights of man (13 years before the 
French Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen). Yet, the greatest American contribution to 
the modern idea of citizenship was the invention of representative democracy. After ten years of 
experimenting with an imitation of the Greek model of direct democracy, the American 
Constitution, ratified in 1788, turned the U.S. from a “pure democracy” to a “republic” to borrow 
the terminology of Federalist Number 10. 
 Although not specifically defined by the Constitution, citizenship nevertheless appears as 
a requirement for state officials (Article I, Sections 2 and 3, and Article II, Section 1), as a subject 
of law in the issue of extending the judicial authority of the U.S. to various citizen – state or 
citizen – citizen relations (Article III, Section 2) and is finally made uniform in Article IV, Section 
2, which extends the privileges and immunities of citizens in the several states to the citizens of 
each state. The first ten amendments enumerate the civil liberties that refer to persons and the 
people, thus apparently abandoning the abstract notion of citizen in favor of the more concrete 
individual. Nevertheless, through the popular sovereignty principle stated in the Preamble, “the 
people” and “persons” in the pre-Civil War Constitution could be equated with the citizenry, 
while due to the constitutional principle of federalism, the first ten amendments seemed to 
suggest some kind of dual citizenship (state and U.S.), which the Supreme Court came close to 
asserting in its 1833 decision in the landmark case of Barron v. Baltimore .  1

 In fact, in 1833, the Supreme Court ruled that the Bill of Rights did not apply directly to the states, but to 1

the federal government, thus paving the way for post-bellum interpretations that the privileges and 
immunities of state citizenship could not be thoroughly equated with those of U.S. citizenship.
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By the 1850s, the ambiguities of the constitutional text with respect to citizenship had 
become subordinated to the nation’s constitutional crisis, a crisis rooted in slavery, the central 
issue of antebellum American politics. Thus, the Fugitive Slave Act, part of the Compromise of 
1850, the last major attempt of the Congress to save the Union and prevent the Civil War, made it 
the duty of “all good citizens” to aid and assist the authorities in the process of capturing runaway 
slaves and handing them over to their owners. The federal judiciary joined the national debate, 
but its solutions only made matters worse. In the infamous Dred Scott v. Sandford decision, 
which the Supreme Court delivered in 1857, Chief Justice Roger Brooke Taney acknowledged 
that “[t]he words ‘people of the United States’ and ‘citizens’ are synonymous terms, and mean the 
same thing” (The Oyez Project). But even if Scott’s attorneys produced historical records which 
proved that there were free blacks who, in 1788, had voted for, and thus ordained, the 
Constitution, Taney still asked the racist question: 

Can a Negro, whose ancestors were imported into this country, and sold as slaves, become a 
member of the political community formed and brought into existence by the Constitution of 
the United States, and as such become entitled to all the rights, and privileges, and immunities, 
guaranteed by that instrument to the citizen? (The Oyez Project) 

The answer simply erased “the enslaved African race” not only from the “people” who ordained 
the Constitution, but also from the language of the Declaration of Independence. On such grounds 
the Supreme Court excluded the entire “Negro” race (emancipated, free-born and slaves alike) 
from U.S. citizenship. The interpretation of the Constitution from a racist point of view only 
hastened the Civil War for a legislative solution was now virtually impossible. However, as post-
Civil War constitutionalism would eventually prove, citizenship remained the sole legal 
instrument through which slavery could be effectively abolished.  

Frederick Douglass had risen to national prominence long before the Dred Scott decision. 
By 1855, the year he published My Bondage and My Freedom, he had become representative not 
only of his fellow African Americans - free or in bondage - but of the nation itself. In the 
Introduction to the book, James McCune Smith proclaims Douglass “a Representative American 
man – a type of his countrymen”, a person who had “passed through every gradation of rank 
comprised in our national make-up, and bears upon his person and upon his soul every thing that 
is American” (Douglass 132). Through his writing and oratory Douglass had risen to authorship 
and authority. Along with Eric Sundquist in To Wake the Nations we can speculate at this point 
that authority and authorship go hand in hand with mastery and thus, slavery is never far from 
Douglass’s self-representation strategies. The image of the Representative man or representative 
American played a crucial role in antebellum discourses of national identity. As Jay Grossman 
suggested in Reconstituting the American Renaissance. Emerson, Whitman, and the Politics of 
Representation, the age’s interest in representative men cannot be conceived of outside the 
political issue of representation as it was proposed and explained by Publius in The Federalist 
Papers. Practical reasons notwithstanding, the alternative to direct democracy was also informed 
by elitist views on what good citizenship meant, i.e. reliance upon the representative man’s civic 
virtue. Douglass himself shared such views. The black revolution he at some point regarded as 
inevitable was a business for the elite. In My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass’s elitist 
approach to citizenship can be traced in his relations with the slave community. At Freeland’s his 
“band of brothers” was an elite circle consisting of literate, “manly, generous, and brave” fellows. 
The one who betrays them, Sandy, is, coincidence or not, the man who has the strongest 
connection with slave culture. In connection with this man, Douglass assures his readers that he 
did not believe in “superstitions” and he also seems to distance himself from slave culture when 
describing the “juba” beating: “Among a mass of nonsense and wild frolic, once in a while a 
sharp hit is given to the meanness of slaveholders.” (Autobiographies 290). 

