(1:8) Frederick Douglass on the Fourth of July 4th: 
Critically Questioning the Dominant Ideology

Frederick Washington Bailey was born in Maryland in 1817. He was son of a White man and an enslaved African woman. As a boy he was taught to read in violation of state law. In 1838, he escaped to New York City where he married and changed his name to Frederick Douglass. Douglass delivered a Fourth of July speech in 1852 in Rochester, New York where he demanded to know, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” 

Source: Dunbar, A. ed., Masterpieces of Negro Eloquence (N.Y., 1914, The Bookery Pub. Co.), pp. 42-47.

“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? . . . 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 [given] 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 today?” 

“What to the American slave is your Fourth of July? I answer, a day that reveals to him more than all other days of 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 . . . There is not a nation of the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of these United States at this very hour.” 

	Think it over: 

1. Was Frederick Douglass correct in his criticism of American democracy? 

2. Do his criticisms still have validity today?

It’s your classroom:

1. Do documents such as these belong in the United States history curriculum? How much prominence should they receive?

2. How would you respond to colleague, student, or parents who questioned your decision to have students read and evaluate this speech?


