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TEACHER’S GUIDE

Founding Civics

Abolition, Slavery, and the Constitution 
Primary Source Analysis Activity  

Grade Level: 10-12 

Subject: U.S. History 

Time Required: Two 50-minute class periods 

Historical Thinking Skills: Primary Source Analysis, Compare and Contrast 

Objectives: Students will: 

• Analyze and compare 19th-century interpretations of the U.S. Constitution
• Evaluate how legal, moral, and political arguments shaped the national debate

over slavery
• Examine how the Constitution was used both to support and to challenge

slavery
• Use primary source evidence to develop a claim in response to a historical

question

Essential Question: As it was written in 1787, was the U.S. Constitution a pro-slavery or 
anti-slavery document? 

Lesson Plan: 

Part 1: Bell Ringer (5-10 minutes) 
Project the following excerpts so that the whole class can read them: 

1) "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal…" -
Declaration of Independence (1776)

2) "Representatives… shall be determined by adding to the whole number of free
persons… three fifths of all other Persons." - U.S. Constitution, Article I, Section 2
(1787)



Ask students the following questions (as a write-pair-share, think-pair-share, or class 
discussion): 

1) What does the Declaration suggest about equality?
2) What does the "three-fifths clause" suggest about how enslaved people were

viewed at the founding?

3) How do these two founding documents seem to contradict one another?
4) Based on these excerpts, what questions do you have about the Constitution’s

relationship to slavery?

Part 2: Setting the Stage (15 minutes) 
Provide students with necessary background information: 

• Slavery in the early republic and Antebellum Era
• Constitutional clauses

o Three-Fifths Compromise, Fugitive Slave Clause, Commerce Clause
• The Dred Scott case

Part 3: Primary Source Analysis Activity (30 minutes) 
Divide the class into 5 groups. Assign each a document to read and have them analyze 
one of the follow sources using guiding questions. The sources are at the end of this 
document and have been excerpted down to roughly two pages, but feel free to edit 
as you see fit for your students. 

1) William Lloyd Garrison, "On the Constitution and the Union" (1832)
2) William Lloyd Garrison, "The American Union" (1845)
3) Frederick Douglass, "The Constitution of the U.S.: Is It Pro-Slavery or

Anti-Slavery?" (1860)
4) Dred Scott v. Sandford (1856), majority opinion excerpts by Chief Justice

Roger Taney and dissent by Justice John McLean
5) John C. Calhoun, "Speech on the Oregon Bill" (1848)

As students read, each group should be prepared to address: 
• Summary of the author’s argument
• Author's perspective on the Constitution and slavery
• Use of the Constitution (quotes, clauses)
• Evaluation of the evidence presented:
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o What is the strongest evidence the author uses?
o Identify significant quotes

Part 4: Source Comparison Jigsaw Activity (20 minutes)  
Assign new groups in which each member studied a different document in the previous 
activity. 

• Students teach each other about the different perspectives and fill out the
comparison chart. See other handout (attached)

Part 5: Discussion and Reflection (15 minutes) 
Lead a Socratic discussion using questions such as: 

• How did each author or source interpret the Constitution?
• Which argument is most compelling and why?
• How do legal rulings differ from moral or abolitionist critiques?

Part 6: Assessment  
Students write a well-developed argumentative essay on the following prompt:  
Was the U.S. Constitution fundamentally a pro-slavery document before the Civil War? 

• Use evidence from at least three of the primary sources to support your claim.
• Acknowledge at least one counterargument.
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Source 1: William Lloyd Garrison, "On the Constitution and the Union" (1832) 

An excerpt from The Great Crisis!, The Liberator Vol. II., No. 52.  

