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Injustice Denied
Born into slavery, his father unknown, he was removed from his mother as an infant. He would be traded many times throughout his early life. He was both, the victim of and witness to, cruelty at the hands of his owners which would today be called sociopathic. In his revised autobiography, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass from 1817 to 1882, Douglass recalls his frail grandmother’s cruel death. Deemed too old to be of further use after a lifetime of faithful service to her master, she was separated from her family and left to die deep in the woods (73). This event is characteristic of the way victims of slavery were dehumanized at this time in American history. Determined to fight back, Frederick Douglass recognized at a young age that an education would be his greatest ally in the fight for justice. Despite laws designed to prevent slaves from leaning to read, or perhaps because of them, Frederick developed a voracious appetite for knowledge. He would secretly read at every opportunity, and by the time he was thirteen, began studying current philosophical arguments against slavery (58). At age twenty, Douglass fled his oppressors for the freedom offered to runaway slaves in the North (169). Arriving in New York, he became an outspoken advocate for the abolitionist movement. By conveying his first-hand experiences of the pain and suffering which was inflicted upon his race, Frederick Douglass’s stinging criticism of the pro-slavery policies held by America’s religious and governmental institutions was received by audiences as a credible and persuasive argument to outlaw the practice.

Appearing at the invitation of the Rochester Ladies Anti-slavery Society, on our nation’s 76th anniversary, Douglass is now thirty-four and an exceptionally literate and well-respected antislavery proponent. His speech is entitled “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” Invoking pathos, Douglass recounts the inspiring events surrounding our nation’s founding. His moving words fill the audience with pride and patriotism as they hear of the sacrifices made by our founding fathers and the reasons for which they were willing to give their lives in rejection of British oppression. Douglass reminds us, that the decision to stand up to the injustice inflicted by England on its colonies appears in hindsight plainly obvious, however it was not at all an obvious choice to the founding leaders, it required enormous courage and determination (par. 5). Douglass continues, today all free Americans are the benefactors of those sacrifices and we can only celebrate this Fourth of July holiday because of their valiant efforts (par. 15). The audience is no doubt very pleased, in their choice for speaker on this occasion. Douglas has touched the gathering with an emotional appeal to their patriotism and has recognized the greatness of the United States and the wisdom and courage of its founders. Certainly, however, many listeners are already considering Douglass’s indirect allusion. His argument logically flows to the unfortunate events taking place in many parts of the nation. At this moment, oppressed slaves are forced to endure brutality from a government, which does not fully acknowledge their humanity. How could anyone in attendance on this day, not arrive at the inescapable conclusion that our nation is founded on principles which directly contradict the practice of human enslavement?
At this point, Douglass transforms his argument from mere subtle insinuation, into a direct confrontation. Using ethos, Douglass reveals the actual reason for his appearance on this day. He is not here to honor his nation; he is here to chastise it! The following powerful passage reads like a Shakespearean soliloquy, each word is carefully chosen, every syllable conveys emotion. The speaker’s voice unconsciously builds intensity after each phrase. His crescendo of elocution concludes with a climactic ending not unlike a Beethoven masterpiece:
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 these 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. (pars. 45-46)
Douglass’s masterful use of cadence and imagery is chilling. Although it is overstated to claim that America has no rivals in barbarity, when viewed in the context of his years of subjugation, this allegation is understandable. Using loaded words such as hypocrisy, brutality, vanity and impiety, Douglass intentionally rattles his crowd. The audience is now fully alert to the enormous insensitivity of inviting a slave to partake in a celebration honoring freedom. 

To follow-up this incendiary language, Douglass strikes a softer tone. He now presents a logical dissection of the prevailing political and religious arguments used to justify chattel slavery. First, he calls attention to the nation’s false distinction between the international slave-trade and our internal slave-market. He observes that America actively condemns, as “inhuman,” the practices of foreign slave-traders (par. 47). Yet in the South, where slaves are marched long distances, “to be sold like horses, sheep and swine,” and children are routinely sold apart from their mothers, human trafficking is viewed as a respectable profession (pars. 47-52). By graphically depicting how slaves are processed for auction, Douglass exposes a disturbing, and largely hidden view of the domestic slave-trade. In addition, his first-hand experiences with slavery adds both credibility to his stories, and presents a human aspect to the victim’s suffering.
In his final argument, Douglas addresses the role of the Christian church in the continuance of slavery. He addresses the American church’s predominately-held view, that slavery is condoned within the Bible. If this is true Douglass exclaims, “I would say, welcome infidelity! welcome atheism! welcome anything! in preference to the gospel, as preached by those Divines!” (pars. 59-60). Douglass is using both irony and humor to emphasize his rejection of this argument; he is certainly not embracing atheism, however, his exaggerated language is an effective way to lighten the tone of an otherwise dire subject. He answers the American church, with a counter-argument differentiating their position with one adopted by the English church. Faced with a similar slavery crisis, the Church of England embraced the anti-slavery position, accepting this view as an obligation of their faith (par. 65). By offering this example, Douglass provides a moral basis upon which American churches can follow. Further expanding the Biblical foundation of his argument, he quotes Acts17:26: “that, of one blood, God made all nations of men to dwell on the face of all the earth” (par. 65). By invoking God’s declaration of man’s common origin, he adroitly moves his audience toward the path of unity through peaceful action.
Because he could convey, first-hand, the experiences of pain and suffering inherent within slavery, audiences received Frederick Douglass as a credible and persuasive advocate for the cause of abolition. His harsh criticism of the pro-slavery policies held by governmental and religious institutions spotlighted the glaring contradiction that slavery represented to a nation founded on the principles of freedom and equality. His courageous example in the fight against injustice will continue to inspire victims, wherever oppression exists. By forcefully resisting the brutal injustice of a society which labeled him inferior, he defiantly broke free of both, the mental and physical bonds, of American slavery.
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