
Slavery 

 

Slavery was a brutal institution. It did not originate in any human disposition to cruelty, but in an 

economic system that required cheap and totally controlled labor— the plantation system of the 

American South. This system was at first based on the growing of tobacco and rice, and then on 

the growing of cotton. In 1790, a thousand tons of cotton were being produced every year in the 

South. By 1860, it was a million tons. In the same period, the number of slaves increased from 

five hundred thousand to four million.  

 

The South developed a system of controls, backed by the laws, the courts, and the force 

employed by the slave owners. That system was not challenged by the national government. 

Indeed, the Tenth Amendment to the Constitution declared that the federal government had 

certain limited powers, and they did not include the power to do anything about slavery. Indeed, 

the Constitution legitimized slavery, providing for the return of escaped slaves to their masters.  

 

Against this system, slaves rebelled again and again, against enormous odds. They ran away, 

with more success, especially as the anti-slavery movement grew and helped slaves escape 

through what was called the “Underground Railroad.”  

 

The abolitionist movement consisted of white opponents of slavery and free blacks, many of 

whom had been slaves. They had to deal not only with the Southern governments, but with the 

federal government, which was cooperating with the slave owners. When the Fugitive Slave Act 

was passed in 1850, it offered the services of federal marshals and soldiers in capturing escaped 

slaves and returning them to their masters. Black and white abolitionists defied the law, and 

helped many slaves to escape. 

 

When slavery was abolished at the end of the Civil War by passage of the Thirteenth 

Amendment, it did not bring complete freedom. The former slaves, not given land or the 

resources to become independent farmers, often became serfs tied to their former masters.  

 

Although the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments promised equality and the right to vote, and 

for a period were enforced by federal troops in the South, that enforcement ended when Northern 

politicians made a deal with the Southern plantation class. Southern blacks were betrayed, their 

representatives forced out of the legislatures. Lynch mobs ruled the day. Thousands of blacks 

fled the deep South to escape violence and poverty. Others waited for the day when they could 

reclaim their right to equality. 

 

• • • 

 In 1829, David Walker, a son of a slave, but born free in North Carolina, moved to Boston. The 

next year he published a pamphlet, Walker's Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World, which 

became widely read and infuriated southern slaveholders. The state of Georgia offered a reward 

of $ 10,000 to anyone who would deliver Walker alive, and $ 1,000 to anyone who would kill 

him. Here is an excerpt from his Appeal.  

 

 

 



David Walker's Appeal (1830)  

 

I ask the candid and unprejudiced of the whole world, to search the pages of historians diligently, 

and see if the Antediluvians— the Sodomites— the Egyptians— the Babylonians— the 

Ninevites— the Carthaginians— the Persians— the Macedonians— the Greeks— the Romans— 

the Mahometans— the Jews— or devils, ever treated a set of human beings, as the white 

Christians of America do us, the blacks, or Africans. I also ask the attention of the world of 

mankind to the declaration of these very American people, of the United States. 

 

A declaration made July 4, 1776. 

 

 It says, 

When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 

political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the 

Powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of 

nature's God entitle them. A decent respect for the opinions of mankind requires, that 

they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.— We hold these 

truths to be self evident— that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 

Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these, are life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness; that, to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving 

their just powers from the consent of the governed; that when ever any form of 

government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to 

abolish it, and to institute a new government laying its foundation on such principles, and 

organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety 

and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate, that governments long established should 

not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, 

that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right 

themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train 

of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to 

reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty to throw off such 

government, and to provide new guards for their future security. 

 

See your Declaration Americans!!! Do you understand your own language? Hear your language, 

proclaimed to the world, July 4th, 1776— 

 

We hold these truths to be self evident— that ALL MEN ARE CREATED EQUAL! ! 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these 

are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness!! 

 

Compare your own language above, extracted from your Declaration of Independence, with your 

cruelties and murders inflicted by your cruel and unmerciful fathers and yourselves on our 

fathers and on us— men who have never given your fathers or you the least provocation!!!!!!  

 

Hear your language further! 

 



But when a long train of abuses and usurpation, pursuing invariably the same object, 

evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 

to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. 

 

Now, Americans! I ask you candidly, was your sufferings under Great Britain, one hundredth 

part as cruel and tyrannical as you have rendered ours under you? Some of you, no doubt, 

believe that we will never throw off your murderous government and “provide new guards for 

our future security.” If Satan has made you believe it, will he not deceive you? Do the whites 

say, I being a black man, ought to be humble, which I readily admit? I ask them, ought they not 

to be as humble as I? or do they think that they can measure arms with Jehovah? Will not the 

Lord yet humble them? or will not these very colored people whom they now treat worse than 

brutes, yet under God, humble them low down enough? Some of the whites are ignorant enough 

to tell us, that we ought to be submissive to them, that they may keep their feet on our throats. 

And if we do not submit to be beaten to death by them, we are bad creatures and of course must 

be damned, etc. 