. . . There is much declamation about the sacredness of the compact which was formed 
between the free and slave states, on the adoption of the Constitution. A sacred 
compact, forsooth! We pronounce it the most bloody and heaven-daring arrangement 
ever made by men for the continuance and protection of a system of the most 
atrocious villainy ever exhibited on earth. Yes—we recognize the compact, but with 
feelings of shame and indignation; and it will be held in everlasting infamy by the 
friends of justice and humanity throughout the world. It was a compact formed at the 
sacrifice of the bodies and souls of millions of our race, for the sake of achieving a 
political object—an unblushing and monstrous coalition to do evil that good might 
come. Such a compact was, in the nature of things and according to the law of God, 
null and void from the beginning. No body of men ever had the right to guarantee the 
holding of human beings in bondage. Who or what were the framers of our government, 
that they should dare confirm and authorize such high-handed villainy—such a flagrant 
robbery of the inalienable rights of man—such a glaring violation of all the precepts 
and injunctions of the gospel—such a savage war upon a sixth part of our whole 
population? —They were men, like ourselves—as fallible, as sinful, as weak, as 
ourselves. By the infamous bargain which they made between themselves, they 
virtually dethroned the Most High God, and trampled beneath their feet their own 
solemn and heaven-attested Declaration, that all men are created equal, and endowed 
by their Creator with certain inalienable rights—among which are life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness. They had no lawful power to bind themselves, or their posterity, 
for one hour—for one moment—by such an unholy alliance. It was not valid then—it is 
not valid now. Still they persisted in maintaining it—and still do their successors, the 
people of Massachusetts, of New England, and of the twelve free states, persist in 
maintaining it. A sacred compact! a sacred compact! What, then, is wicked and 
ignominious? 

This, then, is the relation in which we of New England stand to the holders of slaves at 
the south, and this is virtually our language toward them—"Go on, most worthy 
associates, from day to day, from month to month, from year to year, from generation 
to generation, plundering two millions of human beings of their liberty and the fruits of 
their toil—driving them into the fields like cattle—starving and lacerating their 
bodies—selling the husband from his wife, the wife from her husband, and children 



from their parents—spilling their blood—withholding the Bible from their hands and all 
knowledge from their minds—and kidnapping annually sixty thousand infants, the 
offspring of pollution and shame! Go on, in these practices—we do not wish nor mean 
to interfere, for the rescue of your victims, even by expostulation or warning—we like 
your company too well to offend you by denouncing your conduct—although we know 
that by every principle of law which does not utterly disgrace us by assimilating us to 
pirates, that they have as good and as true a right to the equal protection of the law as 
we have; and although we ourselves stand prepared to die, rather than submit even to 
a fragment of the intolerable load of oppression to which we are subjecting them—yet, 
never mind—let that be—they have grown old in suffering and we in iniquity—and we 
have nothing to do now but to speak peace, peace, to one another in our sins. … We 
pledge you our physical strength, by the sacredness of the national compact—a 
compact by which we have enabled you already to plunder, persecute and destroy two 
millions of slaves, who now lie beneath the sod; and by which we now give you the 
same piratical license to prey upon a much larger number of victims and all their 
posterity. Go on—and by this sacred instrument, the Constitution of the United States, 
dripping as it is with human blood, we solemnly pledge you our lives, our fortunes, and 
our sacred honor, that we will stand by you to the last." 

People of New England, and of the free states! Is it true that slavery is no concern of 
yours? Have you no right even to protest against it, or to seek its removal? Are you not 
the main pillars of its support? How long do you mean to be answerable to God and the 
world, for spilling the blood of the poor innocents? Be not afraid to look the monster 
slavery boldly in the face. He is your implacable foe—the vampire who is sucking your 
life-blood—the ravager of a large portion of your country, and the enemy of God and 
man. Never hope to be a united, or happy, or prosperous people while he exists. He has 
an appetite like the grave—a spirit as malignant as that of the bottomless pit—and an 
influence as dreadful as the corruption of death. Awake to your danger! The struggle is 
a mighty one—it cannot be avoided—it should not be, if it could. 



