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FREDERICK DOUGLASS

23. CHALLENGING THE
StaTUs QUO

Frederick Douglass (1817-1895), co-editor of The Lib-
erator, a major abolitionist publication, passionately
fought against slavery and believed that electoral politics
could ultimately be the tool of liberation for American
blacks. His Fourth of July speech stands out among his
many famous speeches as the most inspiring. In it he
vividly explains the different meaning of that day to white
and black Americans: “This Fourth of July is yours, not
mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn.” To the American
slave, be said, this day “reveals to him, more than all
other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to
which be is the constant victim.”

Mr. President, Friends and Fellow Citizens: . . . This, for the purpose of this
celebration, is the Fourth of July. It is the birthday of your National Indepen-
dence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, is what the Passover was to
the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to the day, and to
the act of your great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, assocl”
ated with that act, and that day. This celebration also marks the beginning of
another year of your national life; and reminds you that the Republic of Amer-
ica is now 76 years old. I am glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is sO young:
Seventy-six years, although a good old age for a man, is but a mere Spefk "}
the life of a nation. Three score years and ten is the alloted time for individua
men; but nations number their years by thousands. According to this fact, ,\"‘;”
are, even now, only in the beginning of your national career, still lingering in t°
period of childhood. I repeat, I am glad this is so. There is hope in the thought
and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds which lower above the horl;
zon. The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending d-isastrOU
times; but his heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America 1S )’ounk’z
and that she is still in the impressible stage of her existence. May he not hOI:O
that high lessons of wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direCnonn

her destiny? Were the nation older, the patriot’s heart might be Sadder’dathe
the reformer’s brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded in gloom, 48 hat
hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the thought &

Source: From Frederick Douglass, “Fourth of July Oration” (1852).
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America 1S young—Great streams are not easil.y turn.cd from channels, worn
deep in the course of ages. They may sometimes rise in quiet and statcl'y
majesty, and inund;.lte the land, refreshl.ng z.md fertilizing the earth with their
mysterious properties. They may also rise in wrath and fury, and bear away,
on their angry waves, the accumulated wealth of years of toil and hardship.
They, however, gradually flow back to the same old channel, and flow on as
serenely as ever. But, while the river may not be turned aside, it may dry up,
and leave nothing behind but the withered branch, and the unsightly rock, to
howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad tale of departed glory. As with rivers
so with nations. . . .

Fellow-citizens, above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful
wail of millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, ren-
dered more intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I
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, tellow-
citizens, is American slavery. I 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, I 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 4th 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, 1 will, in the name of humanity which is out-
raged, 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
1o perpetuate slavery—the great sin and shame of America! “I will not equivo-
cate; I will not excuse”; I will use the severest language I can command; and yet
ot one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment is not blinded by
Prejudice, or who is not at heart a slave-holder, shall not confess to be right and
just. | |

For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro
race. It is not astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting, and reaping,
using all kinds of mechanical tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges,
bu‘_ldi“g ships, working in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and gold; that,
::C‘:‘l:t'wf? are re.ading, writing and ciphering, acting as clerks, mercl;lants agd
i ;::s, having among us lawyel.'s, doctors, mmls(tief's, p|;)6t,s’ aut ofrs,ntie:-:
Pris;s COr(r:rs and teachers; that,. whlle we are engl,flfge ‘l.n a‘ mm.mfrt;)e fvhale
in the p ‘.Fl(m to .other men, digging gold in C".l ifornia, ..capturm%, ne wh
thinkin acific, fctedmg sheep and cattle on the hlllSlde,- living, moving, acting,

8 planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, and,
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above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and 1o
fully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called 2
that we are men! p

Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he :
rightful owner of his own body? You have already declared i, Must(; N,
the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question for Republicans? Is it ¢, bargue
tled by the rules of logic and argumentation, as a matter beset with greatij'sfef.
culty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard [01 [r,le
understood? How should I look to-day, in the presence of Americans, diy4.
ing, and subdividing a discourse, to show that men have a natural right to fre.
dom? speaking of it relatively and positively, negatively and affirmatively. T,
do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult to your up-
derstanding.—There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven that does not
know that slavery is wrong for him.

