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Frederick Douglass Speech on Women's Suffrage
The following speech is in the public domain. The full text and additional information are available at:
http://www.blackpast.org/?q=1888-frederick-douglass-woman-suffrage

The following is an excerpt from a speech delivered to the International Council of
Women in Washington, D.C., April 1888.
All good causes are mutually helpful. The benefits accruing from this movement for the
equal rights of woman are not confined or limited to woman only. They will be shared by every
effort to promote the progress and welfare of mankind every where and in all ages. It was an
example and a prophecy of what can be accomplished against strongly opposing forces, against
time-hallowed abuses, against deeply entrenched error, against worldwide usage, and against the
settled judgment of mankind, by a few earnest women, clad only in the panoply of truth, and
determined to live and die in what they considered a righteous cause.
I do not forget the thoughtful remark of our president in the opening address to this
International Council, reminding us of the incompleteness of our work. The remark was wise and
timely. Nevertheless, no man can compare the present with the past, the obstacles that then
opposed us, and the influences that now favor us, the meeting in the little Methodist chapel forty
years ago, and the Council in this vast theater today, without admitting that woman’s cause is
already a brilliant success. But, however this may be and whatever the future may have in store
for us, one thing is certain—this new revolution in human thought will never go backward.
When a great truth once gets abroad in the world, no power on earth can imprison it, or prescribe
its limits, or suppress it. It is bound to go on till it becomes the thought of the world. Such a truth
is woman’s right to equal liberty with man. She was born with it. It was hers before she
comprehended it. It is inscribed upon all the powers and faculties of her soul, and no custom, law
or usage can ever destroy it. Now that it has got fairly fixed in the minds of the few, it is bound
to become fixed in the minds of the many, and be supported at last by a great cloud of witnesses,
which no man can number and no power can withstand.
The women who have thus far carried on this agitation have already embodied and
illustrated Theodore Parker’s three grades of human greatness. The first is greatness in executive
and administrative ability; second, greatness in the ability to organize; and, thirdly, in the ability
to discover truth. Wherever these three elements of power are combined in any movement, there
is a reasonable ground to believe in its final success; and these elements of power have been
manifest in the women who have had the movement in hand from the beginning. They are seen
in the order which has characterized the proceedings of this Council. They are seen in the depth
and are seen in the fervid eloquence and downright earnestness with which women advocate
their cause. They are seen in the profound attention with which woman is heard in her own
behalf. They are seen in the steady growth and onward march of the movement, and they will be
seen in the final triumph of woman’s cause, not only in this country, but throughout the world.
EXCEED: After students analyze this text, they can write their own, using some of the
same techniques to create a persuasive speech.

Polk Bros. Center for Urban Education

http://teacher.depaul.edu

