
B0nj2min Qua:cles 

To bo invited to open the Frederick Douglass Commemorative 

Series is an honor which I deeply appreciate.·· I heve alwoys 

found it stimulatinG to turn may attention to I~'rederick 

Douglass and it is espec :i a11y era tifyinr: to do so in this 

particular city and undor such distinguiE>hec3. Et"Uspices. The 

University of Hoc hes ter performs something of a pubJ.:i.c service 

in presenting such a series. 

The Universlty 1 s deeision to dovote this opening lecture 

to Frederick Douglass would seem highly appropriate .. In his 

rrareer the usable past comes into its own . .riis wor·ds have a 

contemp~rary ring and his outlook is scarcely less instructive 

for our day than for his" If today the civil rights movement 

has become a major issue in our country, certainly this may 

warrant a fresh look at the race relations reformers of the 

nineteenth c0ntu1~y. If today the voice of the lfogro himself 

is now being listened to as never before, certainly this may 

warrant a fresh hearing to an eloquent Negro American refor;;wr 

who lived in a day as unqu:Let as OUI' o;,.;-n. 

A figure of heroic proportions, one who contributed not­

ably to making A1norican democracy a viable force, Dou3lass 

was destined to cast a long shadow. 
I I 

miracles crowded 

11Were ever so many Y// 

into a. single life? 11 asked a contempo1°ary. 
.,.?-' 

/''" 
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The da.y and year of his birti1 uro uncc1•tain, for he was born 

a slave. But when he died five state legislatures adopted 

resolutions of regret, and at his last rites, held in 

Washington on a winter afternoon in 1895, two United States 

Senators and a Supreme Court justice were numbered among the 

honorary pall bearers. A Washington Post editorial stated 

·that he 11die#n an epoch which he did more than any other to 

create. "t/1/ 
Douglass indeed did symbolize raany characteric American 

traits, perhaps most obviously the driving force to pull one­

self up by his bootstraps. After twenty_ years in slavery, he 

fled to New Bedford, Mas~achusetts, where for three years he 

li ve·d a hand-to-mouth existence. Things t·ook a turn for the 

better in 1841 when he came an abolitionist lecturer, follow­

ing the accidental discovery of a fluent tongue and a talent 

for the public platform. 

His subsequent career{yflected the central issues of 

his times. In 1847 here at Rochester, he became editor of 

an anti-slavery weekly which he published for sixteen years. 

In 1848, he took a prominent part in the Seneca Falls Convention 

in New York. which formally inaugurated the worn·an I s rights· 

movement in l-h2. .. tlncJ:rd&~.Ji.::S. During the Civil War he recruited troops 
-the //a ,t..-r/ .fiq0,_ • • • 

for the Union Army, and he urged the Lincoln administration 

to strike forcefully against slavery. After the war he worked 

for a Reconstruction policy tnat would guarantee the right to 

vote without respect to race. Beginning in 1877 he received 

high federal appointments from successive Hepublican 
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administrations, becoming in turn Marshal of tho District of 

Colunibia, Hecorder of Doods for the District, and Minister 

to the .Republic of Haiti. 

Who. t is it that rnako s Douglat1 s a fi 0uro worthy of our 

attention? Let four of his contemporaries suggest an answer. 

Frederick Law Olmsted, who traveled extensively in the slave 

states,· wrote or Dougl~ss fn 18$1.p "All the statesman::ihip 

and kind mastership of the South has done less, in fifty years, 

to elevate and dignify the African race, than ho in tcn. 11 ~ 

Another contemporary opinion of Dou6 lass was expressed by 

Mark Twain in a letter to President-elect James A. Garfield 

on January 12, 1881, urging him to reappoint Douglass as 

Marshal of' the District: 11I offer this petition with peculiar 

pleasure·and strong desire," wrote Twain, "because I honor 

this man's hish and blemishless character and so admire his 

brave, long crusade for the liberties and elevation of his 

race. 11 \f:::✓ 
Writing ten years earlier Senator (and lator Vice­

President) Henry Wilson struck an even broader note: 11The 

main interest and importance of l'1Ir. Douglass 1 s career, aro 

public, 1~a ther than personal. :Full of thrilling adven turo, 

striking contrasts, brilliant passages, and undoubted useful­

ness., as his history was, his providential relatio_ns to some 

of the most marh-Jd facts and features of American history 

constitute the chief elements of that interest and importance 



which by common consent bolong to it.•¾•nis moro rounded 
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view of Douglass was cxprossod by Governor 1heodore Roosevelt 

