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FHEDERICK DOUGLASS, SEVENTY YEARS LATER 

An Address delevered at the Un.lvors:i.ty of Rochest,;ir, Februsr--,1 23, 1967, 
by Professor John Hope F1:ankl.in of the University of Chicago 

to commemorQt0 the Sesquicentennial of tho birth 
or F'rodc:rick Douglass 

One hundred and twenty-five years ago a young abo1ition-tst of' indordtable 

'Will and incredible coura;;se •-- indeed;i a rr..an of genius - visited Rochester for 

the first time. The:re iras as yet no university, but Rochester -was a growing, 

bustling tovn; and the cordial and progressive comrc:ur..ity raceived the young man 

-with open arns; and he fell in love ~rlth it. The fact that this young man was 

a Negr"O, Fred.01"ick Douglass, was the one thing tha"!:, set hi..m apart from a procession 

of ambitious., resourceful, and enteri;rising you.11.g Arr.ericans ·who were then seeking 

their fortunes in the new and prosperous area of western New York _that constituted 

the gate1,c::q to the fabu.lot:s 1 one could almost say exotic, area that lay be-yond 

Buffalo. And the w:.1rm, cordial treatment that Roch':'lster accorded Douglass in 

1842 set it apart from many of its neighboring cities in th.e way it received the 

Negro abolitionist. H:i.s hosts, Is'.:lac a:nd Amy Post, 11two people of all-aboun,i;ng 

benevolence" were not ntol"e amiable thnn brave, "for they never seemed to ask, 

What \..-rill the world say? but wa1ked straight forward in what seemed to them the 

line of duty, please or offend whonmo1:1ver it might." The Posts., and others like 

ttcm, made 1.t easy for Eoug1ass to mov0 to Rochester five years later andi in 

the e:r..sui:ri..;J twenty-five years, to become one of the first citizens of' the Flower 

City. 

There would sc3rcely be a tit,e -when Douglass 1 f eoling for Rochester \laned 

in enthusiasm, and the feeling w:1 s mutual. Dur:i.ng the years when he rr.ade Rochester 

his home and conducted his abolitionist activities from thero 1 he W33 grateful for 

the cordiality and unde:rs fonding that the citizens of the ci-ty ext.ended him. 
/ .· . l··, ,; 

;: _:. ! ,;_,,. ' '--" J 
Even when his home was destroyed by fire in 1872 he h:1rbored- no .. bitterness in the 

n,. 



great loss that he knew was the result of arson. When the people of Rochester 
b-u...~r . 

honored him by plaoing a marble ~a commemorating his distinguished services _ 

to mankind in Sibley Hall of the University. of Rochester after he~~';,~...._,( kh • .:.(7 

he.was moved almost beyond expression. The city .honored few citizens in death 

as it honored Douglass by having his remains lie in state 1n the City Hall with 

the mayor and the aldermen heading the list of notables who paid their last 

respects to this giant of a man who had adopted a oi ty that in turn adopted him. 

If Douglass loved Rochester, he loved no less the country that he served 

in· a ~dozen honoi:able ways. It was becausel ~e loved the United $tates- so much 

that he sought consfr,ntly to maki;'a better place for all its people~ Again: ·, 

and again he spoke of its beauty, its -1ealth, its.power, its capacity for grok'th am 

improvement. It was his confidence in_ the cap-acity of the natio~ to extend,~ustice 

to all that, on one occasion be said in a moment of despair, "There is heart and 
,:1,,; \: ' .,~'4 ~· ;. .;.~ 

.iStl.oquence still left in the councils of the nation, and these will, I trust, yet 

make themselves. potent in having both the Constitution of 1789 and the <k>nstitution 

vith the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments made practically the law of the land 