Harriet Jacobs’s representational politics also implies that kind of generosity arising out 
of civic duty:  

Reader, it is not to awaken sympathy for myself that I am telling you truthfully what I suffered 
in slavery. I do it to kindle a flame of compassion in your heart for my sisters who are still in 
bondage, suffering as I once suffered. (Jacobs 775).  
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She is however aware of her privileged status among the slave community and her use of 
vernacular to portray the slaves outside her family may not be merely an instrument of conveying 
the truth. She belongs to what Douglass refers to as the black aristocracy, that class of slaves who 
enjoy their masters’ favors. Yet, Jacobs is keen to let her readers know that her condition was far 
from enviable: “I would ten thousand times rather that my children should be the half-starved 
paupers of Ireland than to be the most pampered among the slaves of America” (776). In this 
respect she differs from Douglass whose rationale would have undoubtedly been based on the 
revolutionary principles of equal rights. In support of her repudiation of that condition, Jacobs 
produces purely ethic, not civic, arguments: “I would rather drudge out my life on a cotton 
plantation, till the grave opened to give me rest, than to live with an unprincipled master and a 
jealous mistress” (776). 

Douglass’s self-transformations (from chattel to man, from the instrument of Garrisonian 
abolitionists to full authorial status, from runaway slave to American citizen and even 
Representative American) can be traced not just in each of the separate texts of his 
autobiographies, but also in how his life story changed from one narrative to another. Moreover, 
his personal transformations were in close connection with national processes affected by the 
constitutional crisis of the 1850s. In his celebrated 1852 address “What to the Slave Is the Fourth 
of July?” Douglass exposes his anti-Garrisonian views on the Constitution as a “glorious liberty 
document”. His understanding of citizenship is plainly put forward in his exemplary jeremiad:  

I scout the idea that the question of the constitutionality of or unconstitutionality of slavery is 
not a question for the people. I hold that every American citizen has a right to form an opinion 
of the Constitution, and to propagate that opinion, and to use all honorable means to make his 
opinion the prevailing one. (“What to the Slave…” 1721)  

In the context of his predominantly white audience, Douglass’s idea of citizenship seems 
to have veered towards the democratic discourse. Thus, he embraces a contractualist, even 
egalitarian view of citizenship, as dependant on human agency, dialogue, and consent, not race. 
As Gregg Crane observed,  

The aim of his speech’s vitriol is to convert the self-satisfied members of a mythic Anglo-
Saxon clan into citizens: political beings who define their political and legal association not by 
consanguinity but through consent and moral agency. Douglass powerfully recasts the national 
narrative as a continuing confrontation of the challenge to read justice into the terms of the 
national charter despite our history of injustice (119). 

Perhaps the most stable characteristic of the U.S. model of citizenship is agency. At this 
point I need to refer once more to the Dorsey dictionary definition of citizenship, i.e. “rules of 
what a citizen might do, (such as vote), must do (pay taxes), and can refuse to do (pledge 
allegiance)” (95-6). This definition assigns citizenship the condition of a normative institution 
regulating the citizen’s action. According to this view, the concept serves to shape the meaning of 
do, the fundamental verb of human agency.  

With Douglass, the violent expression of human agency has much deeper consequences. 
His fight with the slave-breaker Covey marks his transition from chattel, mere thing to man. This 
extraordinary event in his life as narrated in My Bondage ranks as one of the greatest oratorical 
declarations of liberty in American literature:  

I was a changed being after that fight. I was nothing before; I WAS A MAN NOW. It recalled 
to life my crushed self-respect and my self-confidence, and inspired me with a renewed 
determination to be a FREEMAN. A man, without force, is without the essential dignity of 
humanity. Human nature is so constituted that it cannot honor a helpless man, although it can 
pity him; and even this it cannot do long, if the signs of power do not rise.  
He only can understand the effect of this combat on my spirit, who has himself incurred 
something, hazarded something, in repelling the unjust and cruel aggressions of a tyrant. 
Covey was a tyrant, and a cowardly one, withal. After resisting him, I felt as I had never felt 
before. It was a resurrection from the dark and pestiferous tomb of slavery, to the heaven of 
comparative freedom (Autobiographies 286, emphasis in the original). 

