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CHAPTER L

No subject more pleasing than that of the removal
of evils— Evils have existed almost from the be-
ginning of the world—Ubut there is a power
our nature to counteract them—this power in-
creased by Christianity—of the evils removed
by Christianity one of the greatest is the Slave-
trade—The joy we ought to feel on its abolition
Jrom a contemplation of the nature of it—and
of the extent of it—and of the difficulty of sub-
duing it— Usefulness also of the contemplation
of this subject.

I scarcery know of any subject, the con-
templation of which is more pleasing than
that of the correction or of the removal of
any of the acknowledged evils of life; for
while we rejoice to think that the sufferings
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2 THE HISTORY OF THE

of our fellow-creatures have been thus, in arry
instance, relieved, we must rejoice equally
to think that our own moral condition
must have been necessarily improved by the
change.

That evils, both physical and moral, have
existed long upon earth there can be no
doubt. One of the sacred writers, to whom
we more immediately appeal for the eafly'
history of mankind, informs us that the state
of our first parents was a state of innocence
and happiness ; but that, soon after their
creation, sin and misery entered into the
world. The Poets in their fables, most of
which, however extravagant they may seem,
had their origin in truth, speak the same
language. Some of these represent the first
condition of man by the figure of the golden,
and his subsequent degeneracy and subjec-
tion to suffering by that of the silver, and
afterwards of the iron, age. Others tell us
that the first female was made of clay ; that
she was called Pandora, because every neces-
sary gift, qualification, or endowment, wag
given to her by the Gods, but that she re-
ceived from Jupiter at the same time, a box,
from which, when opened, a multitude of

disorders

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108020008
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-02000-8 - The Abolition of the African Slave-Trade, Volume 1
Thomas Clarkson

Excerpt

More information

ABOLITION OF THE SLAVE-TRADE, S

disorders sprung, and that these spread
themselves immediately afterwards among
all of the human race. Thus it appears,
whatever authorities we consult, that those
which may be termed the evils of life ex-
isted in the earliest times. And what does
subsequent history, combined with our own
experience, tell us, but that these have been
continued, or that they have come down, in
different degrees, through successive gene-
rations of men, in all the known countries
of the universe, to the present day?

But though the inequality visible in the
different conditions of life, and the passions
interwoven into our nature, (both which
have been allotted to us for wise purposes,
and without which we could not easily af-
ford a proof of the existence of that which
is denominated virtue,) have a tendency to
produce vice and wretchedness among wus,
yet we see in this our constitution what
may operate partially as preventives and
correctives of them. If there be a radical
propensity in our nature to do that which is
wrong, there is on the other hand a counter-
acting power within it, or an impulse, by
means of the action of the Divine Spirit

B 2 upon
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4 THE HISTORY OF THE

upon our minds, which urges us to do that
which is right. If the voice of temptation,
clothed in musical and seducing accents,
charms us one way, the voice of holiness,
speaking to us from within in a solemn and
powerful manuner, commands us another.
Does one man obtain a victory over his cor-
rupt affections ? an immediate perception of
pleasure, like the feeling of a reward divinely
conferred upon him, is noticed.—Does an-
other fall prostrate beneath their power? a
painful feeling, and such as pronounces to
him the sentence of reproof and punish-
ment, is found to follow.—If one, by suf-
fering his heart to become hardened, op-
presses a fellow-creature, the tear of sympa-
thy starts up in the eye of another, and the
latter instantly feels a desire, involuntarily
generated, of flying to his relief. Thus im-
pulses, feelings, and dispositions have been
implanted in our nature for the purpose of
preventing and rectifying the evils of life.
And as these have operated so as to stimulate
some men to lessen them by the exercise of
an amiable charity, so they have operated
to stimulate others, in various other ways,
to the same end. Hence the philosopher

hag
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ABOLITION OF THE SLAVE-TRADE. 5

has left moral precepts behind him in favour
of benevolence, and the legislator has en-
deavoured to prevent barbarous practices by
the introduction of laws.

In consequence then of these impulses and
feelings, by which the pure power in our
nature is thus made to act as a check upon
the evil part of it, and in consequence of
the influence which philosophy and legis-
lative wisdom have had in their respective
provinces, there has been always, in all
times and countries, a counteracting energy,
which has opposed itself more or less to the
crimes and miseries of mankind. But it
seems to have been reserved for Christianity
to encrease this energy, and to give it the
widest possible domain. It was reserved
for her, under the same Divine Influence,
to give the best views of the nature, and of
the present and future condition of man; to
afford the best moral precepts, to commu-
nicate the most benign stimulus to the heart,
to produce the most blameless conduct, and
thus to cut off many of the causes of wretch-
edness, and to heal it wherever it was found.
At her command, wherever she has been
duly acknowledged, many of the evils of

life
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6 THE HISTORY OF THE

life have already fled. The prisoner of war
is no longer led into the amphitheatre to
become a gladiator, and to imbrue his hands
in the blood of his fellow-captive for the
sport of a thoughtless multitude. The stern
priest, cruel through fanaticism and custom,
no longer leads his fellow-creature to the
altar, to sacrifice him to fictitious Gods. The
venerable martyr, courageous through faith
and the sanctity of his life, is no longer
hurried to the flames. The haggard witch,
poring over her incantations by moon-light,
no longer scatters her superstitious poison
among her miserable neighbours, nor suf-
fers for her crime.