when ho camo to ilochestcr on June 10, J.899, to speak at the 

unveiling of tho· Douglass monument: 11 I am proud to be ar,lo 

to do my part in paying respect to a man who was a worthy 

roprosontativo of his race becnu.se he was a worthy represent-

ative of the American 
• 11 \6,/ 

DH t:LOllo %a 
./ 

Like other men of mark in history, Douglass had much to 

ovorcome. One of tho woll-i~nown lifo wri tors 01 1 recent times, 

~mil Ludwig, has pointed out that groat men are not gods--

that they have beon r;rippod by the SEJ:me all-•too-hrnnan passions, 

repressions and encumbrances which afflict every other mortal-­

but that they achieved greatness because they fought through 

to thei1~ goals. The New '11estament phrase, nHe that over­

cometh., 11 is personified in Douglass .. 

To say that Douglass's career was strewn with obstacles 

is to put him in the general class of achievers. The odds 

against Douglass, however, were especially great and they 
. 

stand in stark contrast to tl1e unusual kind of man he became--

well-rounded., high-principled, and of a spacious outlook .. 

Hence the distinctive, indE:ed peculiar., nature of his upstream 

ca:r·eel"' would seem to warrant our appraisal. What circum­

stances enabled Frederick Douglass to emerge from the shadows? 

If anyone wero entitled to be called a self-made man, 

sureJ.y it was Douglass. But oven in his case t:O.ere we:-ce out-

ward circumstances that cannot be ignored. To begin with, 



Douglass came to nwnhood in a day whon :eo:formist movo~:ienta 

were in ferment. The quarter of a century preceding tho 

Ci viJ. Har was chf;lrac tori zed by crusades, among trrnm woman I s 

rights, temperance, world poace, universal education, and 

p1"ison improvement. Foremost of these reforms in shaping 
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this co1.mtry 1 s destiny was the abolitionist; c.r·usado--the 

movement to wipe out slavery. Hence when Frederick Douglass 

joined the abolitionists in 151+1, the times were favorable 

for a man of his antecedents and his talents. Tho anti­

slavery platform was a school for the training of orators, 

and Douglass did not take long to bocom.o na cato.ract that 

roared. 11 

If the times operated to the advantage of Douglass, so 

did the locale--the particular places he lived. True he was 

born a slave, but at the age of eight he was sent to Baltimore. 

City slavery was less oppressive than plantations lave17, the 

former offering far more 11elbow roomolt 11A city slave, 11 wrote 

Douglass, llis almost a freeman, compared with a slave on the 

planationon If Going to live in Baltimore laid the foundatio:1, 

and opened tho gateway, to &.11 my subsequent pro.sp,::i ....... i ty. it µ./ 
His first ten years in f reedcm Douglass spent in /' 

Massachusetts. At New Bedford, his first place of residence, 

be soon learned of an abolition society made up 01~ Ne0 roes. 

He joined their ranks, leaving only to become a full-timo 

agent ft .L.' 
0.1. vD8 Hass~J.clrnsctts Anti-Slavery Society'. liere ho 
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met William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips and their fallow 

reformers. Thoso dod:i.catod mon Etnd worn.on gave Douglass a 

helping hnnd. 1t11 0 t.hoso friends, earnest, courageous, 

inflexible, ready to own roe ns a man and brother, against all 

tho scorn, contempt, and dorision of a alavory-pollutod 

atmonphero, I owo my success in life, 11 he wrote in later 
\?t·( 

years •;'::?"t,nd, as Dou2;lass himself noted, his ea1·ly bofr:i.enders 

numbered many Negroes. The first two of tiwse wero David 

Ruggles., se ere tary oi' the New Yorl-~ Vigilance Cammi t too, with 

whom he spent his first two weeks in freedom, and Nathan 

Johnson of Now Bedford., who provided a roof for t .he young 

rune.way and his bride, and bestowed upon him the surname 

Douglass .. 

