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TEACHER’S GUIDE

Founding Civics

Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass: Two Approaches to Abolition 

Grade Level: 9-12 

Subject: U.S. History, Civics 

Time Required: One or two 50-minute class periods 

Historical Thinking Skills: Primary Source Analysis 

Objectives: Students will: 

• Analyze the relationship between Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass and
their roles in the abolition of slavery in the United States

• Compare their backgrounds and visions for America

Background: 
Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass, two pivotal figures in American history, 
approached the abolition of slavery from different perspectives. Lincoln, as president 
during the Civil War, initially prioritized preserving the Union over immediate 
emancipation. His position evolved with the Emancipation Proclamation and his Second 
Inaugural Address, in which he emphasized reconciliation and moral accountability. 
Douglass, an escaped slave and leading abolitionist, used his writings and speeches, 
such as "What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?", to highlight the hypocrisy of a nation 
built on ideals of equality and liberty while allowing millions to be held in slavery. 
Though critical of Lincoln's early caution, Douglass came to respect his leadership, 
while Lincoln valued Douglass' moral clarity. Their relationship offers a powerful 
example of how leadership requires flexibility and finding common ground, all while 
holding a commitment to core principles. 

Materials: 
• Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation and Second Inaugural Address
• Excerpts from Douglass' "What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?" and 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass
• Venn diagram worksheet, or similar comparison graphic organizer
• Whiteboard or poster paper
• Markers
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Lesson Plan: 

Part 1: Warm-Up Activity (10 minutes): "What Would You Do?" 
As a bell-ringer activity, pose moral dilemmas from the Civil War era, such as: 

• If you were in a position of power, would you push for the immediate abolition of
slavery, knowing it could divide the nation further and prolong the war? Or
would you support gradual emancipation to maintain political stability? Why?

• If you were a Union leader, would you frame the Civil War primarily as a fight to
preserve the Union, even if it meant delaying addressing slavery? Or would you
explicitly declare it a war to end slavery, potentially alienating some Northern
and border state supporters? Why?

• Some leaders, including Lincoln early in his presidency, supported colonizing
freed African Americans in Africa or Central America. If you were a leader,
would you support colonization to address racial tensions, or advocate for
integrating freed people into American society? Why?

• Should leaders prioritize unity or justice during a crisis?

Have students write their responses individually and then vote (raise hands or move to 
different sides of the room). Have students discuss their responses with the class.  

Briefly explain how Lincoln and Douglass differed in their approach to answering these 
questions. Reiterate that today’s objective is to analyze each of their roles in the 
abolition of slavery, while comparing their backgrounds and visions for the United 
States. 

Part 2: Set the Stage (20 minutes) 
Provide students with the applicable context and background on Lincoln and Douglass 
and their relationship over time. While the teacher provides the context, students 
should fill in a Venn diagram, or other similar graphic organizer, to compare Lincoln and 
Douglass based on: 

• Backgrounds
• Challenges they faced

Key points to cover for Lincoln: 
• Rise from humble beginnings
• Presidency during the Civil War
• The Emancipation Proclamation
• Vision of preserving the Union while ending slavery

Key points to cover for Douglass: 



jackmillercenter.org

• His escape from slavery
• Becoming a leading abolitionist, orator, and writer in the United States and

abroad
• Advocacy for the end of slavery and equal rights for all Americans

Lincoln & Douglass' Relationship: 
• Highlight their meetings and mutual respect despite differences
• Douglass’ criticism of Lincoln’s early cautious approach and eventual praise for

his leadership

This article from the White House Historical Association may prove helpful in 
understanding their relationship 

Part 3: Primary Source Analysis (20 minutes) 
Divide students into groups and assign each group one of the documents listed above. 
Students should answer the following guiding questions on poster paper: 

1) What is the main message of the text?

2) How does this document reflect the author's vision for America?

a. Identify 1-2 key quotes from the document that support their 
vision.

3) What emotion(s) is the author trying to evoke from his audience?

Each group should present a summary of their text and analysis. 

