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Document 10.1 Frederick Douglass, “The Future of the Negro People of the Slave States” (1862) 
 
Black Americans not only worked to end slavery, they also championed the ideals of a reformed, truly non-racist 
American society. Figures like James Forten, Richard Allen, and Frederick Douglass all sought to end slavery and 
also pave the way for equal citizenship. For example, in 1862, Douglass addressed a reform group in Boston and 
discussed the end of slavery and the future for black Americans in the United States after Emancipation. He calls 
for honest wages and a new, respectful relationship between black and white citizens. 
 
What shall be done with the four millions of slaves if they are emancipated? This singular question comes from the 
same two very different and very opposite classes of the American people, who are endeavoring to put down the 
rebels. The first have no moral, religious, or political objection to Slavery, and, so far as they are concerned, Slavery 
might live and flourish to the end of time. They are the men who have an abiding affection for rebels, and at the 
beginning marched to the tune of “No Coercion — No subjugation.” They have now dropped these unpopular 
“Noes,” and have taken up another set, equally treacherous. Their tune now is, No Emancipation. No Confiscation 
of slave property, No Arming of the Negroes. They were driven from the first set of “Noes” by the gleaming of a half 
million bayonets, and I predict that they will be driven from the last set, though I cannot promise that they will not 
find another set. 
 
The second class of persons are those who may be called young converts, newly awakened persons, who are 
convinced of the great evil and danger of Slavery, and would be glad to see some wise and unobjectionable plan of 
emancipation devised and adopted by the Government. They hate Slavery and love Freedom, but they are yet too 
much trammeled by the popular habit of thought respecting the Negro to trust the operation of their own 
principles. Like the man in the Scriptures, they see men only as trees walking. They differ from the first class only in 
motive and purpose, and not in premise and argument, and hence the answer to Pro-Slavery objections will answer 
those raised by our new anti-Slavery men. When some of the most potent, grave and reverend defenders of Slavery 
in England urged Wilberforce for a statement of his plan of Emancipation, his simple response was quit stealing. 
 
My answer to the question, What shall be done with the four million slaves if emancipated? shall be alike short and 
simple: Do nothing with them, but leave them like you have left other men, to do with and for themselves. We 
would be entirely respectful to those who raise the inquiry, and yet it is hard not to say to them just what they 
would say to us, if we manifested a like concern for them, and that is; please to mind your business, and leave us to 
mind ours. If we cannot stand up, then let us fall down. — We ask nothing at the hands of the American people but 
simple justice, and an equal chance to live; and if we cannot live and flourish on such terms, our case should be 
referred to the Author of our existence. Injustice, oppression, and Slavery with their manifold concomitants have 
been tried with us during a period of more than two hundred years. Under the whole heavens you will find no 
parallel to the wrongs we have endured. We have worked without wages; we have lived without hope, wept 
without sympathy, and bled without mercy. Now, in the name of common humanity, and according to the laws of 
the Living God, we simply ask the right to bear the responsibility of our own existence. 
 
Let us alone. Do nothing with us, for us, or by us as a particular class. What you have done with us thus far has only 
worked to our disadvantage. We now simply ask to be allowed to do for ourselves. I submit that there is nothing 
unreasonable or unnatural in all this request. The black man is said to be unfortunate. He is so. But I affirm that the 
broadest and bitterest of the black man’s misfortunes is the fact that he is everywhere regarded and treated as an 
exception to the principles and maxims which apply to other men, and that nothing short of the extension of those 
principles to him can satisfy any honest advocate of his claims. 
 
Even those who are sincerely desirous to serve us and to help us out of our difficulties, stand in doubt of us and fear 
that we could not stand the application of the rules which they freely apply to all other people. 
 
….What shall be done with the four million slaves, if emancipated. I answer, deal justly with them; pay them honest 
wages for honest work; dispense with the biting lash, and pay them the ready cash; awaken a new class of motives 
in them; remove those old motives of shriveling fear of punishment which benumb and degrade the soul, and 
supplant them by the higher and better motives of hope, of self-respect, of honor, and of personal responsibility. 
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Reverse the whole current of feeling in regard to them. They have been compelled hitherto to regard the white man 
as a cruel, selfish, and remorseless tyrant, thirsting for wealth, greedy of gain, and caring nothing as to the means 
by which he obtains it. Now, let him see that the white man has a nobler and better side to his character, and he 
will love, honor, esteem the white man. 
 
But it is said that the black man is naturally indolent, and that he will not work without a master. I know that this is 
a part of his bad reputation; but I also know that he is indebted for this bad reputation to the most indolent and 
lazy of all the American people, the slaveholders — men who live in absolute idleness, and eat their daily bread in 
the briny sweat of other men’s faces. That the black man in Slavery shirks labor — aims to do as little as he can, and 
to do that little in the most slovenly manner — only proves that he is a man. Thackery says that all men are about 
as lazy as they can afford to be — and I do not claim that the Negro is an exception to this rule. He loves ease and 
abundance just as other people love ease and abundance. If this is a crime, then all men are criminals, and the 
Negro no more than the rest. 
 
Again, it is affirmed that the Negro, if emancipated, could not take care of himself. My answer to this is, let him 
have a fair chance to try it. For 200 years he has taken care of himself and his master in the bargain. I see no reason 
to believe that he could not take care, and very excellent care, of himself when having only himself to support. The 
case of the freed slaves in the British West Indies has already been dwelt upon in the course of these lectures, and 
facts, arguments, and statistics have been presented demonstrating beyond all controversy that the black man not 
only has the ability and the disposition to work, but knows well how to take care of his earnings. The country over 
which he has toiled as a slave is rapidly becoming his property — that freedom has made him both a better 
producer and a better consumer. 
 