' After nearly ten yoars in Massachusetts, Douglass in. 

1847 moved to Rochester where he was to spend the next twenty­

five years. Again during tho shapin;::; years of 11:i.s life, he 

was fortunate in his place of residence. Rochester, an 

enterprising town of 30., 000 in the 18~_0 1 s, was an important 

station in the underground railroad. Myr·on Holley, a son of 

Hochester., had boon one of the founders of tho Liberty Party 

• 1" 1 0 in OLj. • Five years earlier the women of Rochester had 

organized an anti-slavery society. In lBL~J, Rochester had 

been tho site of a state convention of Negro 0 s even though 

the town I s own colored population numbered o.s_raly L~00 ~ 

Douglass never regretted coming to Eochester._ 111 know 

of no place in the On:ion, 11 ho wrote in lotl2, "whero I could 
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have located at the time with less resistance, or received a 

larger measure of sympathy and cooperation, and I now look 

back to my life and labors there with unalloyed satisfaction, 

a.nd having spent' a quarter oi' a century amon~ its people, I 

shall always feel more o.t hotn0 thoro tho.n anywhere else in 

this coun~ry. "¥ · 
R0chester had indeed met Douglass half'-r:ay. In conduct­

ing his underground activities, he received valued assistance 

f'rom such men as Samuel D. Porter. In March 1852, the 

Rochester Ladies' Anti-Slavery Society contriouted $233 to 

\J~ the support of Douglass' s weekly newspaper_;;•' Later that year 

the women had met at Corinthian Hall to hear him deliver one 

of his most forceful and widely reprinted lc;ctures, nwhat to 

the Slave is the l<'ourth of July'?n , 
I 

A final outward circumstance contl'ibutjng to the rise 

of Douglass was his personal appearance. His looks helped 

him. He was well-proportioned, being tall and broad-shouldered. 

A newspaper editor, N. P. Rogers., described Douglass-as he 

looked in 1841--the year in which he became an abolitionist 

lecturer. 11A commanding person--over six feet., we should say, 

in height, and of most manly proportions. His head would 

strike a phrenologist amid a sea of them, and his voice would 

ring iike a trumpet in the field. Let the South congratulate 

itself that 
, he 

her i1/\had 

he is a fugitive. 

remained about the 

It would not have 

plan\tions a year 
A 

been safe for ·v 
- It /, 

or two lon 6 er. /' 
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Like Rogers, James .Husell Lowell., who saw the youthful 

Douglass frequently., was impressed by what he ·.so.YI: 11'.l'he very 

look and bearing of Douglass are eloquent,n wrote Lowell in 

~a44., 11and are full 01' an :i.rresistible logic against 
~11,/ • 

oppression of his race. ?Even after the i'irst flush 

the 

of: 

youth., Douglass retained his power to make a lasting 

impression on people seeing him for the first time. On one 

occasion while waiting in President Lincoln's outer office 

on August 19, 1864, i?ou·glass was the object of a close 

scrutiny by Joseph T. Mills, another White House visitor. 

Mills reported his impressions to Lincoln and then hurried 

home to write them down in his diary: 

Mr. P~esident I was in ybur reception room 
today. There in a corner I saw a man 
quietly reading who possessed a remarirnblc 
physiognomy. I was rivetted to the spot. 
I stood and stared at him. He raised his 
flashing eyes and caught rue in the act. I 
was compelled to speak. Said I., Are you 
the President'? No replied tho stranger, I 
am F'rederick Dou,,,·lass ./13./ . ,. ~ 

