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Framing Question

What arguments and rhetorical strategies did Frederick Douglass
use to persuade a northern, white audience to oppose slavery and
favor abolition?

Understanding

In the 1850s abolition was not a widely embraced movement in the
United States. It was considered radical, extreme, and dangerous.
In “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” Frederick Douglass
sought not only to convince people of the wrongfulness of slavery
but also to make abolition more acceptable to Northern whites.

Text

Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?:
An Address Delivered in Rochester, New York, on July 5, 1852”

Background

At the invitation of the Rochester Ladies Anti-Slavery Society,
Frederick Douglass delivered this speech on July 5, 1852, at
Corinthian Hall in Rochester, New York. It was reported and
reprinted in Northern newspapers and was published and sold as
a forty-page pamphlet within weeks of its delivery. The 500 to 600
people who heard Douglass speak were generally sympathetic to his remarks. A newspaper noted that when he sat
down, “there was a universal burst of applause.” Nonetheless, many who read his speech would not have been so
enthusiastic. Even Northerners who were anti-slavery were not necessarily pro-abolition. Many were content to let
Southerners continue to hold slaves, a right they believed was upheld by the Constitution. They simply did not want
to slavery to spread to areas where it did not exist. In this Independence Day oration, Douglass sought to persuade
those people to embrace what was then considered the extreme position of abolition.

Portrait of Frederick Douglass, circa 1860.
Courtesy of The New York Historical Society.

He also sought to change minds about the abilities and intelligence of African Americans. In 1852 many, if not most,
white Americans believed that African Americans were inferior, indeed, less than fully human. Douglass tries to dispel
these notions through an impressive display of liberal learning. His speech gives ample evidence of knowledge of
rhetoric, history, literature, religion, economics, poetry, music, law, even advances in technology.



http://americainclass.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Douglass-FullText.pdf
http://americainclass.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Douglass-FullText.pdf

Note on the Text

We have divided the address into four sections according to the function
of each one. This division follows the classic structure of argumentative

Contextualizing Questions

writing: 1. What kind of text are we dealing with?
1. paragraphs 1-3: introduction (exordium) 2.When was i.tr‘)"’ritten?
2. paragraphs 4-29: narrative or statement of fact (narratio) 3.Who wrote it? o
. ) . 4. For what audience was it intended?
3. paragraphs 30-70: arguments and counter-arguments (confirmatio Lo
and refutatio) 5. For what purpose was it written?
4. paragraph 71: conclusion (peroratio)

Below are eighteen paragraphs arranged for close reading through analytical questions that will enable you to explore
rhetorical strategies and significant themes. Terms that appear in blue are defined in the glossary on the last page.

Text Analysis

Introduction (Exordium)' Paragraphs 1-3

1.

than I have. I do not remember ever to have appeared as a speaker before any assembly more shrinkingly, nor w1th greater distrust
of my ability, than I do this day. A feeling has crept over me, quite unfavorable to the exercise of my limited powers of speech. The
task before me is one which requires much previous thought and study for its proper performance. I know that apologies of this
sort are generally considered flat and unmeaning. I trust, however, that mine will not be so considered. Should I seem at ease, my
appearance would much misrepresent me. The little experience I have had in addressing public meetings, in country schoolhouses,

for it is true that I have often had the privilege to speak in this beautlful Hall, and to address many - who now honor me with
their presence. But neither their familiar faces, nor the perfect gauge I think I have of Corinthian Hall, seems to free me from
embarrassment.

The fact is, ladies and gentlemen, the distance between this platform and the slave plantation, from which I escaped, is considerable
— and the difficulties to be overcome in getting from the latter to the former, are by no means slight. That I am here to-day is,

proceed to lay them before you.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraphs 1-3

What are introductions supposed to do?

What does Douglass try to do in this introduction? Cite evidence from the text to support your answer.

Why does he say that “apologies of this sort are generally considered flat and unmeaning”?

T

he word “flat” often means level or smooth. In this context how is Douglass defining the word “flat™?
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Why would it be “out of the common way” for him to deliver a Fourth of July oration?

There are contradictions in Douglass’s self-presentation. What are they? Cite specific instances of them in the text. How can
you account for them?

What expectations do you think a white audience would have for a black speaker in 18527 How does Douglass address these
expectations in his introduction?

