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language unselfconsciously’ in order to intervene in the social world.”5 Irony, in other words, cannot be 
brought into sustained rhetorical engagement when it is acknowledged only as an unexamined and 
unselfconscious attitude, so it is alternately embraced and reviled.6 
 
Theorists of irony frequently distinguish between irony as a totalizing character trait and irony as a figurative 
trope and make the former ascendant over the latter. Wayne Booth, for example, notes that “From the 
beginning, apparently, the word [irony] tended to get itself attached to a type of character … rather than to 
any one device.” He goes on to argue that our culture may no longer recognize the figural form as irony.7 
 
D. C. Muecke, similarly, distinguishes between the person who uses irony for rhetorical effect and the person 
“whose irony is an expression of his character,” then notes that “historical changes now favor the second 
kind.”8 Richard Harvey Brown makes a similar distinction between practice and character, describing “ritual 
irony” as a temporary suspension of the usual rules of conduct and “dialectical irony” as a liberatory attitude 
of thought and action. He also notes that the dialectical form “is highly resonant with the contradictions of 
political life today.”9 
 
Recovering irony as a rhetorical resource requires a modification of this bifurcated and hierarchical 
configuration. The figural and attitudinal senses must be reconnected if we are to understand and assess the 
rhetorical potential of irony, as, for example, when a particular rhetor deploys the figural resources of irony 
in order to invite an audience to become ironists. This reconnection cannot be made through a more finely 
grained theory, because only rhetorical practice can draw the formal and functional dimensions of discourse 
together in a dynamic relationship. 
 
In this essay, I focus on an unparalleled exemplar of rhetorical irony, Frederick Douglass’s 1852 speech 
“What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” This text reveals the ways in which the figural resources of irony 
can be used to manage its potential for attitudinal possession so its boons and its dangers can be evoked for 
rhetorical effect. Our bifurcated understanding of irony is not repaired, therefore, but we are presented 
instead with a model for gaining control of irony’s inherent oscillation. Specifically, Douglass demonstrates a 
temporal management of irony, locating some moments when irony is necessary and others when it is 
impossible.10 He invokes the visuality of irony, inviting his white audience first to the broadened paratactic 
vistas that are underwritten by an ironic attitude, in which incompatible images can be held in close critical 
juxtaposition; then he shuts down these vistas by calling for judgment and action.11 He first positions his 
audience at a remove from himself, from their own past, and from their world; then he collapses this 
distance. He first silences himself and his audience, requiring them to stand mute before the horrific 
inconsistencies of U.S. slavery; then he marks such silence as complicitous in the horror. In this speech, in 
other words, Douglass models a way to exploit the broadened inventional horizons that irony offers while 
enforcing limits that keep the ironic attitude from political impotence. In and through this speech, Douglass 
fashions a relationship between irony and its antidote. 
 
 
The Fifth of July 
 
Douglass’s speech was delivered in Rochester, New York, at the invitation of the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-
Slavery Society.12 His audience was predominantly white. Douglass was well known as a gifted orator, an 
international celebrity, a tireless 
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abolitionist speaker and organizer, and he was the most powerful black man in the nation. This speech, which 
may be, as Douglass biographer William S. McFeely puts it, “the greatest antislavery oration ever given,”13 
addresses two moments of fragmentation: the increasing sectional division in the 1850s over the future of 
slavery in the U.S., and Douglass’s own recent public split with his long-time mentor William Lloyd 
Garrison. Three historic legislative events heightened the sectional crisis in the years just before Douglass’s 
address. The “Wilmot Proviso,” proposed in 1846 by Representative David Wilmot of Pennsylvania, would 
have prohibited slavery in any new territory acquired in the war with Mexico. Although eventually killed in 
the Senate, the voting revealed in vivid relief the sectional tensions that characterized national politics; 
instead of the expected split between Democrats and Whigs, the vote was split between northerners and 
southerners. Four years later, the so-called “Compromise of 1850” threatened again to disrupt the delicate 
balance between North and South because its inherent ambiguity was decoded sectionally: the North saw it 
as inviting the spread of slavery, while the South saw it as curtailing the spread of slavery. Perhaps the most 
insidious political development was a direct corollary of that compromise: the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, 
which established federal support for returning runaway slaves to the South. Douglass vehemently 
denounced this act almost from the moment of its passage, declaring that it made the entire nation a 
slaveholding territory. 
 
This growing national tension over slavery was paralleled by growing tensions within the abolitionist 
movement. Throughout the 1840s, Garrison was the leading U.S. abolitionist, and central among Garrisonian 
tenets was that the Constitution was a proslavery document. The only recourse was to dissolve the Union so 
it might be rebuilt on more agreeable terms; as Garrison once put it, “he is no true abolitionist, who does not 
go against this Union.”14 Other abolitionist efforts were either ignored or openly attacked by Garrison in the 
pages of his newspaper; it was his way or no way.15 Garrison recruited Douglass in 1841, and in accordance 
with Garrisonian doctrine, Douglass soon filled his speeches with attacks on the Constitution and on the 
nation in general. Douglass began to eclipse Garrison as an oratorical star, however, and began to chafe 
under Garrison’s inflexible formula. In January 1851, just 18 months before his fifth of July oration, 
Douglass publicly broke with Garrison and declared the Constitution an antislavery document.16 
 
