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

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...

Fully appreciating the hardship to be encountered, firmly believing in the right of their cause,
honorably inviting the scrutiny of an on-looking world, reverently appealing to heaven to
attest their sincerity, soundly comprehending the solemn responsibility they were about to
assume, wisely measuring the terrible odds against them, your fathers, the fathers of this
republic, did, most deliberately, under the inspiration of a glorious patriotism, and with a
sublime faith in the great principles of justice and freedom, lay deep the corner-stone of the
national superstructure, which has risen and still rises in grandeur around you.

Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. 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...

Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to this anniversary.
Many of you understand them better than I do. You could instruct me in regard to them. That
is a branch of knowledge in which you feel, perhaps, a much deeper interest than your
speaker. The causes which led to the separation of the colonies from the British crown have
never lacked for a tongue. They have all been taught in your common schools, narrated at your
tiresides, unfolded from your pulpits, and thundered from your legislative halls, and are as
familiar to you as household words. They form the staple of your national poetry and
eloquence.

I remember also that as a people Americans are remarkably familiar with all facts which make
in their own favor. This is esteemed by some as a national trait — perhaps a national
weakness... I leave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to other gentlemen whose claim
to have been regularly descended will be less likely to be disputed than mine!
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My business, if I have any here to-day, is with the present. The accepted time with God and his
cause is the ever-living now...

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?

Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could be truthfully

returned to these questions! Then would my task be light, and my burden easy and
delightful...

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! ... 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...

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...

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 cruelty 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.

Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and despotisms of
the old world, travel through South America, search out every abuse, and when you have
found the last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and you will
say with me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a
rival...

Behold the practical operation of this internal slave-trade, the American slave-trade, sustained
by American politics and America religion. Here you will see men and women reared like
swine for the market... These wretched people are to be sold singly, or in lots, to suit
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purchasers. They are food for the cotton-field, and the deadly sugar-mill. Mark the sad
procession, as it moves wearily along, and the inhuman wretch who drives them. Hear his
savage yells and his blood-chilling oaths, as he hurries on his affrighted captives! There, see
the old man, with locks thinned and gray. Cast one glance, if you please, upon that young
mother, whose shoulders are bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on the brow of
the babe in her arms. See, too, that girl of thirteen, weeping, yes! weeping, as she thinks of the
mother from whom she has been torn! ...

Is this the land your Fathers loved, The freedom which they toiled to win? Is this the earth
whereon they moved? Are these the graves they slumber in? ...

Americans! ... You boast of your love of liberty, your superior civilization, and your pure
Christianity, while the whole political power of the nation... is solemnly pledged to support
and perpetuate the enslavement of three millions of your countrymen... [You] pride
yourselves on your Democratic institutions, while you yourselves consent to be the mere tools
and bodyguards of the tyrants of Virginia and Carolina. You invite to your shores fugitives of
oppression from abroad, honor them with banquets, greet them with ovations, cheer them,
toast them, salute them, protect them, and pour out your money to them like water; but the
fugitives from your own land you advertise, hunt, arrest, shoot and kill. You glory in your
refinement and your universal education yet you maintain a system as barbarous and dreadful
as ever stained the character of a nation—a system begun in avarice, supported in pride, and
perpetuated in cruelty...

You declare, before the world, and are understood by the world to declare, 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 your own 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.

Fellow-citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The existence of
slavery in this country 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 by
word to a mocking earth. It is the antagonistic force in your government, the only thing that
seriously disturbs and endangers your Union. It fetters your progress; it is the enemy of
improvement, the deadly foe of education; it fosters pride; it breeds insolence; it promotes vice;
it shelters crime; it is a curse to the earth that supports it; and yet, you cling to it, as if it were
the sheet anchor of all your hopes. Oh! be warned! be warned! a horrible reptile is coiled up in
your nation’s bosom; the venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthful
republic; for the love of God, tear away, and fling from you the hideous monster, and let the
weight of twenty millions crush and destroy it forever! ...
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Name: Hour:

APARTY - Please note that the questions accompanying each section aren’t intended to be answered like a
checklist. They’re provided to give you an idea of what sorts of information might be appropriate for that section.

Use them to help you think about the document - not as “rules.”

Author (Who wrote or created this document? What do you know about this person or organization?

What biases or assumptions might they have which could impact how you understand this document?)

Place & Time (Where and when was this produced? How do you know? What was going on which might

have impacted the writing of this document?)

Audience (For whom was this document created? How do you know? How might the audience have

shaped the choices made while creating this document?)

Reason (Why was this document created? What did the author hope would happen as a result? It’s almost
never “to inform.” Usually the author wanted someone to THINK or DO SOMETHING differently.)

The Main Idea (If you were to reduce this document to a short, simple sentence or two, what would it
say? This is NOT the same as explaining what the document is ABOUT. What does it SAY?)

Yeah, So What? (Why is this source important? What is there to be learned from analyzing it? To put it

another way, why did your teacher make you read or examine this?)
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Name: .

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

Write a summary/ paraphrase of these excerpts in 125 - 150 words total. You should try to
capture all of FD’s main points in the simplest language possible without going over 150 words.
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