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George Lawrence, An Oration on the Abolition of the Slave Trade, January 1, 1813, in the African
Methodist Episcopal Church (N.Y., 1813). The following extracts from an address by George Lawrence,
a free Negro of New York, delivered January 1, 1813, on the fifth anniversary of the illegalization by the
United States of the African slave trade, illustrate not only the leadership offered by Negroes themselves
in the struggle against slavery but also their early attacks upon the concept of Negro inferiority. Source:
H. Aptheker (1973). A Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States. Secaucus, NJ:
Citadel Press, v. 1, 57-59.

My brethren, the land in which we live gives us the opportunity rapidly to advance the prosperity of
liberty. This government founded on the principles of liberty and equality, and declaring them to be the
free gift of God, if not ignorant of their declaration, must enforce it; I am confident she wills it, and strong
forbodings of it is discernable. The northern sections of the union is fast conceding, and the southern must
comply, although so biased by interest, that they have become callous to the voice of reason and justice;
yet as the continual droppings of water has a tendency to wear away the hardest and most flinty
substance, so likewise shall we, abounding in good works, and causing our examples to shine forth as the
sun at noon day, melt their callous hearts, and render sinew less the arm of sore oppression. My brethren,
you who are enroled and proudly march under the banners of the Mutual Relief, and Wilberforce
Societies, consider your important standings as incorporated bodies, and walk worthy of the name you
bear, cling closely to the paths of virtue and morality, cherish the plants of peace and temperance; by
doing this you shall not only shine as the first stars in the firmament, and do honor to your worthy
patrons, but immortalize your names. Be zealous and vigilent, be always on the alert to promote the
welfare of your injured brethren; then shall providence shower down her blessings upon your heads, and
crown your labors with success. It has been said by your enemies, that your minds were not calculated to
receive a sufficient store of knowledge, to fit you for beneficial or social societies; but your in-
corporation drowned that assertion in contempt; and now let shame cover their heads, and blushes
crimson their countenances. In vain they fostered a hope that our unfavorable circumstances ,would bear
them out in their profane insinuations. But is that hope yet alive? No; or do we know where to find it? If it
is to be found, it must be in the dark abysses of ignorance and folly, too little, too trifling for our notice.
There could be many reasons given, to prove that the mind of an African is not inferior to that of an
European; yet to do so would be superfluous. It would be like adding hardness to the diamond, or lustre to
the sun. There was a time whilst shrowded in ignorance, the African was estimated no higher than beasts
of burthen, and while their minds were condensed within the narrow compass of slavery, and all their
genius damped by the merciless power of cruel masters, they moved in no higher sphere. Their nature was
cramped in infancy, and depraved in riper years, vice was showed them for virtue, and for their labor and
industry, the scourge was their only reward. Then did they seem dead to a better state, but it was because
they were subject to arbitrary power; and then did their proud oppressors assert, though against their
better judgment, that they were destined by nature to no better inheritance. But their most prominent
arguments are lighter than vanity, for vacuous must the reasons of that man have been, who dared to
assert that genius is confined to complexion, or that nature knows difference in the immortal soul of man:
No! the noble mind of a Newton could find room, and to spare, within the tenement of many an injured
African.
My brethren, the time is fast approaching when the iron hand of oppression must cease to tyrannize over
injured innocence, and very different are the days that we see, from those that our ancestors did; yet I
know that there are thousands of our enemies who had rather see us exterminated from off the earth, than
partake of the blessings that they enjoy; but their malice shall not be gratified; they will, though it blast
their eyes, still see us in prosperity. Our day star is arisen, and shall perform its diurnal revolutions, until
nature herself shall change; and my heart glows with the idea, kindles with joy, as my eye catches its
radient beams dispersing the dark clouds of ignorance and superstition. The spring is come, and the
autumn nigh at hand, when the rich fruits of liberty shall be strewed in the path of every African, or
descendant. and the olive hedge of peace encompass them in from their



enemies. ...
And, O! thou father of the universe and disposer of events, thou that called from a dark and formless mass
this fair system of nature, and created thy sons and daughters to bask in the golden streams and rivulets
contained therein; this day we have convened under thy divine auspices, it's not to celebrate a political
festivity, or the achievement of arms by which the blood of thousands were spilt, contaminating thy pure
fields with human gore! but to commemorate a period brought to light by thy wise counsel, who stayed
the hands of merciless power, and with hearts expanded with gratitude for thy providences, inundated in
the sea of thy mercies we farther crave thy fostering care. O! wilt thou crush that power that still holds
thousands of our brethren in bondage, and let the sea of thy wisdom wash its very dust from off the face
of the erth; let LIBERTY unfurl her banners, FREEDOM AND JUSTICE reign triumphant in the world,
universally.