for all the people thereof." No defect in American life escaped his searching 

~~~·;7 and his withering criticism. And during his lifetime· there were so :nany 

glaring deficiencies in American life and,. indeed, so many that were ·pervasive that 

'they kept a sensitive person like Douglass not only busy but outraged as well~ 

As one views Douglass hammering away at. the defective aspects of American 

life and as ona begins to appreciate the relevance of his criticisms to the p:resent 

condition, one wonders if -it is the prescience of the nan or the persistence or 

the problems that makes the Douglass commentaries so timely today. He li~ed 

through the period when the District of Columbia lost its right of self-government. 

As a resident of the capital and as one who was deeply committed to the principle 

of self-rule, he was greatly distressed over the disfranchisement of washingtonians. 



"The District of Columbia, n Douglass wrote, 11is the one spot where thero is no 

government for the _people, of the r:eople, and by the people. Its citizens 

subr:d. t to ru1ers whom they kr-10 had no choice in selecting. They obey la-ws 

vhic..li thoy r...ad no voice in making. They have a plenty of taxation, but no repre

sentation.... I have notM.ng to say in favor of this anomalous condit::.on cf tha 

:people of the District of Cc1umb1.a, and hardly tM.nk that it ought to be er will be 

much longer endured., •.• 11 The ana1ysis 1.1as cogent, but the prediction fell far short 

of the n1:1rk. Excopt for tho recent grudging concession to them to participate in 

Presiden1ia1 e1ecM.ons, tha people of the District of ColurJbia seem )\o closer to 

effective self-govermcent today than they ·were when Douglass made his remarks in 

1885. 

From the time of e:Y!ancir,a tion, which ha had urgc:id upon President Lincoln 

'With llll th9 power that he could command, tho future of the Negro A,'":1erican was a 

continuing concern of Douglass. He scoffed at the idea that the Negro would 

become ext~-rwt, as n,__ar,y whites balisved and, perhaps, hoped. In one form and 

complexion or another, Douglass said in 1884., the Negro "may be counted u_pon as a 

permanent element of the populatio11 of the United States. Re is now seven 

millions, has doubled his number in thirty years, and is increasing more rapidly 

than the mor.J favored population' of the South." If the }iegro 'i-JaS he.re to stay, 

then he should rer:tdn in the South, Douglass believed. The Negro's best future 

"h 
lay in the South, he said, and ha took every Cpforturlity to coufiel against mass 

migration. He did not countenance the argu.'ilent that Negroes should move to the 

Nor~h. in. o:rd~r to escape the violence and intimidation to which they were sub-
1.v·--lc_ ';, c-"'J:.t •• ' 

jected,\ 11The business of this nation is to protect its citizens .::iJ1er3 _;th~ ~, 

he decla:Fad., not to transport them "1here they 1.tlll not need protection. r. When 

a consideral1le r.iumber of Negroes began to move North in th3 J..ate 1870 1 s ,Douglass 

was grnatly distresssd. "It is a sur:render, a premature disheartBning surrendar, 11 



he al"[;Ued, 11since it would secure freedom and free institutions by wJ.gration rather 

than by protection, by flight rather than by :right.,... It leaves the ·whole question 

of eqt1.al rights on the soil of the South opBn and still to c-e settled, w-i th the 

morel influence of the exodus agninst us, since it is a confession of the utter 

impracticability of equal ri£hts and equal protection in any state where those 

rights rn2,y be struck dmm ey violence. fl There were other reasons, moreover, why 

Douglass urged Negroes to reD"..ain in the South. ¥.dgration vould dilute their 

poll tical power and influence and :ronder ili11.,?ossiblo their election to office in 

the North where they would be outnu...rnberc<l and in the South where they numbers would 

be dir.rl.nished. Migration uould also de.:Itroy the· Negro's firm hold on t;he labor 

market. i..'1. the South, Douglass believed. There, he would be in a position to 

sell his labor on terms nora .favorable than in the Noi•th, whora he would be com

p-elled to compete with im.migrant labor. 1'his was obviomly an oversi1'i1plifi0d 

anaJ.ysis of the posltion of .Negro labor in the South in 1879. Already, tho position 

of the Negro worker in the sout.h vas, at best, t'ic,trgi:nal. In the irri.1-aed.iata :future, 

it would become even more tenuous, with the rise of industry from which he was 

excluded or in which he wo.s gi'ven only the mo.st lowly job::;. 

It is sig.nificant that Douglass did not argue' that Negroes should ren:ain 

in the South because of the possible «violence in the streetsrr that mlght be oc

casioned by tl1eir mass migration into Morthern cities.. He w::is imp1·sssed by the 

fact that tho scenes of lawless violence against the Dutch and Irish in New York 

and Boston had all but disappeared. He had no way of kn.o'Wing that his beloved 

Rocheste~ that had a mero five hu~d:red Negroes in lSBO would mve some 

by 19-60 and that their pres0nce would create animosities and problems that would 

t---:1x the resources and ingooui ty of ever-if segment of the conimuni ty. He 1,10uld have 