Douglass’s first autobiography, as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., notes, “has been deconstructed, reconstructed, 
historicized, New Historicized, psychoanalyzed and otherwise subjected to every implement of textual 
torture” that professional critics have been able to devise.17 Although such has not been the case for 
Douglass’s oratory generally, this critical omission has begun recently to be addressed. John Lucaites could 
say in 1997 that although there had been “a great deal of critical analysis of the rhetorical dimensions of 
[Douglass’s] three autobiographies, as well as some consideration of his journalism, … on his oratory there 
is almost nothing.” Today, however, a substantial body of critical literature concentrates on Douglass’s 
oratory, and in particular on the fifth of July speech.18 
 
Many of these critical essays note that Douglass’s fifth of July speech is an exemplar of ironic oratory. Eric 
Sundquist, for example, calls the speech Douglass’s “greatest instance of ironic oratory,” and Lucaites argues 
that 
 

the rhetorical significance of this speech is a function of the ways in which Douglass 
employed an ironic framework to craft a usage of equality that would reconstitute the 
national public 
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forum as a dialogue between past, present, and future, and thus enact a legitimate public 
space for the articulation of a uniquely African American political voice.19 

 
Other authors attend to various constituents of irony in the text, such as the recurrent motif of doubleness. 
Bernard W. Bell traces Douglass’s construction of a “double-consciousness” through the speech, Kevin 
McClure describes Douglass’s recurrent use of antithesis and comparison, and Gregory Stephens suggests 
that Douglass, through this speech, constructs a “multiracial abolitionism.”20 These studies begin to rectify 
the embarrassing lack of critical attention accorded Douglass’s oratory in general and the fifth of July speech 
in particular. None, however, focuses sustained attention on the most fundamental and unalienable 
characteristic of the speech, which is Douglass’s bold understanding of the potentials and limitations of 
irony. 
 
Gerald Fulkerson has demonstrated that the speech divisions familiar from classical rhetorical theory can be 
used to structure an analysis of Douglass’s text. In the exordium Douglass establishes his humble character, 
disposing his audience to regard him favorably; in the narration he reviews the actions taken by the founding 
fathers to gain independence from Britain. Following a partition in which Douglass explicitly establishes his 
exclusion from the heritage he has just narrated, he offers his confirmation. This is the longest and most 
dynamic section of the speech, in which Douglass presents a critique of the “internal slave trade,” of the 
Fugitive Slave Act, and of the complacency and complicity of the nation’s churches. A brief refutation 
articulates his critique of the Garrisonian interpretation of the Constitution as a proslavery document, and the 
peroration offers hope for the future.21 Although such a mapping of the speech is instructive and may reflect 
Douglass’s compositional strategy, it may obscure the irony that is so central to this text. These divisions are 
significant not only because Douglass seems to respect them, but also because he does so in a way that 
simultaneously recognizes and subverts them. Most important, attending merely to these divisions obscures 
the temporal management of irony that this speech demonstrates. This temporizing of irony cuts across the 
progression of these dispositional phases, so I will refer to Fulkerson’s map as a backdrop against which this 
temporizing occurs.22 
 
 
Opening Irony 
 
James Jasinski points out that in his opening lines, Douglass engages “in a complex process of generic 
subversion and reconstitution: he acknowledges the generic norm, calls its authenticity into question, but 
then affirms a reconstituted version of the norm.”23 Such bi-directionality, bringing before the eyes of the 
audience both the generic expectation and its subversion, is suggestive of the multiperspectival stance of the 
ironist. She or he must be both transparent and opaque, must seem to present the world in an unmediated or 
straight fashion while representing the world in a highly modulated or directed fashion. Ernst Behler 
describes the fundamental doubleness of irony as an “alternating flow of speech and counter-speech.”24 
Douglass’s exordium establishes this Janus-like persona as it unfolds over three distinct sections, marked in 
the manuscript by paragraphs.25 The first two of these sections present a contradiction regarding Douglass’s 
personal past experiences as an orator, and the third addresses this contradiction without resolving it, by 
situating the audience firmly in the present. The exordium, then, prepares the audience for the challenges of 
irony that are to follow by introducing an ironic perspective in which contradictory images might 
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inhabit the same field of vision. It also introduces a reference to space and time that becomes a central motif 
in the text. 
 
Douglass begins by presenting a modest persona, declaring that he has never experienced a greater distrust of 
his speaking ability, proclaiming his limited powers of speech and, of most significance, saying that his 
“little experience … in addressing public meetings, in country school houses, avails me nothing on the 
present occasion.”26 Douglass acknowledges that such apologies are “generally considered flat and 
unmeaning,” but trusts that his own “will not be so considered” (359). The protestation of modesty, the 
acknowledgment that such protestations are a generic expectation, and the insistence that this speaker’s 
modesty is genuine are all generic expectations in Douglass’s time, as in our own.27 Their presence in 
Douglass’s opening remarks does not in itself constitute irony, because these remarks do not lead the 
audience outside its norms. In his next paragraph, however, Douglass enacts another persona, equally 
authorized by generic expectations, but seemingly at odds with the first. Douglass contradicts his earlier 
claims of limited experience, confessing that, “it is true that I have often had the privilege to speak in this 
beautiful Hall, and to address many who now honor me with their presence.” Yet even these more esteemed 
experiences, Douglass declares, offer little that might “free me from embarrassment” at the present (360). 
 
