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Part I. Introduction: Voluntary and Involuntary Slavery


In this chapter, Clarkson confronts the longstanding defense of slavery based on its universal acceptance across civilized and barbarous nations throughout history, which suggests its utility and justice. He counters this with the argument from human sympathy and shared feelings of pleasure and pain, highlighting the tension between custom and humanity. To resolve this, Clarkson outlines the need to examine the historical development of slavery from antiquity, distinguishing between voluntary and involuntary forms. He references ancient examples among the Egyptians, Jews, Greeks, and Romans, as well as Tacitus's account of the Germans, to establish the categories of servants and slaves. This foundational analysis matters because it narrows the inquiry to involuntary servitude, underscoring its threat to human dignity and liberty in his broader case against the slave trade.





	Notes uniform concurrence of nations in slavery as argument from general consent

	Opposes this with feelings of humanity and divine sympathy

	Identifies difficulty and importance of determining truth for human dignity and rights

	Proposes consulting history of slavery from earliest times

	Describes mercenary class among Egyptians, Jews, Greeks, and Romans with contractual similarities to servants

	Divides slavery into voluntary and involuntary forms, limiting scope to involuntary






Civilized and barbarous nations have concurred uniformly in the same customs through a long succession of ages. From this fact arises a presumption that such customs are not only eminently useful but also founded on the principles of justice. Slavery presents exactly this case. It has enjoyed the concurrence of all the nations that history has recorded and the repeated practice of ages from the remotest antiquity. Here, then, is an argument drawn from the general consent of mankind in favor of the practice. Yet when we reflect that the people thus reduced to servitude have possessed the same feelings as ourselves, the same propensities to pleasure and the same aversion to pain, another argument immediately arises against it. This second argument rests on our own feelings and on that divine sympathy which nature has implanted in our breasts for the most useful and generous purposes.

To ascertain the truth where two such opposite sources of argument meet, where the force of custom pleads strongly on one side and the feelings of humanity on the other, is a matter of much difficulty. It is also a matter of no less importance, since the dignity of human nature is concerned and the rights and liberties of mankind will be involved in the discussion.

Before this point can be determined, we must consult the history of slavery. I will lay before the reader, as concisely as possible, a general view of the institution from its earliest appearance to the present day.

The first people I shall mention as having been reduced to servitude may be placed in the class usually called mercenary. It consisted of free-born citizens who, through the various contingencies of fortune, had become so poor that they had recourse for their support to the service of the rich. Of this kind were those among the Egyptians and the Jews who are recorded in the sacred writings. The Greek Thetes were also of this description, as were those among the Romans from whom the class receives its name, the mercenarii.

I may observe of the people just mentioned that their situation was in many instances similar to that of our own servants. An express contract existed between the parties. Most of them could demand their discharge if they were ill used by their masters, and they were therefore treated with more humanity than those whom we usually distinguish by the name of slaves.

The class of servants just described was composed of men reduced to that situation by the contingencies of fortune, not by their own misconduct. There was another class among the ancients, composed entirely of those who had lost their liberty through their own imprudence. To this class may be reduced the Greek prodigals, who were detained in the service of their creditors until the fruits of their labor equaled their debts; the delinquents who were sentenced to the oar. And the German enthusiasts mentioned by Tacitus, who were so immoderately fond of gaming that, when everything else was gone, they staked their liberty and even themselves. The loser, Tacitus says, went into voluntary servitude. Though younger and stronger than the person with whom he played, he patiently suffered himself to be bound and sold. Their perseverance in so bad a custom was called honor. The slaves thus obtained were immediately exchanged in commerce so that the winner might be rid of the scandal of his victory.

To enumerate other instances would be unnecessary. It will be sufficient to observe that the servants of this class were in a far more wretched situation than those of the former. Their drudgery was more intense, their treatment more severe, and there was no retreat at pleasure from the frowns and lashes of their despotic masters.

Having made these preliminary remarks, I may now proceed to a general division of slavery into voluntary and involuntary. The voluntary will comprehend the two classes already mentioned. For in the first instance there was a contract founded on consent, and in the second there was a choice of engaging or not engaging in those practices whose known consequences were servitude. The involuntary form, on the other hand, comprehends those who were forced into their condition without any such contract or choice. It tended to degrade a part of the human species and class them with the brute creation. Of all human situations, it must have been the most wretched and insupportable. These are the people whom I shall consider solely in the present work. I shall therefore take my leave of the former, since they were mentioned only that I might state the question with greater accuracy and be better enabled to reduce it to its proper limits.
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