His arr>es ting appearance and the· times in which he lived 

by no means account for the full measure of Dout;lass' s 

accomplishments. Paul Lawrence Dunbar did not have Douglass 

in mind when he said that some men are born groat, some men 

achieve greatness., and some men lived during Reconstruction 

times. Fame did not come to Douglass unearned. uGreatness 

was inherent_in his being, and circlli~stances simply evoked 

it," wrote William H. Crogman, a late nineteen-ch century 

Negro cOllege preaident.v:j:: 
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His own qualities 01· mind enabled Douclass to move 

inexorably toward his goals. At the base .of these mental 

qualities was a thirst for knowledge. 'l'he first great 

ambition of the young Douglass was to master the printed 

page. As a slave boy of 12 years old in Baltimore, he took 

the first pennies he ever owned and bought a popular book of 

orations. He then bribed white boys on the docks to teach 

him to road. Often he had no money left to buy writing 

materials. "Dur:i.n 0 this tirie, 11 as he tells it himself, nmy 

copy-book was tha board fence, brick wall and pavement, my 

pen and ink was a lump of chalk.u 

To D.ouglass freedom from chattel slavery was bllt half a 

victory unless followed by a. liberation of the mind.. He 

expressed the opinion that there was no useful thing a man 

might do that could not be better done by an educated man 

than an uneducated one. Heferring to his slavery background, 

he wryly observed that some know the value of' education by 

having it. "I know its value by not having it. 11 Speaking 

at Storer College in 1880, nouglass shared his credo with 

students. 11If, 11 said he., "a man is_without education . ., he is 

but a pitiable object; a giant in body, but a pigmy in 

intellect, and, at best, but half a man •.... Education, on the 
• -

other hand, means emancipation; it means light and lioerty. 11 ~ 

Throughout his lif'e he exhibited this desire to learn, ~ 
to lead a ric~ lif'e in the brain. He acq~ired .a personil 

library of over ten thousand volumes; he started to learn 



French when he was over seventy. Always to make a new man 

of himself--this was his goal. 
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Douglass was a l(:)a.rner hecause of his desire to increa&e 

his effectiveness as a reformer and to improve the qu:;lity of 

life itself. This twin pur_pose made Douclass a hctrd-worker, 

one tow hom conscientious preparation became a way of lif'e. 

He-never wrote an article or gave a speech without first 

doing his homework carefully. One example _may suffice . 
. 

After discussing slavery in a speech given at Moorfields, 

:r:ngland on May 12, 18l~6, Doue;lass lists his sources, to wit: 

11 The laws referred to may be found by consul "Ging Brevard I s 

Digest; Haywood's Manual; Virginia Revised 

Digest, Missouri Laws; Mississippi Hevised 

Code; Prince's 
\)0•/ 

Code.~he 

vocabulal'y of denunciation Douglass knew full well, but his 

language was more than the perpetually indignant and passion­

ate agitation against wrong. His wor'ds were the product of 

what today would be termed scientific research. Douglass 

was never careless with the facts. In 1845, when he had 

just turned twenty-seven, he wrote his· autobiography, 

NAHRATIV.E: OF' LIFE O:i? FREDERICK DOUGLASS, ~hich went into 

eleven editions within five years. One reason for the success 

of the Narrative was its credibility--the book was soundly 

buttressed withs pacific data on persons and places, not a 

single one of them fictitious. 
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Richard T. Greener, 1'irs t Negro graduate of Harvard 

College, in ·speaking of Douclass nt memorial exercises held 

by the city of Boston on December 20, 189~, took note of his 
. 

thoroughness. "He seemed to have the grand Miltonic scorn 

of ·coming into a contest oi' thought unprepared; with his 

blade not well sharpened, the hilt untried, and the point 

not tested, 11 said Greener. "I dare assert, judged by any 

papers of eminent American Sta tesmun, that I'll'. Douglass will 

be found never to have been careless in the form of his 
\Jr'✓ 

thought, never regl..igent in his method .nr 
As careful as he was with~acts, Douglass was equally 

as meticulous in putting his thouBhts in writing. The most 

£·Ur s ory examination of his papers will shov; that he wrote 

over and over again, striving for clarity and precision. 

It may be that Douglass was so careful in composing his 

sentences ·bec 0 use he knew that almost everything he wrote 

would find its way into print and ·perhaps into posterity. 