These opening paragraphs situate Douglass’s audience in the present, gazing into the past. Irony is 
synchronic, asking its auditors to see in two ways at the same time; it implies, as Linda Hutcheon describes 
it, “a kind of simultaneous perception of more than one meaning in order to create a third composite (ironic) 
one.” Thus, “ironic meaning is simultaneously double (or multiple) … you don’t actually have to reject a 
‘literal’ meaning in order to get at what is usually called the ‘ironic’ or ‘real’ meaning of the utterance.”28 
The ironist, therefore, must position the audience so that this doubled perspective might come into focus, and 
Douglass sets before his audience contradictory truths about his past: because of his experience as a slave, he 
is not qualified to speak; because of his experience as an orator, he is. This ironic dialectic plays throughout 
the text; slavery made him mute, yet has authorized him to speak. “The fact is,” Douglass tells his audience, 
the “distance between this platform and the slave plantation … is considerable” and the “difficulties to be 
overcome in getting from the latter to the former, are by no means slight” (360). The subjects of these 
clauses are the distance and the difficulties, and these can be judged only by bringing both platform and 
plantation into view. Both slave and speaker are fully present, set against the need “to deliver a fourth [of] 
July oration,” and it is with this unresolved juxtaposition that we enter the realm of irony. 
 
Among the paradoxes of irony is that the ironist must maintain a peculiar quiet. Too much interest spoils 
irony because it favors one or the other of its perspectives and, thus, freezes the necessary oscillation. In the 
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle contrasts the ironic understater and the boastful boor, noting that ironists are 
likely to “appear to have more cultivated characters” because they “seem to be avoiding bombast, not 
looking for profit, in what they say.”29 If the ironist seems actively to be pointing out a temporal or 
hierarchical relationship between the two views, then the perspective is no longer ironic. Any judgment must 
seem to belong to the audience.30 Throughout most of this speech, Douglass maintains this necessary quiet, 
presenting scenes and images before his audience without commenting on them. Here in his opening 
remarks, having set in motion the ironic oscillation between plantation and platform, he exits the scene. He 
has thrown his thoughts together, he says, with “little experience and with less learning,” 
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and merely will “lay them before you” as though he were a transparent medium. In reality, Douglass spent 
several weeks carefully crafting his text.31 In this exordium, however, Douglass has caused himself to 
disappear while directing his audience’s perspective, enacting the conspicuous silence of the ironist.32 
 
 
Grounding Irony 
 
As a Garrisonian abolitionist, Douglass was repeatedly told merely to tell his story and to leave the 
interpretation to (white) others.33 
 

In effect, the leadership of [Garrison’s] Society used Douglass to create a rhetorical division  
of labor between descriptive and interpretive tasks … . Paradoxically, the Society offered 
Douglass a platform from which to speak but tried to contain his ability to claim public 
authority within clearly circumscribed boundaries.34 

 
Douglass subverts this division of labor in the next section of the speech, offering description as 
interpretation and inserting his own voice by seeming to withdraw. Given a platform by the Garrisonians, but 
then muted, Douglass here mutes himself and, through this muting, articulates his point that under the 
present circumstances he cannot fittingly speak. 
 
Within the text, according to Fulkerson’s parsing, this would be the narration, but Douglass’s is a peculiarly 
ironic narration on two counts: it is not his, and it is not exactly a narration. He repeatedly reminds his 
listeners that the story he is telling is not his own. July fourth, he says, “is the birthday of your National 
Independence” (360); he reminds them that “you were under the British Crown” (361); “your fathers” did not 
subscribe to the “infallibility of government” (361); they sought redress, were rebuked, and the rebuke made 
“the cause of your fathers grow stronger” (362); ultimately, “they succeeded; and today you reap the fruits of 
their success” (363). By the end of this passage, by Fulkerson’s count, Douglass has used pronouns 33 times 
to divide himself from his audience.35 As Neil Leroux puts it, “the charge is clear: The principles of liberty, 
recognized and practiced by Washington (and the fathers), have been neglected by contemporary 
America.”36 Kenneth Burke reminds us, however, that every division carries with it an incipient and 
compensatory identification.37 “In order to be ironical,” Richard Harvey Brown notes, “the ironist must impel 
her publics to make choices about their own categories of perception and evaluation.”38 As Douglass pushes 
himself away from his white listeners, he impels them toward their own past, requiring them to confront its 
inconsistencies. 
 
The second ironic twist of Douglass’s narration is that it is not merely a linear or chronological retelling of 
the birth of the nation; it also is a series of tableaux in which the emphasis is on the mise-en-scène rather than 
on the unfolding of the story. Again, irony relies on juxtapositions of potentially conflicting images that are 
made to occupy the same field of vision, so the ironist cannot concentrate exclusively on narrative; the 
temporizing of irony requires that relatively static juxtapositions be set against an unfolding of time. 
 
Douglass describes the events leading up to the revolution in a generally chronological order, and he 
reinforces his forward momentum with two time-tested linear analogies, one to the trajectory of human life 
(“Seventy-six years, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere speck in the life of a nation … . 
According to this fact, you are, even now, only in the beginning of your national career, still lingering in the 
period of 
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childhood”) and the other to the flowing of a river (“As with rivers so with nations”) (360–361). Throughout 
his review, however, the emphasis is not on the order in which the events happened, but on the relationship 
between those events and the cultural context against which they occurred. Jasinski points out that in this 
section of the speech Douglass “ ‘denaturalizes’ the revolution by removing its aura of inevitability, thereby 
restoring moments of choice and contingency; he radicalizes the revolution by recovering its audacity and its 
neglected principles.”39 Douglass does so through the paratactic logic of irony, showing that the actions of 
the founders were suited to their circumstances precisely because they were unsuitable. As Muecke explains: 
“To ironize something … is to place it, without comment, in whatever context will invalidate or correct it; to 
see something as ironic is to see it in such a context.”40 Radicalizing the revolution requires that his audience 
learn to read ironically, and Douglass schools his audience in a mode of ironic reading by presenting a series 
of three tableaux that illuminate a revolutionary and indecorous relationship between act and scene.41 
 
