	
  
PRIMARY SOURCE WORKSHEET
FREDERICK DOUGLASS, “EXPRESSION OF GRATITUDE FOR FREEDOM,” DELIVERED AT
THE UNVEILING OF THE FREEDMENʼS MONUMENT, WASHINGTON, DC, APRIL 14, 1876.
We stand to-day at the national centre to perform something like a national act—an act which is to go into
history. . .
Few facts could better illustrate the vast and wonderful change which has taken place in our condition as a
people than the fact of our assembling here for the purpose we have to-day. Harmless, beautiful, proper,
and praiseworthy as this demonstration is, I cannot forget that no such demonstration would have been
tolerated here twenty years ago. The spirit of slavery and barbarism, which still lingers to blight and destroy
in some dark and distant parts of our country, would have made our assembling here the signal and excuse
for opening upon us all the flood-gates of wrath and violence. That we are here in peace to-day is a
compliment and a credit to American civilization, and a prophecy of still greater national enlightenment
and progress in the future. . . .
The sentiment that brings us here to-day is one of the noblest that can stir and thrill the human heart. . . . It
is the sentiment of gratitude and appreciation. . . .
For the first time in the history of our people, and in the history of the whole American people, we join in
this high worship, and march conspicuously in the line of this time-honored custom. First things are always
interesting, and this is one of our first things. It is the first time that, in this form and manner, we have
sought to do honor to an American great man, however deserving and illustrious. I commend the fact to
notice; let it be told in every part of the Republic; let men of all parties and opinions hear it; let those who
despise us, not less than those who respect us, know that now and here, in the spirit of liberty, loyalty, and
gratitude, let it be known everywhere, and by everybody who takes an interest in human progress and in the
amelioration of the condition of mankind, that, in the presence and with the approval of the members of the
American House of Representatives, reflecting the general sentiment of the country; that in the presence of
that august body, the American Senate . . . we, the colored people, newly emancipated and rejoicing in our
blood-bought freedom, near the close of the first century in the life of this Republic, have now and here
unveiled, set apart, and dedicated a monument of enduring granite and bronze, in every line, feature, and
figure of which the men of this generation may read, and those of after-coming generations may read,
something of the exalted character and great works of Abraham Lincoln, the first martyr President of the
United States.
Fellow-citizens, in what we have said and done to-day, and in what we may say and do hereafter, we
disclaim everything like arrogance and assumption. We claim for ourselves no superior devotion to the
character, history, and memory of the illustrious name whose monument we have here dedicated to-day. . . .
Truth is proper and beautiful at all times and in all places, and it is never more proper and beautiful in any
case than when speaking of a great public man, . . . Abraham Lincoln was not, in the fullest sense of the
word, either our man or our model. In his interests, in his associations, in his habits of thought, and in his
prejudices, he was a white man.
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He was pre-eminently the white man’s President, entirely devoted to the welfare of white men. He was
ready and willing at any time during the first years of his administration to deny, postpone, and sacrifice the
rights of humanity in the colored people to promote the welfare of the white people of this country. In all
his education and feeling he was an American of the Americans. He came into the Presidential chair upon
one principle alone, namely, opposition to the extension of slavery. His arguments in furtherance of this
policy had their motive and mainspring in his patriotic devotion to the interests of his own race. To protect,
defend, and perpetuate slavery in the States where it existed Abraham Lincoln was not less ready than any
other President to draw the sword of the nation. He was ready to execute all the supposed constitutional
guarantees of the United States Constitution in favor of the slave system anywhere inside the slave States.
He was willing to pursue, recapture, and send back the fugitive slave to his master, and to suppress a slave
rising for liberty, though his guilty master were already in arms against the Government. The race to which
we belong were not the special objects of his consideration. Knowing this, I concede to you, my white
fellow- citizens, a pre-eminence in this worship at once full and supreme. First, midst, and last, you and
yours were the objects of his deepest affection and his most earnest solicitude. You are the children of
Abraham Lincoln. We are at best only his step-children; children by adoption, children by force of
circumstances and necessity. To you it especially belongs to sound his praises, . . . But . . . we entreat you
to despise not the humble offering we this day unveil to view; for while Abraham Lincoln saved for you a
country, he delivered us from a bondage, according to Jefferson, one hour of which was worse than ages of
the oppression your fathers rose in rebellion to oppose.
Fellow-citizens, ours is no new-born zeal and devotion—merely a thing of this moment. The name of
Abraham Lincoln was near and dear to our hearts in the darkest and most perilous hours of the Republic.
We were no more ashamed of him when shrouded in clouds of darkness, of doubt, and defeat than when we
saw him crowned with victory, honor, and glory. Our faith in him was often taxed and strained to the
uttermost, but it never failed. When he tarried long in the mountain; when he strangely told us that we were
the cause of the war; when he still more strangely told us to leave the land in which we were born; when he
refused to employ our arms in defense of the Union; when, after accepting our services as colored soldiers,
he refused to retaliate our murder and torture as colored prisoners; when he told us he would save the
Union if he could with slavery; when he revoked the Proclamation of Emancipation of General Fremont;
when he refused to remove the popular commander of the Army of the Potomac, in the days of its inaction
and defeat, who was more zealous in his efforts to protect slavery than to suppress rebellion; when we saw
all this, and more, we were at times grieved, stunned, and greatly bewildered; but our hearts believed while
they ached and bled. Nor was this, even at that time, a blind and unreasoning superstition. Despite the mist
and haze that surrounded him;. . . . It mattered little to us what language he might employ on special
occasions; it mattered little to us, when we fully knew him, whether he was swift or slow in his movements;
it was enough for us that Abraham Lincoln was at the head of a great movement, and was in living and
earnest sympathy with that movement, which, in the nature of things, must go on until slavery should be
utterly and forever abolished in the United States.
