
constitutional convention us slavery
and the constitution
The constitutional convention us slavery and the constitution represent a
complex and often contentious intersection in American history. The delegates
who gathered in Philadelphia in 1787 grappled intensely with the issue of
slavery, a practice deeply embedded in the economic and social fabric of the
nascent nation. Their decisions, or more accurately, their deliberate
omissions and compromises, had profound and lasting consequences, shaping the
very foundation of the United States and sowing the seeds for future
conflict. This article delves into the multifaceted discussions, the pivotal
compromises, and the inherent contradictions that defined the Constitutional
Convention's approach to slavery, exploring how this moral and political
quagmire was navigated and the enduring legacy it left behind. We will
examine the various viewpoints presented by the delegates, the mechanisms
devised to address the issue without directly confronting it, and the ways in
which the Constitution ultimately protected, albeit indirectly, the
institution of slavery.
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The Genesis of the Dilemma: Slavery in the
Colonies

Before the delegates even convened in Philadelphia, the issue of slavery was
a deeply entrenched reality. By the late 18th century, chattel slavery was
not merely a peripheral concern; it was a fundamental pillar of the economies
in the Southern colonies, particularly in agriculture, with its profitability
tied to enslaved labor. Northern states also had enslaved populations, though
the practice was less economically dominant and beginning to face gradual
abolitionist sentiments. This existing societal and economic structure
immediately presented a significant hurdle for any attempt to forge a unified
nation under a new governing document. The very idea of "all men are created
equal," as espoused in the Declaration of Independence, stood in stark
contrast to the legal and social reality of millions held in bondage.

The economic dependence of the Southern states on slavery was undeniable.
From tobacco and rice to indigo, the labor-intensive crops demanded a
consistent and cheap workforce, which enslaved people provided. This economic



imperative fueled fierce resistance to any federal interference with the
institution. The delegates, therefore, faced the unenviable task of creating
a framework for governance that could appease states with vastly different
economic interests and moral viewpoints on human bondage. It was a delicate
balancing act, where the potential for disunion loomed large if the issue was
not handled with extreme caution.

Debates and Divisions: Voices at the Convention

The Constitutional Convention was a crucible of debate, and the question of
slavery ignited some of the most impassioned and divisive discussions.
Delegates from the Northern states, many of whom were growing increasingly
abolitionist, sought to limit or even abolish slavery. Figures like
Gouverneur Morris of Pennsylvania spoke passionately against the institution,
viewing it as a moral stain on the nation. They argued for provisions that
would restrict the slave trade and eventually lead to emancipation. Their
moral objections were often coupled with concerns about representation, as
they felt the South gained undue political power through the counting of
enslaved people for congressional apportionment, even though those enslaved
individuals had no rights or voice.

Conversely, delegates from the Southern states, led by figures such as
Charles Cotesworth Pinckney of South Carolina, defended slavery vehemently.
They saw it as a right protected by property law and essential to their way
of life and economic survival. Any attempt to interfere with slavery was
viewed as an existential threat to their states and their prosperity. They
argued that the federal government had no authority to meddle in the internal
affairs of individual states, especially concerning property rights. This
stark division in ideologies and interests created a formidable impasse,
forcing the delegates to seek common ground, however uncomfortable.

The Question of Representation

One of the most contentious points of debate revolved around how enslaved
people would be counted for the purposes of determining a state's
representation in the House of Representatives and for direct taxation.
Southern states wanted enslaved people counted for representation, thus
increasing their political power in Congress, but not counted for taxation,
thereby reducing their financial obligations to the federal government.
Northern states, on the other hand, argued that if enslaved people were
considered property, they should not be counted for representation at all.
They believed that counting them for representation while denying them basic
human rights was fundamentally unfair and skewed the balance of power.



The Slave Trade

Another significant area of contention was the international slave trade.
Many Northern delegates wished to prohibit the importation of enslaved
people, viewing it as a barbaric practice that fueled the expansion of
slavery. Southern delegates, however, were adamant that the trade should
continue, at least for a period, arguing that their economies depended on a
steady supply of enslaved labor. They feared that an immediate ban would
cripple their agricultural output and lead to economic ruin. This issue was
particularly thorny, as it directly involved international commerce and the
sovereignty of states to engage in such trade.