The more often quoted corresponding passage from the 1845 Narrative also features a 
progression of “re-“ prefixes which lead to the key trope of personal resurrection to the heaven of 
freedom, but in the second book, the significance of the event is magnified to national 
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proportions . The passage is so strongly connected with the revolutionary tradition that 2

Douglass’s secular resurrection to the heaven of freedom recalls the birth of the Republic out of 
the Declaration of Independence. He is reborn a citizen. Later, in his narrative, he makes once 
more use of the revolutionary doctrine of violent resistance:  

The slaveholder, kind or cruel, is a slaveholder still – the every hour violator of the just and 
inalienable rights of man; and he is, therefore, every hour whetting the knife of vengeance for 
his own throat. He never lisps a syllable in commendation of the fathers of this republic, nor 
denounces any attempted oppression of himself, without inviting the knife to his own throat, 
and asserting the rights of rebellion for his own slaves.” (301-2).  

Again, action is justified by the special combination of violence and civic ethos that characterized 
the American Revolution. In the process of self-construction, the black authors of slave narratives 
had to grapple with an American identity postulated on revolutionary ideals whose failure to 
materialize they represented both textually and personally. However, their political message was 
firmly rooted in revolutionary ideology. Moreover, through their agency and authorship, they 
were the ones who rescued it, performing their duty as yet unacknowledged U.S. citizens. As Eric 
Sundquist pungently noted,  

the slave rebel was, par excellence, a son of the Revolution; … In his rhetorical crusade against 
slavery (as in the case of Frederick Douglass) or even in his millenarian uprising against it (as 
in the case of Nat Turner), the slave rebel, one could say, became most American.” (36). 

Harriet Jacobs also displayed agency of the type needed to assert her civic identity. Her 
confession is highly unconventional, since it publicizes a personal breach of the nineteenth-
century moral code. Her action, although acknowledged as condemnable, is nevertheless 
justifiable in that particular political context. The political relevance of her act of writing is 
metonymically contained in the famous trope of “the loophole of retreat”. The loophole is a small 
mistake in the text of a law or contract that enables people to legally avoid its consequences. Like 
the garret in her grandmother’s house, an oasis of normal family life in the midst of the desert of 
slavery, her authorship is that ‘small mistake’ within the Southern system which enables her (and, 
potentially, others as well) to break free. Again, as in Douglass’s case, her authorship grants her 
equality among the whites and authority among the slaves. Both testify to Jacobs’s adherence to 
the American civic ethos.  

Civic agency is also present in Jacobs’s narrative. Among her incidents in the north, she 
recounts a case of racial discrimination when she decided to stand up for her rights. She held on 
despite being scorned by whites and envied by blacks:  

Finding I was resolved to stand up for my rights, they concluded to treat me well. Let every 
colored man and woman do this, and eventually we shall cease to be trampled under foot by 
our oppressors (921)  

Her resistance has nothing violent or revolutionary. It does however pertain to the practice of 
citizenship. In the closing paragraphs, she makes the only reference to citizenship (the obituary of 
her uncle Phillip called him “a good man and a useful citizen”) and, in the aftermath of the Dred 
Scott decision, she cannot help being ironic: “So they called a colored man a citizen. Strange 
words to be uttered in that region!” (944). 

Her story ends ‘happily’ with freedom, but the present is overshadowed by her avowed 
failure to fulfill the dream of her life: that of living with her children in a house of her own. 
Dominated by this domestic ideal, the conclusion might be deemed a retreat into the ‘womanly’ 
private sphere. However, Jacobs introduces one final reference to her public role as a 
representative of black people: in addition to personal gratitude, love and duty, her contentment 
for serving Mrs. Bruce alias Willis is explained as follows: “It is a privilege to serve her who 
pities my oppressed people” (945 emphasis added).  

To republican civism Jacobs adds a vision of universal morality that prefigures the 
avatars of American citizenship in the decades following the Civil War. If Douglass’s 

 His insistence on “manly” resistance in the narrative published in 1855 invites literary historians to 2

contrast Douglass’s solution with the then highly popular episode of Uncle Tom’s passive attitude towards 
the murderous Legree. 
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representation of citizenship cannot be conceived of outside the revolutionary ethos of the 
founding fathers, Jacobs’s purports to the future.  

University of Bucharest 

WORKS CITED 

Crane, Gregg D. Race, Citizenship, and Law in American Literature. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002. 

Douglass, Frederick. Autobiographies.: New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1994. 

________________. “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”. The Heath Anthology of 
American Literature, Volume 1. Paul Lauter, ed., Lexington, Mass., Toronto: D.C.  

Jacobs, Harriet Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Written by Herself in Slave Narratives, 
William L. Andrews and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., eds. New York: Literary Classics of the United 
States, 2000. 

Shaffritz, Jay M. The Dorsey Dictionary of American Government and Politics. Chicago, Illinois: 
The Dorsey Press, 1988. 

Sundquist, Eric J. To Wake the Nations. Race in the Making of American Literature, Cambridge 
Massachusetts and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1993. 

The Oyez Project. U.S. Supreme Court Media. 31 May 2006. http://www.oyez.org/cases/
1851-1900/1856/1856_0/ 

!  6

http://www.oyez.org/cases/1851-1900/1856/1856_0/

