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INTRODUCTION: REDISCOVERING A LOST CLASSIC OF AMERICAN EDUCATION

In the annals of American educational history, few books have cast a longer shadow than The
Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected. Published in 1797 by Caleb
Bingham, this  remarkable collection was far  more than a simple schoolbook.  It  was a cultural
phenomenon that shaped the minds of generations of young Americans, teaching them not only the
art of public speaking but also instilling in them the values of liberty, justice, and moral courage. For
decades,  it  was  a  staple  in  classrooms  across  the  young  republic,  and  its  influence  extended  far
beyond the schoolhouse walls.
Today, the book is perhaps best known for its profound impact on one of America's greatest orators
and abolitionists:  Frederick Douglass.  In  his  autobiography,  Douglass credited The Columbian
Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected with opening his eyes to the power of
language and the arguments for human freedom. He purchased the book as a young enslaved man
with money he had earned by polishing boots, and it became his constant companion and teacher.
Through its dialogues, speeches, and poems, Douglass learned to articulate the injustice of slavery
and to envision a world where all people could be free.
But  the influence of  this  book extends far  beyond Douglass.  It  played a vital  role  in  the rhetorical
education of countless Americans during a formative period in the nation's history. In this article, we
will  explore  the  origins,  contents,  themes,  and  lasting  legacy  of  The  Columbian  Orator
Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected, and consider why this forgotten treasure still
resonates today.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: WHY AMERICA NEEDED THE COLUMBIAN ORATOR

The late eighteenth century was a time of immense change and uncertainty in the United States.
The  newly  formed  nation  was  still  finding  its  footing,  struggling  to  define  its  identity  and  values.
Public debate was central to the American experiment, and the ability to speak persuasively and
eloquently was considered an essential skill for any citizen. Schools, academies, and colleges all
emphasized the study of rhetoric and oratory, believing that a republic could only thrive if  its
citizens could reason together and persuade one another.
Into this  environment stepped Caleb Bingham, a  Boston-based teacher,  author,  and publisher.
Bingham was deeply committed to the ideal of a well-educated citizenry. He saw that existing
textbooks for teaching oratory were often too expensive, too complex, or too focused on British
examples. He wanted to create a book that was accessible, affordable, and distinctly American. The
result was The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected, a collection
that drew on both classical models and contemporary voices to teach students how to speak with
clarity, passion, and purpose.
The book went through numerous editions and remained in print for much of the nineteenth century.
Its popularity indicates just how much it met a real need in American education. Teachers across the
country used it to train students in declamation, debate, and public speaking. Its selections were
memorized, recited, and debated in classrooms and at public events. For many young Americans,
this book was their first introduction to the great questions of their time.

WHAT IS INSIDE THE BOOK? A TOUR OF ITS CONTENTS

Original and Selected Works: A Rich and
Varied Collection
The  full  title  of  the  book  tells  us  a  great  deal  about  its  contents:  The Columbian  Orator
Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected pieces, including dialogues, speeches, forensic
debates, and poems, all designed to instruct young people in the art of eloquence. The book is
divided into several sections, each serving a different pedagogical purpose.
The "original" pieces were written by Bingham himself or by his contemporaries. These were crafted
specifically for the book and addressed themes that Bingham believed were important for American
youth to consider.  The "selected" pieces were drawn from a wide range of  sources,  including
classical authors, Enlightenment philosophers, and prominent political figures of the day.

Dialogues That Teach Through Conflict
and Resolution
One of the most distinctive features of The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original
And Selected  is its use of dialogues. These are short dramatic scenes in which two or more
characters argue different sides of a question. For example, a dialogue might feature a master and a
slave debating the justice of slavery, or a king and a subject discussing the limits of royal power.
These dialogues were not just exercises in rhetoric; they were moral lessons in disguise. By having
students perform both sides of an argument, Bingham taught them to see issues from multiple
perspectives and to understand the power of reasoned debate.
Many of the dialogues in this book are surprisingly bold in their political and social commentary.
They challenge authority, question tradition, and advocate for the rights of the oppressed. This was
no accident. Bingham was a man of strong convictions, and he believed that education should serve
the cause of liberty and justice.

Speeches That Inspired a Nation
The book also contains a wide array of speeches, drawn from both ancient and modern sources.
Students  would  find  speeches  by  Cicero  and  Demosthenes  alongside  selections  from  American
patriots like Patrick Henry, George Washington, and John Hancock. These speeches were models of
rhetorical excellence, demonstrating how to use language to move an audience, to argue a case,
and to inspire action.
By  studying  these  speeches,  students  learned  the  techniques  of  effective  oratory:  the  use  of
parallelism, repetition, metaphor, and emotional appeal. They also absorbed the values that the

speeches embodied: courage, patriotism, love of liberty, and respect for the rule of law.

Forensic Debates and Moral Essays
In addition to dialogues and speeches, The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original
And Selected  includes forensic debates (formal arguments on legal or political questions) and
moral essays. These pieces encouraged students to think critically about complex issues and to
develop their own reasoned positions on matters of public concern. The essays often addressed
questions of  ethics,  citizenship,  and human rights,  reinforcing the book's overall  message that
education should serve the common good.