The Great Compromises: Navigating the
Unnavigable

Faced with the real possibility of the convention failing to produce a
Constitution, delegates resorted to a series of carefully crafted
compromises, often referred to as the "Great Compromises," which, while
preserving the Union, deeply embedded the institution of slavery into the new
nation's legal framework. These were not solutions that resolved the moral
question of slavery, but rather pragmatic arrangements designed to move
forward with nation-building, albeit on a foundation that was deeply flawed.
The spirit of compromise, in this instance, leaned heavily towards appeasing
the slaveholding states.

The Three-Fifths Compromise

Perhaps the most infamous compromise was the Three-Fifths Compromise. This
agreement stipulated that for purposes of both representation in the House of
Representatives and direct taxation, three-fifths of the enslaved population
would be counted. This was a direct answer to the debate over representation
and taxation. It granted Southern states more political power than they would
have had if enslaved people were not counted at all, while also ensuring they
would bear a somewhat larger tax burden. This compromise was a clear
concession to the South, solidifying their influence within the federal
government. The moral dissonance of counting human beings as three-fifths of
a person would echo throughout American history.

The Slave Trade Clause (or Importation Clause)

To address the contentious issue of the slave trade, the convention agreed to
the Slave Trade Clause, also known as the Importation Clause. This provision



prohibited Congress from banning the importation of enslaved people for a
period of twenty years, until 1808. This was a significant victory for the
Southern states, allowing them to continue their participation in the
transatlantic slave trade for two decades, thereby ensuring the continued
supply of enslaved labor. While it offered a future prospect of prohibition,
it essentially sanctioned the continuation of this abhorrent practice for a
considerable period, further entrenching slavery in American society.

The Fugitive Slave Clause

Another crucial compromise, designed to appease slaveholders, was the
Fugitive Slave Clause. This clause mandated that if an enslaved person
escaped from their owner in one state and fled to another state, they would
be returned to their owner. This meant that even in free states, individuals
who had escaped slavery could be apprehended and returned to bondage. This
clause essentially nationalized the enforcement of slavery, extending its
reach beyond the borders of the Southern states and making it the
responsibility of all states to assist in recapturing escaped enslaved
people. It was a powerful affirmation of property rights in human beings.

Key Provisions and Their Impact on Slavery

Beyond the explicit compromises, several other provisions within the
Constitution had significant implications for the perpetuation of slavery.
While the word "slavery" itself was notably absent from the original text of
the Constitution, the intent and effect of certain clauses were undeniable.
These were carefully worded to avoid direct confrontation while still
protecting the institution.

Article I, Section 9

As discussed, Article I, Section 9, directly addressed the slave trade,
preventing Congress from prohibiting the importation of enslaved persons
until 1808. This was a deliberate delay, a political maneuver to allow
slaveholding states to continue their practices without immediate federal
constraint. The wording "such importation as any of the States now existing
shall think proper to permit" is a testament to the power of state
sovereignty over federal authority when it came to this deeply divisive
issue. This clause essentially guaranteed the continuation of the
transatlantic slave trade for two decades.



Article IV, Section 2

Article IV, Section 2, contains the Fugitive Slave Clause. This section,
often overlooked in broader discussions, was vital for slaveholders. It
states: "No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws
thereof, escaping into another, shall, in Consequence of any Law or
Regulation therein, be discharged from such Service or Labour, but shall be
delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be
due." This was a constitutional mandate for the return of escaped enslaved
individuals, effectively nullifying any state laws that might offer them
sanctuary. It was a critical piece of the puzzle for slaveholders, ensuring
that their "property" could be reclaimed regardless of state borders.

The Electoral College

While not directly about slavery, the Electoral College indirectly benefited
the slaveholding states. By allowing enslaved individuals to be counted for
representation (under the Three-Fifths Compromise), Southern states gained a
greater number of electors in presidential elections than they would have
otherwise. This inflated their voting power in presidential contests, giving
them a disproportionate influence in the selection of the nation's leaders
and in shaping national policy related to slavery.