Source 2: William Lloyd Garrison, "The American Union" (1845) 

Tyrants of the old world! contemners of the rights of man! disbelievers in human 
freedom and equality! enemies of mankind! console not yourselves with the delusion, 
that REPUBLICANISM and the AMERICAN UNION are synonymous terms—or that the 
downfall of the latter will be the extinction of the former, and, consequently, a proof of 
the incapacity of the people for self-government, and a confirmation of your own 
despotic claims! … 

Tyrants! know that the rights of man are inherent and unalienable, and therefore, not to 
be forfeited by the failure of any form of government, however democratic. Let the 
American Union perish; let these allied States be torn with faction, or drenched in 
blood; let this republic realize the fate of Rome and Carthage, of Babylon and Tyre; still 
those rights would remain undiminished in strength, unsullied in purity, unaffected in 
value, and sacred as their Divine Author. If nations perish, it is not because of their 
devotion to liberty, but for their disregard of its requirements. …  

Tyrants! confident of its overthrow, proclaim not to your vassals that the AMERICAN 
UNION is an experiment of Freedom, which, if it fail, will forever demonstrate the 
necessity of whips for the backs, and chains for the limbs of the people. Know that its 
subversion is essential to the triumph of justice, the deliverance of the oppressed, the 
vindication of the BROTHERHOOD OF THE RACE. It was conceived in sin, and brought 
forth in iniquity; and its career has been marked by unparalleled hypocrisy, by high-
handed tyranny, by a bold defiance of the omniscience and omnipotence of God. 
Freedom indignantly disowns it, and calls for its extinction; for within its borders are 
three millions of Slaves, whose blood constitutes its cement, whose flesh forms a large 
and flourishing branch of its commerce, and who are ranked with four-footed beasts 
and creeping things. To secure the adoption of the Constitution of the United States, it 
was agreed, first, that the African slave-trade, —till that time, a feeble, isolated colonial 
traffic, — should for at least twenty years be prosecuted as a national interest under 
the American flag, and protected by the national arm; —secondly, that a slaveholding 
oligarchy, created by allowing three-fifths of the slave population to be represented by 
their taskmasters, should be allowed a permanent seat in Congress;—thirdly, that the 
slave system should be secured against internal revolt and external invasion, by the 
united physical force of the country; —fourthly, that not a foot of national territory 
should be granted, on which the panting fugitive from Slavery might stand, and be safe 
from his pursuers—thus making every citizen a slave-hunter and slave-catcher. To say 



that this "covenant with death" shall not be annulled—that this "agreement with hell" 
shall continue to stand—that this "refuge of lies" shall not be swept away—is to hurl 
defiance at the eternal throne, and to give the lie to Him who sits thereon. It is an 
attempt, alike monstrous and impracticable, to blend the light of heaven with the 
darkness of the bottomless pit, to unite the living with the dead, to associate the Son of 
God with the prince of evil. 

Accursed be the AMERICAN UNION, as a stupendous republican imposture! 

Accursed be it, as the most frightful despotism, with regard to three millions of the 
people, ever exercised over any portion of the human family! 

Accursed be it, as the most subtle and atrocious compromise ever made to gratify 
power and selfishness! 

Accursed be it, as a libel on Democracy, and a bold assault on Christianity! 

Accursed be it, as stained with human blood, and supported by human sacrifices! 

Accursed be it, for the terrible evils it has inflicted on Africa, by burning her villages, 
ravaging her coast, and kidnapping her children, at an enormous expense of human life, 
and for a diabolical purpose! 

Accursed be it, for all the crimes it has committed at home—for seeking the utter 
extermination of the red men of its wildernesses—and for enslaving one-sixth part of 
its teeming population! 

Accursed be it, for its hypocrisy, its falsehood, its impudence, its lust, its cruelty, its 
oppression! 

Accursed be it, as a mighty obstacle in the way of universal freedom and equality! 

Accursed be it, from the foundation to the roof, and may there soon not be left one 
stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down! 

Henceforth, the watchword of every uncompromising abolitionist, of every friend of 
God and liberty, must be, both in a religious and political sense-"NO UNION WITH 
SLAVEHOLDERS!"



