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Leading abolitionists such as the Boston minister Theodore Parker (1810–1860) often 
invoked moral arguments in their campaign to end slavery. They did so through sermons, 
speaking tours, newspapers, pamphlets, and books. Outraged by the passage of the 
Fugitive Slave Act, Parker delivered this address just four days after the act became a 
law. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What action does Parker favor? Do you agree with his reasoning and conclusions? Why? 
 
 
 
There are some things which are true, independent of all human opinions. Such things we 
call facts. Thus it is true that one and one are equal to two, that the earth moves round the 
sun, that all men have certain natural unalienable rights, rights which a man can alienate 
only for himself, and not for another. No man made these things true; no man can make 
them false. If all the men in Jerusalem and ever so many more, if all the men in the world, 
were to pass a unanimous vote that one and one were not equal to two, that the earth did 
not move round the sun, that all men had not natural and unalienable rights, the opinion 
would not alter the fact, nor make truth false and falsehood true.  
 
So there are likewise some things which are right, independent of all human opinions. 
Thus it is right to love a man and not to hate him, to do him justice and not injustice, to 
allow him the natural rights which he has not alienated. No man made these things right; 
no man can make them wrong. If all the men in Jerusalem and ever so many more, if all 
the men in the world, were to pass a unanimous vote that it was right to hate man and not 
love him, right to do him injustice and not justice, right to deprive him of his natural 
rights not alienated by himself, the opinion would not alter the fact, nor make right wrong 
and wrong right.  
 
There are certain constant and general facts which occur in the material world, the 
world of external perception, which represent what are called the laws of matter, in 
virtue of which things take place so and not otherwise. These laws are the same 
everywhere and always; they never change. They are not made by men, but only 
discovered by men, are inherent in the constitution of matter, and seem designed to 
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secure the welfare of the material world. These natural laws of matter, inherent in its 
constitution, are never violated, nor can be, for material nature is passive, or at least 
contains no element or will that is adverse to the will of God, the ultimate Cause of 
these laws as of matter itself. The observance of these laws is a constant fact of the 
universe; “the most ancient heavens thereby are fresh and strong.” These laws represent 
the infinity of God in the world of matter, His infinite power, wisdom, justice, love, and 
holiness.  
 
So there are likewise certain constant and general facts which occur in what may be 
called the spiritual world, the world of internal consciousness. They represent the laws of 
spirit—that is, of the human spirit—in virtue of which things are designed to take place 
so and not otherwise. These laws are the same everywhere and always; they never 
change. They are not made by men but only discovered by men. They are inherent in the 
constitution of man, and as you cannot conceive of a particle of matter without extension, 
impenetrability, figure, and so on, no more can you conceive of man without these laws 
inhering in him. They seem designed to secure the welfare of the spiritual world.…  
 
For clearness’ sake, the natural and personal obligation to keep the law of God as my 
conscience declares it, I will call Duty; the conventional and official obligation to comply 
with some custom, keep some statute, or serve some special interest, I will call Business. 
Here then are two things—my natural and personal duty, my conventional and official 
business. Which of the two shall give way to the other,—personal duty or official 
business? Let it be remembered that I am a man first of all, and all else that I am is but a 
modification of my manhood, which makes me a clergyman, a fisherman, or a statesman; 
but the clergy, the fish, and the state, are not to strip me of my manhood. They are 
valuable in so far as they serve my manhood, not as it serves them. My official business 
as clergyman, fisherman, or statesman, is always beneath my personal duty as man. In 
case of any conflict between the two, the natural duty ought to prevail and carry the day 
before the official business; for the natural duty represents the permanent law of God, the 
absolute right, justice, the balance-point of all interests; while the official business 
represents only the transient conventions of men, some partial interest; and besides, the 
man who owes the personal duty is immortal, while the officer who performs the official 
business is but for a time.…  
 
Last winter a bill for the capture of fugitive slaves was introduced into the Senate of the 
United States of America; the senator who so ably represented the opinions and wishes of 
the controlling men of this city, proposed to support that bill, “with all its provisions to 
the fullest extent;” that bill, with various alterations, some for the better, others for the 
worse, has become a law.…That statute allows the slaveholder, or his agent, to come 
here, and by summary process seize a fugitive slave, and, without the formality of a trial  
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by jury, to carry him back to eternal bondage…[and] provides a punishment for any one 
who shall aid and abet, directly or indirectly, and harbor, or conceal the man who is 
seeking to maintain his natural and unalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. He may be fined a thousand dollars, imprisoned six months, and be liable to a 
civil action for a thousand dollars more!…  
 
This is now the law of the land. It is the official business of judges, commissioners, 
and marshals, as magistrates, to execute the statute and deliver a fugitive up to 
slavery; it is your official business and mine, as citizens, when legally summoned, to 
aid in capturing the man. Does the command make it any man’s duty? The natural 
duty to keep the law of God over-rides the obligation to observe any human statute, 
and continually commands us to love a man and not hate him, to do him justice, and 
not injustice, to allow him his natural rights not alienated by himself; yes, to defend 
him in them, not only by all means legal, but by all means moral.…  
 
I am not a man who loves violence. I respect the sacredness of human life. But this I say, 
solemnly, that I will do all in my power to rescue any fugitive slave from the hands of 
any officer who attempts to return him to bondage. I will resist him as gently as I know 
how, but with such strength as I can command; I will ring the bells, and alarm the town; I 
will serve as head, as foot, or as hand to any body of serious and earnest men, who will 
go with me, with no weapons but their hands, in this work.…  
 
Suppose the Constitution had been altered, and Congress had made a law, making it the 
business of the United States’ commissioners to enslave and sell at public outcry all the 
red-haired men in the nation, and forbid us to aid and abet their escape, to harbor and 
conceal them, under the same penalties just now mentioned; do you think any 
commissioner would be justified before God by his oath in kidnapping the red-haired 
men, or any person in punishing such as harbored or concealed them, such as forcibly 
took the victims out of the hand of officials who would work mischief by statute? Will 
the color of a hair make right wrong, and wrong right?…  
 
 
“The Function of Conscience” by Theodore Parker. Reprinted in God Ordained This 
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