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Primary Source Document Response to

“An African American Decries the Fourth of July in 1852”


Frederick Douglas spoke in 1852 the day after the United States of America celebrated its independence from Britain. He had spoken that day on the conflicting realities of the free white man and the enslaved black man. His comments did an excellent job of validating his point and denouncing a holiday that his audience was celebrating at the time. Frederick Douglas asks, “What to a Slave is the Fourth of July?” when people are most likely to realize their own hypocrisy.


The hypocrisy Frederick Douglas tried to bring to light was evident with his use of the phrase, “Fellow-citizens.”[1] This statement referred to the born free white individuals he spoke to and him, the black man that had to have his friends pay for his freedom. While using the expression he also makes the comment, “But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us.”[2] By stating that a free white man and a free black man aren’t celebrating this holiday when both are free citizens, lets those that hear the speech think of the situations that surround both groups. This isn’t a joyous time for a free black man. It is a time when the differences become heavier and more of a burden on those that are fighting to help others enslaved. These differences become shouts of joy in the faces of those that can

 not share the same glee. By speaking that day, he was trying to show those in the crowd the side of the non free men and women. He was trying to show them that celebrating your freedom while you hold a population of people captive is wrong. 


Frederick Douglas goes on to state that slavery is “the great sin and shame of America.”[3] He had used many insulting under tones through out the speech, but this comment blackened the eye of the country its self. On that day when the country celebrates its greatest achievement, it has committed its most terrible crime against humanity. On the very holiday that its citizens celebrated a unity of one nation independent from their foreign masters, Frederick Douglas insults their freedom for holding that freedom from others amongst themselves. Many whites were free of this shame by joining the abolitionist cause; however they did not wish to share their space or social equality with the slaves they worked hard to free. Douglas might not have been the best of choice for entertainment value that they, who asked him to speak, could have made. While his insulting speech of severe, but eloquent language, might have reached more people on that day above all other days with this particular

 speech. 


Douglass’ insulting points are some of his greatest assets in the fight against slavery. If he can show these white people a glimpse of the indignity that this slave system supports, they are more likely to comprehend something far outside of their normal realms of reality. His startling revelations to the ignorant white masses could only have been done with the truth. These truths which caused them to fight for their independence years before should have shown that the enslaved people of the United States were just men of a different color.
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