KEY THEMES AND IDEAS: WHAT THE BOOK TEACHES

The Power of Eloquence in a Republic
The central theme of The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected is
the importance of eloquence in a democratic society. Bingham and his contemporaries believed that
a republic could only survive if its citizens were capable of speaking and thinking for themselves.
Tyranny, they argued, thrives on silence and ignorance. Freedom, by contrast, requires citizens who
can raise their voices, argue their case, and hold their leaders accountable. The book was designed
to equip students with the rhetorical tools they would need to participate fully in public life.

The Injustice of Slavery and the Cause of
Liberty
Another powerful theme that runs through the book is the condemnation of slavery. Several of the
dialogues and speeches in  The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original  And
Selected directly address the question of slavery, and they do so with remarkable moral clarity. In
one famous dialogue, a slave argues for his freedom against his master, using logic, morality, and
appeals to natural rights. The master, despite being given the opportunity to respond, is unable to
mount a convincing defense of slavery. The clear message is that slavery is not only unjust but also
indefensible.
This is the section of the book that most profoundly affected Frederick Douglass. He later wrote that
reading these pieces gave him the language and the arguments he needed to articulate his own
longing for freedom. The book showed him that slavery was not a natural or inevitable condition, but
a human institution that could be challenged and overthrown.

Virtue, Honor, and Civic Duty
The book also consistently emphasizes the importance of personal virtue and civic duty. Students
are encouraged to be honest, courageous, and just. They are taught that true greatness lies not in
wealth or power but in service to others and to the common good. These moral lessons are woven
into the very fabric of the book, so that learning to speak well is inseparable from learning to live
well.

THE INFLUENCE OF THE COLUMBIAN ORATOR ON FREDERICK DOUGLASS

No discussion of The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected would
be  complete  without  considering  its  impact  on  Frederick  Douglass.  In  his  first  autobiography,
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Douglass describes how he came to
possess the book and what it meant to him.
As a young man enslaved in Baltimore, Douglass managed to save fifty cents and used it to buy a
copy of  the book at  a time when enslaved people were prohibited from learning to read.  He
describes how he would practice reading and reciting the dialogues and speeches in secret, honing
his skills as a speaker while also absorbing the book's messages of liberty and justice.
Douglass wrote that the book helped him "to utter my thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought
forward to sustain slavery." The dialogues and speeches gave him the intellectual tools to refute the
pro-slavery arguments he encountered and to envision a future in which he could be free. He
particularly noted the dialogue between a master and a slave, which he found especially powerful.
By  the  time  he  escaped  from  slavery  and  became  a  public  speaker  himself,  Douglass  had
internalized the rhetorical techniques and the moral vision of The Columbian Orator Containing
A Variety Of Original And Selected. In a very real sense, this book helped to create one of the
greatest orators in American history.

WHY THIS BOOK STILL MATTERS TODAY

A Model for Civic Education
In  an  age  of  polarized  debates,  social  media  echo  chambers,  and  declining  trust  in  public
institutions,  the lessons of  The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original  And
Selected  are more relevant than ever.  The book teaches that effective communication is  not just
about winning an argument but about engaging in genuine dialogue with those who hold different
views. It shows that rhetoric, when used ethically, can be a force for understanding, persuasion, and
social progress.
Modern educators and civic leaders can learn a great deal from Bingham's approach. He understood
that education must be both intellectual and moral, that it must prepare students not only for
careers  but  for  citizenship.  The book's  emphasis  on  debate,  perspective-taking,  and reasoned
argument is exactly what is needed in today's schools.

A Testament to the Power of Reading
The  story  of  Frederick  Douglass  and  the  Columbian  Orator  is  a  powerful  reminder  of  the
transformative  power  of  reading.  A  book  that  cost  fifty  cents  and  was  intended  for  schoolchildren
became the key that unlocked a man's mind and set him on a path to freedom and greatness. This
story challenges us to remember that books are not just objects but vessels of ideas that can
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change lives.

A Window into Early American Culture
Finally, The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected offers scholars
and general readers alike a valuable window into the intellectual and moral world of the early
American republic. The book reveals what was taught, what was valued, and what was debated in
schools at a time when the nation was still defining itself. It shows us that the questions of freedom,
justice, and human rights were at the center of American education long before they were resolved
in the larger society.

CONCLUSION: AN ENDURING LEGACY

The Columbian Orator Containing A Variety Of Original And Selected may no longer be a
standard textbook in American schools, but its legacy endures. It stands as a testament to the belief
that education should cultivate both mind and character, that the ability to speak well is essential to
freedom,  and  that  the  fight  for  justice  begins  with  the  ideas  we  learn  and  share.  For  Frederick
Douglass, it was a book that changed everything. For the thousands of other students who studied
from it, it was a foundation for a life of engaged citizenship. And for us today, it remains a powerful
reminder  of  what  education  can  and  should  be:  a  tool  for  liberation,  a  training  ground  for
democracy, and a source of hope for a better world.


