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    A society that proclaims human dignity while permitting human ownership exposes a moral contradiction that demands a clear, public reckoning. 

Slavery by William Ellery Channing is a work of moral and religious argument written in the nineteenth century, during the era when slavery was a central political and ethical controversy in the United States. It belongs to the tradition of reform literature and public theology rather than to fiction, and it addresses the institution of slavery as a pressing contemporary question. Channing writes as a minister and public intellectual, seeking to speak to fellow citizens and believers about what they owe to one another under conscience, faith, and law. 

The book’s premise is straightforward: Channing examines slavery as a system and asks what it does to the enslaved, the enslaver, and the moral health of the broader community. The reading experience is that of a sustained essay, built from carefully staged claims, ethical distinctions, and appeals to shared principles. The voice is deliberate and admonitory without being merely denunciatory, aiming to persuade as much as to rebuke. Readers encounter a methodical progression of reasoning intended to move from basic moral intuitions toward unavoidable conclusions about responsibility. 

Channing’s style relies less on narrative than on analysis, frequently pausing to define terms and clarify the kind of judgment he believes a reader must make. The tone is earnest and exhortative, grounded in religious sensibility but directed to public life, so that spiritual convictions are translated into civic implications. He addresses likely objections and attempts to keep the argument within the bounds of disciplined moral reasoning rather than partisan excitement. This makes the work feel at once historical and unexpectedly contemporary, because it models how a conscience-based critique can be presented to a divided public. 

A central theme is the inviolability of the human person, treated not as an abstract ideal but as the starting point for evaluating institutions and laws. From that foundation, the book examines how power can corrupt both private character and public norms when it is organized to deny another’s agency. Channing also presses the question of complicity: what is owed by those who benefit indirectly, remain silent, or accept gradual accommodation to clear injustice. Throughout, the text emphasizes moral accountability, insisting that ethical judgment cannot be delegated entirely to custom, economic interest, or political convenience. 

The work also explores the relationship between religion and social ethics, challenging readers to consider whether faith is being used to illuminate wrongdoing or to excuse it. Channing’s approach underscores the tension between moral law and legal permission, and it probes how language can soften brutality by making domination appear ordinary. He is attentive to the social consequences of treating any group as property, including the distortion of family life, education, and civic equality. Even when the argument is rooted in its own time, it invites reflection on how institutions shape conscience and how moral reforms require both inner conviction and outward action. 

Slavery still matters because it demonstrates a rigorous attempt to confront systemic injustice with principled reasoning aimed at persuasion rather than mere outrage. For contemporary readers, the book offers a case study in moral argument under conditions of polarization, showing how to connect individual dignity to public policy and collective responsibility. It also helps clarify how ethical discourse can be compromised when comfort and interest are at stake, a pattern that recurs in debates about inequality and human rights. Reading Channing today is less about antiquarian curiosity than about practicing moral clarity, learning how a society’s ideals must be tested against its institutions.
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    William Ellery Channing’s Slavery is a nineteenth-century abolitionist tract that sets out to examine slavery as a moral, religious, and civic problem rather than as a merely economic arrangement. Channing frames his purpose as a careful inquiry aimed at persuading readers who may be attached to the institution by habit, interest, or inherited opinion. He sketches the public controversy surrounding slavery and signals a method grounded in conscience, Christian ethics, and the political ideals Americans profess. From the outset, the central question is how a society claiming liberty can justify human bondage.
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Channing proceeds by defining what slavery entails in lived reality: the legal reduction of a person to property and the systematic subjection of will, labor, and family life to another’s control. He emphasizes that the wrong is not limited to occasional cruelty but is embedded in the ordinary workings of the system, which relies on coercion and denies fundamental rights. This focus shifts the debate from individual character to institutional structure. By stressing the gap between paternalistic descriptions and slavery’s legal essence, he sets up a critique that targets the institution’s foundations rather than its abuses alone.

paragraphs

He then develops a religious and ethical argument, treating every person as endowed with moral agency and responsibility that cannot rightly be owned or managed by another. Channing invokes Christian duties—justice, benevolence, and respect for human dignity—to argue that bondage conflicts with the spiritual ends of life. He explores how slavery distorts both enslaved and enslaver by encouraging fear, domination, and moral complacency. The tract’s conflict is framed as one of conscience: whether believers can reconcile faith with a social order that systematically denies persons the means to cultivate virtue and self-command.