 

If any man wishes to hear this doctrine openly preached to us by the American preachers, let him 

go into the Southern and Western sections of this country— I do not speak from hear say— what 

I have written, is what I have seen and heard myself. No man may think that my book is made up 

of conjecture— I have traveled and observed nearly the whole of those things myself, and what 

little I did not get by my own observation, I received from those among the whites and blacks, in 

whom the greatest confidence may be placed.  

 

The Americans may be as vigilant as they please, but they cannot be vigilant enough for the 

Lord, neither can they hide themselves, where he will not find and bring them out. 

 

• • • 

July Fourth is held up as a day to celebrate the struggle for freedom and independence. But the 

great abolitionist Frederick Douglass, himself a former slave and the editor of the abolitionist 

newspaper The North Star, dared to challenge the exaltation of the holiday. Here is part of his 

remarkable address to the Rochester (New York) Ladies' Anti-Slavery Society.  

 

Frederick Douglass, “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro” 

 

Mr. President, Friends and Fellow Citizens:  

 

He who could address this audience without a quailing sensation, has stronger nerves than I 

have. I do not remember ever to have appeared as a speaker before any assembly more 

shrinkingly, nor with greater distrust of my ability, than I do this day. A feeling has crept over 

me quite unfavorable to the exercise of my limited powers of speech. The task before me is one 

which requires much previous thought and study for its proper performance. I know that 

apologies of this sort are generally considered flat and unmeaning. I trust, however, that mine 

will not be so considered. Should I seem at ease, my appearance would much misrepresent me. 

The little experience I have had in addressing public meetings, in country school houses, avails 

me nothing on the present occasion.  

 



The papers and placards say, that I am to deliver a Fourth of July Oration. This certainly sounds 

large, and out of the common way, for me. It is true that I have often had the privilege to speak in 

this beautiful Hall, and to address many who now honor me with their presence. But neither their 

familiar faces, nor the perfect gage I think I have of Corinthian Hall seems to free me from 

embarrassment.  

 

The fact is, ladies and gentlemen, the distance between this platform and the slave plantation, 

from which I escaped, is considerable— and the difficulties to be overcome in getting from the 

latter to the former are by no means slight. That I am here today is, to me, a matter of 

astonishment as well as of gratitude. You will not, therefore, be surprised, if in what I have to say 

I evince no elaborate preparation, nor grace my speech with any high sounding exordium. With 

little experience and with less learning, I have been able to throw my thoughts hastily and 

imperfectly together; and trusting to your patient and generous indulgence, I will proceed to lay 

them before you….  

 

[Y] our fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the infallibility of 

government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to differ from the home government 

in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those burdens and restraints. They went so far 

in their excitement as to pronounce the measures of government unjust, unreasonable, and 

oppressive, and altogether such as ought not to be quietly submitted to. I scarcely need say, 

fellow-citizens, that my opinion of those measures fully accords with that of your fathers. Such a 

declaration of agreement on my part would not be worth much to anybody. It would, certainly, 

prove nothing as to what part I might have taken, had I lived during the great controversy of 

1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is exceedingly easy. Everybody 

can say it; the dastard, not less than the noble brave, can flippantly descant on the tyranny of 

England towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to do so; but there was a time when to 

pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of the colonies, tried men's souls. They 

who did so were accounted in their day plotters of mischief, agitators and rebels, dangerous men. 

To side with the right against the wrong, with the weak against the strong, and with the 

oppressed against the oppressor! here lies the merit, and the one which, of all others, seems 

unfashionable in our day. The cause of liberty may be stabbed by the men who glory in the deeds 

of your fathers….  

 

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— great enough to give 

frame to a great age. 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….  

 

They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. They 

were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They showed 

forbearance; but that they knew its limits. They believed in order; but not in the order of tyranny. 

With them, nothing was “settled” that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and humanity 

were “final”; not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such men. They 



were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out the more as we contrast it 

with these degenerate times….  

 

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here today? 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? and am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and to 

confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from your 

independence 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. For 

who is there so cold, that a nation's sympathy could not warm him? Who so obdurate and dead to 

the claims of gratitude, that would not thankfully acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so 

stolid and selfish, that would not give his voice to swell the hallelujahs of a nation's jubilee, 

when the chains of servitude had been torn from his limbs? I am not that man. In a case like that, 

the dumb might eloquently speak, and the “lame man leap as an hart.”  

 

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 this 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. 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. To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to 

join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, 

citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak today? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And 

let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose crimes, towering up 

to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, burying that nation in irrevocable 

ruin! I can today take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and woe-smitten people!…  

 

Fellow-citizens, above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of millions! 

whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, today, rendered more intolerable by the jubilee 

shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully remember those bleeding children of 

sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof 

of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the 

popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach 

before God and the world. 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….  

 

What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their liberty, to work 

them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them 

with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them with 

dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, 

to starve them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus 

marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have better 

employment for my time and strength, than such arguments would imply….  

 

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the ability, and 

could reach the nation's ear, I would, today, 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.  

 

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 denunciations 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. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices 

more shocking and bloody than are the people of the United States, at this very hour.  

 

Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and despotisms of 

the Old World, travel through South America, search out every abuse, and when you have found 

the last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and you will say with 

me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival. 
 
 


