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INTRODUCTION. 

 

The first question to be proposed by a rational being 

is, not what is profitable, but what is Right. Duty must 

be primary, prominent, most conspicuous, among the 

objects of human thought and pursuit. If we cast it 

down from its supremacy, if we inquire first for our 

interests and then for our duties, we shall certainly err. 

We can never see the Right clearly and fully, but by 

making it our first concern. No judgment can be just or 

wise, but that which is built on the conviction of the 

paramount worth and importance of Duty. This is the 

fundamental truth, the supreme law of reason; and the 
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mind, which does not start from this in its inquiries into 

human affairs, is doomed to great, perhaps fatal error. 

The Right is the supreme good, and includes all oth-

er goods. In seeking and adhering to it, we secure our 

true and only happiness. All prosperity, not founded 

on it, is built on sand. If human affairs are controlled, as 

we believe, by Almighty Rectitude and Impartial 

Goodness, then to hope for happiness from wrong do-

ing is as insane as to seek health and prosperity by re-

belling against the laws of nature, by sowing our seed 

on the ocean, or making poison our common food. 

There is but one unfailing good; and that is, fidelity to 

the Everlasting Law written on the heart, and rewritten 

and republished in God's Word. 

Whoever places this faith in the everlasting law of 

rectitude must of course regard the question of slavery 

first and chiefly as a moral question. All other consid-

erations will weigh little with him, compared with its 

moral character and moral influences. The following 

remarks, therefore, are designed to aid the reader in 

forming a just moral judgment of slavery. Great truths, 

inalienable rights, everlasting duties, these will form 

the chief subjects of this discussion. There are times 

when the assertion of great principles is the best service 

a man can render society. The present is a moment of 

bewildering excitement, when men's minds are 
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stormed and darkened by strong passions and fierce 

conflicts; and also a moment of absorbing worldliness, 

when the moral law is made to bow to expediency, and 

its high and strict requirements are decried or dis-

missed as metaphysical abstractions, or impracticable 

theories. At such a season, to utter great principles 

without passion, and in the spirit of unfeigned and 

universal good-will, and to engrave them deeply and 

durably on men's minds, is to do more for the world, 

than to open mines of wealth, or to frame the most suc-

cessful schemes of policy. 

Of late our country has been convulsed by the ques-

tion of slavery; and the people, in proportion as they 

have felt vehemently, have thought superficially, or 

hardly thought at all; and we see the results in a singu-

lar want of well defined principles, in a strange vague-

ness and inconsistency of opinion, and in the proneness 

to excess which belongs to unsettled minds. The multi-

tude have been called, now to contemplate the horrors 

of slavery, and now to shudder at the ruin and blood-

shed which must follow emancipation. The word Mas-

sacre has resounded through the land, striking terror 

into strong as well as tender hearts, and awakening 

indignation against whatever may seem to threaten 

such a consummation. The consequence is, that not a 

few dread all discussion of the subject, and if not recon-
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ciled to the continuance of slavery, at least believe that 

they have no duty to perform, no testimony to bear, no 

influence to exert, no sentiments to cherish and spread, 

in relation to this evil. What is still worse, opinions ei-

ther favoring or extenuating it are heard with little or 

no disapprobation. Concessions are made to it which 

would once have shocked the community; whilst to 

assail it is pronounced unwise and perilous. No strong-

er reason for a calm exposition of its true character can 

be given, than this very state of the public mind. A 

community can suffer no greater calamity than the loss 

of its principles. Lofty and pure sentiment is the life 

and hope of a people. There was never such an obliga-

tion to discuss slavery as at this moment, when recent 

events have done much to unsettle and obscure men's 

minds in regard to it. This result is to be ascribed in 

part to the injudicious vehemence of those who have 

taken into their hands the care of the slave. Such ought 

to remember that to espouse a good cause is not 

enough. We must maintain it in a spirit answering to its 

dignity. Let no man touch the great interests of human-

ity, who does not strive to sanctify himself for the work 

by cleansing his heart of all wrath and uncharitable-

ness, who cannot hope that he is in a measure baptized 

unto the spirit of universal love. Even sympathy with 

the injured and oppressed may do harm, by being par-

tial, exclusive, and bitterly indignant. How far the de-
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clension of the spirit of freedom is to be ascribed to the 

cause now suggested I do not say. The effect is plain, 

and whoever sees and laments the evil should strive to 

arrest it. 