been appalled to contom:plata the pTosp-ect that by 1960 lllor-.a tJ:, .. Ern one-third of the 

?fogro po:pulation of twenty-two millions would live in twelve metropolitan areas 



of the North and West under conditions of discrimination in housing, employment, 

"'tind''edttoation that would, indeed, have terrified him. His remarks a·gainst imss 

migration out of the South were ineffective when he uttered them. They would be 

even more ineffective in succeeding years. 

This is not to say that Douglass lacked wisdom and insight into the problems 

that Negro Americans faced during his time. Nor :ls it to assert that he vould be 

ove.rwhelmed or rendered speechless by the gigantic problems that Negro Americans 

face at the present time. He knew too well the pervasive character of AmGrican 

racism in the late nineteenth century, an:i if ha was a bit sanguine about the 

eventual triumph of justice, he was certain that it would not come overnight. 

ttNowhere in the world are the worth ar.rl dignity of manhood more exalted in speech 
- . 

. ' 

and press than they a-re here," ha once declared, 11but nowhere is manhood pure and 
. ,. ;_. ~ - ·, .s 

simple more despised than here. We affect contempt for castes and aristocracies 

of the old world and laugh at their assumptions, but at home foster pretensions 

• far ·1ass rational and much more ridiculou.'3. n _ Ev~n so, he confidently believed 
• - 4 it,l.,i., li-U-c,'-1 

that there was reason to be optimistic. If liberty was not yet more than a name 
• ~ . 

_ and- if the suffrage was only a cruel mockery, he rejoiced that the laws and 
J/ 

institutions of the country were~sound, just, and liberal. 

It -was indeed because Douglass believed that the framework of the tirrerican 

social order was sound that ha wrote and spoke and worked so hard to induce the 

American people to conduct their lives and order their relationships within that 

framework. Nowara is this view more clearly set forth than in his remarks on.the 

decision of the United States Supreme Court in 1883 that doclared the Civil Rights 

Act of 1875 unconstitutional. He denied that he had a right to vie~ the deoision 

as a lawyer .would, although he did declare that in striking down a law that, urrler 

the Fourteenth Amendment,. sought to confer on Negroes the rights that white people 

enjoyed, the.Court acted in defiant disregard of what was the object am intent of 

the Fourteenth Amendment. What concerned him most of all was ·the significance 



of the aot and. the impllca tions of its being struck down. He said, tt!t is said 

. that this .decision will make no difference in the treatment of colored people; that 

the Civil Rights Bill was a dead letter, and could not be enforced. There is some 

. truth in all this, but it is not the whole truth. That bill, like all advance 

legiclation, was a banner on the outer wall of American liberty, a noble moral 

standard, uplifted for the education of the Arr.erican people •• ,. Thie law, 'thC>ugh 

dead, did speak. It expressed the sentiment of justice and fair play, common to 

every honest ~eart.· Its voice was against popular prejudice and meanness. It 

appealed to all the noble and patriotic instincts of the Atrerican people. It told 

the American people that they were all equal before the law; that they belonged 

to· a common country and were equal citizens. The Supreme Court hss hauled down this 

flag of liberty in open day, and before all the people; and has thereby given joy to 

the heart of every man Yho wishes to deny to others what he claims for himself. 

It i~ a concession to race pride, sel~ishness and meanness, and will be received 

with joy by every upholder of caste in the land •• • •• n 

It was in the broad area of civil rights that Douglass wote and spoke 

with a. ~ojgnancy and a~e7~~~•-(:i~t m~ke his views so~~:r;-!:venty-five years 

and more after he uttered them. '.Iha United States Commission on Civil Rights 

was established under an act pas·sed by Congr?SS in 1957.-More than a half-century 
! 

• after the death of Douglass.· The Commission's fields 'or inquiry - housing, voting, 

education, employment, and the administration of justice ...;. are the same fields 

with 'Which Douglass was so deeply concerned; an:1 his remarks about American 

deficiencies 1n those fields could well have been testimony taken by the Corn!:lisslon 

in one of its many hearings. 

During ~ouglass' later y~ars, the problem of housing for Negroes vas just 

becoming an ac.ute one. And in those days it emerged largely as a Northern probJ:etm. 

In the South most Negroes lived in the rural areas. In the towns and cities, they 
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lived almost everywhora; for no great importance was attached to the fact that 

some Negroes lived arnori.g the whites, as had been true before the Civil War. 

If they d:i.d live among the whttes, it wes assuned that tbey were there for the 

convenience of the vhi-tos., This., of course, created no problems regardlng churches, 

schools, or social intercourse, for all Negroes know th8ir"placo". If they did not, 

they would soon learn,. In t.'1.s }forth, on the other harid, them ;;as the tendency 

