In this passage, Frederick Douglass, a former slave and famous abolitionist, illustrates the brutality he witnessed while in slavery in hopes of creating horror in his audience. Utilizing varied syntax and emotional appeals, Douglass exposes the cruel characteristics of Mr. Gore, one of his overseers while he was enslaved, in order to reveal the inhumanity of slavery.

At the beginning of the passage, Douglass depicts Mr. Gore as a ruthless and cold individual. Utilizing simple parallel structure, he lists adjectives that describe this brutal man. Mr. Gore is “proud, ambitious, and persevering”, as well as “artful, cruel, and obdurate” (12-13). While the first three adjectives seem to be fairly positive in tone, the second group of adjectives presents the deceptive and unfeeling aspects of Mr. Gore’s character. In addition, towards the end of the initial paragraph of the passage, Douglass employs these same adjectives to again characterize Mr. Gore using parallel structure, but in a more detailed and descriptive manner. He is not simply proud, but “proud enough to demand the most debasing homage of the slave” (13). He is not simply ambitious, but “ambitious enough to be contented with nothing less than the highest rank of overseers” ( 13). He is not simply persevering, but “persevering enough to reach the height of his ambition” (13). Thus, Douglass transforms these initially laudable qualities into questionable ones at best and immoral ones at worst, essentially depicting the totality of his character as selfish, brutal and insidious. In addition, Douglass employs chiasmus to illustrate that Mr. Gore’s personality is completely tailored to the viciousness inherent in plantation life and the job of an overseer. Mr. Gore is “just the man for such a place,” and it is “just the place for such a man”(12). This chiastic reversal of words suggests that because Mr. Gore enjoys being in power and committing atrocities, he is perfectly suited to act as an agent of the institution of slavery. Additionally, Douglass emphasizes the unfairness of Mr. Gore’s system of justice. Mr. Gore acts as accuser, judge, jury, and executor of punishment. Through anadiplosis, Douglass explains that under Mr. Gore’s rule, “to be accused” is “to be convicted” and “to be convicted” is “to be punished”. This syntactical structure conveys the unjust pattern of cause and effect in Mr. Gore’s method of discipline and also creates a syllogism in which the logical conclusion is that the only way “to escape punishment” is “to escape accusation”. In this way, Douglass depicts Gore as pharisaical and despotic. Overall, Mr. Gore becomes a symbol of the institution of slavery, and Douglass hopes that the brutal and unjust qualities he has attached to Mr. Gore in this passage will be the qualities the reader will associate with slavery as a whole.
In order to exemplify Mr. Gore’s “savage barbarity” Frederick Douglass provides an anecdote which details Gore’s heinous killing of Demby, a slave who dares to disobey him. Using emotionally-charged diction, Douglass makes sure to point out that Mr. Gore, “without consultation or deliberation…raised his musket to his face, taking deadly aim at his standing victim”(14). By noting that Mr. Gore did not discuss the decision with anyone and seemed not even to carefully consider it within himself, Douglass reveals the cold-blooded nature of this crime. In addition, he characterizes the overseer’s aim as “deadly”, implying that Mr. Gore’s intent was not to warn or maim, but to kill. Douglass closes the anecdote with imagery meant to inspire horror and disgust in the reader. He paints a picture of Demby’s “mangled body” as it “sank out of sight”, “blood and brains” staining the water where he was once standing(14). These images make the reader a virtual witness of this event and allow him/her to truly visualize the grisly nature of the murder. With this illustration, Frederick Douglass transfers his shock and revulsion to the reader, thereby allowing him/her to feel the dreadfulness of living as a slave.
Finally, Douglass presents the injustice of the institution of slavery by informing the reader that Mr. Gore, although briefly questioned, was never punished, or even investigated for his crime. Douglass’s tone of resentment and consternation is evident in the last part of this passage through his presentation of Mr. Gore’s justification of his crime and the use of superlatives. When he presents Mr. Gore’s completely unreasonable explanation for “why he resorted to this extraordinary expedient”, Douglass emphasizes not only Mr. Gore’s lack of logic, but the unreasonable nature of slavery as a whole. Mr. Gore reasons that if he had not killed Demby, it would have led to “the freedom of the slaves, and the enslavement of the whites”(14). This use of fallacious slippery slope reasoning is ridiculous on its own, but what makes it even more preposterous is that the slaveholding community accepts it without question. Douglass’s inclusion of Gore’s defense and society’s subsequent acceptance of such a defense, implies a bitter mocking of these men in power, albeit subtle. However, this subtlety is short-lived. By calling the crime “horrid” and describing it as “one of the bloodiest and most foul murders”, Douglass clearly indicts Mr. Gore for his transgression, even though white society will not. His indignation is clear when he postulates that if Mr. Gore still lives in the same area of Maryland where the murder took place, he is probably “as highly esteemed and as much respected as though his guilty soul had not been stained with his brother’s blood” (14). Through this metaphor, Douglass convicts Mr. Gore by asserting that he has a “guilty soul” that is “stained with his brother’s blood”. Although Gore is praised by the white slaveholding society, Douglass hopes that his readers will see the cruelty and hypocrisy in an institution that will punish the slave for any transgression, real or imagined, to the fullest degree, but will not punish a white man who has a truly monstrous crime upon his soul.
Ultimately, Douglass successfully enables his audience to understand the brutality of the slaveholding community as personified by Mr. Gore. As a result of Douglass’s rhetoric, the reader feel the shock, horror and fear inspired by Mr. Gore and felt by every slave on the plantation. Thus, after reading this passage, one can fully comprehend the extent to which slavery and its advocates were cruel, inhumane, and immoral.
