Frederick Douglass, Fifth of July Speech (1852)

...My subject, then, fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and its
popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of view. Standing, there, identified with the
American bondman, making his wrongs mine, 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!
Whether we turn to the declarations of
the past, or to the professions of the
present, the conduct of the nation
seems equally hideous and revolting.
America is false to the past, 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 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 and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; I will not
excuse;” I will use the severest language I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me
that any man, whose judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder,
shall not confess to be right and just.
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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 a favorable impression on the public mind. Would you argue
more, and denounce less, would you persuade more, and rebuke less, your cause would be much
more likely to succeed. But, I submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What 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? Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is
conceded already. Nobody doubts it....What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not
divine; that God did not establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is
blasphemy in the thought. That which is inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a
proposition? They that can, may; I cannot. The time for such argument is passed.

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the ability, and
could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not
the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The
feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the
propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its
crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced....
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