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Laborers of Boston, “Ten-Hour Circular” (1835) 
 

In the name of the Carpenters, Masons, and Stone Cutters [we] do respectfully represent-- 

That we are now engaged in a cause which is not only of vital importance to ourselves, our families, and our 
children, but is equally interesting and equally important to every mechanic in the United States and the 
whole world. We are contending for the recognition of the natural right to dispose of our own time in such 
quantities as we deem and believe to be most conducive to our own happiness and the welfare of all those 
engaged in manual labor. 

The work in which we are now engaged is neither more nor less than a contest between money and labor. 
Capital, which can only be made productive by labor, is endeavoring to crush labor, the only source of all 
wealth. 

We have been too long subjected to the odious, cruel, unjust, and tyrannical system which compels the 
operative mechanic to exhaust his physical and mental powers by excessive toil, until he has no desire to eat 
and sleep, and in many cases he has no power to do either from extreme debility.  

We go further. No man or body of men who require such excessive labor can be friends to the country or the 
Rights of Man. We also say, that we have rights, and we have duties to perform as American Citizens and 
members of society, which forbid us to dispose of more than Ten Hours for a day’s work… 

They tell us, "We shall spend all our hours of leisure in drunkenness and debauchery if the hours of labor are 
reduced." We hurl from us the base, ungenerous, ungrateful, detestable, cruel, malicious slander, with scorn 
and indignation. . . . 

To show the utter fallacy of their idiotic reasoning, if reasoning it may be called, we have only to say they 
employ us about eight months in the year during the longest and the hottest days, and in short days hundreds 
of us remain idle for want of work for three or four months, when our expenses must of course be the heaviest 
during winter. When the long days again appear, our guardians set us to work, as they say, "to keep us from 
getting drunk." No fear has ever been expressed by these benevolent employers respecting our morals while 
we are idle in short days, through their avarice. . . . Further, they threaten to starve us into submission to their 
will. Starve us to prevent us from getting drunk!! Wonderful wisdom!! Refined benevolence!! Exalted 
philanthropy!! 
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Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the 4th of July?” (1842) 
Fellow citizens, pardon me, and allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here today? What have I or 
those I represent to do with your national independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of 
natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us?  

I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! The blessings in which you this day rejoice are 
not enjoyed in common. The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity, and independence bequeathed by 
your fathers is shared by you, not by me. This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must 
mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in 
joyous anthems is inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony.  

America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be false to the future. Standing 
with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity, which is 
outraged, in the name of liberty, which is fettered, in the name of the Constitution and the Bible, which are 
disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can 
command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery -- the great sin and shame of America!  

Is it not astonishing that, while we are plowing, planting, and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical tools, 
erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver, and 
gold; that while we are reading, writing, and ciphering, acting as clerks, merchants, and secretaries, having 
among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators, and teachers; that we are engaged in 
all the enterprises common to other men -- digging gold in California, capturing the whale in the Pacific, 
feeding sheep and cattle on the hillside, living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as 
husbands, wives, and children, and above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian God, and looking 
hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave -- we are called upon to prove that we are men?  

The feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of 
the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes against God and man 
must be denounced.  

What to the American slave is your Fourth of July? I answer, a day that reveals to him more than all other days 
of the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him your sounds of rejoicing 
are empty and heartless; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mock; your prayers and hymns, your 
sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are to him mere bombast, fraud, 
deception, impiety, and hypocrisy - a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. 
There is not a nation of the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of these 
United States at this very hour.  

Go search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and despotisms of the Old World, travel through 
South America, search out every abuse and when you have found the last, lay your facts by the side of the 
everyday practices of this nation, and you will say with me that, for revolting barbarity and shameless 
hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival. 
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Dorothea Dix, Appeal on Behalf of the Insane (1843) 
 

I come to present the strong claims of suffering humanity. I come to place before the Legislature of 
Massachusetts the condition of the miserable, the desolate, the outcast. I come as the advocate of helpless, 
forgotten, insane, and idiotic men and women; of beings sunk to a condition from which the most 
unconcerned would start with real horror; of beings wretched in our prisons, and more wretched in our 
almshouses. And I cannot suppose it needful to employ earnest persuasion, or stubborn argument, in order to 
arrest and fix attention upon a subject only the more strongly pressing in its claims because it is revolting and 
disgusting in its details.  

I proceed, gentlemen, briefly to call your attention to the present state of insane persons confined within this 
Commonwealth, in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, pens! Chained, naked, beaten with rods, and lashed into 
obedience. 

