
"What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?" is the title now given to a speech by Frederick 

Douglass delivered on July 5, 1852, in Corinthian Hall, Rochester, New York, addressing the 

Rochester Ladies' Anti-Slavery Society. 

 

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.... 

 

...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? 

…I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of 

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! 

 



For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it not 

astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting, and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical 

tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of brass, iron, 

copper, silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing and ciphering, acting as clerks, 

merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, 

editors, orators and teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises common 

to other men, digging gold in California, capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and 

cattle on the hill-side, living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, 

wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian's God, and looking 

hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are 

men! 

…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. 

 

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.... 
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