Source 3: Dred Scott v. Sandford Excerpts (1856) 

Dred Scott v. Sandford remains one of the most infamous Supreme Court cases ever 
decided. Dred Scott, a slave, sued for his freedom after his former master took him to 
live where slavery was outlawed, first, in the free state of Illinois and, later, in the free 
territory of what would become Minnesota. In a landmark 7-2 decision, Chief Justice 
Roger Taney declared that Dred Scott lacked standing to sue because members of his 
race were not, and never could be, citizens of the United States; they had "no rights 
which the white man was bound to respect." Taney also concluded that Congress 
could not prohibit slavery in the territories, since the right to hold property in slaves is 
"distinctly and expressly affirmed in the Constitution." Taney was able to come to both 
conclusions in part because he believed that the American Founders did not mean to 
include African slaves or their descendants in the provision of the Declaration of 
Independence that asserts "all men are created equal." 

Mr. Chief Justice Taney delivered the opinion of the court. . . . 

It will be observed that the plea applies to that class of persons only whose ancestors 
were Negroes of the African race, and imported into this country and sold and held as 
slaves. The only matter in issue before the court, therefore, is, whether the 
descendants of such slaves, when they shall be emancipated, or who are born of 
parents who had become free before their birth, are citizens of a state in the sense in 
which the word "citizen" is used in the Constitution of the United States. And this being 
the only matter in dispute on the pleadings, the court must be understood as speaking 
in this opinion of that class only, that is, of those persons who are the descendants of 
Africans who were imported into this country and sold as slaves. . . . 

. . . The question before us is whether the class of persons described in the plea in 
abatement compose a portion of this people, and are constituent members of this 
sovereignty? We think they are not, and that they are not included, and were not 
intended to be included, under the word "citizens" in the Constitution, and can 
therefore claim none of the rights and privileges which that instrument provides for 
and secures to citizens of the United States. On the contrary, they were at that time 
considered as a subordinate and inferior class of beings who had been subjugated by 
the dominant race, and, whether emancipated or not, yet remained subject to their 
authority, and had no rights or privileges but such as those who held the power and the 
government might choose to grant them. 

It is not the province of the court to decide upon the justice or injustice, the policy or 
impolicy, of these laws. The decision of that question belonged to the political or 
lawmaking power, to those who formed the sovereignty and framed the Constitution. 



The duty of the court is to interpret the instrument they have framed with the best 
lights we can obtain on the subject, and to administer it as we find it, according to its 
true intent and meaning when it was adopted. . . . 

In the opinion of the court, the legislation and histories of the times, and the language 
used in the Declaration of Independence, show that neither the class of persons who 
had been imported as slaves nor their descendants, whether they had become free or 
not, were then acknowledged as a part of the people, nor intended to be included in 
the general words used in that memorable instrument. 

Mr. Justice McLean dissenting. 

. . . In the argument, it was said that a colored citizen would not be an agreeable 
member of society. This is more a matter of taste than of law. Several of the states 
have admitted persons of color to the right of suffrage, and, in this view, have 
recognized them as citizens, and this has been done in the slave as well as the free 
states. On the question of citizenship, it must be admitted that we have not been very 
fastidious. Under the late treaty with Mexico, we have made citizens of all grades, 
combinations, and colors. The same was done in the admission of Louisiana and 
Florida. No one ever doubted, and no court ever held that the people of these 
territories did not become citizens under the treaty. They have exercised all the rights 
of citizens, without being naturalized under the acts of Congress. . . . 

In the formation of the federal Constitution, care was taken to confer no power on the 
federal government to interfere with this institution in the states. In the provision 
respecting the slave trade, in fixing the ratio of representation, and providing for the 
reclamation of fugitives from labor, slaves were referred to as persons, and in no other 
respect are they considered in the Constitution. 



Source 4: Frederick Douglass, "The Constitution of the United States: Pro-Slavery or 
Anti-Slavery?" (1860) 

The 1857 Dred Scott decision held that the original intent behind the Constitution and 
Declaration of Independence excluded blacks from American citizenship, in addition to 
forbidding the government from banning slavery in the national territories—in effect, 
declaring illegal the Republican Party platform seeking to limit the expansion of 
slavery. In 1859, Frederick Douglass traveled to the United Kingdom and delivered 
this address in Glasgow to a Scottish anti-slavery society in response to a Garrisonian 
speaker. 

