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Frederick Douglass, The Mission of the War (1864)1

Frederick Douglass (1818–95), a former slave, was the leading spokesperson for free persons of color during
the Civil War and Reconstruction. He demanded that northerners treat the Civil War as a crusade against slavery
and commit to abolishing all racial discriminations after the war. Douglass developed strong connections with
radical Republicans. Working with Thaddeus Stevens and Charles Sumner, Douglass fought for constitutional
amendments and laws that guaranteed persons of color citizenship, equality under the law, the right to vote, and
substantial economic opportunities. Douglass came to regard Abraham Lincoln as a friend, although one who had to
be pushed to do more for racial equality.
“The Mission of the War” is a speech Douglass gave in New York City. At the time, the fate and meaning
of the Civil War were unclear. Democrats had gained ground in the 1862 national election. Lincoln feared his
reelection campaign that fall was doomed. Many prominent citizens urged the national government to restore peace
by returning to the pre–Civil War status quo. Douglass rejected this defeatism. He insisted that the war against
slavery be fought to a decisive conclusion and that that conclusion be a constitutional commitment to racial
equality.
Keep Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in mind when reading “The Mission of the War.” How did
each statesperson conceive the goals of the Civil War? How did each believe the Civil War should transform the
constitutional order? What rights did Douglas insist persons of color must have to be equal citizens? Douglass
insisted that the end of the Civil War would inaugurate a new constitutional era. Is this consistent with his claim
before the Civil War that the Constitution properly understood did not protect slavery? Was Douglass suggesting
that Americans ought to have a constitution more explicitly committed to racial equality?