to .herd Negroes into some particular section of the city. This would make it 

easy to segregate then: end, ind0ed, to discr~mi~1te against them in other sph,;-es. 

Th:i.s is the beginning ,::i.£' Ht.1.rloms I the Bcd.ford--Stu;,vVesants, tJ10 Paradise Vailsiys, 

arr.I the Soutbsides,. 

Thero ensued the development of a pattern cf segregation and discrhination 

in bousir,g thct 't\f.'.:,s !n fuJ.1 flm,:er when the United States Commission on Civ:U. M.ghts 

began to make its studies in 1957. It led the CorrJ0.ission two years later to con

clude that • 11I~irst., a condde:r;i b1":.: nunber of Arnar:lc 1rns, by reason of their color or 

race, are being denied equal cppo:rtuni ty in housing., and Second, the housing dis

abilities of c:i.:ilored Mr:ericans are part of a n'""tional homdng crisis involvini a 

general shortage of low-cost housing.. 11 The Commission's findings that housing 

seems to be the ons cornmodi ty i.n the American rr:arket that is not f~eoly available 
tLlt:.:...:..r 

on equal terms to everyone who c11n afford to :pay is 1ps true in 1967 as it was in 

1957. That is why tho President of the United States recent1y, in an effoz·t to 

redeom a p1edge made when the first National Hou.sine Act was padsed, set. up a 
l:t_(/~:t~~ 

time:"'table of three years in wh:i.ch ho lfre};~ :for the complete elimination to 

r-Jcial barriers in housing. 

While Douglass did not frequt;tntly address himself to the problen of housing 

for Negroes, ho w,Js seEsitiv6 to the inudequac:i.es as woll as to the frequent. viola

tions of the sandd.ty of ·Negro hoilies,. Speakine; in 1883 he said that 11ai'ter· twenty 

years of so-called ertancipation., we aro subject to lawless raids of midnight :r:i.de:rs., 



who, vi th blackened faces, invade our homes and perpetrate the .foulest of crimes 

upon us and our familit1,;;;:-., '1.'b.is condition of things is too flagrant and notorious to 

require sp0cifications or proof. Thus, in all conditions of life and death ·we are 
• " .• • • o .. , ~- • • 7 

{.f...,tJ:t,.-•J..-f t.;r ·1t--" 

nat by the color line. n 

,,_-[I•,; ,rt~· ~-rt! ,_.:c.. ,,.,,,,, r,'--"'·•-, 

Ho uas especlally embittered;.._when his home was destroyed 

by fire in Rochester in 187?.. Upon arriving thorG f!'Cm ¼ashington., where he was 

editing the ~ ,1'£1ti,.QU.§.,1 fE.l, ho sought a room in tne of tha nearest hotels. At 

both he was greeted with the statement that "We are fulln until it was known th.at 

he was lirao.eri,ck Doughss., when q room 1.-ms .readily offored to him. 1!e did n~t 

accept I but went to the headqw::rters of the police to inquiro of the wherea houts 

of his d1sp1aced family., "Such treatment as this, 11 he asserted., 11does not tend to 

111ake a rnan secure oither in tis person c,r property. 'l'he spirit which would dcmy 

a mn shbJ.ter in a public house, needs but little change to deny hi,n shelter, even 

in his own house. It is the spirit cf hate, the spirit of murder, the spirit which 

would bum a family in their beds. I may be wrong, 11 he concluded, "but I fear that the 

sentiment that repelled me at Congress Hall burnt r;;y house. 11 

Th t... .. .... f t' du +1· n f "'-1e ~ 0 in tl1 U· • .t.. °"d n"" .t~ · C, • t'-- hi .,_ ry El .uJ..SGOj_"J O. ne 0 'Cau O.1. 0 .h-g.!.O,,S . 0 !U<,-..;c, .::,i.,a:.,G,, J.S ,u8 Sl>O. 

of depr:tvation, segregation, and d:i.scrirrd.nation., In tho post.,.Reconstruction years, 

thoro was novor & tirca -- or:crvhere in the United States -- where educstioml oppor-

tuni ties for ;;0groes approached the opportunities prov:tded for whites. In the 

North, where thu Negroes were regularly shunted off into ghettoes, the educutiorial 

policy fo:r Negroes wns c.haractF.:ri~ed by inferior prog:r'&tnS and even astonishing 

neglect of those. Only where thore wer,;1 ·1ru:1.u'3'.ilifi:i.ent numbers of Nefc;roes for 

separate schools did 1:ezroos freely attend schcols with whites.. },"ven in such 

Nogroos were rogula:rj:.-1 and system3tica11y discouraged ,-situations from pursuing ad-

vanced and 
p..,1.::f"'· r{.,:_{,,C:-~j 

collegiD;t;.;a..-A°ourscs. In the Souti:i.., vhere most Negroes lived unt11 the 

period fo11owinr; World War I, segregation in educution VGS universal and. dis-

criminution vas the pattern. School boards spent five to ten times flore for the 

education of \ihi te children tmn for the education of Negro children. ts thcugh 



r 

such discrimination was not enough, the United States Supreme Court in 1899 upheld 

the contention of a ·.Georgia School board that. when there were hsufficient. funds-
use its funds to 

for high schoo:ls for both Negroes and whites, it could/provide a high school for 

.rhites and no high school for Negroes. The pattern of segregation and discrln1ina

tion vas tc persist dow to the middle of the t-wentieth century. • Not until 1954 
' :•:·, 11:::-- · · 

did the Suprem_ e Cour}_re~p.enge; the 0 ... ti.me-:_lµmor~d_practices1by ~~cla3i'1n~~tri'1t segre_ga- .. 
~.,( 1,.rt.. WL ·=i· 1r:<..i.... cl. .. f..-:t:.<.1 .. u~ ,1.J;~.._, ? ift'-<- .4-c: ki.-& ('..; A -cit..~ q_(.t C(.. c._i~--~ ,,.,c .,;L.r~i ~ 

tion in public schools was unconst:'ltulional. 1\"F~ll the next decade and more,, inge111ous 

methods to ewde the Court's decree were devised/over the country. 