At any rate, Douglass would have agreed fully with. a present­

day literary critic, Herbert Hill, that 11th0 urgencies of 

social protest cannot be invoked as an excuse i'or s .rwddy 

undisciplined writing. Por writin 6 without artistic quality 

can only lead to dull and inei'fec ti ve protest literature. 

Indeed, for the writer, a serious and purposeful commitment 

to racial justice and social action requires the most 
~\7: / 

intense devotion to li torarv- technique and_· art_istic discipline . 11 IA 
v 7 
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The sense of personal responsibility thnt went into 

his literary efforts was characteristic of Douglass. He 

did not believe in wiitine for things to take a turn for 
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tho botter. As a slave he rnado two attempts to escapo, not 

losing hoart bocttu:~:e tho f'irst wo.s thwartod. Dosiroug of 

freedora he boean, as he put it, to pray with his legs. In 

1894 Douglass was paid a visit by Daniel Hale Williams .i 1"irst 

physici·an i.n the world to operate successfully on tho human 

heart, and a charter member of' tho American Colleqo of 
0 • ' 

J,, i f l 

S H • b j t ' 1 • d f F ' 1 -1T ' t 7 / f/ L ct'/) /".,' UPgoons. av1.ng .. s ~rouo es us nea o· ·:c•oea.men s 10.spJ. a.,." 1 ··1·-

/1 ),r!') 
Williams dr•ove out to the Douglass residence seeking adv:Lce. 

The words of the aged reformer, then 77, might have been a 

capsule of his own careor: "The only way you can succeed, 

Dan, is to override the obstacles in your way. By tho 

h • • • do" n 1./;,.·_.r.j. power t at 1.s within you, do what you hope to ~ 
, 

Those words to Dr. Willim,1s were typical of Douglass .. 

He was always urging Negroes to bo up and doing whatever 

betido.. He knew ·what it. was to be black in his native land 

but he did not believe that prejudice absolved its victims 

from tho exercise of personal responsibilityo In the very 

r"'irst issue of his nowspapc:i°r, tho :North Star, ho stated his 

credo: "While advocating your rights, the North Star will 

strive to throw light on your duties: uhile it wlll not· 

fail to make kr.i.own your virtuos, it 1--lill not shun to discover 

your ·faul.ts o 11 (/)-~ 
. . ~,,,,,~ 
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To say that Douglass bolievod in racial self-roliv.nc0 

does not mean that he was ngainat cooperating with whitoa. 

"It is gallant to go fo,."th ~d.nglo-}1ar,d0dly., but is it wis0? 11 

ho sc;.:l.d in a speech on John Brown.. Douglass was opposed to 

sopara te., all-Negro orgr . .r . .izo.tions., bol:loving thu t a solid 

colorod minority would tond to polarize racial rosontmonta. 

llenco, he took a stand., for exD.,'.:1plo, against the for;:;rn.tion 
I 

in 1888 of a woman's suffrage association of colored wo:uon .. 

"I have a.osociated with white poople in various sociotios, 1t 

urot;e ho, 11in anti-slavery soc:~oties., tomporv1.nce societies, 

li te1"ary aocioti0s, woman I s suffrage socio ties, and I soe no 

roason why educated and well informed colorod wor.10n should 

not do the 
~)./ 

S fl.mo e II ~'.:c<"' 
..,.,,,v, 

Douglass reunoned that the Negro was an A'norican a.."ld 

that inasrrn.1.ch as there could bo but one America, a nation 

within a nation would be an unomuly., In addressing a 

Nogro high school graduating class in Baltimor·o in tho 

closing year of hie life, Douglass pointed out th&t ~the 

evils now crushing us to oarth hnve thoir root und sup in 

this nari"'ow spirit of raco ax1d color, and 'WO havo no mo1~0 

right to 

Far 

,t;> J . • .,_ t' L> '' - fl\).,'")~,/ 
J.OB cor 1 i. nan mon O.l e.ny O'tn0.c• race.. \..--<" 

.;;.::,?'"/!,..-,,.,~-

from being a se1f-sogi•ogator, Douglass might indeed 

be called a mains troo,m Negro. Ho believed that tho t1"u0 

mission of Ar;1e:.:0 ica was to rorn.ove bnrriors be two en it~. )GOpl0, 

making for mobility rather than rigidity. Ho uas too caref'ul 

a thi:nkor to b0lievo that a Negro organizction--churc:h., c1ub 



or fraternity--waa inferior by virtue of its being Negro. 