...
. . . Looking at the matter from no higher ground than patriotism—the American considerations
of justice, liberty, progress and civilization—the American people should resolve that this shall be the last
slaveholding rebellion that shall ever curse this continent. Let the War cost more or cost little, let it be
long or short, the work now begun should suffer no pause, no abatement, until it is done and done
forever.
...
The abolition of slavery is the comprehensive and logical object of the war, for it includes
everything else which the struggle involves. It is a war for the Union, a war for the Constitution, I admit;
but it is logically such a war only in the sense that the greater includes the lesser. Slavery has proved itself
the strong man of our national house. In every rebel state it proved itself stronger than the Union,
stronger than the Constitution, and stronger than the Republican institutions can become possible. An
Abolition war, therefore, includes Union, Constitution, Republican institutions, and all else that goes to
make up the greatness and glory of our common country. On the other hand, exclude Abolition, and you
exclude all else for which you are fighting.
...
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Here is a part of the platform of principles upon which it seems to me every loyal man should
take his stand at this hour:
First: That this war, which we are compelled to wage against slaveholding rebels and traitors, at
untold cost of blood and treasure, shall be, and of right ought to be, an Abolition war.
Secondly: That we, the loyal people of the North and of the whole country, while determined to
make this a short and final war, will offer no peace, accept no peace, consent to no peace, which shall not
be to all intents and purposes an Abolition peace.
Thirdly: That we regard the whole colored population of the country, in the loyal as well as in the
disloyal states, as our countrymen—valuable in peace as laborers, valuable in war as soldiers—entitled to
all the rights, protection, and opportunities for achieving distinction enjoyed by any other class of our
countrymen.
Fourthly: Believing that the white race has nothing to fear from fair competition with the black
race, and that the freedom and elevation of one race are not to be purchased or in any manner rightfully
subserved by the disfranchisement of another, we shall favor immediate and unconditional emancipation
in all the states, invest the black man everywhere with the right to vote and to be voted for, and remove
all discriminations against his rights on account of his color, whether as a citizen or as a soldier.
...
Had we been wise we should have recognized the war at the outset as at once the signal and the
necessity for a new order of social and political relations among the whole people. We could, like the
ancients, discern the face of the sky, but not the signs of the times. Hence we have been talking of the
importance of carrying on the war within the limits of a Constitution broken down by the very people in
whose behalf the Constitution is pleaded! Hence we have from the first been deluding ourselves with the
miserable dream that the old Union can be revived in the states where it has been abolished.
...
. . . The loyal North is less definite in regard to the necessity of principles of national unity. Yet,
unconsciously to ourselves, and against our own protestations, we are in reality, like the South, fighting
for national unity—a unity of which the great principles of liberty and equality, and not slavery and class
superiority, are the cornerstone.
Long before this rude and terrible war came to tell us of a broken Constitution and a dead Union,
the better portion of the loyal people had outlived and outgrown what they had been taught to believe
were the requirements of the old Union. We had come to detest the principle by which slavery had a
strong representation in Congress. We had come to abhor the idea of being called upon to suppress slave
insurrections. We had come to be ashamed of slave hunting, and being made the watchdogs of
slaveholders, who were too proud to scent out and hunt down their slaves for themselves. We had so far
outlived the old Union four years ago that we thought the little finger of the hero of Harpers Ferry of
more value to the world struggling for liberty than all the first families of old Virginia put together.
...
What we now want is a country—a free country—a country not saddened by the footprints of a
single slave—and nowhere cursed by the presence of a slaveholder. We want a country which shall not
brand the Declaration of Independence as a lie. We want a country whose fundamental institutions we
can proudly defend before the highest intelligence and civilization of the age. Hitherto we have opposed
European scorn of our slavery with a blush of shame as our best defense. We now want a country in
which the obligations of patriotism shall not conflict with fidelity to justice and liberty. We want a
country, and are fighting for a country, which shall be free from sectional political parties—free from
sectional religious dominations—free from sectional benevolent associations—free from every kind and
description of sect, party, and combination of a sectional character. We want a country where men may
assemble from any part of it, without prejudice to their interests or peril to their persons. We are in fact,
and from absolute necessity, transplanting the whole South with the higher civilization of the North. The
New England schoolhouse is bound to take the place of the Southern whipping post. Not because we
love the Negro, but the nation; not because we prefer to do this, because we must or give up the contest
and give up the country. We want a country, and are fighting for a country, where social intercourse and
commercial relations shall neither be embarrassed nor embittered by the imperious exactions of an
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insolent slaveholding oligarchy which required Northern merchants to sell their souls as a condition
precedent to selling their goods. We want a country, and are fighting for a country, through the length
and breadth of which the literature and learning of any section of it may float to its extremities
unimpaired, and thus become the common property of all the people—a country in which no man shall
be fined for reading a book, or imprisoned for selling a book—a country where no man may be
imprisoned or flogged or sold for learning to read, or teaching a fellow mortal how to read. . . .
...
While our government has the meanness to ask Northern colored men to give up the comfort of
home, endure untold hardships, peril health, limbs and life itself, in its defense, and then degrades them
in the eyes of other soldiers, by offering them the paltry sum of seven dollars per month, and refuses to
reward their valor with even the hope of promotion—the Democratic party may well enough presume
upon the strength of popular prejudice for support.
...
While a respectable colored man or woman can be kicked out of the commonest streetcar in New
York where any white ruffian may ride unquestioned, we are in danger of a compromise with slavery.
While the North is full of such papers as the New York World, Express and Herald, firing the nation’s
heart with hatred to Negroes and Abolitionists, we are in danger of a slaveholding peace. While the major
part of anti-slavery profession is based upon devotion to the Union rather than hostility to slavery, there
is danger of a slaveholding peace. Until we shall see the election of November next, and that it has
resulted in the election of a sound anti-slavery man as President, we shall be in danger of a slaveholding
compromise. Indeed, as long as slavery has any life in it anywhere in the country, we are in danger of
such a compromise.
...
The hour is one of hope as well as danger. But whatever may come to pass, one thing is clear: The
principles involved in the contest, the necessities of both sections of the country, the obvious
requirements of the age, and every suggestion of enlightened policy demand the utter extirpation of
slavery from every foot of American soil, and the enfranchisement of the entire colored population of the
country. . . .
I end where I began—no war but an Abolition war; no peace but an Abolition peace; liberty for
all, chains for none; the black man a soldier in war, a laborer in peace; a voter at the South as well as at
the North; America his permanent home, and all Americans his fellow countrymen. Such, fellow citizens,
is my idea of the mission of the war. If accomplished, our glory as a nation will be complete, our peace
will flow like a river, and our foundation will be the everlasting rocks.

Copyright OUP 2013

3