…. the American Government and the American Constitution are spoken of in a manner 
which would naturally lead the hearer to believe that one is identical with the other; 
when the truth is, they are distinct in character as is a ship and a compass. The one 
may point right and the other steer wrong. A chart is one thing, the course of the vessel 
is another. The Constitution may be right, the Government is wrong. If the Government 
has been governed by mean, sordid, and wicked passions, it does not follow that the 
Constitution is mean, sordid, and wicked. 

The real and exact question … — 1st, Does the United States Constitution guarantee to 
any class or description of people in that country the right to enslave, or hold as 
property, any other class or description of people in that country? 2nd, Is the 
dissolution of the union between the slave and free States required by fidelity to the 
slaves, or by the just demands of conscience? Or, in other words, is the refusal to 
exercise the elective franchise, and to hold office in America, the surest, wisest, and 
best way to abolish slavery in America? 

… I, on the other hand, deny that the Constitution guarantees the right to hold property 
in man, and believe that the way to abolish slavery in America is to vote such men into 
power as well use their powers for the abolition of slavery. This is the issue plainly 
stated, and you shall judge between us. …  

Bear in mind, also, and the fact is an important one, that the framers of the 
Constitution sat with doors closed, and that this was done purposely, that nothing but 
the result of their labours should be seen, and that that result should be judged of by 
the people free from any of the bias shown in the debates… These debates were 
purposely kept out of view, in order that the people should adopt, not the secret 
motives or unexpressed intentions of any body, but the simple text of the paper itself. 
Those debates form no part of the original agreement. I repeat, the paper itself, and 
only the paper itself, with its own plainly written purposes, is the Constitution. … 



Here then, are those provisions of the Constitution, which the most extravagant 
defenders of slavery can claim to guarantee a right of property in man. These are the 
provisions which have been pressed into the service of the human fleshmongers of 
America. Let us look at them just as they stand, one by one. Let us grant, for the sake 
of the argument, that the first of these provisions, referring to the basis of 
representation and taxation, does refer to slaves. We are not compelled to make that 
admission, for it might fairly apply to aliens — persons living in the country, but not 
naturalized. But giving the provisions the very worse construction, what does 
it amount to? I answer — It is a downright disability laid upon the slaveholding States; 
one which deprives those States of two-fifths of their natural basis of representation. A 
black man in 2/5 a free State is worth just two-fifths more than a black man in a slave 
State, as a basis of political power under the Constitution. Therefore, instead of 
encouraging slavery, the Constitution encourages freedom by giving an increase of 
"two-fifths" of political power to free over slave States. So much for the three-fifths 
clause; taking it at its worst, it still leans to freedom, not slavery; for, be it remembered 
that the Constitution nowhere forbids a coloured man to vote. 

I come to the next, that which it is said guaranteed the continuance of the African slave 
trade for twenty years. I will also take that for just what my opponent alleges it to have 
been, although the Constitution does not warrant any such conclusion. … But there is 
still more to be said about this abolition of the slave trade. Men, at that time, both in 
England and in America, looked upon the slave trade as the life of slavery. The 
abolition of the slave trade was supposed to be the certain death of slavery. Cut off 
the stream, and the pond will dry up, was the common notion at the time. …  

Thus, you see, the so-called slave-holding provisions of the American Constitution, 
which a little while ago looked so formidable, are, after all, no defence or guarantee for 
slavery whatever. But there is one other provision. This is called the "Fugitive Slave 
Provision." …  

The legal condition of the slave puts him beyond the operation of this provision. He is 
not described in it. He is a simple article of property. He does not owe and cannot owe 
service. He cannot even make a contract… He can no more make such a contract than 
a horse or an ox can make one. This provision, then, only respects persons who owe 
service, and they only can owe service who can receive an equivalent and make a 
bargain. The slave cannot do that, and is therefore exempted from the operation of 
this fugitive provision. In all matters where laws are taught to be made the means of 
oppression, cruelty, and wickedness, I am for strict construction. I will concede 
nothing. 