Narrative or Statement of Fact (Narratio): Paragraphs 4-29
4. This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of your National Independence, and of your political

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 Three score years and ten is the allotted tirne for individual men; but nations number their years by thousands.

the thought that America is young, and that she [America] 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

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 4

What is the effect of Douglass’s repetition of the words “your” and “you” in this paragraph and throughout the speech?

Why does Douglass feel hopeful about America’s future? Cite evidence from the text to support your answer.

What is he suggesting in the “great streams” metaphor?
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In the sentence “Were the nation older, the patriot’'s heart might be sadder, and the reformer’s brow heavier,” why does
Douglass equate the patriot and the reformer? Why would both groups be sadder if the nation were older?

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 [things the British government required and prevented]. 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

ith that of your fathers. Such
y, prove nothing, as to what part

a declaration of agreement on my part would not be worth much to anybody. It would, cer
I might have taken, had I lived during the great controversy of 1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is

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.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 6

Activity: The “Fathers” and the Abolitionists

This online activity illuminates the context of Douglass’s speech and provides background for
the comparison he is making. Use the browser’s ‘back’ button to return to this worksheet.

According to Douglass, what did the “fathers” do? Cite specific language from the text. Does Douglass equate the patriot and
the reformer? Why would both groups be sadder if the nation were older?

Why does Douglass assert his agreement with the actions of the “fathers”?

23. They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. They were quiet men; but they did not

in the order of tyranny [government rule of absolute power]. With them, nothing was “settled” 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

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 23

How would you characterize the structure of the first four sentences of this paragraph?
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How does the structure of those sentences reinforce the main idea of the paragraph?

What inference does Douglass want his audience to draw from his portrayal of the founders?

Often speakers and writers make their points as much by leaving things out as by putting things in. This strategy is known as
the strategic silence. What has Douglass omitted in his portrayal of the fathers? Why would he choose to do so?

Do you think Douglass’s omission weakens his argument?

Arguments and Counter-Arguments (Confirmatio and Refutatio): Paragraphs 35—-40

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

judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and just.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 35

Activity: Thesis Sentence and Supporting Evidence
In paragraph 35 Douglass states the thesis of his address. This online activity explores his >
thesis and the evidence he uses to support it. Use the browser’s ‘back’ button to return to this
worksheet.

What point of view does Douglass announce in this paragraph?

36. But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that you and your brother abolitionists fail to make

point in the anti-slavery creed would you have me argue? On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need light?
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acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. They acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of
the slave. There are seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, (no matter how ignorant he
be), subject him to the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like punishment.
What is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a moral, intellectual and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is
conceded. It is admitted in the fact that Southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and
penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write. When you can point to any such laws, in reference to the beasts of the field,
then I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When the dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle
on your hills, when the fish of the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, their will I
argue with you that the slave is a man!

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 36

Activity: Douglass’s Use of Syllogistic Reasoning

In paragraph 36 Douglass uses logic to show that slaves are human beings. Specifically, he
uses a syllogism. This activity explores syllogistic reasoning and the way Douglass employs it.
Use the browser’s ‘back’ button to return to this worksheet.

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 cyphering, 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!

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 37

How does paragraph 37 relate to paragraph 367

How does Douglass develop this paragraph?

39. 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 relations 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 _s__g_g_@g their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve them
into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is
wrong? No! I will not. I have better employments for my time and strength than such arguments would imply.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 39

How does Douglass maintain the order and coherence of the first sentence of this paragraph?
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What is the effect of the repetition of the infinitive phrases (“to make,” “to rob,” “to work”, etc.) in the first sentence?

40. What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did not establish it; that our doctors of divinity

45. Behold the practical operation of this internal slave-trade, the American slave-trade, sustained by American politics and America

nation, with droves of human stock. You will see one of these human flesh-jobbers [flesh-sellers], armed with pistol, whip and
bowie-knife, driving a company of a hundred men, women, and children, from the Potomac to the slave market at New Orleans.
These wretched people are to be sold singly, or in lots, to suit 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
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!
of a rifle; the fetters clank, and the chain rattles simultaneously; your ears are saluted with a scream, that seems to have torn its
way to the center of your soul! The crack you heard, was the sound of the slave-whip; the scream you heard, was from the woman

and brutally exposed to the shocking gaze of American slave-buyers. See this drove sold and separated forever; and never forget
the deep, sad sobs that arose from that scattered multitude. Tell me citizens, WHERE, under the sun, you can witness a spectacle

the United States.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 45

Activity: The Emotional Appeal

In paragraph 45 Douglass argues from emotion. This online activity explores the emotional appeal
and how Douglass employs it. Use the browser’s ‘back’ button to return to this worksheet.