Part 4: Comparison Activity (10 minutes) 
Students should revisit and make additions to their Venn diagram, or other similar 
graphic organizer, to compare Lincoln and Douglass based on their visions for America, 
as evidenced in the primary sources.  

Discuss as a class: How did their differences complement each other in achieving the 
goal of abolition? 

Part 5: Assessment & Reflection (5-10 minutes) 
Choose from the reflection questions below and have students write their response(s). 
You may choose to have students discuss their responses with other students.  

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/frederick-douglass-and-abraham-lincoln
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Possible Assessment & Reflection Questions: 

1) What lessons can we learn from Lincoln and Douglass about working with others 
as leaders?

2) Each man's views and strategies changed over time. What does this tell us about 
the importance of personal growth in leadership?

3) How did Lincoln's approach to abolition differ from Douglass'? Which approach 
do you think was more effective, and why?

4) How did the relationship between Lincoln and Douglass reflect the complexities 
of fighting for justice in a divided America?

5) Douglass used his words to inspire change, while Lincoln used his position to 
enact policies. Which type of influence do you think has greater power, and why?

6) What qualities of leadership do you admire in Lincoln and Douglass? How can 
you apply those qualities in your own life?
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Abraham Lincoln, The Emancipation Proclamation (1863) 

January 1, 1863 
Abraham Lincoln 
BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA: 
A PROCLAMATION.  

Whereas, on the twenty-second day of September, in the year of our Lord one 
thousand eight hundred and sixty-two, a proclamation was issued by the President of 
the United States, containing, among other things, the following, to wit:  

"That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred 
and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any state or designated part of a 
state, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be 
then, thenceforward, and forever, free; and the Executive Government of the United 
States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain 
the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or 
any of them, in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.  

"That the Executive will, on the first day of January aforesaid, by proclamation, 
designate the states and parts of states, if any, in which the people thereof, 
respectively, shall then be in rebellion against the United States; and the fact that any 
state, or the people thereof, shall on that day be in good faith represented in the 
Congress of the United States, by members chosen thereto at elections wherein a 
majority of the qualified voters of such states shall have participated, shall, in the 
absence of strong countervailing testimony, be deemed conclusive evidence that such 
state, and the people thereof, are not then in rebellion against the United States."  

Now, therefore, I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by virtue of the 
power in me vested as commander-in-chief of the army and navy of the United States, 
in time of actual armed rebellion against the authority and Government of the United 
States, and as a fit and necessary war measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on 
this first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-
three, and in accordance with my purpose so to do, publicly proclaimed for the full 
period of one hundred days from the day first above mentioned, order and designate 
as the states and parts of states wherein the people thereof, respectively, are this day 
in rebellion against the United States, the following, to wit:  

Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana, (except the parishes of St. Bernard, Plaquemines, 
Jefferson, St. John, St. Charles, St. James, Ascension, Assumption, Terre Bonne, 
Lafourche, St. Mary, St. Martin, and Orleans, including the city of New Orleans,) 
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Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia, 
(except the forty-eight counties designated as West Virginia, and also the counties of 
Berkeley, Accomac, Northampton, Elizabeth City, York, Princess Ann, and Norfolk, 
including the cities of Norfolk and Portsmouth,) and which excepted parts are for the 
present left precisely as if this proclamation were not issued.  

And by virtue of the power and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order and declare that 
all persons held as slaves within said designated states and parts of states are, and 
henceforward shall be, free; and that the Executive Government of the United States, 
including the military and naval authorities thereof, will recognize and maintain the 
freedom of said persons.  

And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all 
violence, unless in necessary self-defence; and I recommend to them that, in all cases 
when allowed, they labor faithfully for reasonable wages.  

And I further declare and make known that such persons, of suitable condition, will be 
received into the armed service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, 
stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in said service.  

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the 
Constitution upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind and 
the gracious favor of Almighty God.  

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal of the United 
States to be affixed.  

Done at the city of Washington this first day of January, in the year of our Lord one 
thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, and of the Independence of the United States 
of America the eighty-seventh.  