When, therefore, it shall be asked what we have to do with the memory of Abraham Lincoln, or what
Abraham Lincoln had to do with us, the answer is ready, full, and complete. . . . [U]nder his wise and
beneficent rule we saw ourselves gradually lifted from the depths of slavery to the heights of liberty and
manhood; under his wise and beneficent rule, and by measures approved and vigorously pressed by him,
we saw that the handwriting of ages, in the form of prejudice and proscription, was rapidly fading away
from the face of our whole country; under his rule, and in due time, about as soon after all as the country
could tolerate the strange spectacle, we saw our brave sons and brothers laying off the rags of bondage, and
being clothed all over in the blue uniforms of the soldiers of the United States; under his rule we saw two
hundred thousand of our dark and dusky people responding to the call of Abraham Lincoln, and with
muskets on their shoulders, and eagles on their buttons, timing their high footsteps to liberty and union
under the national flag; . . . we saw the Confederate States, based upon the idea that our race must be
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slaves, and slaves forever, battered to pieces and scattered to the four winds; under his rule, and in the
fullness of time, we saw Abraham Lincoln, after giving the slave-holders three months . . . penning the
immortal paper, which, though special in its language, was general in its principles and effect, making
slavery forever impossible in the United States. Though we waited long, we saw all this and more.
Can any colored man, or any white man friendly to the freedom of all men, ever forget the night which
followed the first day of January, 1863, when the world was to see if Abraham Lincoln would prove to be
as good as his word? I shall never forget that memorable night, when in a distant city I waited and watched
at a public meeting, with three thousand others not less anxious than myself, for the word of deliverance
which we have hear read to-day. Nor shall I ever forget the outburst of joy and thanksgiving. . . .
I have said that President Lincoln was a white man, and shared the prejudices common to his countrymen
towards the colored race. Looking back to his times and to the condition of his country, we are compelled
to admit that this unfriendly feeling on his part may be safely set down as one element of his wonderful
success in organizing the loyal American people for the tremendous conflict before them, and bringing
them safely through that conflict. His great mission was to accomplish two things: first, to save his country
from dismemberment and ruin; and second, to free his country from the great crime of slavery. To do one
or the other, or both, he must have the earnest sympathy and the powerful co-operation of his loyal fellowcountrymen. Without this primary and essential condition to success his efforts must have been vain and
utterly fruitless. Had he put the abolition of slavery before the salvation of the Union, he would have
inevitably driven from him a powerful class of the American people and rendered resistance to rebellion
impossible. Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and
indifferent; but measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to
consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined.
Though Mr. Lincoln shared the prejudices of his white fellow-countrymen against the negro, it is hardly
necessary to say that in his heart of hearts he loathed and hated slavery. . . .
The honest and comprehensive statesman, clearly discerning the needs of his country, and earnestly
endeavoring to do his whole duty, though covered and blistered with reproaches, may safely leave his
course to the silent judgment of time. Few great public men have ever been the victims of fiercer
denunciation than Abraham Lincoln was during his administration. He was often wounded in the house of
his friends. Reproaches came thick and fast upon him from within and from without, and from opposite
quarters. He was assailed by Abolitionists; he was assailed by slave-holders; he was assailed by the men
who were for peace at any price; he was assailed by those who were for a more vigorous prosecution of the
war; he was assailed for not making the war an abolition war; and he was most bitterly assailed for making
the war an abolition war.
Fellow-citizens, the fourteenth day of April, 1865, of which this is the eleventh anniversary, . . . the
assassination of Abraham Lincoln. It was a new crime, a pure act of malice. No purpose of the rebellion
was to be served by it. It was the simple gratification of a hell-black spirit of revenge. But it has done good
after all. It has filled the country with a deeper abhorrence of slavery and a deeper love for the great
liberator. . . .
[W]hen the foul reproach of ingratitude is hurled at us, and it is attempted to scourge us beyond the range
of human brotherhood, we may calmly point to the monument we have this day erected to the memory of
Abraham Lincoln.
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QUESTIONS
Answer the following questions on a separate sheet of paper.
1. Why did Douglass give this speech?
2. Who is his audience? How did his knowledge of his audience shape the type of speech he chose to
give?
3. Identify several places in the speech that show that Douglass is proud to be an American.
4. Douglass makes a critical transition in his speech when he says, “Truth is proper and beautiful at all
times.” What “truth” does he want to reveal at this unveiling of a statue that commemorates Lincoln as
the Great Emancipator? Is this a “truth” often associated with Lincoln? Why or why not?
5. What are some reasons Douglass gives for calling Lincoln the “white man’s President”?
6. If Lincoln was the “white man’s President,” why does Douglass admire him and argue that his “race”
is right to show “gratitude” to him?
ACTIVITIES
Use your textbook and other print and online resources to complete the following activities.
1. Imagine you are a newspaper reporter who covered the unveiling of the statue and Frederick
Douglass’s speech. Write a headline for your news article and an opening to the story. A good opening
covers the five “Ws”: who, what, when, where, and why.
2. Compare this speech to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. What words or phrases in Douglass’ speech
show that he also understood the Civil War as a “new birth of freedom”? What words and phrases
show that he understood that the nation had “unfinished work” to do before it could realize true
equality? Which speech do you think does the best job of describing what the Civil War did for the
nation? Explain your answer.
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