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R E S O U R C E S

BLACK HISTORY MONTH

This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of
your National Independence, 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, associated 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 America is now 76 years old…

Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to
hold it in perpetual remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of
Independence is the ring-bolt to the chain of your nation's destiny; so, indeed,
I regard it. The principles contained in that instrument are saving principles.
Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places,
against all foes, and at whatever cost…

Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave, is the
Fourth of July?” (1852)

Frederick Douglass was born enslaved in Maryland in 1818 and escaped enslavement
in 1838. Douglass, an abolitionist, made this speech on July 5, 1852 as an address to
the Rochester Ladies' Anti-Slavery Society in Rochester, New York. This is an
excerpted version of the speech. 
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Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The
signers of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great
men too — great enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen
to a nation to raise, at one time, such a number of truly great men. The point
from which I am compelled to view them is not, certainly, the most favorable;
and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds with less than admiration. They
were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they did, and the
principles they contended for, I will unite with you to honor their memory.

They loved their country better than their own private interests; and, though
this is not the highest form of human excellence, all will concede that it is a
rare virtue, and that when it is exhibited, it ought to command respect. He who
will, intelligently, lay down his life for his country, is a man whom it is not in
human nature to despise. Your fathers staked their lives, their fortunes, and
their sacred honor, on the cause of their country. In their admiration of liberty,
they lost sight of all other interests…

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak
here to-day? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national
independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural
justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us? And am
I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and
to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting
from your independence to us?

Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave, is the
Fourth of July?” (1852), cont.
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But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity
between us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your
high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The
blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. The rich
inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by
your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and
healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth [of] July is
yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into
the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous
anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens,
to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day?

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 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…

What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July? I answer: a day that
reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and
cruelly to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham;
your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling
vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of
tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow
mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all
your religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud,
deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which would
disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of
practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United
States, at this very hour.

Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave, is the
Fourth of July?” (1852), cont.
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Highlight a sentence or two that stands out and
has meaning for you. Then answer the following
questions:

Why does this quotation personally resonate with you? 
How does this text inform issues facing our society today?

Questions for further discussion:

Who is Douglass’ audience for the speech? 
Why would Douglass give this speech at a celebration of the
Fourth of July? 
How might the audience react to this speech? 

An important historical skill is the ability to understand events
within their historical context. 