In the South the mGthods took the.form or massive resistance, pupil place

ment laws, and freedom of choice policies. They succeeded in keeping more than 

ninety per cent of the schools racially segregated. In the i;orth the practices 

took the form of gerrymandering the boundaries of school districts, constructing 

new school buildings at points where the school population would be racially homo

geneous, ani desertion of the inner city for the more attractive bucolic life of 

the ever-retreating suburbs. The pace of desegregation continued 'to be so very 

slow that a decade later the Court could remark that there had been more deliberate

ness than speed in following its decree of 1955. And in·l967 the United States 

Commissio~ on Civil Rights, after carefully studying the trends in school desegre

gation, lashed out at vhat it called the "racial isolationn caused by .!!2 facto 

segregation and reiterated its earlier contentions tln t schools in -w-hich Negro children 

predominate operate undere severe handicaps 

The views on educ~tion so recently expressed by the SupI'€me Court and by the 

Civil Rights Commission are essentially ,the views that Douglass held. And his state

ments on the subject could well hava been suboitted to the Commission during its 

hearings on education. First, ha would make certain that oo obstacles or distrac

tions should beset the young in their pursui. t of an education. "The ignorance of 

any part of the lmerican people so deeply concerns all the rest," he said, "that 

there can oo' no doubt of the right to pass laws compalling the attendance of every 



child at school. Believing that such is now required and ought to be enacted, 

\,.'El hereb--,t put gurselves on roco~·d :tn favor of st..:r:i.ngent laws to this end. rr 

Secondly, ho b.:1lievod that the task of public educ::ition ·was so stupz:,511clous and so 

import.ant that it required the total resources of. the nation to achieve the 

desirod goals. When the ilJ •. fatad Blai:r bill to provide fede:ral aid to education 

was before Congrass in lBC;C, Douglass was ono of its most ardent supporters. 

Recog;:-d.zing ths, bitter opposition 011 the part of r,1,.qrzy white Southerners in 

Congress., Douglass reminded thet:, that ·the bill would benefit uhito illiterates 

as well as Negro illiterates. 11To me it is a Bill in tho interest of both races, 

and is of a tendency to do away with the spirit of caste and of sectioncilism and to 

promote the ge?Y2ral welfare of diffusing k1w\.1ledge and on.lightonm2nt, in the darkes·t 

corners of the Republic 11here it is most needHd and where the people aro the least 

able to secure such knowli,kl.ge for thonselvss. 11 In tho third pbce, Douglass had no 

illusions about the evil consequences of segrer;ated education; and he consistently 

struggled to elirniraate it. fi.3 was <lelir;l1t0d, therefore., when Ch:1rles Summr· :i.n 

1870 proposed in his Civi.1 Rights Bill to abolish sog:regation in the public schools. 

"Educate the poor white children ar.d the colored children togeth3r; let them grow 

up to know th'.:lt color :rakes no dlfference us to ths rights of a man; that both t."he 

black tian and the whits man are at horn3; that the com1try is as !!tuch the country of 

one as of the other; and. that both togeth2r must rnake i iJ a valuable co'.mtry.... }la 

want mixed schools not because ou::- col·orod schoclo c1n:i inferio::: to white schooln 

not because color.:d inntructors a:re infer:i.or to white instructor3 1 but bec:mso ·we 

want to do away with a system which exalts one cbss and debases an:::iUicr. vle J.o.,k 

to mixed schools to te~ch tl-1::it worth an-J. ability are to be the cr::'..te:::·ion of l"..anhood 

and not. race and color. n H9 -was bi ttorly disa1-J:ointed when t:10 Southern lenders 

coalesced with Nort...hern pb.il::lntr.1ropists to force Congress t.c de1~{;8 the pro1;-:ision 

for the descgrogution of schools fro:n tho Civl 1 Rights Bill tlnt finally pa8r;ed in 1875. 



Thora were no educational opportunities, however attractive, that equippt)d 

the masses of Negro3s to make a decent, livelihood in the l1:1st quarter of the 
of the South 

nineteenth century. The vast majority, still in tha rur-al areas/and without the 

means to become independent farmers, eked out an existence as seasonal day 
tUY 

laborers or 1\sharecropper.!'l. The minority that livr:d in the urban centers of the South 

discovered that most of the doors of opportunity in the new industries were closed 

to them. In the r!orth they were compelled to compete with the vast nUinbers of 
white • 

immigrants from Europe and/mig:.-ants from the rural aroas and, invariably, the Negro 

was at some disadvantage. He did not luve the requisite skills, or he had no 

references., or he w-as not a union member, or thore Yere not enough Negro werkers 
a 

to mke up/separate work team, or so1Jll3thing eJ.so. Negroes., some claimed., could 

not learn to operate expensive and complicated machinery. Others said that Negroes 

were not ;,:eliable. 11.ost agreed that if there "1ere not enough jobs for all, the 

Neg1~ had to be excluded. 

The patterns of discrimination in employment were well formed by the time 

