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AFTERMATH
D e B e o 8

Frederick Douglass regarded the Declaration of Independence as a
"watchword of freedom.” But he was tempted to turn it to the wall, he
said, because its human rights principles were so shamelessly violated.
A former slave himself, Douglass knew what he was talking about.
Douglass thought that enslaving blacks fettered whites as well and that
the United States would never be truly free until it ended chattel slav-
ery. During the Civil War, he had several conversations with Lincoln,
urging him to make emancipation his major aim. He also put unremit-
ting pressure on the Union army to accept black volunteers, and after
resistance to admitting blacks into the army gave way, he toured the
country encouraging blacks to enlist and imploring the government to
treat black and white soldiers equally in matters of pay and promotion.

Douglass had great hopes for his fellow blacks after the Civil War.
He demanded they be given full rights—political, legal, educational,
and economic—as citizens. He also wanted to see the wall of separa-
tion between the races crumble and see “the colored people of this
country, enjoying the same freedom [as whites], voting at the same ballot-
box, using the same cartridge-box, going to the same schools, attend-
ing the same churches, travelling in the same street cars, in the same
railroad cars, on the same steam-boats, proud of the same country,
fighting the same war, and enjoying the same peace and all its advan-
tages.” He regarded the Republican Party as the “party of progress, jus-
tice and freedom” and at election time took to the stump and rallied
black votes for the party. He was rewarded for these services by ap-
pointment as marshal of the District of Columbia in 1877, as recorder
of deeds for the District in 1881, and as minister to Haiti in 1889. But
he was also asked by Republican leaders to keep a low profile, was
omitted from White House guest lists, and was excluded from presi-
dential receptions even though one duty of the District marshal was to
introduce the guests at White House state occasions.

Douglass was puzzled and then upset by the increasing indifference
of Republican leaders to conditions among blacks after the Civil War.
In 1883 he attended a convention of blacks in Louisville, Kentucky,
which met to discuss their plight and reaffirm their demand for full civil



American citizens, to make our politicians better. Only remember and be-
lieve that there is nothing that the North wants so much to-day, as your
recognition of the fact that the old relations between you and us are forever
restored-—that your hope, your pride, your policy, and your destiny are one
with ours. Our children will grow up to despise our childishness, if we can-
not do away with our personal hates so far, that in the cause of an established
nationality we may join hands under the old flag.

To bring about this reunion of the two sections of the country in the old fel-
lowship, should be the leading object of the approaching Centennial. A cele-
bration of the national birth, begun, carried on, and finished by a section,
would be a mockery and a shame. The nations of the world might well point
at it the finger of scorn. The money expended upon it were better sunk in the
sea, or devoted to repairing the waste places of the war. Men of the South, it
is for you to say whether your magnanimity is equal to your valor—whether
you are as reasonable as you are brave, and whether, like your old chief, you
accept that definite and irreversible result of the war which makes you and
yours forever members of the great American nation with us. Let us see to it,
North and South, that the Centennial heals all the old wounds, reconciles all
the old differences, and furnishes the occasion for such a reunion of the great
American nationality, as shall make our celebration an expression of frater-
nal good-will among all sections and all States, and a corner-stone over
which shall be reared a new temple to national freedom, concord, peace,
and prosperity.



rights. In his keynote address, which is reprinted here, Douglass vividly
portrayed the discrimination and persecution his people encountered,
but he continued to believe that "prejudice, with all its malign accom-
plishments, may vet be removed by peaceful means.”

Born into slavery in Maryland in 1817, Frederick Augustus Wash-
ington Bailey learned to read and write despite efforts to keep him il-
literate. In 1838 he managed to escape to freedom and adopted the
name Frederick Douglass. Shortly afterward he became associated
with William Lloyd Garrison and developed into such an articulate
spokesman for the antislavery cause that people doubted he had ever
been a slave. In 1845 he published his Narrative of the Life of Freder-
ick Douglass, an American Slave, naming names, places, dates, and
precise events to convince people he had been born in bondage. Doug-
lass continued to be an articulate spokesman for the black cause
throughout his life. Shortly before his death in 1895 a college student
asked him what a young black could do to help the cause. Douglass is
supposed to have told him, “Agitate! Agitate! Agitate!”