Indeed when he moved to Wo..shington he a.t_t0nded a Negro -

church--the African Methodiot Episcopal Metropolitan church 

(although ho nevor b0cam0 a r11emb0r, despite the pas tor 1 s 

cordial invitation). But he did not believe that separation 

was the solution to the Negro problem. 

Douglass did not advocate a policy of ngo-it-alo,:1e.u 

But he did hold that the Negro's white friends could not 

do for him what he could do for himself. Douglass held it 

as an article of faith that the Negro•s destiny was largely 

in his own hands. ur.f we succeed in the race of life, it 

must be by our own energies, and our own J.... n " ex0rv1.ons.:i 110 

said over and over. The :Negro should be his own rnan,, speak­

ing up for himself. This was necessary, affirmed Douglass 7 

not merely to inspire the colored peoplo themselves but to 

£urnish doubting whites with an object lesson in the Negro•s 

readiness for equality. 

Douglass knew what it was to become oner s own spokesma:n, 

having taken this step in 1847 while on the threshold or 

his career. In that year he had b:rnken with the Mas_sachusotts 

abolitionists. As much as he a&~ired them he left their 

ranks when he beca.'lle convinced tr..ut • their atti.tud0 t oT,·mrd 

him was to some dogroe patronizing, smacking of' "fathor knows 

boet." They wanted Douglaas to stick to a script thoy had 

written -:fox-him, oon.finin3 his sp00ches to his expe:Pi0nc0s 

as a slave rathor th[l.n h1.n ro.floctions as a man. Douglass 
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refused, having o:'.)onod his ey0s 1 as he phrased it, 

out of them t.b,.r•ough ffnothe1"' toJ.oscop:~o pooplo, 

and looked 

observed 

Douglass, ovor 11 stood forth in tho a tti tudo of froedor,1 11 

unlo:-rn so1:10 o:no from among th(3rnsel voLJ had arison to load them 

on to victory. 

A final consid,3ration of Douglass RS a ninotoenth contu:r7 

mover and shaker must take noto of his quuli tios of tho spirit. 

F'9remost among these wus a so:nso of hu::n.anity that cro.ssod tho 

ba:;:-rior of raco and color., Douglass was broad a."ld encorr:pas s •• 

ing in his outlook and sympath:Los.. This ocumonical spi:"i t 

was perhaps tho more unusual ina~nnuch 11s Douglass was pro-

Negro to the core. 11 Wha:te v o :r ., J._ • .l. cnfaJ.,,ac 1.10r or capacJ. r:.y you 

ascribe to us," he told a New York audience in May 1853, 

nr am not ashamed to bo numberod ,-d. th this race. I utterly 

nbho1~ and spurn with all contempt possible that cowardly 

cor.i.nec-

Nogro critics in the 

tributo to his battlo for the Nogroe On Ap:,.1il 2, 1886, Fo:r'~UJlO 

w~oto as follows: "Of course I do not agree 

but the fight for tho rac0 is thoro and that 

But Douglass was not ethnocentric; instead, his interests 

em.hraced the fam.5.ly of man. As he said on one occasion, 

blacl::: peoplo uoro his pGoplo, tho yolJ.o,; pooplo wore hi[o 

poople and the whi to poop1o 1ro:co his peoplo., n·N ow, as 

a.lwuys,n h0 ·wroto in a pri.vato lottor in Apr:tl 188Li., nr 

for any movement whenever thoro is a good c~use to-promo 



,. 
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a right to assert, a chain to be broken, a burden to be 
\r I 

