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3. Douglass on Women’s’ Rights 1848, 1868, and 1888

• The North Star, article, 28 July 1848

• Letter, To Josephine Sophie White Griffing, September 27, 1868
• Excerpt from the Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, Written by Himself, from the

revised edition of 1892 (originally written in 1888).

History-Social Science Content Standards for 3

8.6 Students analyze the divergent paths of the American people from 1800 to the
mid-1800s and the challenges they faced, with emphasis on the Northeast.

1.  Examine the women's suffrage movement (e.g., biographies, writings, and
speeches of Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Margaret Fuller, Lucretia Mott, Susan B.
Anthony).

11.10 Students analyze the development of federal civil rights and voting rights.

10. Analyze the women's rights movement from the era of Elizabeth Stanton and
Susan Anthony and the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment to the movement
launched in the 1960s, including differing perspectives on the roles of women.

Suggested curriculum uses:  Change over time.  What was Douglass’ position on women’s
rights at each of these junctures in time?  What influence may these factors have had: audience,
events of the time (e.g. the Civil War, Reconstruction, etc…), changes in Douglass?

Content questions:  Teachers develop for classroom use.
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http://www.wadsworth.com/history_d/special_features/ext/ap/chapter12/12.2.nort
hstar.html

Frederick Douglass offers his view of the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848.  The
article was originally published in The North Star, an anti-slavery paper edited by
F. Douglass.

The North Star , article, 28 July, 1848

The North Star July 28, 1848 [Reprinted in Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B.
Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, editors. History of Woman Suffrage. Volume
1. New York: Fowler & Wells, 1881. 74-75].

One of the most interesting events of the past week, was the holding of what is
technically styled a Woman's Rights Convention at Seneca Falls. The speaking,

addresses, and resolutions of this extraordinary meeting were almost wholly

conducted by women; and although they evidently felt themselves in a novel
position, it is but simple justice to say that their whole proceedings were

characterized by marked ability and dignity. No one present, we think, however
much he might be disposed to differ from the views advanced by the leading

speakers on that occasion, will fail to give them credit for brilliant talents and

excellent dispositions. In this meeting, as in other deliberative assemblies, there
were frequent differences of opinion and animated discussion; but in no case was

there the slightest absence of good feeling and decorum. Several interesting
documents setting forth the rights as well as the grievances of women were read.

Among these was a Declaration of Sentiments, to be regarded as the basis of a

grand movement for attaining the civil, social, political, and religious rights of
women. We should not do justice to our own convictions, or to the excellent

persons connected with this infant movement, if we did not in this connection
offer a few remarks on the general subject which the Convention met to consider

and the objects they seek to attain. In doing so, we are not insensible that the bare

mention of this truly important subject in any other than terms of contemptuous
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ridicule and scornful disfavor, is likely to excite against us the fury of bigotry and

the folly of prejudice. A discussion of the rights of animals would be regarded
with far more complacency by many of what are called the wise and the good of

our land, than would be a discussion of the rights of women. It is, in their
estimation, to be guilty of evil thoughts, to think that woman is entitled to equal

rights with man. Many who have at last made the discovery that the negroes have

some rights as well as the other members of the human family, have yet to be
convinced that women are entitled to any. Eight years ago a number of persons of

this description actually abandoned the anti-slavery cause, lest by giving their
influence in that direction they might possibly be giving countenance to the

dangerous heresy that woman, in respect to rights, stands on an equal footing with

man. In the judgment of such persons the American slave system, with all its
concomitant horrors, is less to be deplored than this wicked idea. It is perhaps

needless to say, that we cherish little sympathy for such sentiments or respect for
such prejudices. Standing as we do upon the watch-tower of human freedom, we

can not be deterred from an expression or our approbation of any movement,
however humble, to improve and elevate the character of any members of the

human family. While it is impossible for us to go into this subject at length, and

dispose of the various objections which are often urged against such a doctrine as
that of female equality, we are free to say that in respect to political rights, we hold

woman to be justly entitled to all we claim for man. We go farther, and express
our conviction that all political rights which it is expedient for man to exercise, it

is equally so for woman. All that distinguishes man as an intelligent and

accountable being, is equally true of woman; and if that government only is just
which governs by the free consent of the governed, there can be no reason in the

world for denying to woman the exercise of the elective franchise, or a hand in
making and administering the laws of the land. Our doctrine is that "right is of no

sex." We therefore bid the women engaged in this movement our humble

Godspeed.



UCB History-Social Science Project – Academic Literacy Strategies for History                    4

Letter, To Josephine Sophie White Griffing, September 27, 1868

Rochester, Sept, 27, 1868
My dear Friend:

I am impelled by no lack of generosity in refusing to come to Washington to speak in

behalf of woman's suffrage. The right of woman to vote is as sacred in my judgment as

that of man, and I am quite willing at anytime to hold up both my hands in favor of this

right. It does not however follow that I can come to Washington or go elsewhere to

deliver lectures upon this special subject. I am now devoting myself to a cause not more

sacred, certainly more urgent, because it is life and death to the long-enslaved people of
this country; and this is: Negro suffrage. While the Negro is mobbed, beaten, shot,

stabbed, hanged, burnt, and is the target of all that is malignant in the North and all that is

murderous in the South his claims may be preferred by me without exposing in any wise

myself to the imputation of narrowness or mean. ness towards the cause of woman. As

you very well know, woman has a thousand ways to attach herself to the governing

power of the land and already exerts an honorable influence on the course of legislation.

