
from Frederick Douglass, Life and Times (1893): “Honor to Whom Honor” 

“It is also due to myself, to make some more emphatic mention than I have yet done, of the honorable 
women, who have not only assisted me, but who according to their opportunity and ability, have 
generously contributed to the abolition of slavery, and the recognition of the equal manhood of the 
colored race. When the true history of the anti-slavery cause shall be written, women 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. Foremost among these noble American women, in point of 
clearness of vision, breadth of understanding, fullness of knowledge, catholicity of spirit, weight 
of character, and widespread influence, was Lucretia Mott of Philadelphia. Great as this woman 
was in speech, and persuasive as she was in her writings, she was incomparably greater in her 
presence. She spoke to the world through every line of her countenance. In her there was no lack of 
symmetry—no contradiction between her thought and act. Seated in an anti-slavery meeting, looking 
benignantly around upon the assembly, her silent presence made others eloquent, and carried the 
argument home to the heart of the audience.


The known approval of such a woman, in any cause, went far to commend it.


I shall never forget the first time I ever saw and heard Lucretia Mott. It was in the town of Lynn, 
Massachusetts. It was not in a magnificent hall, where such as she seemed to belong, but in a little hall 
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over Jonathan Buffum's store, the only place then open, even in that so-called radical anti-slavery 
town, for an anti-slavery meeting on Sunday. But in this day of small things, the smallness of the place 
was no matter of complaint or murmuring. It was a cause of rejoicing that any kind of place could be 
had for such a purpose. But Jonathan Buffum's courage was equal to this and more.


The speaker was attired in the usual Quaker dress, free from startling colors, plain, rich, elegant, and 
without superfluity — the very sight of her, a sermon. In a few moments after she began to speak, I saw 
before me no more a woman, but a glorified presence, bearing a message of light and love from the 
Infinite to a benighted and strangely wandering world, straying away from the paths of truth and justice 
into the wilderness of pride and selfishness, where peace is lost and true happiness is sought in vain. I 
heard Mrs. Mott thus, when she was comparatively young. I have often heard her since, sometimes in 
the solemn temple, and sometimes under the open sky, but whenever and wherever I have listened to 
her, my heart has always been made better and my spirit raised by her words; and in speaking thus for 
myself I am sure I am expressing the experience of thousands.


.   .   .


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 that 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 all bound alike to obey, I was 
not long in reaching the conclusion that there was no foundation in reason or justice for woman's 
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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," "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 his 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 
of 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.


.   .   .
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At any rate, seeing that the male governments of the world have failed, it can do no harm to try the 
experiment of a 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 she shall have the same motives for making herself 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.”
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