paragraphs

Alongside moral reasoning, Channing addresses political principles associated with republican government, law, and natural rights. He considers how slavery sits uneasily with constitutional ideals and the legitimacy of authority, emphasizing that power over others must be justified by the equal moral standing of those governed. He probes the social consequences of treating humans as property: the effects on labor, civic participation, education, and public morality. Without reducing everything to policy mechanics, he insists that political stability and national character are inseparable from justice, and that a free society cannot indefinitely compartmentalize freedom at home and bondage within its borders.
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    William Ellery Channing’s Slavery (1835) emerged in the United States during the early republic’s most intense sectional conflict over human bondage. By the 1830s, slavery was entrenched in the South’s plantation economy and protected by state law and federal compromises, while Northern states had largely ended slavery through gradual emancipation. National institutions—Congress, federal courts, and the postal system—became arenas for disputes over abolitionist speech and Southern security. Channing, a leading Boston Unitarian minister, addressed a literate Northern public shaped by print culture, revivals, and reform societies.
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Channing’s Slavery (1835) emerged in the United States during the early republic’s most intense sectional conflict over human bondage. By the 1830s, slavery was entrenched in the South’s plantation economy and protected by state law and federal compromises, while Northern states had largely ended slavery through gradual emancipation. National institutions—Congress, federal courts, and the postal system—became arenas for disputes over abolitionist speech and Southern security. Channing, a leading Boston Unitarian minister, addressed a literate Northern public shaped by print culture, revivals, and reform societies.
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The work was written after the rise of immediatist abolitionism. In 1831 William Lloyd Garrison began publishing The Liberator in Boston, and in 1833 activists formed the American Anti-Slavery Society in Philadelphia, expanding petition campaigns and mass circulation of antislavery tracts. Southern states responded with censorship, prosecutions, and extralegal violence; in 1835, Charleston officials seized abolitionist mail, and mobs in several cities attacked antislavery speakers and presses. These clashes made slavery not only a Southern institution but a national political crisis, testing constitutional liberties and public order.

paragraphs

Within Congress, abolitionist petitions prompted a major procedural battle. In 1836 the House of Representatives adopted the first “gag rule” to table antislavery petitions without discussion, reflecting anxiety that debate might destabilize the Union. Earlier, the Missouri Compromise of 1820 had attempted to manage slavery’s expansion, but westward growth and new territories kept the issue alive. Channing wrote in the shadow of these struggles, when many Northern leaders sought to preserve national harmony by discouraging agitation. His address therefore engages a political environment wary of moral critique that could intensify sectional division.
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The first question to be proposed by a rational being is, not what is profitable, but what is Right[1q]. 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 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 other goods[2q]. 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 doing is as insane as to seek health and prosperity by rebelling 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 considerations 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 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 dismissed 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 successful schemes of policy.

Of late our country has been convulsed by the question 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 singular want of well defined principles, in a strange vagueness and inconsistency of opinion, and in the proneness to excess which belongs to unsettled minds. The multitude have been called, now to contemplate the horrors of slavery, and now to shudder at the ruin and bloodshed which must follow emancipation. The word Massacre 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 reconciled 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 either 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 stronger 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 obligation 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 humanity, who does not strive to sanctify himself for the work by cleansing his heart of all wrath and uncharitableness, 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 partial, exclusive, and bitterly indignant. How far the declension 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[3q]. 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 responsibility, 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 pronounced. Slavery, indeed, from its very nature, must be a ground of alarm wherever it exists. Slavery and security can by no device be joined together. But we may not, must not, by rashness and passion increase the peril. 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 Constitution 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[5]. Still more, were the free and the slave-holding States not only separated, but engaged in the fiercest hostilities, the former would deserve the abhorrence of the world, and the indignation of Heaven, 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 with every advance of civilization, before which the slave-trade[6] 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 humanity. Who can measure the power of Christian philanthropy, 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 triumph. 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 local legislation. They are divine inspirations, and partake of the omnipresence of their Author. The deliberate, 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 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 slavery a low topic, and wonder how it can excite the attention 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 problems which have exercised for ages the highest understandings. It calls us to inquire into the foundation, nature, 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 property, and above all into the true dignity and indestructible 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 slavery; and yet to multitudes the question falls under the same contempt with the slave himself. To many, a writer seems to lower himself who touches it. The falsely refined, who want intellectual force to grasp it, pronounce it unworthy of their notice.

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 distinctive spirit of Christianity must be judged. Christianity 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 Spiritual principle in man is what entitles him to our brotherly 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 appointing 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 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 humanity 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 degradation 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 Christianity. The greatest of all distinctions, the only enduring one, is moral goodness, virtue, religion. Outward distinctions 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
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