or the death of Douglass; and with the increase in the m.unbers of Negroes i..11 urban 

oantero in t:tio tve-ntieth century the situation became ac~a. Soon, cities such 

as New York, Chicago., Balti~oro, Philadelphia, and Clevsland had hundreds of 

thousands of Nogroec looking for work; and the per centl;!ge of unemployed among 

Negroes steadiJy increased. When .they_ griined employr::ant during a strike, they were 
· • ..,ti • t • r t .. /\.-.1,<.,-' (, ~i' i_._..._ r t' ., -·b t • w.1- 1 no apprecia ion or ne ,-proo_erns o ne ..Lc:l or movarnen • :,,_;?. 

denouncod by the unicr..s es scabs,J When there was no strike and they \r{?ught me~ber-

ship in the unions., thoy were excluded for one reason or another met that -was, 

infact, exclusion on the basis of race. Except duri?lg periods cf extraordinary 

demands for labor, such as during a '.Jorld War, Negro,9s experienced untold dif

ficulties in seCUtrlng substantially gn'inful employment. And even during the 

war, racial discrimination in employment jinrsiatad. J.:eanwhila, Negro worten had 

more success in securing gainful, if demeaning and f-OOrly paid employment. The 



dire consocrJ.ences in terms of the disintegration of the family, juvenile delln-

quonco, nnd tho loss of pride on the pc.rt of the Negro man were incalcuJ...9,ble. 

The Co.mmiesion on Cbril RJghts hns, dur:!.ng the past ten yea!'~:, taken a 

In 1960 the r-~ to of unerployrrent for 

Negroes was twice that of the wbite r-0pulat:i.on. In son::e cities more tbm one-

training further contdlruted to the ab;UH;y of sorna NHgroes to secure the requ1site 

skills, while di:::crirrd.:naU.on against them in app:rent:i.cesh:1p training programs 

often r'£lsulted in complete exclusion frorr: employr.'.1.ent op:r,,c.rt,nnitios. Noth:b:1£ 
"'fh"-i "--~-

f--01.lltS up the r,sd;ure au1 extent of the i:1:robaou11~han th,::) fact. that tho relative 
\ 

econcm:ic posi t:i.cn of th·s r:et;ro has not s1gn1.fica:ntJ.y lrqJroved in the past twenty 

lfo o:ne felt more deei;Jy than Dour:lnss the b:1 tter e:,;".)e:rlence of discrlmina

u tion in tus!employ;::~,:rrl:., end no one spoke more fool:tngly a'bcut 1 t. L•is eon, a p1::lnter, 

YJ$ unable to secur•e E:1mplcyt18nt for many r:ionths because of discrlrdn,.t:'.Lon against 

r.J.m.- He was refused a job hacause it was c1aimsd that at ona -time ho worked at a 

lower ~ate of ,w.gcs than that f:i.xed by the Prlnters• Ur.don and thet he had worked 

in n clty where the Unicn 1end.ste:J and did not bocor:e .a t'srr:bor. His son, Douelass 

provontod h:i.s gritting a high rate. He is denov.ncod for mt being a mornb3r of the 

Printers' Union by the v:Jry men -who would not permit him to join t..lis Union. He :ts 

not condermec. because he is not !l good pdnter.... There is no disguising the fact -

his crin~e was his color. It w::i.s his color in Denver., :i.t was his color in I'tochest.er, 

and it is his color in i,fa~·hini:ton today • 11 But tho strictures of Dou.;-;lass against 

tha employers and the tu'1ions went be--.7ond his criticism for the rd.stre3tmont cf 

his son. He noto:1 the v.niversal nature of discr:lmimt:ton in employment. The Negro, 

he said, 1'is rejected by trade u.nions, of every trade, am refused work while 
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he lives, and burial vhen he dies, arrl yet he is a;3ked to forget his color, and 

forget that which everybody else remembers. If he offers himself to a builder as 

a mechanic, to a client as a la-wyer, 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, ho is sternly met on the color line, and his claim to consideration in 

some way is disputed on the eround of color." No arguments offered in suppo:rt of 

the recent legislation and axecutive orders calling for fair practice~ in employment 

were xnora telling than those advanced ey Douglass more than seventy-five years agi>. 

The last years of Douglass were years of humiliation and degradation for 

. Negro Americans ln general. Seg:regation statutes in the Southern states increased 

· in .number and absurdity following the striking down of the Civil Rights lict in 

1883. In the Northern states, segregation and discrimination were almost as 

widespread. Lynch law replaced all. semblances of due process, _and it appeared 

that the courts would be closed to Negroes as far as allegedly serious crimes were 

concerned. In the cities, mobs hunted down Negroes and insulted then, taunted 

• them, even killed them. These were the embryos of the race riots tba t were to 

flare up and flourish during the decade following the death of Douglass. Thero 

ware Wilmington, North Carolina, Statesboro, Georgia, AtlantaJ Brownsville, 

Springfield, Ohio, and Springfield, Illinois. It seemed a waste of tirr-~ to 

t, Kegroes for rape, so when a mob insisted &n,taking out an accu~ed Negron., 

the only advice that the South Carolina governor could givra them -was that they 

should observe the proprieties. Even in the twentieth century., accused Negroes 

seldom ,enjoyed the advice of counsel at an early stage, :frequently had confessions 
4-l,{.1,,i/Jcf • 

•· l 

~ fro1n them under the most incredibly brutal circumstances J and enjoyed • 

no rights that an innocent citizen was entitled to enjoy unUl he vas proved guilty. 