Lincoln. A woman in a cage.  
Medford. One idiotic subject chained, and one in a closed stall for seventeen years.  
Brookfield. One man caged, comfortable.  
Granville. One often closed confined; now losing the use of his limbs from lack of exercise.  
Charlemont. One man caged. Savory. One man caged.  
Dedham. The insane disadvantageously placed in the jail. In the almshouse, two females in stalls, situated in 
the main building; lie in wooden bunks filled with straw; always shut up. One of these subjects is supposed 
curable. The overseers of the poor have declined giving her a trial at the hospital, as I was informed, on 
account of expense. . . .  

Besides the above, I have seen many who, part of the year, are chained or caged. The use of cages all but 
universal. Hardly a town but can refer to some not distant period of using them; chains are less common; 
negligence frequent; willful abuse less frequent than sufferings proceeding from ignorance, or want of 
consideration. I encountered during the last three months many poor creatures wandering reckless and 
unprotected through the country. Innumerable accounts have been sent me of persons who had roved away 
unwatched and unsearched after, and I have heard that responsible persons, controlling the almshouses, 
have not thought themselves culpable in sending away from their shelter, to cast upon the chances of remote 
relief, insane men and women. These, left on the highways, unfriended and incompetent to control or direct 
their own movements, sometimes have found refuge in the hospital, and others have not been traced.  

Gentlemen, I commit to you this sacred cause. Your action upon this subject will affect the present and future 
condition of hundreds and of thousands.  

In this legislation, as in all things, may you exercise that "wisdom which is the breath of the power of God." 

 

 

  



©Let’s Cultivate Greatness 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Declaration of Sentiments (1848) 
 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; 
that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 
governed….  

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, 
having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be 
submitted to a candid world. 

 - He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise. 

 - He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice. 

 - He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men—both natives and 
foreigners. 

 - He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. He has taken from her all right in property, 
even to the wages she earns. 

 - He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes of divorce; in case of separation, 
to whom the guardianship of the children shall be given. 

 - He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she 
receives but a scanty remuneration. He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he 
considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known. 

 - He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education—all colleges being closed against her.  

 - He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and 
women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated but deemed 
of little account in man. 

 - He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her 
self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life. 

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social and religious 
degradation, we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to 
them as citizens of these United States. 

 Firmly relying upon the final triumph of the Right and the True, we do this day affix our signatures to this 
declaration. 
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Henry David Thoreau, from “Civil Disobedience” (1849) 
 

Witness the present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few individuals using the standing government 
as their tool; for, in the outset, the people would not have consented to this measure. 

This government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It 
does not keep the country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The character inherent in the 
American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the 
government had not sometimes got in its way.  

How does it become a man to behave toward this American government today? I answer, that he cannot 
without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political organization as my 
government which is the slave's government also. 

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison. The proper 
place today, the only place which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less desponding spirits, is in 
her prisons, to be put out and locked out of the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out 
by their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come 
to plead the wrongs of his race should find them; on that separate, but more free and honorable, ground, 
where the State places those who are not with her, but against her- the only house in a slave State in which a 
free man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence would be lost there, and their voices no longer 
afflict the ear of the State, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error, nor how much more 
eloquently and effectively he can combat injustice who has experienced a little in his own person.  

Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence. If the alternative is to keep all just 
men in prison, or give up war and slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were 
not to pay their tax-bills this year, that would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay 
them, and enable the State to commit violence and shed innocent blood. Through this wound a man's real 
manhood and immortality flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see this blood flowing now. 

For my own part, I should not like to think that I ever rely on the protection of the State. But, if I deny the 
authority of the State when it presents its tax-bill, it will soon take and waste all my property, and so harass 
me and my children without end.  

This makes it impossible for a man to live honestly, and at the same time comfortably. It will not be worth the 
while to accumulate property; that would be sure to go again. You must hire or squat somewhere, and raise 
but a small crop, and eat that soon. You must live within yourself, and depend upon yourself always tucked up 
and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. Confucius said: "If a state is governed by the principles of 
reason, poverty and misery are subjects of shame; if a state is not governed by the principles of reason, riches 
and honors are the subjects of shame.” Until I want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in 
some distant Southern port, I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her right to my property 
and life. It costs me less in every sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State than it would to obey.  
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Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman?” (1851) 
 

Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I think that 'twixt the 
negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix 
pretty soon. But what's all this here talking about?  

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have 
the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best 
place! And ain't I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into 
barns, and no man could head me! And ain't I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a man - 
when I could get it - and bear the lash as well! And ain't I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seen 
most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother's grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain't I a 
woman?  

Then they talk about this thing in the head; what's this they call it? [member of audience whispers, "intellect"] 
That's it, honey. What's that got to do with women's rights or negroes' rights? If my cup won't hold but a pint, 
and yours holds a quart, wouldn't you be mean not to let me have my little half measure full?  

Then that little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights as men, 'cause Christ wasn't a 
woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man 
had nothing to do with Him.  

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these women 
together ought to be able to turn it back , and get it right side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the 
men better let them.  

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain't got nothing more to say.  

 