What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of
their liberty, to work them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their re-
lations to their fellow men, to beat them with sticks, to flay their flesh with
the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them with dogs, to sell them
at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their
flesh, to starve them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must!
argue that a system thus marked with blood, and stained with pollution is
wrong? . ..

What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day thatre
veals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cru-
elty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebrartion is a sham;
your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, S\velling van
ity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciation of
tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, h.o”O“
mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings “'"h_‘]_
your religious parade and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, detf_
tion, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which wou ';
grace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of pr‘.lC[fLr‘-
more shocking and bloody than are the people of the United States, at this ¥¢&
hour. . ..

Fel!uw-citizens, [ will not enlarge further on your national i
The existence of slavery in this country brands your republicanism as < your
your humanity as a base pretense, and your Christianity as a lie. It destr(?,‘sl;]g a
njoral paws abroad: it corrupts your politicians at home. It saps ks t(;lcl\'iné‘
tions of fellgif)l1; it makes your name a hissing and a b_VC-WO"d o ¢ rln'l[ sert”
earth. Ir_ is the antagonistic force in your government, the only thing t.][‘ s the
ously dlstprbs and endangers your Union. It fetters your progr.esﬁ ! breeJS
enemy of improvement; the deadly foe of education; it fosters prides Ihqt suP”
'“501@1_1C€; it promotes vice; it shelters crime; it is a curse to the €art ‘ ‘hoP"s"
ports it; and yet you cling to it as if it were the sheet anchor of all your

king hope.
n tO pr(J'{t
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Oh! be warned! be warned! a horrible reptile is coiled up in your nation’s
the venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthtul
republics for the love of God, tear aivay, and fling from you the hideous mon-
ster, and let the weight of twenty millions crush and destroy it forever!

2t it is answered in reply to all this, that precisely what I have now de-
nounced is, In fact, guaranteed and sanctioned by the Constitution of the
United States; that, the right to hold, and to hunt slaves is a part of that Con-
critution framed by the illustrious Fathers of this Republic. . . .

Now. rake the Constitution according to its plain reading, and I defy the
presentation of a single pro-slavery clause in it. On the other hand, it will be
found to contain principles and purposes, entirely hostile to the existence of

{\\\\(\'\\;

slavery.

I have detained my audience entirely too long already. At some future pe-
riod 1 will gladly avail myself of an opportunity to give this subject a full and
fair discussion.

Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this
day presented, of the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There
are forces in operation which must inevitably work the downfall of slavery.
“The arm of the Lord is not shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I,
therefore, leave off where I began, with hope. While drawing encouragement
from “the Declaration of Independence,” the great principles it contains, and
the genius of American Institutions, my spirit is also cheered by the obvious
tendencies of the age. Nations do not now stand in the same relation to each
other that they did ages ago. No nation can now shut itself up from the sur-
rounding world and trot round in the same old path of its fathers without inter-
ference. The time was when such could be done. Long established customs of
hurtful character could formerly fence themselves in, and do their evil work
with social impunity. Knowledge was then confined and enjoyed by the privi-
leged few, and the multitude walked on in mental darkness. But a change has
now come over the affairs of mankind. Walled cities and empires have become
unfashionable. The arm of commerce has borne away the gates of the strong
city. Intelligence is penetrating the darkest corners of the globe. It makes its
pathway over and under the sea, as well as on earth. Wind, steam, and lightning
are its chartered agents. Oceans no longer divide, but link nations together.
From Boston to London is now a holiday excursion. Space 1s comparatively an-
nihilated.—Thoughts expressed on one side of the Atlantic are distinctly heard
on the other.

The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at our feet. The
flclcstial Empire, the mystery of ages, is being solved. The fiat of the Almighty,
“Let there be Light,” has not yet spent its force. No abuse, no outrage whether
IN taste, sport or avarice, can NoOw hide itself from the all-pervading light. . ..