[l.s.] ABRAHAM LINCOLN. 
By the President:  
William H. Seward, Secretary of State. 
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Abraham Lincoln, Second Inaugural Address (1865) 

Fellow-Countrymen:  

At this second appearing to take the oath of the Presidential office there is less 
occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement 
somewhat in detail of a course to be pursued seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the 
expiration of four years, during which public declarations have been constantly called 
forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the attention 
and engrosses the energies of the nation, little that is new could be presented. The 
progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the 
public as to myself, and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. 
With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.  

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously 
directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While the 
inaugural address was being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving 
the Union without war, insurgent agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without 
war—seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by negotiation. Both parties 
deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, 
and the other would accept war rather than let it perish, and the war came.  

One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over 
the Union, but localized in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar 
and powerful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. 
To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the 
insurgents would rend the Union even by war, while the Government claimed no right 
to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for 
the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither 
anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict 
itself should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental 
and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes 
His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just 
God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces, but let us 
judge not, that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of 
neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. "Woe unto the 
world because of offenses; for it must needs be that offenses come, but woe to that 
man by whom the offense cometh." If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of 
those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having 
continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to 
both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense 
came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the 
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believers in a living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we 
pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it 
continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of 
unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be 
paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it 
must be said "the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether."  

With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us 
to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s 
wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his 
orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among 
ourselves and with all nations.  
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Frederick Douglass, "What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?" (1852) – Excerpts 

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, 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? and am I, therefore, called upon to bring 
our humble offering to the national altar, and to confess the benefits and express 
devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from your independence to us? …  

I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence 
only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. 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. The sunlight that brought life and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to 
me. This Fourth 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, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, 
to mock me, by asking me to speak today? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. 
And let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose 
crimes, towering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, 
burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can today take up the plaintive lament of a 
peeled and woe-smitten people! … 

Fellow citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of 
millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, today, rendered more 
intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully 
remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, "may my right hand forget her 
cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!" To forget them, to pass 
lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the popular theme, would be treason 
most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the 
world. My subject, then, fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and 
its popular characteristics, from the slave's point of view. Standing, there, identified 
with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to declare, with 
all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me 
than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the 
profes sions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and 
revolting. 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 
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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! "I will not equivocate; I will not excuse;" I will use the severest language I can 
command; and yet not one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment is not 
blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right 
and just. 

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the 
ability, and could I reach the nation's ear, I would, to day, pour out a fiery stream of 
biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light 
that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the 
whirlwind, and the earthquake. 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 proclaimed and denounced.  

What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him, 
more than. all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which lie is the 
constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy 
license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty 
and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of 
liberty and equality, hollow mockery; 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 on the earth guilty of practices, 
more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this very 
hour. 
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Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845) – Excerpts 

Chapter VI 

My new mistress proved to be all she appeared when I first met her at the door,—a 
woman of the kindest heart and finest feelings. She had never had a slave under her 
control previously to myself, and prior to her marriage she had been dependent upon 
her own industry for a living. She was by trade a weaver; and by constant application 
to her business, she had been in a good degree preserved from the blighting and 
dehumanizing effects of slavery. I was utterly astonished at her goodness. I scarcely 
knew how to behave towards her. She was entirely unlike any other white woman I had 
ever seen. I could not approach her as I was accustomed to approach other white 
ladies. My early instruction was all out of place. The crouching servility, usually so 
acceptable a quality in a slave, did not answer when manifested toward her. Her favor 
was not gained by it; she seemed to be disturbed by it. She did not deem it impudent or 
unmannerly for a slave to look her in the face. The meanest slave was put fully at ease 
in her presence, and none left without feeling better for having seen her. Her face was 
made of heavenly smiles, and her voice of tranquil music.  

But, alas! this kind heart had but a short time to remain such. The fatal poison of 
irresponsible power was already in her hands, and soon commenced its infernal work. 
That cheerful eye, under the influence of slavery, soon became red with rage; that 
voice, made all of sweet accord, changed to one of harsh and horrid discord; and that 
angelic face gave place to that of a demon.  