In the first tableau, Douglass sets the founders against their own political milieu. Establishing the discourse 
of judgment and decorum that will govern the remainder of the narration, Douglass reminds his white 
audience that 76 years ago, “Your fathers esteemed the English Government as the home government,” and 
that government imposed “upon its colonial children, such restraints, burdens and limitations, as, in its 
mature judgement, it deemed wise, right and proper” (361). The founders, however, “who had not adopted 
the fashionable idea of this day, of the infallibility of government … presumed to differ from the home 
government in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those burdens and restraints.” Douglass notes 
that it has become “exceedingly easy” to say that America was right and Britain was wrong. “Everybody can 
say it”; indeed, it “is fashionable to do so” (361). The founders did not follow fashion, however, and it is for 
their indecorousness that they are to be praised: “To side with the right, against the wrong, with the weak 
against the strong, and with the oppressed against the oppressor! Here lies the merit, and the one which, of all 
others,” Douglass concludes, “seems unfashionable in our day.” 
 
The second tableau juxtaposes the actions of the founders against their observers who were constrained by 
the limits of complacency and decorum. At first, Douglass explains, the founders expressed their refusal to 
follow fashion “in a decorous, respectful, and loyal manner,” through conduct that “was wholly 
unexceptional,” but this strategy was ineffective, met only with “sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn.” 
The founders “became restive under the treatment,” and eventually “the idea of a total separation of the 
colonies from the crown was born!” (362). Douglass reminds his listeners that this “was a startling idea” and 
that the “timid and prudent … of that day were, of course, shocked and alarmed by it” (362). “Such people 
lived then,” he continues, “had lived before, and will, probably, ever have a place on this planet; and their 
course, in respect to any change … may be calculated with as much precision as can be the course of the 
stars” (362–363). Douglass notes that the safety and comfort of decorous inaction retains its hold on some 
even in the present, but that sometimes it is not prudent to be prudent. If his white audience is to recover the 
dormant ideals of their forebears, they must do so as ironists. 
The third and most complex of these tableaux juxtaposes the founders against themselves, showing them to 
embody the prudential imprudence of the ironist. Their ironic stance, simultaneously engaged and 
disengaged, is paralleled by Douglass’s dizzying shifts in tone. For example, Douglass warns his audience 
that the Declaration 
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of Independence is “the very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped destiny” (363): If “that bolt is 
drawn, that chain [is] broken, [then] all is lost. Cling to this day—cling to it, and to its principles, with the 
grasp of a storm-tossed mariner to a spar at midnight” (364).42 At the center of this storm, yet separate from 
it, stand the founders. The clank of ring-bolts and the wash of the sea storm recede as Douglass remarks that 
the “whole scene, as I look back to it, was simple, dignified and sublime” (364). The founders exhibited a 
doubled character that allowed them to engage in political action without succumbing to the temptations of 
fashion: “They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. They were 
quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They showed forbearance; but they 
knew its limits. They believed in order; but not in the order of tyranny” (364–365). The founders’ every 
move was “circumspect, exact and proportionate” (365), but this prudent sense of appropriateness is 
disrupted when Douglass notes that their “statesmanship looked beyond the passing moment, and stretched 
away in strength into the distant future” to seize on “eternal principles” (365). To disregard the expectations 
of the day and to act instead on abstract principles is the very definition of imprudence, yet such actions are 
almost universally applauded. This potentially destabilized duality is not a liability, but is instead the 
founders’ most important legacy: they “were great in their day and generation” and “[t]heir solid manhood 
stands out the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times” (365). 
 
The post-revolutionary generation, Russ Castronovo points out, “sensing its own belatedness to national 
glory … charged itself with a custodial duty of preservation.”43 Douglass is critiquing this conservative 
custodianship, asking his white listeners not to preserve the calcified memory of the founders but to adopt 
their indecorous attitude. Douglass does not accomplish this through invective, narrative, or logical 
argument. Instead, in three tableaux, he quietly juxtaposes the founders against their own milieu, against 
their observers, and against themselves. These scenes provide his audience with the necessary resources to 
discover that the most eloquent response to a situation is not necessarily the most fitting. Through his 
discourse, Douglass would prepare his audience for moral action by making them ill-fitted to their times. 
 
 
Seeing Irony 
 
These tableaux have established the visual emphasis of Douglass’s rhetoric and prepared his audience for the 
parade of images that follow. The visual emphasis of the text becomes even more prominent as the speech 
continues through its confirmation. Douglass’s vivid snapshot of Independence Day on a nineteenth-century 
courthouse square, for example, is worth quoting at length because of the contrast it creates to the horrors of 
the internal slave trade that he soon presents: 
 

Our eyes are met with demonstrations of joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave 
exultingly on the breeze. The din of business, too, is hushed … . The ear-piercing fife and the 
stirring drum unite their accents with the ascending peal of a thousand church bells. Prayers 
are made, hymns are sung, and sermons are preached in honor of this day; while the quick 
martial tramp of a great and multitudinous nation, echoed back by all the hills, valleys and 
mountains of a vast continent, bespeak the occasion one of thrilling and universal interest—a 
nation’s jubilee. (365) 