46. 1 was born amid such sights and scenes. To me the American slave-trade is a terrible reality. When a child, my soul was often

ships in the Basin, anchored from the shore, with their cargoes of human flesh, waiting for favorable winds to ygfg them down
the Chesapeake. There was, at that time, a grand slave mart kept at the head of Pratt Street, by Austin Woldfolk. His agents were
sent into every town and county in Maryland, announcing their arrival, through the papers, and on flaming “hand-bills,” headed
CASH FOR NEGROES. These men were generally well dressed men, and very captivating in their manners. Ever ready to drink,

to treat, and to gamble. The fate of many a slave has depended upon the turn of a single card; and many a child has been snatched
from the arms of its mother by bargains arranged in a state of brutal drunkenness.

47. The flesh-mongers gather up their victims by dozens, and drive them, chained, to the general depot at Baltimore. When a
sufficient number have been collected here, a ship is chartered, for the purpose of conveying the forlorn crew to Mobile, or

to New Orleans. From the slave prison to the ship, they are usually driven in the darkness of night; for since the antislavery
agitation, a certain caution is observed.

48. In the deep still darkness of midnight, I have been often aroused by the dead heavy footsteps, and the piteous cries of the chained
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Close Reading Questions, Paragraphs 46-48

What strategy of argument does Douglass employ in this section of his speech?

63. Americans! your republican politics, not less than your republican religion, are flagrantly inconsistent. You boast of your love of
liberty, your superior civilization, and your pure Christianity, while the whole political power of the nation (as embodied in the
two great political parties), is solemnly pledged to support and perpetuate the enslavement of three millions of your countrymen.
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

wrongs of the American slave, you would enforce the strictest silence, and would hail him as an enemy of the nation who dares to
make those wrongs the subject of public discourse! You are all on fire at the mention of liberty for France or for Ireland; but are

as cold as an iceberg at the thought of liberty for the enslaved of America. You discourse eloquently on the dignity of labor; yet,
you sustain a system which, in its very essence, casts a stigma upon labor. You can bare your bosom to the storm of British artillery
to throw off a threepenny tax on tea; and yet wring the last hard-earned farthing [a coin formerly used in Great Britain] from the
grasp of the black laborers of your country. You profess to believe “that, of one blood, God made all nations of men to dwell on
the face of all the earth,” and hath commanded all men, everywhere to love one another; yet you notoriously hate, (and glory in
your hatred), all men whose skins are not colored like your own. 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.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 63

How does this paragraph relate to the overall thesis of the speech?

What is the thesis of this paragraph?

How does Douglass’s sentence structure reflect the thesis of the paragraph?

68. Fellow-citizens! there is no matter in respect to which, the people of the North have allowed themselves to be so ruinously
imposed upon, as that of the pro-slavery character of the Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither warrant, license,

DOCUMENT. Read its preamble, consider its purposes. Is slavery among them? Is it at the gateway [the preamble]? or is it in
the temple [the body of the Constitution]? It is neither. While I do not intend to argue this question on the present occasion, let
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instrument, why neither slavery, slaveholding, nor slave can anywhere be found in it. What would be thought of an instrument
[legal agreement, in this case a deed], drawn up, legally drawn up, for the purpose of entitling [giving ownership to] the city of
Rochester to a tract [piece] of land, in which no mention of land was made? Now, there are certain rules of interpretation, for the
proper understanding of all legal instruments. These rules are well established. They are plain, common-sense rules, such as you
and I, and all of us, can understand and apply, without having passed years in the study of law. I scout the idea that the question

of the constitutionality or unconstitutionality of slavery is not a question for the people. I hold that every American citizen has a

the prevailing one. Without this right, the liberty of an American citizen would be as insecure as that of a Frenchman. Ex-Vice-
President Dallas tells us that the constitution is an object to which no American mind can be too attentive, and no American
heart too devoted. He further says, the constitution, in its words, is plain and intelligible, and is meant for the home-bred,
unsophisticated understandings of our fellow-citizens. Senator Berrien tells us that the Constitution is the fundamental law, that
which controls all others. The charter of our liberties, which every citizen has a personal interest in understanding thoroughly.
The testimony of Senator Breese, Lewis Cass, and many others that might be named, who are everywhere esteemed as sound
lawyers, so regard the constitution. I take it, therefore, that it is not presumption in a private citizen to form an opinion of that

instrument.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 68

Activity: Argument by Analogy

In paragraph 68, Douglass introduces another tool of persuasion, argument by analogy, which
is explored in this online activity. Use the browser’s ‘back’ button to return to this worksheet.

