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Frederick Douglass: The Last Days of Slavery

Frederick Douglass stands as a towering figure in American history, not only for his remarkable
journey from slavery to freedom but also for his profound impact on the abolitionist movement and
the fight for civil rights. His experiences and writings provide invaluable insights into the realities of
slavery and the human spirit's capacity for resilience and hope. As we delve into the last days of
slavery, particularly Douglass's life and his views during this critical period, we uncover the intricate
tapestry of personal struggle and collective action that ultimately led to the dismantling of the
institution of slavery in the United States.

Frederick Douglass: A Brief Background

Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey was born in February 1818 in Talbot County, Maryland.
Separated from his mother shortly after birth, Douglass experienced the brutal realities of slavery
from a young age. He was taught the alphabet by the wife of one of his owners, a privilege denied to
most enslaved individuals. This early education ignited his passion for learning and laid the
foundation for his future as a powerful orator and writer.

In 1838, Douglass escaped from slavery, adopting the surname "Douglass" from a narrative poem by
Sir Walter Scott. Settling in the North, he quickly became a prominent figure in the abolitionist
movement, using his voice and pen to advocate for the rights of African Americans.

The Context of the Last Days of Slavery

As the Civil War approached, the institution of slavery faced increasing scrutiny and resistance. The
period leading up to the war was marked by:

1. Growing Abolitionist Sentiment: More individuals and groups began to oppose slavery publicly.
The publication of influential works, including Douglass's own autobiography, highlighted the
inhumanity of the system.

2. Political Tensions: The nation was divided over the issue of slavery, with pro-slavery Southern
states at odds with anti-slavery Northern states. Key events, such as the Missouri Compromise and
the Dred Scott decision, exacerbated these tensions.

3. The Rise of the Underground Railroad: Many enslaved individuals sought freedom through the
Underground Railroad, a network of safe houses and routes that helped them escape to free states
and Canada.

4. The Emancipation Movement: Organizations and activists worked tirelessly to raise awareness
and push for legislative changes to end slavery.



Douglass’s Role in the Abolition Movement

Frederick Douglass became a pivotal figure in the fight against slavery, leveraging his own story to
inspire others. His contributions included:

Powerful Oratory

Douglass was known for his compelling speeches. He spoke eloquently about his experiences and
the injustices faced by enslaved individuals. Some of his notable speeches include:

- "What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?" (1852): In this speech, Douglass highlighted the
hypocrisy of celebrating freedom while millions remained enslaved.

- "The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro": This address underscored the stark contrast between
the ideals of liberty and the reality of oppression.

Literary Contributions

Douglass published three autobiographies, which served as powerful testaments to the horrors of
slavery and the quest for freedom:

1. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (1845): This groundbreaking work
detailed his life as an enslaved person and his journey to freedom.

2. My Bondage and My Freedom (1855): In this work, Douglass expanded on his earlier narrative,
providing deeper insights into his thoughts and theories on slavery.

3. Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881): This later autobiography chronicled his life after the
Civil War and his ongoing fight for equality.

The Last Days of Slavery: A Transformative Period

As the Civil War raged on, the tide began to turn against slavery. The last days of slavery were
marked by significant events that contributed to its eventual abolition.

The Civil War and Emancipation Proclamation

President Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, issued on January 1, 1863, declared that
all enslaved individuals in Confederate states were to be set free. While this was a significant step,
the proclamation had limitations:

- It did not apply to border states that remained loyal to the Union.
- The enforcement of the proclamation depended on Union military victories.



Despite these limitations, Douglass recognized the proclamation as a crucial turning point and
actively urged African Americans to enlist in the Union Army. He believed that fighting for their
freedom was essential for securing their rights.

Douglass’s Advocacy for African American Soldiers

Frederick Douglass was a staunch supporter of African American soldiers during the Civil War. He
believed that their participation in the war was a vital step towards achieving equality. His sons,
Charles and Lewis, served in the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, one of the first African
American units in the Union Army. Douglass’s advocacy included:

- Encouraging Recruitment: Douglass worked tirelessly to recruit Black soldiers, emphasizing their
importance in the fight for freedom.

- Fighting for Equal Pay: He protested against the disparity in pay between white and Black soldiers,
advocating for equal compensation.

Reflections on Freedom and Equality

As the Civil War drew to a close and the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified in December 1865,
which abolished slavery, Douglass reflected on the meaning of freedom. He understood that the end
of slavery was only the beginning of a longer struggle for civil rights and equality.

The Challenges Ahead

Douglass recognized that freedom would not be fully realized without the following:

1. Education: He believed that education was essential for African Americans to uplift themselves
and participate fully in society.

2. Political Rights: Douglass fought for the enfranchisement of African Americans, understanding
that voting was a vital tool for achieving equality.

3. Social Equality: He advocated for an end to racial discrimination and segregation, emphasizing
that true freedom could not exist without social justice.

Legacy and Impact

Frederick Douglass's life and work left an indelible mark on American society. His writings continue
to inspire generations, reminding us of the resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity. His
legacy is not only that of an abolitionist but also as a champion for civil rights, gender equality, and
social justice.



Conclusion

The last days of slavery, as experienced and articulated by Frederick Douglass, represent a
significant chapter in American history. Douglass’s journey from bondage to freedom, coupled with
his tireless advocacy for the rights of African Americans, laid the groundwork for future civil rights
movements. His life’s work serves as a powerful reminder that the fight for justice is ongoing and
that the ideals of freedom and equality must be actively pursued and defended. As we reflect on
Douglass’s contributions and the broader struggle for liberation, we are called to continue the work
he began, ensuring that the lessons of the past inform our actions in the present and future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key events leading to Frederick Douglass's last
days of slavery?

Frederick Douglass escaped slavery in 1838, so he did not have 'last days of slavery' in the
traditional sense. His activism and writings, particularly his autobiography, highlighted the brutal
realities of slavery and the need for abolition.

How did Frederick Douglass influence the abolition movement
during his final years of slavery?

Since Douglass escaped slavery in 1838, he became a prominent voice for the abolition movement.
He used his platform to advocate for the end of slavery through speeches, writings, and as an editor
of abolitionist newspapers.

What was the significance of Douglass's first autobiography in
relation to the last days of slavery?

Douglass's first autobiography, '‘Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave,'
published in 1845, detailed his experiences in slavery and was pivotal in raising awareness about the
horrors of slavery, contributing to the abolitionist movement.

How did Douglass's experiences shape his views on freedom
and equality?

Frederick Douglass's experiences as a slave deeply influenced his belief in the inherent rights of all
individuals. He argued for equality, justice, and the need for systemic change to ensure freedom for
all oppressed people.

What role did Douglass play in the Civil War regarding
slavery?

Frederick Douglass was a key advocate for the enlistment of Black soldiers in the Union Army during



the Civil War. He believed that their participation was crucial for both the war effort and the fight
for their own freedom.

What were some of the challenges Douglass faced as a former
slave and abolitionist?

As a former slave, Douglass faced racism, threats to his life, and opposition from pro-slavery
factions. He also had to navigate the complexities of advocating for civil rights in a society that was
deeply divided over the issue of slavery.

What impact did Douglass's speeches have on public
perception of slavery?

Douglass's powerful speeches brought the realities of slavery to the forefront of public
consciousness, swaying many to support abolition and fostering greater empathy toward the plight
of enslaved individuals.

How did Frederick Douglass's advocacy extend beyond slavery?

After the abolition of slavery, Douglass continued to advocate for women's rights, civil rights, and
social justice, believing that true equality required addressing all forms of oppression.
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