
 

Selections from Frederick Douglass’ “What is the Fourth of July to a Slave?​” ​1852 

 

This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the Fourth of July. It is the birth day of your National 
Independence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, as 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. I am glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is so 
young. Seventy-six years, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere speck in the life of a 
nation ... There is hope in the thought, and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds which 
lower above the horizon. The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending 
disastrous times; but his heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America is young, and 
that she is still in the impressible stage of her existence. May he not hope that high lessons of 
wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny? Were the nation older, the 
patriot's heart might be sadder, and the reformer's brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded in 
gloom, and the hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the thought that 
America is young. Great streams are not easily turned from channels, worn deep in the course of 
ages. They may sometimes rise in quiet and stately majesty, and ​inundate​ the land, refreshing 
and 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 … 

 

Fellow-citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the associations that cluster about this 
day. The simple story of it is, that, 76 years ago, the people of this country were British subjects. 
The style and title of your "sovereign people" (in which you now glory) was not then born. You 
were under the British Crown. Your fathers esteemed the English Government as the home 
government; and England as the fatherland. This home government, you know, although a 
considerable distance from your home, did, in the exercise of its parental ​prerogatives​, impose 
upon its colonial children, such restraints, burdens and limitations, as, in its mature judgment, it 
deemed wise, right and proper. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

But your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the ​infallibility​ of 
government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to differ from the home government 
in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those burdens and restraints. They went so far 
in their excitement as to pronounce the measures of government unjust, unreasonable, and 
oppressive, and altogether such as ought not to be quietly submitted to. I scarcely need say, 
fellow-citizens, that my opinion of those measures fully accords with that of your fathers. Such a 
declaration of agreement on my part would not be worth much to anybody. It would certainly 
prove nothing as to what part I might have taken had I lived during the great controversy of 
1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is exceedingly easy. Everybody 
can say it; the dastard, not less than the noble brave, can​ ​flippantly​ ​discant​ on the tyranny of 
England towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to do so; but there was a time when, to 
pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of the colonies, tried men's souls. They 
who did so were accounted in their day plotters of mischief, agitators and rebels, dangerous men. 
To side with the right against the wrong, with the weak against the strong, and with the 
oppressed against the oppressor! Here lies the merit, and the one which, of all others, seems 
unfashionable in our day. The cause of liberty may be stabbed by the men who glory in the deeds 
of your fathers.  

 

But, to proceed. Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated, by the home government, your 
fathers, like men of honesty, and men of spirit, earnestly sought redress. They petitioned and 
remonstrated; they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal manner. Their conduct was wholly 
unexceptionable. This, however, did not answer the purpose. They saw themselves treated with 
sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. They were not the men to look 
back. 

 

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 
frame 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. 

They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. They 
were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They showed 
forbearance; but that they knew its limits. They believed in order; but not in the order of tyranny. 
With them, nothing was "settIed" that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and humanity 
were "final"; not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such men. They 
were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out the more as we contrast it 
with these degenerate times.  How ​circumspect​, exact and proportionate were all their 
movements! How unlike the politicians of an hour! 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

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....[But], 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? 

 ...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 light and 
healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth 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? If so, there is a parallel to 
your conduct. And let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose 
crimes, towering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, burying that 
nation in irrevocable ruin! I can to-day take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and woe-smitten 
people! 



 

"By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept when we remembered Zion. We 
hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there, ​they that carried us away 
captive, required of us a song;​ and they who wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us 
one of the songs of Zion. How can we sing the Lord's song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O 
Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave 
to the roof of my mouth." 

 

Fellow-citizens, above your national, ​tumultuous​ joy, I hear the mournful wail of millions! 
whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, today, 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.​ ​My subject, then, fellow-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, 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 I can command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery-the great sin and shame of 
America! "I will not ​equivocate​; I will not excuse"; I will use the severest language I 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. 

 

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the ability, and 
could reach the nation's ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting 
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not 
the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The 
feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the 
propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its 
crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced. 



 

What, to the American slave, is your 4th 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 denunciation 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 the United States, at this very hour. 

 

But a still more inhuman, disgraceful, and scandalous state of things remains to be presented. By 
an act of the American Congress, not yet two years old, slavery has been nationalized in its most 
horrible and revolting form. By that act, Mason and Dixon's line has been obliterated; New York 
has become as Virginia; and the power to hold, hunt, and sell men, women and children, as 
slaves, remains no longer a mere state institution, but is now an institution of the whole United 
States. The power is co-extensive with the star-spangled banner, and American Christianity. 
Where these go, may also go the merciless slave-hunter. Where these are, man is not sacred. He 
is a bird for the sportsman's gun. By that most foul and fiendish of all human decrees, the liberty 
and person of every man are put in peril ... Your President, your Secretary of State, your lords, 
nobles, and ecclesiastics enforce, as a duty you owe to your free and glorious country, and to 
your God, that you do this accursed thing. Not fewer than forty Americans have, within the past 
two years, been hunted down and, without a moment's warning, hurried away in chains, and 
consigned to slavery and excruciating torture. Some of these have had wives and children, 
dependent on them for bread; but of this, no account was made. The right of the hunter to his 
prey stands superior to the right of marriage, and to all rights in this republic, the rights of God 
included! For black men there is neither law nor justice, humanity nor religion. The Fugitive 
Slave Law makes mercy to them a crime; and bribes the judge who tries them. An American 
judge gets ten dollars for every victim he consigns to slavery, and five, when he fails to do so... 
The minister of American justice is bound by the law to hear but one side; and that side is the 
side of the oppressor. Let this damning fact be told. Let it be thundered around the world that in 
tyrant-killing, king-hating, people-loving, democratic, Christian America the seats of justice are 
filled with judges who hold their offices under an open and ​palpable​ bribe, and are bound, in 
deciding the case of a man's liberty, to hear only his accusers… 

 

 



 

Vocabulary - For all of words in green, you are to to do the following:  

Term Presumed meaning Context Clues or 
Synonyms (must be 

from the text!) 

Definition 

Dichotomy “Di” means two, so is 
it “a split?” 

The dichotomy 
between ​good​ ​and 
evil​ is outdated in 
today’s society. 
 
Or  
 
The split between 
good and evil is 
outdated in today's 
society?* 

A division into two 
especially 
contradictory groups 
or entities.  
 
The dichotomy 
between theory and 
practice is ever 
present in music.  

 

1. What is the tone of this speech? Does it shift at any point? 
2. What purpose does each “act” of the speech serve? 
3. How does Douglass language, more specifically his use of pronouns, serve his purpose in 

“Act 1?” 
4.  Douglass quotes (surprise) an iconic passage from the bible for two purposes, to 

illustrate a point and to make an analogy? The analogy, in effect, is underscoring the 
plight of the Trans-Atlantic Slave trade and the captivity and Jews and servitude in 
Bablyon as analogous. ​What other purpose does it serve?  

 

 

 