Questions to Consider. In the following address Douglass was speak-
ing to a convention of blacks in Louisville, but his appeal was primarily
to American whites. How did he try to convince them that blacks de-
served the same rights and opportunities as all Americans? How power-
ful did he think the color line was? What outrages against his people
did he report? What was his attitude toward the Republican Party,
which he had so faithfully served? Were the grievances he cited largely
economic or were they social and political in nature?
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Address to the Louisville Convention (1883)
FREDERICK DOUGLASS

Born on American soil in common with yourselves, deriving our bodies and
our minds from its dust, centuries having passed away since our ancestors
were torn from the shores of Africa, we, like yourselves, hold ourselves to be
in every sense Americans, and that we may, therefore, venture to speak to
you in a tone not lower than that which becomes earnest men and American
citizens. Having watered your soil with our tears, enriched it with our blood,
performed its roughest labor in time of peace, defended it against enemies in
time of war, and at all times been loyal and true to its best interests, we deem
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Frederick Douglass. Douglass’s greatest work came before and dur-
ing the Civil War. One of the most eloquent and magnetic of all the
abolitionist leaders, he contributed enormously to the antislavery
cause. During the Civil War he pressed hard for the enlistment of
blacks to fight in the Union armies on an equal footing with whites.
After the war he continued his efforts for civil rights, including black
suffrage. For his services to the Republican Party he received appoint-
ments as secretary to the Santo Domingo commission, marshal
and recorder of deeds for the District of Columbia, and U.S. minister
to Haiti. (National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution/Art Re-
source, NY)



itno arrogance or presumption to manifest now a common concern with you
for its welfare, prosperity, honor and glory. . ..

It is our lot to live among a people whose laws, traditions, and prejudices
have been against us for centuries, and from these they are not yet free. To as-
sume that they are free from these evils simply because they have changed
their laws is to assume what is utterly unreasonable and contrary to facts.
Large bodies move slowly. Individuals may be converted on the instant and
change their whole course of life. Nations never. Time and events are re-
quired for the conversion of nations. Not even the character of a great politi-
cal organization can be changed by a new platform. It will be the same old
snake though in a new skin. Though we have had war, reconstruction and
abolition as a nation, we still linger in the shadow and blight of an extinct in-
stitution. Though the colored man is no longer subject to be bought and sold,
he is still surrounded by an adverse sentiment which fetters all his move-
ments. In his downward course he meets with no resistance, but his course
upward is resented and resisted at every step of his progress. If he comes in
ignorance, rags, and wretchedness, he conforms to the popular belief of his
character, and in that character he is welcome. But if he shall come as a gen-
tleman, a scholar, and a statesman, he is hailed as a contradiction to the na-
tional faith concerning his race, and his coming is resented as impudence. In
the one case he may provoke contempt and derision, but in the other he is an
affront to pride, and provokes malice. Let him do what he will, there is at
present, therefore, no escape for him. The color line meets him everywhere,
and in a measure shuts him out from all respectable and profitable trades and
callings. In spite of all your religion and laws he is a rejected man.

He is rejected by trade unions, of every trade, and refused work while he
lives, and burial when he dies, and yet he is asked to forget his color, and for-
get that which everybody else remembers. If he offers himself to a builder as
a mechanic, to a client as a lawyer, to a patient as a physician, to a college as
a professor, to a firm as a clerk, to a Government Department as an agent, or
an officer, he is sternly met on the color line, and his claim to consideration in
some way is disputed on the ground of color.

Not even our churches, whose members profess to follow the despised
Nazarene, whose home, when on earth, was among the lowly and despised,
have yet conquered this feeling of color madness, and what is true of our
churches is also true of our courts of law. Neither is free from this all-
pervading atmosphere of color hate. The one describes the Deity as impar-
tial, no respecter of persons, and the other the Goddess of Justice as
blindfolded, with sword by her side and scales in her hand held evenly be-
tween high and low, rich and low, white and black, but both are the images
of American imagination, rather than American practices.

Taking advantage of the general disposition in this country to impute
crime to color, white men color their faces to commit crime and wash off the
hated color to escape punishment. In many places where the commission of
crime is alleged against one of our color, the ordinary processes of law are set



aside as too slow for the impetuous justice of the infuriated populace. They
take the law into their own bloody hands and proceed to whip, stab, shoot,
hang, or burn the alleged culprit, without the intervention of courts, counsel,
judges, juries, or witnesses. In such cases it is not the business of the accusers
to prove guilt, but it is for the accused to prove his innocence, a thing hard for
him to do in these infernal Lynch courts. A man accused, surprised, fright-
ened, and captured by a motley crowd, dragged with a rope about his neck
in midnight-darkness to the nearest tree, and told in the coarsest terms of
profanity to prepare for death, would be more than human if he did not, in
his terror-stricken appearance, more confirm suspicion of guilt than the con-
trary. Worse still, in the presence of such hell-black outrages, the pulpit is
usually dumb, and the press in the neighborhood is silent or openly takes
side with the mob. There are occasional cases in which white men are
lynched, but one sparrow does not make a summer. Every one knows that
what is called Lynch law is peculiarly the law for colored people and for no-
body else. If there were no other grievance than this horrible and barbarous
Lynch law custom, we should be justified in assembling, as we have now
done, to expose and denounce it. But this is not all. Even now, after twenty
years of so-called emancipation, we are subject to lawless raids of midnight
riders, who, with blackened faces, invade our homes and perpetrate the
foulest of crimes upon us and our families. This condition of things is too fla-
grant and notorious to require specifications or proof. Thus in all the rela-
tions of life and death we are met by the color line.