…. there is another rule of law. It is — Where a law is susceptible of two meanings, the 
one making it accomplish an innocent purpose, and the other making it accomplish a 
wicked purpose, we must in all cases adopt that which makes it accomplish an 
innocent purpose. … I only ask you to look at the American Constitution in [that] light…, 
and you will see with me that no man is guaranteed a right of property in man, under 
the provisions of that instrument. If there are two ideas more distinct in their character 
and essence than another, those ideas are "persons" and "property," "men" and 
"things." Now, when it is proposed to transform persons into "property" and men into 
beasts of burden, I demand that the law that completes such a purpose shall be 
expressed with irresistible clearness. The thing must not be left to inference, but must 
be done in plain English.  

Its language [the Constitution] is "we the people;" not we the white people, not even we 
the citizens, not we the privileged class, not we the high, not we the low, but we the 
people; not we the horses, sheep, and swine, and wheel-barrows, but we the people, 
we the human inhabitants; and, if Negroes are people, they are included in the benefits 
for which the Constitution of America was ordained and established. This, I undertake 
to say, as the conclusion of the whole matter, that the constitutionality of slavery can 
be made out only by disregarding the plain and common-sense reading of the 
Constitution itself…by claiming that the Constitution does not mean what it says, and 
that it says what it does not mean; by disregarding the written Constitution, and 
interpreting it in the light of a secret understanding. 

… The dissolution of the Union is not only an unwise but a cowardly measure — 15 
millions running away from 350,000 slaveholders. Mr. Garrison and his friends tell us 
that while in the Union we are responsible for slavery. He and they sing out "No Union 
with slaveholders," and refuse to vote. I admit our responsibility for slavery while in the 
Union but I deny that going out of the Union would free us from that responsibility. 
There now clearly is no freedom from responsibility for slavery to any American citizen 
short of the abolition of slavery. The American people have gone quite too far in this 
slaveholding business now to sum up their whole business of slavery by singing out the 
cant phrase, "No union with slaveholders." 

Reference was made … to my having once held other opinions, and very different 
opinions to those I have now expressed. An old speech of mine delivered fourteen 
years ago was read to show — I know not what. …. I do not pretend that I have never 
altered my opinion both in respect to men and things. Indeed, I have been very much 
modified both in feeling and opinion within the last fourteen years. When I escaped 
from slavery, and was introduced to the Garrisonians, I adopted very many of their 
opinions, and defended them just as long as I deemed them true. I was young, had read 
but little, and naturally took some things on trust. 



Subsequent experience and reading have led me to examine for myself. This had 
brought me to other conclusions. When I was a child, I thought and spoke as a child. 
But the question is not as to what were my opinions fourteen years ago, but what they 
are now. If I am right now, it really does not matter what I was fourteen years ago. 

My position now is one of reform, not of revolution. I would act for the abolition of 
slavery through the Government — not over its ruins. If slaveholders have ruled the 
American Government for the last fifty years, let the anti-slavery men rule the nation 
for the next fifty years. If the South has made the Constitution bend to the purposes of 
slavery, let the North now make that instrument bend to the cause of freedom and 
justice. If 350,000 slaveholders have, by devoting their energies to that single end, been 
able to make slavery the vital and animating spirit of the American Confederacy for the 
last 72 years, now let the freemen of the North, who have the power in their own 
hands, and who can make the American Government just what they think fit, resolve to 
blot out for ever the foul and haggard crime, which is the blight and mildew, the curse 
and the disgrace of the whole United States. 



Source 5: John C. Calhoun, "Speech on the Oregon Bill" (1848) 

Now, let me say, senators, if our Union and system of government are doomed to 
perish, and we to share the fate of so many great people who have gone before us, the 
historian, who, in some future day may record the events ending in so calamitous a 
result, will devote his first chapter to the ordinance of 1787, lauded as it and its authors 
have been, as the first of that series which led to it. …  

If he should possess a philosophical turn of mind, and be disposed to look to more 
remote and recondite causes, he will trace it to a proposition which originated in a 
hypothetical truism, but which, as now expressed and now understood, is the most 
false and dangerous of all political errors. The proposition to which I allude, has 
become an axiom in the minds of a vast majority on both sides of the Atlantic, and is 
repeated daily from tongue to tongue, as an established and incontrovertible truth; it 
is, that "all men are born free and equal." 