But in whatever way Christianity may
have operated towards the increase of this
energy, or towards a diminution of human
misery, it has operated in none more power-
fully than by the new views, and conse-
quent duties, which it introduced on the
subject of charity, or practical benevolence
and love. Men in ancient times looked upon
their talents, of whatever description, as
their own, which they might use or cease to
use at their discretion. But the author of
our religion was the first who taught that,

4 however
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however in a legal point of view the talent
of individuals might belong exclusively to
themselves, so that no other person had a
right to demand the use of it by force, yet
in the Christian dispensation they were but
the stewards of it for good; that so much
was expected from this stewardship, that it
was difficult for those who were entrusted
with it to enter into his spiritual kingdom ;
that these had no right to conceal their ta-
lent in a napkin; but that they were bound
to dispense a portion of it to the relief of
their fellow-creatures; and that in propor-
tion to the magnirude of it they were ac-
countable for the extensiveness of its use.
He was the first, who pronounced the mis-
application of it to be a crime, and to be a
crime of no ordinary dimensions. He was
the first, who broke down the boundary
between Jew and Gentile, and therefore the
first, who pointed out to men the inha-
bitants of other countries for the exercise of
their philanthropy and love. Hence a di-
stinction 1s to be made both in the principle
and practice of charity, as existing in anci-
ent or in modern times. Though the old
philosophers, historians, and poets, fre-

quently
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8 THE HISTORY 0F THE

quently inculcated benevolence, we have no
reason to conclude from any facts they have
left us, that persons in their days did any
thing more than occasionally relieve an un-
fortunate object, who might present himself
before them, or that, however they might
deplore the existence of public evils among
them, they joined in associations for their
suppression, or that they carried their cha-
rity, as bodies of men, into other kingdoms.
To Christianity alone we are indebted for
the new and sublime spectacle of seeing
men going beyond the bounds of individual
usefulness to each other—of seeing them
associate for the extirpation of private and
public misery—and of seeing them carry
their charity, as a united brotherhood, into
distant lands. And in this wider field
of benevolence it would be unjust not to
confess, that no country has shone with
more true lustre than our own, there being
scarcely any case of acknowledged affliction,
for which some of her Christian children
have not united in an attempt to provide

relief.
Among the evils, corrected or subdued,
either by the general influence of Christianity
on
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on the minds of men, or by particular asso-
ciations of Christians, the African * Slave-
trade appears to me to have occupied the
foremost place. The abolition of it, there-
fore, of which it has devolved upon me to
write the history, should be accounted as
one of the greatest blessings, and, as such,
should be one of the most copious sources
of our joy. Indeed I know of no evil, the
removal of which should excite in us a
higher degree of pleasure. For in consi-
derations of this kind, are we not usually
influenced by circumstances ? Are not our
feelings usually affected according to the
situation, or the magnitude, or the import-
ance of these? Are they not more or less
elevated as the evil under our contemplation
has been more or less productive of misery,
or more or less productive of guilt? Are
they not more or less elevated, again, as we
have found it more or less considerable in
extent? Our sensations will undoubtedly be
in proportion to such circumstances, or our

* Slavery had been before annihilated by Christianity,

I mean in the West of Europe, at the close of the twelfth
century.

joy
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10 THE HISTORY OF THE

joy to the appretiation or mensuration of
the evil which has been removed.

To value the blessing of the abolition as
we ought, or to appretiate the joy and gra-
ticude which we ought to feel concerning it,
we must enter a little into the circumstances
of the trade. Qur statement, however, of
these needs not be long. A few pages will
do all that is necessary ! A glance only into
such a subject as this will be sufficient to
affect the heart—to arouse our indignation
and our pity,—and to teach us the import-
ance of the victory obtained.

The first subject for consideration, to-
wards enabling us to make the estimate in
question, will be that of the nature of the
evil belonging to the Slave-trade. 'This may
be seen by examining it in three points of
view ;—First, As it has been proved to arise
on the continent of Africa in the course of
reducing the inhabitants of it to slavery ;—
Secondly, In the course of conveying them
from thence to the lands or colonies of other
nations ;—And Thirdly, In continuing them
there as slaves,

To see it as it has been shown to arise in

the
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