
1871: Religious vows of the first 3 Agricultural 

Brothers. 

1872: Consecration of the Basilica of Our Lady 

of Africa. Lavigerie presides over the wedding cere-

mony of the first Arab orphans who became Chris-

tians. 

Conference given at Saint Sulpice  

(1st July 1888) 

I have two points to bring to your attention in 

this conference: Slavery is daily becoming even more 

horrible in the interior of Africa. And what can be 

done to end it. In his Encyclical In Plurimis, Leo XIII 

has just begun the third solemn struggle that the 

Church supports against slavery. The Church began 

the first soon after her birth. This was against pagan 

slavery. The Church first of all made a frontal attack, 

through its doctrines, teaching mankind to love one 

another because they are brothers, sons of the same 

God. She continued this attack by exhortations from 

her apostles, her pontiffs, her doctors, who 

preached justice and pity to everyone. Down 

through the centuries by her institutions and her ex-

ample, she caused it to weaken. 

True, the combat was long, for it was directed 

against all the corruptions emanating from the hu-

man heart. This same combat was directed to free 

the multitude of unfortunate human beings. Hu-

manum paucis vivit genus, the poet said, and as Leo 

XIII recalled in order to describe succinctly the char-

acter of a nearly universal oppression. But eventually 

the day came when this leprosy disappeared from a 

world become Christian and where the freedom of 

Christ triumphed. 

In the 15th century, following on the discovery 

of America, the same passions which had maintained 

slavery in days of old, rose up again. What hap-

pened? In order to supplement their small numbers, 

the colonialists fell back on Africa and established 

the African slave trade. For more than three centu-

ries, this trade dishonoured the world by its cruel-

ties. The Church rose up against this by the work of 

its missionaries such as Peter Claver and Las Casas; 

by its Pontiffs such as Pius II, Leo X, Benedict XIV, 

and in our own time, Gregory XVI and Pius IX. All the 

clever arguments intended to deceive, were used in 

favour of slave owners; the Christian conscience fin-

ished by speaking louder than their greediness. At 

the beginning of this century, a whole host of gener-

ous writers and statesmen battled against the ene-

my and struck blows under which he eventually suc-

cumbed. Brethren, you know the names of these 

noble defenders of the dignity and freedom of oth-

ers. They are the honour of France, England, the 

United States of America. 

Thanks to them and the use of European war-

ships, slavery successfully disappeared from the col-

onies. One great empire, Brazil, held fast to slavery. 

It was Leo XIII who managed to persuade that coun-

try to eventually give it up. But, my dear brethren, 

even while the American slave trade was disappear-

ing little by little, one could still hear the cries of des-

pair, each day more numerous coming from Central 

Africa. Belgian, English, and American explorers 

made the sound of these cries echo even as far as us. 

Doubtless, slavery had always existed in these 

regions, but never in the proportions we hear about 

today, for it threatens to annihilate an entire people. 

This fact is still unknown by the civilised world, and it 

is this that the Vicar of Jesus Christ wants to make 

known. And this I am telling you now in my double 

position as Pastor and Father of all these unfortu-

nate people. 

I myself have only become aware of these 

things in the last few years. I had already spent more 

than ten years in North Africa without receiving any 

revelations of such infamies, apart from vague ru-

mours from the interior of Africa. Ten years ago, fi-

nally, I sent my own sons, the Missionaries of Algiers, 

right to the centre of the equatorial provinces, still 

virtually unknown. These were the only Frenchmen 

who had penetrated and established themselves in 

these far places. Ten years ago, they suffered all the 

evils which beset them, plus a murderous climate 

and endless powerless when faced with the suffer-

ings of a population they were going to evangelise, 

and which they see sadly perishing from their suffer-

ings.  
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