While we recognize the color line as a hurtful force, a mountain barrier to
our progress, wounding our bleeding feet with its flinty rocks at every step,
we do not despair. We are a hopeful people. This convention is a proof of our
faith in you, in reason, in truth and justice—our belief that prejudice, with all
its malign accomplishments, may yet be removed by peaceful means; that,
assisted by time and events and the growing enlightenment of both races, the
color line will ultimately become harmless. When this shall come it will then
only be used, as it should be, to distinguish one variety of the human family
from another. It will cease to have any civil, political, or moral significance,
and colored conventions will then be dispensed with as anachronisms,
wholly out of place, but not till then. Do not marvel that we are discouraged.
The faith within us has a rational basis, and is confirmed by facts. When we
consider how deep-seated this feeling against us is; the long centuries it has
been forming; the forces of avarice which have been marshaled to sustain it;
how the language and literature of the country have been pervaded with it;
how the church, the press, the play-house, and other influences of the coun-
try have been arrayed in its support, the progress toward its extinction must
be considered vast and wonderful. . . .

We do not believe, as we are often told, that the Negro is the ugly child of
the national family, and the more he is kept out of sight the better it will be
for him. You know that liberty given is never so precious as liberty sought for
and fought for. The man onfraced is the man tn make the attery Nonand



Our meeting here was opposed by some of our members, because it would
disturb the peace of the Republican party. The suggestion came from coward
lips and misapprehended the character of that party. If the Republican party
cannot stand a demand for justice and fair play, it ought to go down. We were
men before that party was born, and our manhood is more sacred than any
party can be. Parties were made for men, not men for parties.

The colored people of the South are the laboring people of the South. The
labor of a country is the source of its wealth; without the colored laborer to-day
the South would be a howling wilderness, given up to bats, owls, wolves,
and bears. He was the source of its wealth before the war, and has been the
source of its prosperity since the war. He almost alone is visible in her fields,
with implements of toil in his hands, and laboriously using them to-day.

Let us look candidly at the matter. While we see and hear that the South is
more prosperous than it ever was before and rapidly recovering from the
waste of war, while we read that it raises more cotton, sugar, rice, tobacco,
corn, and other valuable products than it ever produced before, how hap-
pens it, we sternly ask, that the houses of its laborers are miserable huts, that
their clothes are rags, and their food the coarsest and scantiest? How hap-
pens it that the land-owner is becoming richer and the laborer poorer?

The implication is irresistible—that where the landlord is prosperous the
laborer ought to share his prosperity, and whenever and wherever we find
this is not the case there is manifestly wrong somewhere. . . .

Flagrant as have been the outrages committed upon colored citizens in re-
spect to their civil rights, more flagrant, shocking, and scandalous still have
been the outrages committed upon our political rights by means of bull-
dozing and Kukluxing, Mississippi plans, fraudulent courts, tissue ballots,
and the like devices. Three States in which the colored people outnumber the
white population are without colored representation and their political voice
suppressed. The colored citizens in those States are virtually disfranchised,
the Constitution held in utter contempt and its provisions nullified. This has
been done in the face of the Republican party and successive Republican
administrations. . . .

This is no question of party. It is a question of law and government. Itis a
question whether men shall be protected by law, or be left to the mercy of cy-
clones of anarchy and bloodshed. It is whether the Government or the mob
shall rule this land; whether the promises solemnly made to us in the consti-
tution be manfully kept or meanly and flagrantly broken. Upon this vital
point we ask the whole people of the United States to take notice that what-
ever of political power we have shall be exerted for no man of any party who
will not, in advance of election, promise to use every power given him by the
Government, State or National, to make the black man’s path to the ballot-
box as straight, smooth and safe as that of any other American citizen. . ..

We hold it to be self-evident that no class or color should be the exclusive
rulers of this country. If there is such a ruling class, there must of course be a
subject class, and when this condition is once established this Government of