I am not afraid to attack error, however deeply it may be entrenched, or however 
widely extended, whenever it becomes my duty to do so, as I believe it to be on this 
subject and occasion. 

Taking the proposition literally (it is in that sense it is understood), there is not a word 
of truth in it. It begins with "all men are born," which is utterly untrue. Men are not born. 
Infants are born. They grow to be men. And concludes with asserting that they are 
born "free and equal," which is not less false. They are not born free. While infants they 
are incapable of freedom, being destitute alike of the capacity of thinking and acting, 
without which there can be no freedom. Besides, they are necessarily born subject to 
their parents, and remain so among all people, savage and civilized, until the 
development of their intellect and physical capacity enables them to take care of 
themselves. They grow to all the freedom of which the condition in which they were 
born permits, by growing to be men. Nor is it less false that they are born "equal." They 
are not so in any sense in which it can be regarded; and thus, as I have asserted, there 
is not a word of truth in the whole proposition, as expressed and generally understood. 

If we trace it back, we shall find the proposition differently expressed in the 
Declaration of Independence. That asserts that "all men are created equal." The form 
of expression, though less dangerous, is not less erroneous. All men are not created. 
According to the Bible, only two, a man and a woman, ever were, and of these one was 
pronounced subordinate to the other. All others have come into the world by being 



born, and in no sense, as I have shown, either free or equal. But this form of expression 
being less striking and popular, has given way to the present, and under the authority 
of a document put forth on so great an occasion, and leading to such important 
consequences, has spread far and wide, and fixed itself deeply in the public mind. It 
was inserted in our Declaration of Independence without any necessity. It made no 
necessary part of our justification in separating from the parent country, and declaring 
ourselves independent. Breach of our chartered privileges, and lawless encroachment 
on our acknowledged and well-established rights by the parent country, were the real 
causes, and of themselves sufficient, without resorting to any other, to justify the step. 
Nor had it any weight in constructing the governments which were substituted in the 
place of the colonial. They were formed of the old materials and on practical and well-
established principles, borrowed for the most part from our own experience and that 
of the country from which we sprang. 

… Instead, then, of all men having the same right to liberty and equality, as is claimed by 
those who hold that they are all born free and equal, liberty is the noble and highest 
reward bestowed on mental and moral development, combined with favorable 
circumstances. Instead, then, of liberty and equality being born with man; instead of all 
men and all classes and descriptions being equally entitled to them, they are high 
prizes to be won, and are in their most perfect state, not only the highest reward that 
can be bestowed on our race, but the most difficult to be won—and when won, the 
most difficult to be preserved. 

… We now begin to experience the danger of admitting so great an error to have a 
place in the declaration of our independence. For a long time it lay dormant; but in the 
process of time it began to germinate, and produce its poisonous fruits. It had strong 
hold on the mind of Mr. Jefferson, the author of that document, which caused him to 
take an utterly false view of the subordinate relation of the black to the white race in 
the South; and to hold, in consequence, that the former, though utterly unqualified to 
possess liberty, were as fully entitled to both liberty and equality as the latter; and that 
to deprive them of it was unjust and immoral. To this error, his proposition to exclude 
slavery from the territory northwest of the Ohio may be traced, and to that the 
ordinance of '87, and through it the deep and dangerous agitation which now threatens 
to engulf, and will certainly engulf, if not speedily settled, our political institutions, and 
involve the country in countless woes. 
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Abolition, Slavery, and the Constitution – Comparison Chart 

Source View of the Constitution 
(Is it pro-slavery or anti-slavery?) 

Key Arguments & 
Strongest Evidence 

William Lloyd Garrison, 
"On the Constitution and 
the Union" (1832) 

William Lloyd 
Garrison, "The 
American Union" (1845) 
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Frederick Douglass, "The 
Constitution of the U.S.: Is 
It Pro-Slavery or Anti-
Slavery?" (1860) 

Dred Scott v. Sandford 
(1856) 
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John C. Calhoun, "Speech 
on the Oregon Bill" (1848) 
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