 
Before he introduces his audience to the contrasting horrors that are his main object, however, Douglass 
pauses to silence himself more completely. These images, it seems, 
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must be experienced by his white audience in as unmediated a manner as possible. If the “great principles of 
political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in the Declaration of Independence,” were extended to 
him and to those for whom he is speaking, he declares, then he would find his present task “light,” and his 
“burden easy and delightful.” Indeed, if that were the case, even “the dumb might eloquently speak” (367). 
“But,” Douglass reminds his listeners, “such is not the state of the case” (368). Douglass, the mighty orator, 
cannot speak. He asks his audience if they mean to mock him, to bid him speak on a day that renders him 
mute; he quotes Psalm 137—“let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth”—on the difficulty faced by the 
abject who would speak. Further, should Douglass today “chime in” with the “tumultuous joy” surrounding 
the celebration of the fourth of July, it “would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make a 
reproach before God and the world.” At this point, after rendering himself mute, he announces that his 
subject is “American slavery.”44 
 
Douglass will stand “with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion” and “use the severest 
language I can command,” while uttering nothing that any person “whose judgment is not blinded by 
prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and just.” In other words, 
Douglass will speak, and yet not speak; his denunciation will consist of unmediated fact. Indeed, to those 
who say that abolitionists should “argue more, and denounce less,” he replies, “where all is plain there is 
nothing to be argued” (369). He says he has “better employments for my time and strength” than to make 
such arguments (370); “at a time like this,” he declares, defining the moment and naming the attitude toward 
which he has been directing his audience, “scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed” (371). 
 
In his argument for the impossibility of argument Douglass repeatedly suggests propositions and then strikes 
himself dumb at their utter transparency. He need not argue that blacks are men, because the southern states’ 
own black laws confirm it; he need not argue for equal manhood, because already blacks across the nation 
are engaged in all imaginable human pursuits; he need not argue that men are entitled to liberty because “you 
have already declared it” (370); he cannot bring himself to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes. 
Douglass the ironist has noisily silenced himself, bowing completely but conspicuously offstage. 
 
The “display tour of the American slave market” that follows is, as Leroux points out, “a sensory experience 
of observation for Douglass’s audience.” Leroux has summarized the many references to the senses, 
primarily appeals to the eyes but also to the ears: 
 

Behold … you will see … I will show you … Mark the sad procession … Hear his savage 
yells … There, see the old man … Cast one glance … See, too … Suddenly! You hear … 
your ears are saluted … The crack you heard … Follow this drove … Attend the auction … 
Tell me, citizens, where, under the sun, you can witness a spectacle more fiendish and 
shocking.  Yet this is but a glance at the American slave-trade, as it exists, at this moment, in 
the ruling part of the United States.45 

 
The only glimpse of the narrator is in his distant youth, when Douglass notes with wry understatement that 
the “anguish of my boyish heart was intense” (374). Douglass has directed our gaze like a masterly 
documentary filmmaker, all the while, as he promised, seeming merely to set forth the facts. 
 
Abolitionists faced a crisis of representation; Stephen Browne has argued that Theodore Weld’s 1839 
American Slavery As It Is was a response to that crisis. This graphic anthology, published by the American 
Anti-Slavery Society, assembles innumerable 
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firsthand accounts in an attempt to bring before the eyes of a northern audience the distant horrors of 
southern slavery. In his introduction, Weld begins by positioning his readers as “empannelled [sic]” jurors 
“to try a plain case and bring in an honest verdict.” When Douglass invites his audience to “see men 
examined like horses; see the forms of women rudely and brutally exposed to the shocking gaze of American 
slave-buyers,” he is similarly assigning to them roles as spectators.46 Although Weld was constituting an 
audience of jurors, Douglass uses the silence and distance of irony to constitute mere observers; his white 
audience is asked not to judge—not yet—but merely to gaze. They are being forced to confront their own 
silent spectatorship. 
 
The white people that Douglass presents to his white audience, the objects of identification that he offers 
them in his narrative, are a curiously inarticulate lot. They consist of those who do not comment on the 
internal slave trade, allowing the perpetrators to “pass without condemnation” (372), the slave agents who 
give “savage yells and … blood-chilling oaths” as they drive their slaves to market (373), and those who can 
be heard “announcing” their slaves for sale (374).47 This vulgar inarticulateness, especially when coupled 
with an impotent reverence for the founders, renders the white observers just as mute as the black objects of 
their gaze. Neither can speak, but their relationship is not symmetrical. The blacks are muted because the 
whites remain silent, and the whites remain silent because they lack the ironic multiperspectivalism that 
would allow them to focus on the founders’ irreverence. Douglass has supplied this ironic stance, first as a 
strategy through which to allow his white audience to recover the attitudes of the founders, and now as a 
strategy to force his audience to acknowledge its inconsistencies. Douglass directs the members of his 
audience to look, but he does not direct their judgment and does not explicitly tell them to juxtapose this 
description of the slave market against his earlier description of the patriotic public square. He merely places 
both images before their eyes so that the barbaric cruelty jars against the idyllic celebration. Cast as ironists, 
the white audience can observe the competing visions as they could not before but, as ironists, active 
judgment is impossible. Neither Douglass, nor the slaves, nor his white audience may speak. The scene is 
captioned only by the “doleful wail of fettered humanity” and the bestial commands of the brutalizers. 
 
 
Collapsing Irony 
 
The closing moments of Douglass’s speech consist of denunciations of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and of 
the complacency of U.S. churches, a review of the central argument of his narration, a summary of his 
recently revised understanding of the Constitution, and a remarkable observation regarding the collapse of 
space and time as a consequence of modern technology. According to Fulkerson’s mapping, these arguments 
span Douglass’s refutation and peroration. I believe, however, that these passages together form a single 
rhetorical unit that marks an important peripety in the speech; specifically, they mark the passing of a time 
for irony. They signal the closing of the spatial and temporal distance that irony requires. Up to this point 
Douglass has worked to open the spatial and temporal distance that irony requires, but here he symbolically 
squeezes space and time, making an ironic attitude impossible to maintain. 
 