Conclusion (Peroratio), Paragraph 71

71. 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 surrounding world, and trot round in the same old path of its fathers without
interference. The time was when such could be done. Long established customs of hurtful character could formerly fence

darkest corners of the globe. It makes its pathway over and under the sea, as well as on the 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 is comparatively annihilated. 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 Celestial 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 now hide
itself from the all-pervading light. The iron shoe, and crippled foot of China must be seen, in contrast with nature. Africa must
rise and put on her yet unwoven garment. “Ethiopia shall stretch out her hand unto God.” In the fervent aspirations of William
Lloyd Garrison, I say, and let every heart join in saying it:

God speed the year of jubilee
The wide world o’er!
When from their galling chains set free,
Th’ oppressed shall vilely bend the knee,
And wear the yoke of tyranny
Like brutes, no more:—
That year will come, and Freedom’s reign,
To man his plundered rights again
Restore.

God speed the day when human blood
Shall cease to flow!

In every clime be understood,

The claims of human brotherhood,

And each return for evil, good—

Not blow for blow:—
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That day will come, all feuds to end,
And change into a faithful friend
Each foe.

God speed the hour, the glorious hour,
When none on earth

Shall exercise a lordly power,

Nor in a tyrant’s presence cower;

But all to Manhood’s stature tower,
By equal birth!—

That hour will come, to each, to all,

And from his prison-house the thrall
Go forth.

Until that year, day, hour arrive,
With head and heart and hand T'll strive,
To break the rod, and rend the gyve,—
The spoiler of his prey deprive,—

So witness Heaven!
And never from my chosen post,
Whate'er the peril or the cost,

Be driven.

Close Reading Questions, Paragraph 71

What are conclusions supposed to do?

Why is it important for Douglass to tell his listeners that he does “not despair of this country”?

On what does Douglass base the hope he expresses in this paragraph?
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Glossary

absolute: definite, certain quality
abyss-sweeping: blowing through valleys
accords with: matches, is the same as
accounted: considered

affirm: establish, declare

agitators: people who stir up feeling about political issues
anathemas: outrage

anguish: sorrowful pain

avails: aids, assists

avarice: greed

blasphemy: insult to holiness
bondman: slave

borne: carried

captivating: charming

conceded: agreed upon

consolation: comfort

conveying: transporting

dastard: coward

degenerate: corrupt, unethical
deliverance: freedom from oppression
denounce: publicly reject or criticize
discharge: firing

drove: herd

emancipated: free, liberated
equivocate: be vague, avoid commitment
evince: reveal, show

exceedingly: very

exordium: introduction

faltered: slowed

fashionable: widely accepted

fiendish: evil, cruel

flippantly descant: easily, carelessly speak
forbearance: patience, restraint
forlorn: sad, lonely

forms: bodies

gallant: brave, heroic

gauge: understanding

grievous: serious

hastily: quickly, swiftly

heart-rending: heart-breaking
hideous: ugly

impunity: freedom from punishment

infallibility: perfection, flawlessness
inundate: overload, overtake
large: important

license: permission

lingering: remaining, staying
locks: hair

lots: groups

mischief: trouble

mournful: sad

oration: speech

perambulate: walk about
perpetuate: continue

piteous: sad

placards: advertising posters
portending: warning, indicating
prevailing: most widely held
propagate: spread
proposition: proposal

quailing: shy, trembling
reared: raised

rebuke: criticize

reformer: one who wants change
rendered: made

reproach: expression of disapproval
sanction: legal standing
scandalous: offensive

scout: have encountered
serenely: calmly, peacefully
severest: strongest

shrouded: covered

singular: odd, unusual

submit: argue

sunder: separate, divide
sustained: allowed to continue
toil: work, labor

treason: a crime

tumultuous: noisy, expressive
unsightly: ugly

waft: blow

warrant: justification

wharves: docks

withered: dried
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