She is the victim of abuses, to be sure, but it cannot be pretended I think that her cause is

as urgent as that of ours. I never suspected you of sympathizing with Miss Anthony and

Mrs. Stanton in this course. Their principal is: that no Negro shall be enfranchised while

woman is not.

Now, considering that white men have been enfranchised always, and colored men have

not, the conduct of these white women, whose husbands, fathers and brothers are voters,
does not seem generous.

Very truly yours,

Fred Douglass
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Frederick Douglass “Why I Became a Woman’s Man”
Excerpts from Life and Times of Frederick Douglass
http://docsouth.unc.edu/douglasslife/douglass.html

When the true history of the anti-slavery cause shall be written, woman will

occupy a large space in its pages; for the cause of the slave has been peculiarly
woman's cause. Her heart and her conscience have supplied in large degree its

motive and mainspring. Her skill, industry, patience, and perseverance have been

wonderfully manifest in every trial hour. Not only did her feet run on "willing
errands," and her fingers do the work which in large degree supplied the sinews of

war, but her deep moral convictions, and her tender human sensibilities, found
convincing and persuasive expression by her pen and her voice.

**********

Observing woman's agency, devotion, and efficiency in pleading the cause of the
slave, gratitude for this high service early moved me to give favorable attention to

the subject of what is called "Woman's Rights," and caused me to be denominated
a woman's-rights-man. I am glad to say I have never been ashamed to be thus

designated. Recognizing not sex, nor physical strength, but moral intelligence and

the ability to discern right from wrong, good from evil, and the power to choose
between them, as the true basis of Republican government, to which all are alike

subject, and bound alike to obey, I was not long in reaching the conclusion that
there was no foundation in reason or justice for woman's exclusion from the right

of choice in the selection of the persons who should frame the laws, and thus

shape the destiny of all the people, irrespective of sex.

In a conversation with Mrs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, when she was yet a young
lady, and an earnest abolitionist, she was at the pains of setting before me, in a

very strong light, the wrong and injustice of this exclusion. I could not meet her

arguments except with the shallow plea of "custom," "natural division of duties,"
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"indelicacy of woman's taking part in politics," the common talk of "woman's

sphere," and the like, all of which that able woman, who was then no less logical
than now, brushed away by those arguments which she has so often and

effectively used since, and which no man has yet successfully refuted. If
intelligence is the only true and rational basis of government, it follows that that is

the best government which draws its life and power from the largest sources of

wisdom, energy, and goodness at its command. The force of this reasoning would
be easily comprehended and readily assented to in any case involving the

employment of physical strength. We should all see the folly and madness of
attempting to accomplish with a part what could only be done with the united

strength of the whole. Though this folly may be less apparent, it is just as real,

when one half of the moral and intellectual power of the world is excluded from
any voice or vote in civil government. In this denial of the right to participate in

government, not merely the degradation of woman and the perpetuation of a great
injustice happens, but the maiming and repudiation of one-half of the moral and

intellectual power for the government of the world. Thus far all human
governments have been failures, for none have secured, except in a partial degree,

the ends for which governments are instituted.

War, slavery, injustice, and oppression, and the idea that might makes right, have been

uppermost in all such governments; and the weak, for whose protection governments are

ostensibly created, have had practically no rights which the strong have felt bound to
respect. The slayers of thousands have been exalted into heroes, and the worship of mere

physical force has been considered glorious. Nations have been and still are but armed

camps, expending their wealth and strength and ingenuity in forging weapons of

destruction against each other; and while it may not be contended that the introduction of

the feminine element in government would entirely cure this tendency to exalt might over

right, many reasons can be given to show that woman's influence would greatly tend to

check and modify this barbarous and destructive tendency. At any rate, seeing that the

male governments of the world have failed, it can do no harm to try the experiment of a
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government by man and woman united. But it is not my purpose to argue the question

here, but simply to state, in a brief way, the ground of my espousal of the cause of

woman's suffrage. I believed that the exclusion of my race from participation in

government was not only a wrong, but a great mistake, because it took from that race

motives for high thought and endeavor, and degraded them in the eyes of the world around

them. Man derives a sense of his consequence in the world not merely subjectively, but

objectively. If from the cradle through life the outside world brands a class as unfit for this

or that work, the character of the class will come to resemble and conform to the character
described. To find valuable qualities in our fellows, such qualities must be presumed and

expected. I would give woman a vote, give her a motive to qualify herself to vote,

precisely as I insisted upon giving the colored man the right to vote, in order that he

should have the same motives for making himself a useful citizen as those in force in the

case of other citizens. In a word, I have never yet been able to find one consideration, one

argument, or suggestion in favor of man's right to participate in civil government which

did not equally apply to the right of woman.