Very soon after I went to live with Mr. and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly commenced to 
teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted me in learning to spell words 
of three or four letters. Just at this point of my progress, Mr. Auld found out what was 
going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, among other 
things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his own 
words, further, he said, "If you give a n****  an inch, he will take an ell. A n****  should 
know nothing but to obey his master—to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil 
the best n****  in the world. Now," said he, "if you teach that n**** (speaking of myself) 
how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He 
would at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As to himself, it 
could do him no good, but a great deal of harm. It would make him discontented and 
unhappy." These words sank deep into my heart, stirred up sentiments within that lay 
slumbering, and called into existence an entirely new train of thought. It was a new and 
special revelation, explaining dark and mysterious things, with which my youthful 
understanding had struggled, but struggled in vain. I now understood what had been to 
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me a most perplexing difficulty—to wit, the white man's power to enslave the black 
man. It was a grand achievement, and I prized it highly. From that moment, I understood 
the pathway from slavery to freedom. It was just what I wanted, and I got it at a time 
when I the least expected it. Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the aid of 
my kind mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluable instruction which, by the merest 
accident, I had gained from my master. Though conscious of the difficulty of learning 
without a teacher, I set out with high hope, and a fixed purpose, at whatever cost of 
trouble, to learn how to read. The very decided manner with which he spoke, and 
strove to impress his wife with the evil consequences of giving me instruction, served to 
convince me that he was deeply sensible of the truths he was uttering. It gave me the 
best assurance that I might rely with the utmost confidence on the results which, he 
said, would flow from teaching me to read. What he most dreaded, that I most desired. 
What he most loved, that I most hated. That which to him was a great evil, to be 
carefully shunned, was to me a great good, to be diligently sought; and the argument 
which he so warmly urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire me with a 
desire and determination to learn. In learning to read, I owe almost as much to the 
bitter opposition of my master, as to the kindly aid of my mistress. I acknowledge the 
benefit of both. 

Chapter VII 

[…] 

My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted woman; and in the simplicity 
of her soul she commenced, when I first went to live with her, to treat me as she 
supposed one human being ought to treat another. In entering upon the duties of a 
slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that I sustained to her the relation of a mere 
chattel, and that for her to treat me as a human being was not only wrong, but 
dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to me. When I went there, 
she was a pious, warm, and tender-hearted woman. There was no sorrow or suffering 
for which she had not a tear. She had bread for the hungry, clothes for the naked, and 
comfort for every mourner that came within her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability 
to divest her of these heavenly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became 
stone, and the lamblike disposition gave way to one of tiger-like fierceness. The first 
step in her downward course was in her ceasing to instruct me. She now commenced 
to practise her husband’s precepts. She finally became even more violent in her 
opposition than her husband himself. She was not satisfied with simply doing as well as 
he had commanded; she seemed anxious to do better. Nothing seemed to make her 
more angry than to see me with a newspaper. She seemed to think that here lay the 
danger. I have had her rush at me with a face made all up of fury, and snatch from me a 
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newspaper, in a manner that fully revealed her apprehension. She was an apt woman; 
and a little experience soon demonstrated, to her satisfaction, that education and 
slavery were incompatible with each other. 

… 

The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I could regard 
them in no other light than a band of successful robbers, who had left their homes, and 
gone to Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a strange land reduced us to 
slavery. I loathed them as being the meanest as well as the most wicked of men. As I 
read and contemplated the subject, behold! that very discontentment which Master 
Hugh had predicted would follow my learning to read had already come, to torment 
and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, I would at times feel 
that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a view of 
my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but 
to no ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony, I envied my fellow-slaves for 
their stupidity. I have often wished myself a beast. I preferred the condition of the 
meanest reptile to my own. Any thing, no matter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this 
everlasting thinking of my condition that tormented me. There was no getting rid of it. It 
was pressed upon me by every object within sight or hearing, animate or inanimate. 
The silver trump of freedom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom now 
appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen in every 
thing. It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my wretched condition. I saw 
nothing without seeing it, I heard nothing without hearing it, and felt nothing without 
feeling it. It looked from every star, it smiled in every calm, breathed in every wind, and 
moved in every storm. 


