
Douglass’s speech at dedication of emancipation memorial (1876) 
 
It must be admitted, truth compels me to admit, even here in the presence of the monument we 
have erected to his memory, Abraham Lincoln was not, in the fullest sense of the word, either 
our man or our model. In his interests, in his associations, in his habits of thought, and in his 
prejudices, he was a white man. 

He was preeminently the white man’s President, entirely devoted to the welfare of white men. 
He was ready and willing at any time during the first years of his administration to deny, 
postpone, and sacrifice the rights of humanity in the colored people to promote the welfare of the 
white people of this country. In all his education and feeling he was an American of the 
Americans. He came into the Presidential chair upon one principle alone, namely, opposition to 
the extension of slavery. His arguments in furtherance of this policy had their motive and 
mainspring in his patriotic devotion to the interests of his own race.  

 
 

…I have said that President Lincoln was a white man, and shared the prejudices common to his 
countrymen towards the colored race. Looking back to his times and to the condition of his 
country, we are compelled to admit that this unfriendly feeling on his part may be safely set 
down as one element of his wonderful success in organizing the loyal American people for the 
tremendous conflict before them, and bringing them safely through that conflict. His great 
mission was to accomplish two things: first, to save his country from dismemberment and ruin; 
and, second, to free his country from the great crime of slavery. To do one or the other, or both, 
he must have the earnest sympathy and the powerful cooperation of his loyal fellow-countrymen. 
Without this primary and essential condition to success his efforts must have been vain and 
utterly fruitless. Had he put the abolition of slavery before the salvation of the Union, he would 
have inevitably driven from him a powerful class of the American people and rendered resistance 
to rebellion impossible. Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, 
cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was 
bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined. 


