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Primary Source

The Meaning of July Fourth
for the Slave

Frederick Douglass was a leading abolitionist during the years leading up to the Civil
War. As a former slave who achieved his freedom in 1838, he knew the evils of slavery
firsthand. He first spoke out publicly against slavery in 1841, and in the ensuing years he
lectured throughout the United States and abroad about the injustices of slavery. On
July 5, 1852, at Rochester, New York, Douglass gave his most famous speech “What to
the Slave is the Fourth of July?,” excerpts of which appear below. Douglass aimed to
stir the nation’s conscience by placing in stark contrast America’s libertarian ideals and
the realities of slavery.

Fellow-citizens, above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of
millions, whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are to-day rendered more
intolerable by the jubilant shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if | do not faithfully
remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her
cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass
lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the popular theme, would be treason most
scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the world. My
subject, then, fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. | shall see this day and its popular
characteristics from the slave's point of view. Standing there, identified with the
American bondman, making his wrongs mine, | do not hesitate to declare, with all my
soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me than on this
Fourth of July. Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the professions of
the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and revolting. America is
false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be false to the future.
Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion, I will, in the
name of humanity which is outraged, in the name of liberty which is fettered, in the name
of the constitution and the bible, which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in
question and to denounce, with all the emphasis | can command, everything that serves to
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perpetuate slavery—the great sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; | will
not excuse;” | will use the severest language | can command; and yet not one word shall
escape me that any man, whose judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at
heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and just.

But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that you
and your brother abolitionists fail to make a favorable impression on the public mind.
Would you argue more, and denounce less, would you persuade more and rebuke less,
your cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, | submit, where all is plain there
is nothing to be argued. What point in the anti-slavery creed would you have me argue?
On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need light? Must | undertake
to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already. Nobody doubts it. The
slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government.
They acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are
seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, (no
matter how ignorant he be,) subject him to the punishment of death; while only two of the
same crimes will subject a white man to the like punishment. What is this but the
acknowledgment that the slave is a moral, intellectual, and responsible being. The
manhood of the slave is conceded. It is admitted in the fact that southern statute books
are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and penalties, the teaching of
the slave to read or to write. When you can point to any such laws, in reference to the
beasts of the field, then I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When the dogs
in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your hills, when the fish of
the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a brute,
then will I argue with you that the slave is a man!

Source: Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July? Extract from an Oration, at
Rochester, July 5, 1852,” in My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton &
Mulligan, 1855), 442-443.
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