
©THE BILL OF RIGHTS INSTITUTE 	 AMERICA’S CIVIC VALUES

HANDOUT D

THE HYPOCRISY OF AMERICAN SLAVERY (1852), by Frederick Douglass

...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?...

I say it with a sad sense of the disparity 
between us. I am not included within the pale of 
glorious anniversary! Your high independence 
only reveals the immeasurable distance between 
us. 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…. 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? …

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 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! 

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 sounds of rejoicing are 
empty and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants, 
brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty 
and equality, hollow mockery; 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—a thin veil to cover up 
crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages.  