It is one of the strangest and most humiliating triumphs of human selfishness and prejudice over human reason, 
that it leads men to look upon emancipation as an experiment, instead of being, as it is, the natural order of human 
relations. Slavery, and not Freedom, is the experiment; and to witness its horrible failure we have to open our eyes, 
not merely upon the blasted soil of Virginia and other Slave States, but upon a whole land brought to the verge of 
ruin. 
 
We are asked if we would turn the slaves all loose. I answer, Yes. Why not? They are not wolves nor tigers, but men. 
They are endowed with reason — can decide upon questions of right and wrong, good and evil, benefits and 
injuries — and are therefore subjects of government precisely as other men are. 
 
But would you have them stay here? Why should they not? What better is here than there? What class of people 
can show a better title to the land on which they live than the colored people of the South? They have watered the 
soil with their tears and enriched it with their blood, and tilled it with their hard hands during two centuries; they 
have leveled its forests, raked out the obstructions to the plow and hoe, reclaimed the swamps, and produced 
whatever has made it a goodly land to dwell in, and it would be a shame and a crime little inferior in enormity to 
Slavery itself if these natural owners of the Southern and Gulf States should be driven away from their country to 
make room for others — even if others could be obtained to fill their places. 
 
But unjust and revolting to every right-minded and humane man as is this talk of the expatriation of the slaves, the 
offense is not more shocking than it is unwise. For a nation to drive away its laboring population is to commit 
political suicide. It is like cutting off one’s right hand in order to work the better and to produce the more. To say 
that Negroes shall not live in the Southern States is like saying that the lands of the South shall be no longer 
cultivated. The cry has all along been, We must have Negroes to work in the South, for white men cannot stand the 
hot sun and the fell diseases of the rice swamp and the sugar plantation. Even the leaders of the rebellion made it 
one of their grievances that they could not get more Negroes, though from motives of policy they have now 
dropped this plank from their platform. No one doubts that the Gulf States mean to have more slaves from Africa 
just so soon as they shall get well settled in their independence. Again, why not allow the colored people of the 
South remain where they are? Will they occupy more room in freedom than slavery? If you could bear them as 
objects of your injustice, can they be more offensive as objects of your justice and your humanity? Why send them 
away? Who wants to take their places in the cotton field, in the rice swamp, and sugar fields, which they have tilled 
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for ages? The whole scheme of colonization would be too absurd for discussion, but that the madness of the 
moment has drowned the voice of common sense as well as common justice. 
 
There is a measure now before Congress duly reported from one of its Committees proposing, first, to make the 
Negroes leave the land of their birth, and secondly to pay the expense of their enforced removal. If such a measure 
can become a law, the nation is more deeply wicked than any Abolitionist has hitherto ventured to believe. It is a 
most mischievous and scandalous proposition, unworthy of any man not dead to the claims of every sentiment of 
honor and humanity. I predict that if it passes it will become like the Fugitive Slave law — it will lie dead upon the 
statute book — having no other effect than to alarm the freed men of the South and disgrace the Congress by 
which it is passed. 
 
Once free the slaves, and at once the motives which now require their expatriation will become too weak to 
breathe. In the single little State of Maryland, with climate and soil which invite the white laborer to its borders, 
there are at this moment nearly one hundred thousand free colored people. Now, notwithstanding that Maryland is 
a Slave State, and thus possesses a strong motive for getting rid of their free colored people, the better to hold her 
slaves — and notwithstanding the circumstances of climate and soil — that Slave States only a year or two ago 
voted down by a large majority of their people the inhuman and barbarous proposition concerning her free colored 
population. 
 
The number of colored people now on this continent and in the adjacent islands cannot fall far below twenty 
millions. An attempt to remove them would be as vain as to bail out the ocean. The whole naval power of the 
United States could not remove the natural increase of our part of this population. Every fact in our circumstances 
here marks us as a permanent element of the American people. Mark the readiness with which we adapt ourselves 
to your civilization. You can take no step in any direction where the black man is not at your back or side. — Go to 
California and dig gold: the black man is there. Go to war with Mexico, and let your armies penetrate the very heart 
of the country, and the black man is there. Go down into the coast of North and South Carolina, and the black man 
is there, and there as your friend, to give you more important and more trustworthy information than you can find 
among all the loyal poor white trash you can scare up in that region. The Negro is sometimes compared with the 
Indian, and it is predicted that, like the Indian, he will die out before the onward progress of the Anglo-Saxon race. I 
have not the least apprehension at this point. In features and complexion, the Negro is more unlike the European 
than is his Mongolian brother. But the interior resemblance is greater than the exterior difference. The Indian wraps 
himself in gloom, and proudly glories in isolation — he retreats before the onward march of civilization. The 
humming of the honey bee warns him away from his hunting grounds. He sees the plowshare of civilization tossing 
up the bones of his venerated fathers, and he dies of a broken heart. Not so with the Negro. There is a vitality about 
him that seems alike invincible to hardship and cruelty. Work him, whip him, sell him, torment him, and he still 
lives, and clings to American civilization — an Uncle Tom in the Church, and an Uncle Ben on the Southern coast, to 
guide our Burnside expeditions. 
 
My friends, the destiny of the colored American, however this mighty war shall terminate, is the destiny of America. 
We shall never leave you. The allotments of Providence seem to make the black man of America the open book out 
of which the American people are to learn lessons of wisdom, power, and goodness — more sublime and glorious 
than any yet attained by the nations of the old or the new world. Over the bleeding back of the American bondman 
we shall learn mercy. In the very extreme difference of color and features of the Negro and the Anglo-Saxon, shall 
be learned the highest ideas of the sacredness of man and the fullness and perfection of human brotherhood. 
 
Source: Douglass' Monthly, March 1862.  
 
 