Slavery ought to be discussed. We ought to think, 

feel, speak, and write about it. But whatever we do in 

regard to it should be done with a deep feeling of re-

sponsibility, and so done as not to put in jeopardy the 

peace of the slave-holding States. On this point public 

opinion has not been and cannot be too strongly pro-

nounced. Slavery, indeed, from its very nature, must be 

a ground of alarm wherever it exists. Slavery and secu-

rity can by no device be joined together. But we may 

not, must not, by rashness and passion increase the per-

il. To instigate the slave to insurrection is a crime for 

which no rebuke and no punishment can be too severe. 

This would be to involve slave and master in common 

ruin. It is not enough to say, that the Constitution is 

violated by any action endangering the slave-holding 

portion of our country. A higher law than the Constitu-

tion forbids this unholy interference. Were our national 

union dissolved, we ought to reprobate, as sternly as 

we now do, the slightest manifestation of a disposition 

to stir up a servile war. Still more, were the free and the 

slave-holding States not only separated, but engaged in 

the fiercest hostilities, the former would deserve the 
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abhorrence of the world, and the indignation of Heav-

en, were they to resort to insurrection and massacre as 

means of victory. Better were it for us to bare our own 

breasts to the knife of the slave, than to arm him with it 

against his master. 

It is not by personal, direct action on the mind of the 

slave that we can do him good. Our concern is with the 

free. With the free we are to plead his cause. And this is 

peculiarly our duty, because we have bound ourselves 

to resist his efforts for his own emancipation. We suffer 

him to do nothing for himself. The more, then, should 

be done for him. Our physical power is pledged against 

him in case of revolt. Then our moral power should be 

exerted for his relief. His weakness, which we increase, 

gives him a claim to the only aid we can afford, to our 

moral sympathy, to the free and faithful exposition of 

his wrongs. As men, as Christians, as citizens, we have 

duties to the slave, as well as to every other member of 

the community. On this point we have no liberty. The 

Eternal Law binds us to take the side of the injured; and 

this law is peculiarly obligatory, when we forbid him to 

lift an arm in his own defence. 

Let it not be said we can do nothing for the slave. We 

can do much. We have a power mightier than armies, 

the power of truth, of principle, of virtue, of right, of 

religion, of love. We have a power, which is growing 
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with every advance of civilization, before which the 

slave-trade has fallen, which is mitigating the sternest 

despotisms, which is spreading education through all 

ranks of society, which is bearing Christianity to the 

ends of the earth, which carries in itself the pledge of 

destruction to every institution which debases humani-

ty. Who can measure the power of Christian philan-

thropy, of enlightened goodness, pouring itself forth in 

prayers and persuasions, from the press and pulpit, 

from the lips and hearts of devoted men, and more and 

more binding together the wise and good in the cause 

of their race? All other powers may fail. This must tri-

umph. It is leagued with God's omnipotence. It is God 

himself acting in the hearts of his children. It has an ally 

in every conscience, in every human breast, in the 

wrong doer himself. This spirit has but begun its work 

on earth. It is breathing itself more and more through 

literature, education, institutions, and opinion. Slavery 

cannot stand before it. Great moral principles, pure and 

generous sentiments, cannot be confined to this or that 

spot. They cannot be shut out by territorial lines, or lo-

cal legislation. They are divine inspirations, and par-

take of the omnipresence of their Author. The deliber-

ate, solemn conviction of good men through the world, 

that slavery is a grievous wrong to human nature, will 

make itself felt. To increase this moral power is every 

man's duty. To embody and express this great truth is 
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in every man's power; and thus every man can do 

something to break the chain of the slave. 

There are not a few persons, who, from vulgar 

modes of thinking, cannot be interested in this subject. 