Earlier in the speech, for example, when Douglass was describing the revolutionary daring of the founders, 
he noted that, in those days, the “population of the country … stood at the insignificant number of three 
millions,” was “weak and scattered, and the country a wilderness unsubdued” with “no means of concert and 
combination.” 
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Neither “steam nor lightening had then been reduced to order and discipline. From the Potomac to the 
Delaware was a journey of many days” (364). Such distance makes the actions of the founders all the more 
remarkable, of course; no prudent person would attempt to muster such a population into war against the 
planet’s most powerful nation. These spatial images also emphasize the options available to the founders; 
they chose to imagine themselves a separate nation at a time when neither population density nor common 
grievances necessitated it. 
 
In 1852, however, the options are dramatically narrowed. The Fugitive Slave Act is a “hell-black enactment” 
that obliterates distance and silences all participants. Through this act, “slavery has been nationalized in its 
most horrible and revolting form. By that act,” Douglass continues, “Mason & Dixon’s line has been 
obliterated, New York has become as Virginia,” and slavery “is now an institution of the whole United 
States” and “co-extensive with the star-spangled banner [sic] and American Christianity” (375). Such 
circumstances negate the possibility for a moral audience to remain silent, yet this act allows only the foul to 
speak. Under its auspices, the black man’s “own testimony is nothing. He can bring no witnesses for 
himself.” Sympathetic whites are also silenced, just as they were when observing the slave trade, because the 
judge “is bound by the law to hear but one side; and that side, is the side of the oppressor” (375). This 
silencing, paradoxically, should be proclaimed: “Let this damning fact be perpetually told. Let it be 
thundered around the world, that, in tyrant-killing, king-hating, people-loving, democratic, Christian 
America, the seats of justice are filled with judges, who … are bound, in deciding in the case of a man’s 
liberty, to hear only his accusers!” (376). Blacks, it is clear, cannot do this telling. 
 
Although the Fugitive Slave Act has collapsed space, rendering white silence inappropriate, the U.S. 
churches remain mute. Douglass notes, for example, that the churches have remained utterly silent on the 
subject of the Fugitive Slave Law, although he is sure that if the law instead infringed on the “right to sing 
psalms, to partake of the sacrament, or to engage in any of the ceremonies of religion, it would be smitten by 
the thunder of a thousand pulpits” and denounced with a “general shout” (376). The U.S. church seems 
isolated because it has turned itself into “a religion for oppressors, tyrants, man-stealers, and thugs” (378) as 
opposed to the English church which was not silent, but demanded abolition and “true to its mission of 
ameliorating, elevating, and improving the condition of mankind, came forward promptly, bound up the 
wounds of the West Indian slave, and restored him to his liberty” (381). 
 
Douglass here, for the first time in the speech, articulates the disjunction that has driven much of the text’s 
imagery: “Americans! Your republican politics, not less than your republican religion, are flagrantly 
inconsistent” (382). In the shift from the implicit  to the explicit, what was irony is now exigence.48 Whites 
must not merely observe the inconsistencies, but act to redress them. Orators tell the “sad story” of “fallen 
Hungary,” but “in regard to the ten thousand wrongs of the American slave, you would enforce the strictest 
silence” (382–383). Douglass reminds his white audience that 
 

you declare, before the world … that you ‘hold these truths to be self evident, that all men 
are created equal; and are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; and 
that, among these are, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’; and yet, you hold securely, 
in a bondage which, according to Thomas Jefferson, ‘is worse than ages of that which your 
fathers rose in rebellion to oppose,’ a seventh part of the inhabitants of your country. (383, 
emphasis in original) 

 
Seeing the inconsistencies requires an ability to sustain attention simultaneously to 
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multiple juxtaposed images and a sort of quiet, uncommitted, and multiperspectival spectatorship. 
Maintaining this inconsistency, however, requires a ruinous detachment and amoral passivity. It 
 

brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretence, and your 
Christianity as a lie. It destroys your moral power abroad; it corrupts your politicians at 
home. It saps the foundation of religion; it makes your name a hissing, and a byword to a 
mocking earth.” (383) 

 
Earlier in the speech, irony was a prerequisite to understanding and employing the founders’ 
appropriate/inappropriate actions in the present; now it is the root of an imposing evil. 
 
In this context Douglass presents his anti-Garrisonian revision of the Constitution, declaring it a “glorious 
liberty document.” To believe otherwise would be to label the founders “the veriest imposters that ever 
practised [sic] on mankind” and would constitute a “slander upon their memory” (384). This would be for 
whites to sustain an ironic distance between themselves and their heritage and leave them mute at a time that 
calls for judicious speech. 
 
In the final moments of the text, Douglass declares a collapse of space and time that obliterates the distance 
that is necessary for the maintenance of ironic silence: 
 

No nation can now shut itself up from the surrounding world, and trot round in the same   old 
path of its fathers without interference. The time was when such could be done … . But   a 
change has now come over the affairs of mankind … . Oceans no longer divide, but link 
nations together … . Space is comparatively annihilated. (387) 

 
No longer are we, as auditors of this speech, in an era when the people, even within the U.S., are “weak and 
scattered” with “no means of concert and combination” (364). Today, “Thoughts expressed on one side of 
the Atlantic are distinctly heard on the other,” and the “far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at 
our feet.” In such a world, “No abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport or avarice, can how hide itself from 
the all-pervading light” (387). 
 