The first quarter of the twentieth centur.r was a period of despair for 

the Negroa soldiers in Brownsville, Texas, whom President Theodore Roosevalt 

dishonorably discharged because the whites there said that im thay had shot up the 



town .. The S,Jn'.lto inveBt:lgation and 1ato:r di<l 

rr.:ako amends for t110 cruel injustio~.:s to vhich t_~sy were suhj0ct0d,. It \-!frn a 
f,'6 ·'-

P~J ri od of desp,:iir '~;r t.he l':ie;:1•0 defcr,lants of IG.ah.-o, ll.rh:msss, who h:.d no legal 

counsel, who 1m,e trled in a mob atmosphere in and convicted after a jur-J delibera-

tic~ cf f:.ve minutHs. 

that tho St·,prN:o Court 

It ..,ras no o:x1Jiatfou of' tho crfre 
"'ft-·~ _.;,_;.,• -

scr;~o yoc,,·s ltit•:n· -tl:i.l"i5'tzg.b out the convictiom; on the cbv:tous 

ground that there had bom::1 no due process of 1aw. 'Ihe lTi4hdministration of justfoo 

CJvil fd.ghts Corniss1.on when it began its 

:tt 11as to discover and exposo scor~s upon 

work in .1957.. In the folloiring decade, 
C,k ;ZN.., H~(,·ti {,, •• :..,,:f 

sc,rBB .,of the miscarrHge of ju:;t:i.c0, 
- :;.a, JJ 

ranging from what 1t cr.110d 11,.inJ.swful police violence II to "pr1va t0 11 1.1.ol.:::nc,3, 

to jury oxclusio:n. It, fo1.nx:1 t.hr.1t Et;'."3 r..ardcuffe1 f~igrc-ss had be,;.,n shct wh:i.l,3 :hi 
Ull3 r:1ed /v'e'{1£" •J.--· 

the cirntcdy of JYcgrc8s1 that sc:r.e/b::id been blackjocked to .:k,.:,,th as they 11resistcd 11 

vv.fi'.,::i•,; ·~,.-.J. ul.Cv 
arrest, m:d th.st. Nesro ,rriscner-s had been ldll0d)1rdor drmu:1~t,;11100s -t.21:rt were.t 

Do:i.glQSS clansifJod all such acHons as ths opo:cation oi' the L-.1nch Lsw. 

"Eve:ryon,:i lrncws that whnt is c~lled the lynch J.au is pecularia:rly the ls.w for colored 

pGople and for nobody else .... • The cr:1?10 of :i.nr:·olenco for which the N8Gro \ms 

formerly k:Ulod an,: for which lds k1.1lir1g irc1s jus.i.,ified, is as• c,,:slly pJ.e~tled ill 

excuse now, as it i,.,c1s :L"'l the al,?. thm and ;;hat is worne, it is sv.ffici:.:mt to 

make tho charge of insolence to provoke the knife er bullet. Th:i.s done) it is 

only necossa7 to say 1.n the nowspar-ers ~h:::t this dead :r;eg:ro was impudent and about 

to raise an i:nmETect.ion ar::d ki11 a11 the vhite i;eople, or th8t a \,hite won:an was 

insultotl by a Negro, to uull the co:nncirn:ce of the whi.te people of the Horth into 

:indiffernr:co and r"7cor,cna :! ts people 1 o s,)ch r.,urcler., no proof of guilt is required-. 

It is enough to accuse 3 to cor!der,111 e'C.d punish tho accus2d w-lth death. When h.:.:; is 
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It '..rill be rem,3mbered th1t at tr.:e close of the Civil War there vas no 

widespr0:.1d clar:1or tc extond th•1 suffl",it;e to th0 freedmen. Presidont Andrew 

Johnson described the Rc~dicals lr1 1g66 as bi':inc 7!wlldly ill favor of 2':€/;ro suf-

two years following th":, civil '.?cir th2 f•;of;roes were g:i.. yon the fmnohise., it ~•ms 
/.,i._/tt2~~~i~:. j : 

done bEig:ruJginely and only b{JC ms,) tb~ :1.ntr,,nsigent and uncooperative ~:i•t~n- .._. 
·io Cc,nf;rr ss 

of the S:.,utzier.10r-a i:n power indlcatod/t11st there i..ras no other W.'iy. Although 

Ir:.llrC{ cot1temp,:,r.~ries would cle.im, 1nd 1r311y poor students of h11story would fater 

assert. that Ne..;;roes ·wielded gre,'lt pcl:ttic:.l powar durl.ng Recrnst~:'.'uc-tion., that 
by ;,;egrocfJ 

is alBo in e1·:co:r·. But th0 posssssion of -tho franch:Lse/even for the 'brief pGriod 

lmown as }leconst£-uct,ion WdS enough to es':ablish anc1 pcr;p,:;tuc1],'J thr:i vio~; t}i1t, 
a 

tl10 vote in the h-:lr!.Cls of !J-eb::>oos is/dar:gorou;;! and sinister thine. 1.JheL 3::trthorn 

~o d:rlve tho r:og:rncs from fOlltical :involvar:,ont rm r11toge l·,her. JDn de.:'frmce of 

thnt made ths 1icg:ro Is voto in off octlvo, snd fhv111y, baginn-1 r1g in 129i..J wi i:.h tho 

Micsiss5.p;d. Cous t:i.tution:.:7- Cornronti.o~, one Sou thorn state aft-er .:.noth,~1· revL,ec~ 
the 
±:kJ! suffrage provisions i.n it,,; cor:Dtitutions in o::.·.:"ter to rr-:Jk, virtuE:1ly imp0ssibble 

the exercise of tho f.r.:inchise tT.f NegroeG. Then, to wake tho matt,:r doubly sure, 
~1f,_e 

they p1~ocvt;dc<l to o:~i:Jli1de 1-Zogr;loss from 1dr:'~ D1Jr:oc::·v:; tic f'rirr~:--.1~, 1t1h.~_:re ~11 tho 

'I'here then ensuo,1 a half ~~cell'sury of cffo!·t on the part of the lleg::.·o to 

was declarod unce:nstit,.;,tio1:.al. 

that b6gan ln 1923 an.1 Bndcc. with firn::,l clestruction in 

ths slow., p::;rsistont effort to fo1'ca ,.rhi-te rei,:;istr.:1rs in the South to 0rir-oll t7GJ':ro 



voters. The Commission on Civil Rights d1.scovo:rccd, in its hoarl:ngs in louishms, 

Minsissippi., and other Southern states, tbJt there were widm1pread practices by 

ve:re {tu.led out because thoy could not spell, could not intt::rpret tho constitution, 

&"--
~· cou1d not quo"c:,e the co:1s ti t:J.tion. 'J.'he Conmisdon evon d:i.scoverc➔d that ono of 

tho registrHs who disqu:.:lifiod a riogro bcc,;.1un0 he could not S}JelJ., d:i.d not spell 

the vo:rd s_pell co:r:rectly in her roport. T:be imrk of tne N. tc. A.C.P., The 

Ccngros3 of r:aci::..l Equ.a.li ty, the Southern Chri.;c1ttan Law:I,1rship Conference, tmd 

the Student l~onviolont Coo:rdinating Corrmd.ttee in conduct.in;::; vo·v~r regist.1.•a:;ion • 