Because the slave is a degraded being, they think slav-

ery a low topic, and wonder how it can excite the atten-

tion and sympathy of those who can discuss or feel for 

any thing else. Now the truth is, that slavery, regarded 

only in a philosophical light, is a theme worthy of the 

highest minds. It involves the gravest questions about 

human nature and society. It carries us into the prob-

lems which have exercised for ages the highest under-

standings. It calls us to inquire into the foundation, na-

ture, and extent of human rights, into the distinction 

between a person and a thing, into the true relations of 

man and man, into the obligations of the community to 

each of its members, into the ground and laws of prop-

erty, and above all into the true dignity and inde-

structible claims of a moral being. I venture to say, 

there is no subject, now agitated by the community, 

which can compare in philosophical dignity with slav-

ery; and yet to multitudes the question falls under the 

same contempt with the slave himself. To many, a writ-

er seems to lower himself who touches it. The falsely 

refined, who want intellectual force to grasp it, pro-

nounce it unworthy of their notice. 
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But this subject has more than philosophical dignity. 

It has an important bearing on character. Our interest in 

it is one test by which our comprehension of the dis-

tinctive spirit of Christianity must be judged. Christian-

ity is the manifestation and inculcation of Universal 

Love. The great teaching of Christianity is, that we 

must recognise and respect human nature in all its 

forms, in the poorest, most ignorant, most fallen. We 

must look beneath "the flesh," to "the spirit." The Spir-

itual principle in man is what entitles him to our broth-

erly regard. To be just to this is the great injunction of 

our religion. To overlook this, on account of condition 

or color, is to violate the great Christian law. We have 

reason to think that it is one design of God, in appoint-

ing the vast diversities of human condition, to put to 

the test and to bring out most distinctly the principle of 

love. It is wisely ordered, that human nature is not set 

before us in a few forms of beauty, magnificence, and 

outward glory. To be dazzled and attracted by these 

would be no sign of reverence for what is interior and 

spiritual in human nature. To lead us to discern and 

love this, we are brought into connexion with fellow-

creatures, whose outward circumstances are repulsive. 

To recognise our own spiritual nature and God's image 

in these humble forms, to recognise as brethren those 

who want all outward distinctions, is the chief way in 

which we are to manifest the spirit of Him, who came 
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to raise the fallen and to save the lost. We see, then, the 

moral importance of the question of slavery; according 

to our decision of it, we determine our comprehension 

of the Christian law. He who cannot see a brother, a 

child of God, a man possessing all the rights of humani-

ty under a skin darker than his own, wants the vision of 

a Christian. He worships the Outward. The Spirit is not 

yet revealed to him. To look unmoved on the degrada-

tion and wrongs of a fellow-creature, because burned 

by a fiercer sun, proves us strangers to justice and love, 

in those universal forms which characterize Christiani-

ty. The greatest of all distinctions, the only enduring 

one, is moral goodness, virtue, religion. Outward dis-

tinctions cannot add to the dignity of this. The wealth 

of worlds is "not sufficient for a burnt-offering" on its 

altar. A being capable of this is invested by God with 

solemn claims on his fellow-creatures. To exclude mil-

lions of such beings from our sympathy, because of 

outward disadvantages, proves, that, in whatever else 

we surpass them, we are not their superiors in Chris-

tian virtue. 

The spirit of Christianity, I have said, is distin-

guished by Universality. It is universal justice. It re-

spects all the rights of all beings. It suffers no being, 

however obscure, to be wronged, without condemning 

the wrong doer. Impartial, uncompromising, fearless, it 
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screens no favorites, is dazzled by no power, spreads its 

shield over the weakest, summons the mightiest to its 

bar, and speaks to the conscience in tones, under which 

the mightiest have quailed. It is also universal love, 

comprehending those that are near and those that are 

far off, the high and the low, the rich and poor, de-

scending to the fallen, and especially binding itself to 

those in whom human nature is trampled under foot. 

Such is the spirit of Christianity; and nothing but the 

illumination of this spirit can prepare us to pass judg-

ment on slavery. 

 

These remarks are intended to show the spirit in 

which slavery ought to be approached, and the point of 

view from which it will be regarded in the present dis-

cussion. My plan may be briefly sketched. 
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1. I shall show that man cannot be justly held and 

used as Property. 

2. I shall show that man has sacred and infallible 

rights, of which slavery is the infraction. 