• I \/~: I / 
removod, or a w:pong to oo r0dro::.1r.;ed.' \.,,_,,,..~, 

;·· 
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In pa.rt Douplass's broad outlook ston:uned from his oarly 

association with such figures as William Lloyd Garrison and 

Wendell Phillips, whose roform int0r0st were far-ranging. In 

part, too, Douglass 1 s broad syw:r:iathios may have resulted f'rom 

boing a. Negro. Paradoxically, it would seem, his b0lon35.ng 

to a de.spisod group had g:i.v0n him a doopor, more inclusive 

sense of human brothorl1.ood. Douglass ts doop interest in th0 

plight of his follow men may bo viewed as a mark of maturity 

if wo aro to bell.eve the now school of ncgo p,sychology. n 

But wr1atovor the reasons DougJ.ass boloagod to ntho 

fellm-rnhip of the concerned.n His own success n0v0r lulled 

his conscience, loading him to murmur, nsoul) t&ke thine 

r easo., • He could bo numboI•ed among those who mour•:;:-rnd man I s 

i:nhur;1ani ty to 11uu1., Opp1•0ss0d poopies in otho:P lands evoked 

his words of support--the Iri~h under England, tho Hunga:r•ians 

1.1 ... ~de:r• Austria and the Cubar.i.s under Spain .. 

Of tho non-racial dome::it:l..c reforms that engaged -Do1.1glass ts 

attention, ,-roman' s rights took r.d.ghost rank .. is of no 

0 0X 11 ,;_; • j said Douglass in 181-i.7, -and thx•oughout his life no mar1 

was o.. more t'.;ealous wonan ts :ci.:;htor.. Ignoring vo11oys of 

critic ism and o.bu.so, he took part in many of the state and 

national convont~onB hold by tho ombattlod Horn.en's groups., 

Age did not dininish interost. On his last afto~noon 

he att,sndod a moo ting of the National Co1..mcil of 1.·lomon in 



Washington., D.C., at which he was warmly received. He 

returned home and as ho and his wife were talking aftor 

dinner, his heart gave way. 

Nearly tuo hours later., as the National Council." of. 
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Wome? opened their evening session., Mary Wright Sewall, the• 

presiding of.fleer, took solerr:n noto of his passing. It was 

a historic coincidence . ., she said, that the man who embodied 

the struggle between liberty and oppression should have spent 

his las_t day in company with the seekers of 11a new expression 
• ~\-}/ 

of freedom.>It was a sentiment Douglass would not have 

quarrled with, being not wide of the mark. 

A final estimate o:f Douglass as an achiever would 

perhaps be incomplete without mention of two :.Soft spots. 

He was a Republican., inflexibly and immutably, his devotion 

to that party being sealed late in 1872 when the Republicans 

of New York sent him to Washington as the bearel" of the 

State's electoral vote for Ulys~es S. Grant. It was 

Douglass who gave us tha.t gem ·of political literature, nThe 
• ~':;!.-

Republican party is the deck; all els~ is the sea~Douglass 

was somewhat a waver of the "bloody shirt, tt ever identifying 

the Democrats"as the party of the rebellion. By 1890 the 

Republican party had deserted the colored man, spurred by 

Northern merchants and industrialists who felt tha.t business 

was hurt by the "Negro issue." But even after the Republicans 
~ . 

had begun to woo the South' at the oxpense of the Negro, 

Douglaos remained a party faithful. 
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Douglass's econo~ic bel~efs had a similarly restricted 

scope. Making money--tl1.0 cash nexus--found in him an ardent 

advocate. He urgod }fogrfe to think twice bef9re following 

the biblical adxnonition not to lay up for themselves treaa:uros 

· on earth. Himsolf moderately well off, he re.fleeted something 

of the acquisitive spirit typical of America's gilded age. 

Because his political and economic outlooks were sorn0what 

oversimplified, Douglass tended to view Negro-white relation­

ships almost exclusively in moral terms. Race prejudice as 

an e :xpression of cultural taboo, or race tension in .rreiation 

to class struggle, loomed small to him. Hence he tended 

a bit to underestimate the barriers 
1!.. 

