Document 17-5, “Frederick Douglas, Speech to the American Anti-Slavery Society, 1865” 


With the defeat of the Confederate States and the announcement of the 13th Amendment it was a time of hope for the black population. However, although the Civil War had ended slavery, it had not ended prejudice and racial injustice in either the North or the South. Abolitionists, such as Frederick Douglas, found a new calling as they realized that Reconstruction was not the end of their fight for freedom, but rather a new beginning.

Douglas realized that despite the passage 13th Amendment, freedmen at any time could be forced into a system of oppression that maintained white supremacy and limited the rights of blacks. Although Douglas felt that the 13th Amendment was a step in the right direction, he knew that freedmen needed additional rights to secure their newfound freedom in both the North and the South. In a speech to the American Anti-Slavery Society, Douglas argued “What advantage is a provision like this Amendment to the black man, if the Legislature of any State can to-morrow declare that no black man’s testimony shall be received in a court of law?” ( Farragher, Documents Set 224 ). Douglas claimed that without the right to testify in court, any white man could commit any act of violence on any black man at any time, without fear of being punished ( Farragher, Documents Set 224 ).  However, it was not only in Southern states that the rights of free blacks were in jeopardy. In fact the states of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio had already passed laws that prevented the testimony of blacks in court. ( Farragher, Documents Set 224 ).  Douglas felt as long as a state did not give full equality to every man or even made the distinction between man based on color that state was still a “slave State” ( Farragher, Documents Set 225 ).  In addition, Douglas bluntly proclaimed, “slavery is not abolished until the black man has the ballot.” ( Farragher, Documents Set 225 ). He and his fellow abolitionists knew that for equal protection under the law, blacks needed the power to control the law through the vote. While these rights would give blacks the right to protect themselves on a political level, Douglas knew that former slaves needed personal protection as well. Freedmen needed the right to bear arms, otherwise they would be at the mercy of any white vigilante ( Farragher, Documents Set 224 ). While the 13th Amendment ended slavery, it did nothing to prevent the formation of laws that restricted the freedom of former slaves.  Just as Douglas feared, many southern States enacted “Black Codes” that severely limited the rights of blacks ( Farragher 310 )

Douglas saw the period of Reconstruction as an opportunity to force the South into radical change. He felt that the South was only feigning loyalty as long as they were in the clutch of the “talons and beak of our glorious eagle”, in reference to the military occupation of the South by Union forces  ( Farragher, Documents Set 225 ).  He asked his audience what the loyalty of South Carolina was worth, to which they responded “Not a straw” ( Farragher, Documents Set 225 ). Douglas predicted that as soon as Union soldiers withdrew, the hatred of the South would be reborn with even more passion ( Farragher, Documents Set 225 ). He was right. When Northern troops did leave they did so amidst the wild cheers of Southerners. Their departure was followed by an epidemic of violence against blacks ( Reconstruction video ). Douglas supported the views of Radical Republicans who felt that a strong national government, prolonged military occupation, and strict requirements for the defeated Southern states were the only way to achieve equal political, economic, and civil rights for all people. ( Farragher 309 )