Thus, the Fugitive Slave Act on the one hand and technological progress on the other squeeze the distance 
that irony requires. The North is no longer separate from the South; the U.S. church cannot be insulated from 
the example of the English church; the attitudes of the founders cannot be frozen by inappropriate reverence; 
and the white audience can no longer observe the present-day horrors from a safely muted distance. Douglass 
introduced his confirmation with the assertion that this was a time for irony; now, however, at the end of the 
speech, he has brought his audience to a time and place that render irony impossible. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Rhetoric is perhaps the most visual of the verbal arts, and rhetorical tropes and figures are often described 
through metaphors of sight. Burke, for example, describes his four “master tropes”—metaphor, metonymy, 
synecdoche, and irony—in explicitly visual terms. Metaphor is the trope of perspective, “a device for seeing 
something [my emphasis] in terms of [Burke’s emphasis] something else.”49 Metonymy, which Burke 
describes as reduction, borrows words “from the realm of the corporeal, visible, 
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tangible” and applies them “by analogy to the realm of the incorporeal, invisible, intangible.”50 Metonymy, 
then, is a trope through which the invisible becomes visible. Synecdoche, similarly, is the trope though which 
a part is displayed for the whole, or the whole for the part. Metonymy and synecdoche are both, according to 
Burke, species of representation that establish relationships through which one thing presented to the eyes of 
an auditor can suggest another that is distant or withheld. 
 
Irony is different, though no less visual. Burke explains that irony “arises when one tries, by the interaction 
of the terms upon one another, to produce a development which uses all the terms.” Irony does not ask that 
one thing be seen in terms of another, or that one thing represent another, or that one thing be substituted for 
another. Rather,  it asks that two or several things be presented before the auditor in the same place at the 
same time. It is a trope of multiple presences. Irony’s essential simultaneity is a key distinction between it 
and Burke’s other master tropes. Metaphor, synecdoche, and metonymy all rely on sequence. The tenor and 
vehicle of metaphor cannot be presented simultaneously or at the same conceptual distance from the auditor, 
or the trope dissolves into ambiguity.51 Similarly, for one thing to represent another either synecdochally or 
metonymically, both things cannot be equally present. In contrast, irony is non-linear, and this synchronic 
non-linearity of irony renders it perhaps the most visual of all of the tropes, the “perspective of perspectives” 
through which the others might be perceived. Irony’s visuality is its promise and its danger because, as it 
invites us toward ever more complex vistas, it also constitutes us as passive spectators. Because it is non-
linear, irony cannot set its audience on a trajectory toward moral judgment and action. 
 
Rhetoric, however, is a temporal as well as a visual art. As rhetorical discourse unfolds through time, it also 
structures time; it invites its auditors to order their world as the discourse itself is ordered, and so draws some 
events and images into the past while pulling others into the present. Douglass situates attitudes toward irony 
within a temporal scheme, showing that some moments require irony while others make it impossible. 
Sometimes, the broadened liberal vistas and suspensions of judgment that are underwritten by an ironic 
attitude are precisely what are needed; sometimes, they must be rejected so that political action can occur. 
Douglass’s speech sets these two attitudes in relationship with one another and, thus, makes irony available 
as a rhetorical resource. Through the temporal progression of his discourse, he suggests a way to tame this 
disruptive visual trope. Douglass does not present a new theory of irony; instead, he enacts a rhetorical 
practice of irony. He presents a productive relationship between figure and attitude, illustrating that a 
rhetorical understanding of discourse does not allow form and function to be cleaved asunder. 
 
Douglass’s speech begins by inviting his white audience toward a multiperspectivalism that holds in 
simultaneous focus the actions of the founders and their milieu, the founders and their audience, and in a 
doubled vision, the founders against themselves. Douglass does not ask that his audience contemplate the 
founders from the perspective of the present day or that the present should be contemplated in terms of the 
past. Rather, as Douglass puts it, “We have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present 
and to the future” (366). Past and present must simultaneously be considered, so the productive ironic 
tensions can be discerned. The founders’ actions were inappropriate, thus appropriate; they were insensitive 
to present circumstances, thus well-suited to them; they were imprudent, therefore prudent. The flexible 
adaptability of such a stance, however, can never be appropriated as a rhetorical model as long 
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as the founders’ legacy is frozen in one-dimensional reverence; only the multi-layered simultaneity of irony 
can reveal the dynamic relationships and attitudes that Douglass’s white audience must recover. 
 
Having prepared the ground, Douglass next affronts the senses of his audience with a visual tour of the 
internal slave trade. Rational argument would be inappropriate; instead, Douglass declares: “The feeling of 
the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of the nation must 
be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes against God and man must be 
proclaimed and denounced” (371). The horrors that Douglass presents surely would quicken all but the most 
hardened apologist for slavery, yet the members of his white audience cannot respond to them. They perceive 
only the accommodation of the founders, and cannot appreciate their audacity.52 As long as his audience 
imagines that the founders’ genius was a narrow sense of decorum and prudence, they cannot voice the 
critique called for by the scenes that Douglass presents. 
 
Finally, at the end of the speech, Douglass shuts down the space that irony requires. This obliteration of 
space and time, the result of virulent legislation and technological progress, renders the ironic stance of mute 
detachment impossible. Judgment and action must take place; there is neither room for mere observation nor 
time for inactive contemplation. Ironic detachment is necessary to discern the available possibilities; the 
collapse of irony is necessary to provoke action. 
 