Negr/t would have to 

scale. He·was fond of Shakespeare's passage about the fault 

lying in ourselves i.f we were U..."'1.derlings. But he would have 

been moved by the line written half a century after his death 

by one of Bel Kaufman's students in UP THE DOWN ST~IRCASE: 
- -

ni-rnen he (Shakespeare) said the .fault dear Brutus is not in 

our stars meaning we got only ourselfs to bl&~e he wasn't a 

color person•:W 

Despite these clouded perceptions, most of what Douglass 

said and stood for has a relevance for our times. His social 

insights were, on the ·whole, remarkable. Two brief final 

illustrations may be noted. A careful reader of the .American 

cr.aracter, Douglass knew that his countrymen, as heirs of the 
-

Declaration of Independence, were committ~d to·the call of 

:rraedorn and equality. In the dark da.ys of tho Dred Scott 



1ecision he had proclaimed that ttthe best 

American institutions is the hearts of the 
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defense of f-X'ee 
~ 

American people.y 

But Douglass also knew that America's dedication to 
. . 

.freedom and equality could not be taken for granted--that 

his countr~en were prone to infringe upon the rights o:f the 

Negro. In a speech in Washington in 1889, under the auspices 

of the Bethel Literary and Historical Association, Douglass 
.. 

su.Tu~ed up the attitude of the mass of Americans, his state-

ment as cogent now as it was then •. "Justice· and magnafl.irliity 

are elements of the American character. They may de> r.1uch ror 

us. But we are in no position to depend upon these qualities 

exclusively. Depend upon it, whenever~ the American people 

sJ:,..all become convinced that ,they have gone too far in recogniz­

ing the rights of the Negro, they will.find some way to abridge 

these rights. The Negro is great but the welfare of the 

nation will be consid~red greater. They will forget the· 

Negro's service in the late war. They will forget his loyalty 

to th~ republic. u ~ 
• Finally., Do.;:;_gfa:s saw the Negro as the touchston':3 of 

. 
American democracy., its inescapable test. In the main an 

optimist, he did not believe.that hu..'ilan problems ware so 

vast as to defy solution. But neither did he believe that 

they would go away o:f themselves. Hence one of Douglass's 

major contribu·tions was in holding up a mirror to A.'nerica, in 

making her face up to the unfinished business ~f democracy. 

The la.~d'of the free must needs come to grips with itself. 
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Amorica 1 s inevitable s0l:f=confrontation was a thcmo of one 

of Douglass's groatost oochos, delivorod in Washington, D.C., 

on tho occa.::iion of tho t.,_,,ronty-first am~i v0r3nry of crnmnd.1)a-

tion in the Distric·t; of Columb:ta, m.1d subsequently reprinted 

upon the roque st of twont;y p:corninent Nog:r-oos, hoadod by 

formor Unitod Ste.tos Senator B~ K. Bruco. The words of 

Douglass on that occasion have a contemporary ring: 

vfrw.t Abraham L:~ncoln c::tid in rospoct of tho 
United Sto.tos .is as tr•ue of the colored pooplo 
as of the relations of those states. They 
cannot romnin half Blave and half froe., You 
muat give them cll ox• take f:::•om all.., Until 
this half-and-half condition is ended, you 
will have c.n ac;g:;.--.ioved c1as::::~ and this dis­
cussion ilill go on., U:nt:Ll t:~;o public schools 
shall cease to be caste achoolo in every part 
of our country, this discussion will go on. 
Until color sh.2.ll cou.so to be a bci:-· to 0q_uo.l 
pnrt5-cipat:ton h1 tho offices und honors of 
'·n'""CO",..,.,__.,..y '-h~od-' >,c,,· ··11 --
" A,,, l-U,.1,VJ,. :> l,u ... Lw .LSC,,,.. .. sion W.J. - go o ... ~. 
Until the trudos·~mlio:.:::J a;,1.d tho wor::shop3 of 

. tho country .shall co.:u::e to prosr::r5.ba tho 
1 .. J\• :,• • ·'---, CO oroet man, c~1J..S QlSCUSSJ..On ~Ni . .; . .1 0 0 OrJ.e 

In a word.., until truth and humani t,';f shall 
ceaso to be living ideas, this discussion 
will go on o 2 .7 

L~✓ 
#:;;::1'f!,(f:'r< 
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