The Unresolved Conflict: Seeds of Future Strife

The compromises forged at the Constitutional Convention were not resolutions;
they were temporary truces. By avoiding a direct confrontation with the moral
and political quandaries of slavery, the delegates created a document that
contained the seeds of future conflict. The Constitution, while establishing
a framework for a unified nation, also enshrined and protected an institution
that was fundamentally at odds with the ideals of liberty and equality. This
inherent contradiction would fester for decades, fueling political tensions
and ultimately leading to the Civil War.

The continued existence and expansion of slavery, facilitated by the
Constitution's provisions, became a defining issue in American politics.
Debates over states' rights, the expansion of slavery into new territories,
and the moral implications of human bondage grew increasingly heated. The
compromises of 1787, intended to secure the Union, instead ensured that the
issue of slavery would continue to divide the nation, creating a legacy of
racial injustice and inequality that would take generations to begin to
address.



The Enduring Legacy of the Convention's
Decisions

The decisions made at the Constitutional Convention regarding slavery cast a
long and complex shadow over American history. The compromises, while
enabling the formation of the United States, created a foundational hypocrisy
that would plague the nation. The Constitution, hailed as a beacon of
liberty, also served as a document that protected and perpetuated the
institution of slavery for nearly a century. Understanding the debates and
compromises of 1787 is crucial for comprehending the deep-seated issues of
race and inequality that have shaped, and continue to shape, the American
experience. The very structure of the nation was built, in part, upon a
foundation that denied basic human rights to millions, a legacy that
continues to be grappled with today.

The framers of the Constitution were undoubtedly men of their time, operating
within a society where slavery was widely accepted and economically vital for
a significant portion of the nation. However, their choices at the convention
were not solely dictated by necessity; they were also choices that
prioritized national unity and the preservation of the Union above the
immediate abolition of a morally reprehensible practice. This prioritization,
while understandable in the context of nation-building, had devastating and
enduring consequences, making the struggle for civil rights and racial
justice a central narrative in American history.

FAQ

Q: Did the US Constitution directly mention the word
"slavery"?
A: No, the word "slavery" itself does not appear in the original text of the
United States Constitution. Instead, the Constitution uses euphemisms such as
"persons held to service or labour" and refers to "importation of such
persons" to address the institution of slavery indirectly.

Q: What was the significance of the Three-Fifths
Compromise?
A: The Three-Fifths Compromise was a pivotal agreement during the
Constitutional Convention that stipulated that for the purposes of
representation in the House of Representatives and for direct taxation,
three-fifths of the enslaved population would be counted. This significantly
increased the political power of Southern states in Congress.



Q: How did the Constitution address escaped enslaved
people?
A: The Constitution addressed escaped enslaved people through the Fugitive
Slave Clause (Article IV, Section 2), which mandated that any enslaved person
who escaped from their owner in one state and fled to another state must be
returned to their owner. This effectively negated any state laws that might
have offered sanctuary to fugitives.

Q: When was the importation of enslaved people
finally prohibited by the US?
A: The importation of enslaved people into the United States was finally
prohibited by federal law on January 1, 1808, as permitted by the Slave Trade
Clause (Article I, Section 9) of the Constitution, which allowed Congress to
ban such importations after a period of twenty years from the Constitution's
ratification.

Q: Were all delegates at the Constitutional
Convention in favor of slavery?
A: No, delegates at the Constitutional Convention held a wide range of views
on slavery. Some, particularly from the Southern states, were staunch
defenders of the institution, while others, especially from the Northern
states, were vocal abolitionists who found slavery morally reprehensible and
sought its limitation or eventual eradication.

Q: How did the compromises at the convention impact
the future of the United States?
A: The compromises made at the Constitutional Convention regarding slavery,
while necessary to form the Union, did not resolve the fundamental moral and
political conflict. These compromises embedded the institution into the
nation's legal framework and contributed to growing sectional tensions that
ultimately culminated in the American Civil War.

Q: What role did economics play in the debates over
slavery at the convention?
A: Economics played a crucial role. The Southern states' economies were
heavily reliant on enslaved labor for their agricultural production. This
economic dependence made them resistant to any federal interference with
slavery, while Northern states, with different economic structures, were more
amenable to discussing limitations or abolition.
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