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On the occasion of the 27th anniversary of the American Anti-Slavery Society, Robert Purvis of
Philadelphia delivered a burning indictment of the American government for its subjugation of
the Negro people. The speech was made in New York City on May 8, 1860; about half of it is
printed below:

What is the attitude of your boasting, braggart republic toward the 600,000 free people of color
who swell its population and add to its wealth? I have already alluded to the dictum of Judge
Taney in the notorious Dred Scott decision. That dictum reveals the animus of the whole
government; it is a fair example of the cowardly and malignant spirit that pervades the entire
policy of the country. The end of that policy is, undoubtedly, to destroy the colored man, as a
man, to prevent him from having any existence in the
land except as a "chattel personal to all intents, constructions and purposes whatsoever ." With
this view, it says a colored man shall not sue and recover his lawful property; he shall not bear
arms and train in the militia; he shall J not be a commander of a vessel, not even of the meanest
craft that creeps along the creeks and bays of your Southern coast; he shall not carry a mailbag, or
serve as a porter in a post-office; and he shall not even put his face in a United States court-room
for any purpose, except by the sufferance of the white man.
I had occasion, a few days since, to go to the United States court-room in the city of Philadelphia.
My errand was a proper one; it was to go bail for one of the noble band of colored men who had
so bravely risked their lives for the rescue of a brother man on his way to eternal bondage. As I
was about entering the door, I was stopped, and ordered back. I demanded the reason. "I have my
orders," was the reply. What orders? "To keep out all colored people." Now, sir, who was the man
that offered me this indignity? It was Deputy-Marshal Jenkins, the notorious slave-catcher. And
why did he do it? Because he had his orders from pious, praying, Christian Democrats, who hold
and teach the damnable doctrine that the "black man has no rights that the white man is bound to
respect." It is true that Marshal Yost, to whom I indignantly appealed, reversed this man's orders,
and apologized to me, assuring me that I could go in and out at my pleasure. But, sir, the apology
made the matter worse; for, mark you, it was not me personally that was objected to, but the race
with which I stand identified. Great God! who can think of such outrages, such meanness, such
dastardly, cowardly cruelty, without burning with indignation, and choking for want of words
with which to denounce it? And in the case of the noble little band referred to, the men who
generously, heroically risked their lives to rescue the man who was about being carried back to
slavery; look at their conduct; you know the circumstances. We recently had a slave trial in
Philadelphia-no new thing in the city of "Brotherly Love." A victim of Virginia tyranny, a
fugitive from Southern injustice, had made good his escape from the land of whips and chains to
Pennsylvania, and had taken up his abode near the capital of the State. The place of his retreat
was discovered; the bloodhounds of the law scented him out, and caught him; they put him in
chains and brought him before Judge Cadwallader-a man whose pro-slavery antecedents made
him a fitting instrument for the execution of the accursed Fugitive Slave Law.
The sequel can easily be imagined. Brewster, a leading Democrat-the man, who, like your
O'Conor of this city, has the unblushing hardihood to defend the enslavement of the black man
upon principle-advocated his re- turn. The man was sent into life-long bondage. While the trial
was going on, slaveholders, Southern students and pro-slavery Market-street salesmen were
freely admitted; but the colored people, the class most interested, were carefully excluded.
Prohibited from entering, they thronged around the door of the courthouse. At last the prisoner
was brought out, handcuffed and guarded by his captors; he was put into a carriage which started
off in J the direction of the South. Some ten or twelve brave black men made a rush for the
carriage, in hopes of effecting a rescue; they were overpowered, beaten, put under arrest and



carried to prison, there to await their trial, before this same Judge Cadwallader, for violating the
Fugitive Slave law! Mark you, they may go into the courtroom as prisoners,  but not as
spectators! They may not have an opportunity of hearing the law expounded, but they may be
punished if they make themselves chargeable with violating it!
Sir, people talk of the bloody code of Draco, but I venture to assert, with- out fear of intelligent
contradiction, that, all things considered, that code was mild, that code was a law of love,
compared with the hellish laws and precedents that disgrace the statute-books of this modern
Democratic, Christian Republic! I said that a man of color might not be a commander of the
humblest craft that sails in your American waters. There was a man in Philadelphia, the other day,
who stated that he owned and sailed a schooner between that city and different ports in the State
of Maryland-that his vessel had been seized in the town of Easton, (I believe it was,) or some
other town on the Eastern Shore, on the allegation that, contrary to law, there was no white man
on board. The vessel constituted his entire property and sole means of supporting his family. He
was advised to sue for its recovery, which he did, and, after a long and expensive litigation, the
case was decided in his favor. But by this time the vessel had rotted and gone to wreck, and the
man found himself reduced to beggary. His business in Philadelphia was to raise $50 with which
to take himself and family out of this cursed land, to a country where liberty is not a mockery,
and freedom a mere idle name! ...
But, sir, narrow and proscriptive as, in my opinion, is the spirit of what is called Native
Americanism, there is another thing 1 regard as tenfold more base and contemptible, and that is
your American Democracy-your piebald and rotten Democracy, that talks loudly about equal
rights, and at the same time tramples one-sixth of the population of the country in the dust, and
declares that they have "no rights which a white man is bound to respect." And, sir, while 1
repudiate your Native Americanism and your bogus Democracy, allow me to add, at the same
time, that I am not a Republican. I could not be a member of the Republican party if I were so
disposed; I am disfranchised; I have no vote; I am put out of the pale of political society. The time
was in Pennsylvania, under the old Constitution, when I could go to the polls as other men do, but
your modern Democracy have taken away from me that right. Your Reform Convention, your
Pierce Butlers-the man who, a year ago, put up nearly four hundred human beings on the block in
Georgia, and sold them to the highest bidder-your Pierce Butlers disfranchised me, and I am
without any political rights whatever.  I am taxed to support a government which takes my money
and tramples on me. But, sir, I would not be a member of the Republican party if it were in my
power. How could I, a colored man, join a party that styles itself emphatically the "white man's
party!?" How could I, an Abolitionist, belong to a party that is and must of necessity be a pro-
slavery party? The Republicans may be, and doubtless are, opposed to the extension of slavery,
but they are sworn to support, and they will support, slavery where it already exists.
The Liberator 1 May 18, 1860.


