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What, to the American Slave, is your 4th of July? (abridged) 
Delivered by Frederick Douglass on July 5, 1852 

Read as part of the sermon at St. Paul’s, Wallingford, on July 5, 2020 

 
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. . . 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? . . . 
 

Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could 
be truthfully returned to these questions! Then would my task be light, and my 
burden easy and delightful…But such is not the state of the case. I say it with a 
sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of 
glorious anniversary! . . . 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. . . Do 
you mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day?  
 

I do not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of 
this nation never looked blacker to me than on this 4th of July!  . . . 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 constitution and the Bible which are disregarded and 
trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis 
I can command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery -- the great sin 
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and shame of America! 
 

. . . 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 . . . ; 
that, while we are reading, writing and . . . 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, . . . living, moving, acting, thinking, 
planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, and, above all, . . . 
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! 
 
Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? That he is the rightful 
owner of his own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness 
of slavery? . . . There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven that does not know 
that slavery is wrong for him. . . 
 
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 prayers and hymns, your 
sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are, to Him, 
mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy. . . 
 

Allow me to say . . . 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. ". . . 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. . . No nation can now shut itself up from the surrounding world and 
trot round in the same old path . . . A change has now come over the affairs of 
mankind. Walled cities and empires have become unfashionable. . .  
Intelligence is penetrating the 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 
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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 fiat of the Almighty, "Let there be Light," has not yet spent its force. No 
abuse, no outrage, . . .can now hide itself from the all-pervading light.  
 
 
 
So be it: AMEN. 