d:rivos in th0 South did r,:uch to point 1.1.p tha ..rldosp;;;,e:.d pr.:icU.ceG of exclu.d:i.ng 

.Negroes from voting. 

DouglJss W:Jd one c~ the earlist und most co11.:::d.stent advocates of suffrage 

£XIX!! for Nsgro0s. In lpril., 1HG5, the month tha Civil War en.led, he rn;:,<lo a:n 6loquent 

plea fm." the extcnsio:n of tb2; :fruncilise to Negroes. "We 1,nmt tho vote, 11 he m:dd., 

"because it is our right, fh·st of all. No class cf rr:on can, without insulting 

their own 1ntur0, be content \d th any depri vr:-1 tion of thoJ:tr rights. He \,mnt, it again, 

as a n:eans of oduc,ting cur raca. ••• 9 By d:::pri ving us of su.i'fr·t1ge, you a.ffirm our 
:-; 

inc:::ip·:.1city to £em on intelligent ju3.gment respecting public mm and rublic mensures; 

you dGcl.:1ro bef o:co- ths i1orld thnt ti€ Sl"'e unfit xzj:_;: to exercise t11e o1octi ve frdnchise, 

and by this Il;ecins lead us to u.ndervaluG ourselves, to put a low estiuate upon our-

sslvos •••. 11 DougLrns WdS g::·e':l Uy pined, in th1, days foJ.lc~i:lng RGconstl'uction, 

and had misused th0ir J:,olitical powar. li,9 said that it was u-::,ter nonsense to claim 

"It is net th:1 ignoranco of tho ;Jt3g-ro, but th:.:i h11GvoL::ir,oa 
is 

tt•which/J;he real c:nrno of Southern 
'/ t :~ __ ,-J -.:;~· .c .• ,e[ ,. 

disor<lor/ i•It is easy to slwu th~ t tho illLor:.;;cy of the 

Negro h:1s no part or lot in tho di.sturbm~ces tlmr·e. 'l'hey who conte.n:l for di1;;f'ra.n-

ch:i.ser;1,mt on this gr<.,und, know und know very i.rell thsi t the:n3 l[; no truth 1.;h..:: l:,;";;V..Jl' in 

their contentions To make out their c.:iso they t7n1nt show that some opprossi ve und 
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hurtful measure bas been imposed upon the country by the Negro voters,. But they 

ca.nnot show arry such thing and they know it." 

Because of the persistence of the evj_ls that Douglass attacked, he spoke to 

our generation as voll as his o~n. His faith in his country and his commitment to 

its instit;utions were never shaken, even when it seemed that it was impossible to 

make aey significant head\.."ay against the ever-present and rancorous evil of race 

prejudice. Because he recognized the nature of the problem, he could face it 
/1..tuJ,t .f!a. /,;~.__c_.;/J.,, • ' 

with greater unde1·st!lnding and ~~. "Few evils," he said on one occasion, 

"are less accessible to the force of reason, or roore tenacious of life and power, 

than a long-staril.ing prejudice. It is a moral d~sorder, which creates the con-

di tions necessary to its own o::dstenco, and fortifies i-':.self by refusing all 

contradiction. It paints a hateful picture according to its cw.h diseased imsgina-
,;, 

tion, and distorts the features of tho fancied original to suit the _portrait. 

es those who believe in the visibility of ghosts con easily see them, so it is 

always easy to· see repulsive quali.ties in those we despise and hate. II 

The remedies for the conditions created by :racial prejudice and conflict 

were implicit in Douglass' analysis of th~ conditions. The public nrt1st make available 

the kir.d of' education and training for every citizen._,thi:it \tl.11 nuke it possible 

for him to function effectively in a free society. 'i'here must be fair employment 

that recognizes skills a11d not. color as thEi basis for the effective p:irformance 

of the required tasks. The govarnment should be strong enough and honoruble enough 

to protect the rights of the weak as ·well as the stror..g. EVery citizen must have 

the full and free opportunity to exe~cise the franchise in order to secure that 

better gover1rnent that will effectively adi11inister justice to all. Every citizen 
-

should employ every reasonable means to secure the enjoyment of ovary- oiY:11 right that 

is elljoyecl by others. 

It W--ds his un1erstanding of ths problems that his people and his country 

faced and it was the ceaseless efforts that he rr~de to solve them that caused the 

Rochester Chronicle in 1879 to insist that he must rank among the g:reatest of men, ----
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nnot only of this city, but of the nation as well - great in gifts, greater in 

'utilizing them, g:ra:1t in his ins pi t"ation, gre3ter in his efforts for humanity, 

.. g:rast in the persuasion of his speech, greater in the purpose that informed it. nn 

Douglass has recently been called the 11Fatherr 1 of the Civil Hights Revolu-

tion. This is a sobrique-t 110t easily won nor lightly coufe:rred. It w"fls wn because 

of tha consonance ot his vie\.JS a11d actions wi.th those who today soek equality. 

It w~s ~onferred because of tho growing reoog,-nition that his counsel and leadership 

are es fresh nnd as effective as they -w,3re scventy-.fi 11a yt1ars ago. A yourtg con-

temporary r\eg!"O poe~, Paul llP~re:i.co Dunbar, spoke of Douglass for his own generation 
r-·U.,t{tt,J!C.~1.,'1 t,:. l{_ v 6' lL '"1,L-f 

and for cuccccc.i.ngz onJ5;-1v,J.en he said, 

And ho was no soft-tongued apologist; 

He spote s~:raight-foruard 1 fearlessJ_y uncowed; 

The sunlight of his truth dispelled the mist 

And set in bold relief e!ich dark-hued clouj; 

To .sin and crime he ga-ve their proper hue, 

And hurled at evll "1hat was evil' fl due. 