In this way, Douglass’s temporal management of irony models a productive rapprochement between the two 
dysfunctional responses to irony with which I began this essay. Those responses are based on and embodied 
by two studies that capture well irony’s potentials and liabilities: Richard Rorty’s Contingency, Irony, and 
Solidarity and Jedediah Purdy’s For Common Things: Irony, Trust, and Commitment in America Today.53 
Rorty sees contemporary culture as having neglected irony and, thus, as suffering from a tyranny of 
metaphysics. He imagines a perfected culture based on a “liberal irony” characterized by a detailed attention 
to surface appearances rather than a compulsive attempt to discover the “intrinsic nature” or “real essence” of 
a thing. Liberal ironists, in Rorty’s account, do not believe that such finite essences exist; rather, they believe 
that the vocabularies that describe such essences are constructions that may or may not be useful at a given 
time. This ironic attitude invites audiences to discern many such vocabularies in close juxtaposition. “Since 
there is nothing beyond vocabularies which serves as a criterion of choice between them,” Rorty argues, 
“criticism is a matter of looking on this picture and on that, not of comparing both pictures with the original.” 
Irony is liberatory in its rejection of final, essential grounds. Rorty sees irony as an antidote for a world that 
has forgotten how to maintain a productive disjunction between ideas and things; for him, the “opposite of 
irony is common sense.”54 
 
In distinct contrast to Rorty, Jedediah Purdy perceives our current age as steeped in and defined by irony. 
Whereas Rorty “cannot imagine a culture which socialized its youth” into an ironic attitude, making them 
“continually dubious about their own process of socialization,”55 Purdy sees “media-savvy young people” 
being schooled in the ways of irony; indeed, he argues that the “more time one has spent in school, and the 
more expensive the school, the greater the propensity to irony.” Purdy yearns for  a return to a non-ironic age 
(perhaps a pre-ironic age, although he claims that he is not nostalgic) characterized by devotion and dignity 
rather than by the ironic distancing that he calls “avoiding the world.” He longs for “a kind of thought and 
action that is too little contemplated” in our ironic age, neglected in place of a detached and “eager 
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acquiescence” to the idea that nothing really matters.56 He sees the antidote to pervasive irony in a coherence 
between ideas and things, a return to common sense. 
 
Purdy and Rorty agree about one aspect of the political prospects for irony: neither thinks that the ironic 
attitude can nourish a republican motive sufficient, by itself, to produce a moral and productive culture. 
Douglass repairs this deficiency, not by integrating Purdy’s Erewhon and Rorty’s Utopia, but by 
acknowledging and engaging both ironic attitudes; Douglass exploits irony’s considerable liberatory 
potential and demonstrates the danger of its infinite seduction. He shows that there is a time for ironic 
disconnection and there is a time for a return to common sense, and he helps his audience to know one time 
from the other. In the process, he also repairs the lopsided disconnection between ironic figure and ironic 
attitude because he makes use of the first to effect the second. His ironic rhetorical practice is intended to 
produce, in his audience, an ironic political attitude, at least temporarily, and thus draws figure and attitude 
into a dynamic relationship. 
 
“It is the business of the ironologist,” Muecke contends, “to prepare the ground for a complete account,”57 
and so irony prepares the ground for judgment. Irony is inactive, mute, and self-indulgent, but it also is 
expansive and multivisual. The withdrawal and detachment associated with irony can nourish a withdrawal 
and detachment that is preliminary to judgment. One must exit the fray in order to see the available means 
within it. Irony is not judgment, if we understand judgment to be manifest as action in the world. Irony may 
have an “edge,” as Hutcheon puts it, but it does not generate the kinetic energy required to wield that edge as 
a political strategy. Ironists and their audiences may be invited toward insight, but they are not incited to 
action. The scopic pleasures of irony can be a powerful narcotic, and the antidote entails the collapse of the 
distances that irony inhabits. Thus, the political potentials of irony are animated by a dilemma: irony that 
would be politically productive cannot be sustained indefinitely because it must find its culmination in action, 
but action spells the end of irony. This sort of ironic distance is not the same as Enlightenment objectivity 
because it is self-consciously temporary; its purpose is to engage contingency for political ends, not to 
discover immutable truths. Irony turned toward political ends, then, is sacrificial, calling for its own 
termination. Douglass, through his manipulation of space and time over the temporal progression of this 
speech, offers his (white) audience both narcotic and goad, bidding them to observe passively their own 
inconsistencies and then actively to redress them. 
 
Douglass was speaking to a time of crisis. The sectionally-divided vote that defeated the Wilmot Proviso in 
1846, the so-called Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, “Bleeding Kansas” in 1856, the 
Dred Scott decision in 1857, and the fragmented election of 1860—with the gift of more than a century and a 
half of hindsight, these events trace a trajectory that seems to lead inexorably to the firing on Fort Sumter in 
1861. Less than a decade after Douglass spoke, the time for irony seemed to have passed. The value of 
Douglass’s address on the fifth of July 1852, however, is not its clairvoyance. It is not, or at least not entirely, 
in Douglass’s masterful response to the exigence that presented itself to him; rather it is in the way that 
Douglass’s address is an exemplary model of the potential for rhetoric to be a cultural and political resource. 
His speech illustrates the way in which rhetoric might manage crises, situating them in time so that they can 
be named and addressed. Douglass offers his audience a rehearsal for crisis, training them in an art of ironic 
contemplation and then demonstrating the need to know when such contemplation must end. When it is 
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time, they will be ready. His speech reminds us that moments of kairos are not merely stumbled across, but 
are called forth through discourse. The study of public address may not be the only way to become schooled 
in such strategies or to observe such innovations. Because tropes and crises are invented through rhetoric, 
however, the study of public address is perhaps the richest and potentially most rewarding way to do so. My 
argument, in this sense, redoubles that of Douglass: the critical recovery of discourses of the past is essential 
to the continued vitality of the present. 
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